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Introduction



 

Readers loved last year’s set so much, we decided to do it again and bring you NINE spicy romances set around the holidays. From bestselling, award-winning and multi-published authors come romances that include friends to lovers, doggie matchmakers, single dads, hero-in-hiding, maybe baby, reunited lovers and more!

 

So grab your romantic Christmas set today, settle in with a mug of something delish and feel the heat from Spicy Christmas Kisses 2!

 

Hope for Us All: A Hope Series Christmas Novella, by Sydney Aaliyah Michelle

Welcome to Carrington and Jackson’s first family Christmas, money, fame and family are supposed to be good things, right?

 

Unfinished Business, by Lyssa Layne

Marine Theo Lindemann is hoping to avoid his family over the holidays, just like Tess Vargas. When the two cross paths, they help each other accomplish this goal only to find out that they’re both hiding from the same thing.

 

Maligned, by Jade Kerrion

A single dad. The pretty girl-next-door. First impressions can make or break a relationship. But what if they’re wrong?

 

Mistletoe Marathon, by Susan Ann Wall

They’ll run 26.2 miles for just one kiss.

 

Invitation to Christmas, by Bonnie Edwards

Last Christmas Tom Fontaine kissed his soon-to-be step-sister and unleashed a mess of want. Can he convince Jordyn Bailey that their family can be blended in more ways than one?

 

All I Want For Christmas, by Susan Oloier

Charlotte missed her flight to Wisconsin and is looking for a quick way home before her sister’s Christmas Eve wedding. Ryan’s in search of a meandering adventure. When they’re forced together for a two-thousand-mile, cross-country trip, they discover a journey neither of them planned for.

 

Napa Christmas (The MacAllesters), by Dawn DeSousa

Jennifer “JJ” Jones, has the life she has always wanted, dream job - check, dream man, check. Intrusive future sister-in-law, not so much. Can JJ juggle her own Christmas desires with the expectations of others?

 

Heating Up The Holidays, by Marcia James

When Chris Spencer returns home with his daughter, he's not looking for a second chance with his first love. And the last thing Nicky Paxton needs at Christmas time is her high school heart-breaker. But thanks to a unique dog and a lonely child, they might get their Christmas desires.

 

Five Golden Rings: A Christmas Novella, by K.L. Brady

Girl trips over boy...and Boy falls for Girl. Nick and Kristy’s unforgettable chance encounter at the National Tree Lighting takes a turn for the worst when they’re torn apart. Can a Missed Connection ad and a little Christmas magic bring them back together?
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Hope For Us All - Blurb



 



Newly engaged, Carrington and Jackson are planning a wedding, but they have to get through Christmas with the family first. Carrington wants to start their own family traditions, but with a husband who’s currently the most famous man in the sports world, a billionaire baby granddaddy and her family and future in-laws fighting for most involved parents of the year, Carrington and Jackson struggle to find a normal for their first family Christmas.

 

Fame, Family & Fortune are supposed to be good things, right?

 


Chapter 1



 



"Good morning."

My heart skipped a beat as his baritone voice sang out from the front door. The same as the first moment we met. After so many years and so many missteps, I wondered every day if he knew how much I loved him and how happy I was that we finally made it.

"She's doing it again," Jack yelled back as he poured himself a bowl of cereal.

I glared at my son.

"Doing what?" Jackson asked as he kissed Jack on top of his head and smoothed out his unruly dirty blond curls.

"Obsessing over the menu," Jack answered.

I cringed and shook my head.

I tapped the eraser of my pencil on my forehead.

"You think we should have another meat?" I asked Jackson.

He leaned over and kissed me. His lips lingered, and he kissed me again. He paused, his face inches from mine.

I inhaled.

He smelled like he just stepped out of the shower, clean and fresh. My heart skipped again.

"What kind of meat would you like?" he whispered. I rolled my eyes and smirked.

Even when he acted like a horny sixteen-year-old, I couldn't take my eyes off him.

"I was thinking about adding pork to the dinner menu. We can pick one up a ham at Honey Bake. That way if everything else is inedible, we can have sandwiches for dinner." I laid my hands on the table and looked back and forth at them both.

"See what I mean? Obsessing," Jack said; his words muffled by a mouth full of cereal.

"Listen." I raised my voice but lowered it in response to Jackson’s pointed look. I took a deep breath. "We are seven days away from Christmas. In two days, our families will be here. I have to finish shopping, finish cleaning the house." I turned to Jackson. "Is your place clean?"

Jackson's eyes grew wide, but he didn't answer.

"In the meantime," I continued, "I have to plan the meal, make sure my son has clean clothes, and my fiancé is …" I had my own choice words, but I kept them to myself. "… taken care of, and to top it all off, I have to finish a brief and several reports before the end of the year, which if I spend twelve hours a day in my office, I just might have them done by Valentine's Day. So if we can take a few minutes this morning and get this done, I'll be happy for the rest of the day." I sighed. "I just want everything to be nice."

Jackson and Jack looked at each other and back at me.

"We should go out to dinner," Jack said.

Jackson nodded.

Their bond grew stronger every day. Most days, it warmed my heart, but today, it pissed me off, especially when they ganged up on me.

"We can't have Christmas dinner,"—I handed him a napkin—"our first Christmas dinner, together in a restaurant. So ham?"

Jackson and Jack both shrugged their shoulders.

What kind of answer is that? 

"Or maybe I could figure out how to make a pot roast by next week." I bit my lip.

"I could hire a chef?" Jackson added.

"No. It needs to be a home-cooked meal," I answered. Although I wasn't sure how I was going to feed fifteen people in my tiny house.

"If he cooks it at home, it will be," Jack said, offering his unsolicited two cents.

I looked down at my list again. It would be so much easier. Cooking a whole holiday meal for our family would be a chore, especially considering I didn't actually cook. My mom and Mrs. Mitchell vowed to help. My dad offered to cook his infamous fried turkey.

I can do this. 

"No. I've got it covered," I said with confidence.

"Ugh." Jack placed his head in his hands. 

Where did he learn that move? 

 I checked the time on my phone.

"Go grab your stuff. Ms. Ella will be here in five minutes." School would save him from being sent to his room indefinitely.

He pushed away from the table and stomped up the stairs.

I turned to Jackson and watched his triceps flex as he stood at the stove. It was Tuesday: eggs, sausage, and toast. He cracked three eggs into a pan and scrambled them a little before adding the Turkey sausage and cheese.  The whole-wheat toast popped out of the toaster. He had been so regimented about everything these last few weeks.

The Cardinals’ record was twelve and three with one game left to play. They were already in the playoffs, but Sunday night's game was important. If they won, they would get a first-round bye and home field advantage throughout the playoffs. His routine was more important than ever.

He set two plates of food on the table as Jack returned with his backpack in one hand and his homework in the other.  

 Jackson handed him his lunch and he shoved it in his bag.  

"Have a great day at school," I said. " I won't be home until late. Jackson's will be here when you get home." 

"Jackson, can you pick me up from school?" Jack asked.

"I'll try, but if I'm not there, ride home with Ella, and I'll meet you here," Jackson answered.

Jack placed his hands on my shoulders. "Mom, don't sweat it. The important thing is that we are all together."

I blinked and hugged him. He was right.

"Even if you do screw up."

I didn't have a chance to react before he slipped out of my grasp and headed towards the door. Jackson's stifle a laugh as he followed Jack.  

"Bye, Mom. Bye, Jackson," Jack said.

I laid my head down on the table and groaned.

"Baby."

I flinched.

Jackson massaged the tension out of my shoulders and neck. "I really wish you wouldn't stress out. It's stressing me out."

His mouth made it return. I pushed his hands away and stood up from the table. I squared my shoulders and placed my hands on my hips.  

"I'm so sorry. I sincerely apologize if the brilliant football player can't handle any additional stress from his freaked-out girlfriend. I'll just go lock myself in my room and not speak until I'm in a state that will not stress you out." I took a step toward my bedroom.

Jackson grabbed my arms and pulled me to him, my back flush with his chest. He ran his hand up my waist, between my breasts, and around my neck. He laid a noisy, wet kiss on my neck, and my toes tingled. I leaned my head back against his chest as his other hand squeezed my breast.

I reached behind me and grabbed him; his manhood grew hard in my hand. He groaned in my ear and guided me toward my room.

He pushed me down on the bed, and I flipped over onto my back. I stared up at him. He was so beautiful with his shaggy blond hair and brilliant dark green eyes. He pulled off his t-shirt. I bit my lip to keep from reacting, but his body made me smile. I loved it. I loved everything about this man.

Even when he pissed me off, I wanted him.

I loved him even more at this moment because he always knew what I needed when I needed it.

He removed the rest of his clothes and started on mine. He touched me with such care. He paid attention to what made me happy. He could be the selfish, obnoxious prick someone of his status might justify, but it wasn't the truth. He wasn't any of those things. He was kind and sweet and sexy as hell. He was rough and soft at the same time. I loved him for loving me in the same way.

He kissed my stomach and trailed his tongue up my sternum. His hands kneaded my breasts, and I arched my back and moaned as he captured one in his mouth. His other hand came up and ran a finger over my lips. My tongue poked out and tasted him. Eggs and jelly would have made me nauseous, but mixed with a little bit of Jackson, the combination made my taste buds dance.  My stomach growled.  We forgot to eat, again.

We were notorious for skipping meals to have sex. This morning would be no different.


Chapter 2



 



"Thank you." I lay with my head on his chest. "I needed to clear my head."

"Well, that's what I'm here for." He laughed and pulled me close. "I'm sorry. I'm not trying to be an asshole. I just don't want you to freak out over this. If it's not perfect, it's okay."

"I know, but I just feel like everyone's expecting perfection."

"No one expects that." He kissed the top of my head. "If you're like this for a family dinner, then what are you going to be like when we start on the wedding."

I squeezed my eyes shut and pushed the thought out of my mind.

"Hey." He tugged on my hair.

I lifted my head and put my chin on his chest.

"We are having a wedding?" he asked.

"Isn't there a way for us to be married without having a wedding?" I asked. 

"We can go to the justice of the peace," he answered.

I nodded but didn't like the idea. It seemed too impersonal. I wanted to have my family around.

I looked over at the clock, and it read 9:20.

"Oh, shit." I pushed off Jackson.

He grunted as my leg grazed his privates.

"I'm sorry. I'm late."

I ran into the bathroom and turned on the shower while I surveyed the after-sex damage. My hair was a mess. I brushed it back and put it in a ponytail. I pulled on my shower cap. My lips were swollen from Jackson's kisses. I brushed my teeth and stepped into the shower. As soon as I stepped out, Jackson stood near my vanity with my breakfast in a sandwich and my to-go coffee mug on the counter.

I took a bite of the sandwich, kissed him, and continued to get ready for work.

Ten minutes later, I headed toward the door.

"Carrington?" Jackson followed me. "Whatever you need from me let me know. I'm here for you."

"I know, and I love you for it. I'll be fine once we get through this week." I tried twice to put my arm in my jacket.

Jackson helped. He smirked as he leaned in and pulled me in his arms.

"I love you, too," he said as he nibbled on my ear.

"Oh, there’s one more thing you can do for me." He let go of me, and I leaned back. I patted his chest. "No pressure but can you go out and win the game on Sunday. That way, next week we can concentrate on Christmas, and I can stop stressing you out."

"I'll do my best." He gave me his NFL quarterback million-dollar smile, mixed with a humble smirk perfected for occasions when he needed to placate a rabid fan.

I laughed as he kissed me goodbye. I turned to leave, but he grabbed me, again.

"What? Babe, I’ve got to go."

"Okay, but can you do something for me?" He pulled me into his arms and kissed my neck.

Anything.

"Stop calling yourself my girlfriend," he said.

"What do you prefer?" I asked.

"Fiancée, future wife. My queen." He flexed his fingers on my forearm.

My heart thudded in my chest. I turned to face him and give him a little curtsey.

"Yes, my king," I said.

He laughed, patted me on my smart ass, and kissed me again.

I pushed him away. If I didn't leave now, I would never get out the door.

***

I barely had time to set my stuff down before Cassie poked her head in my office.

"Adam wants to see you like an hour ago." She peered down the hall.

"What's up? He could have called me."

"I told him that, but he said he'd wait until you decided to grace us with your presence," she said with her hands extended. "He said it kind of snotty like that, too."

"I don't doubt it." I cracked open my laptop and stared out the window while it booted up.

The Cardinals practice facility was a hundred yards outside my window. Staffed scurried across the practice field. I spotted a few players, too. Guys were putting in extra work due to the importance of the upcoming game.

I needed to lay off Jackson. He needed to keep his mind on the game and not worry about me.

"You okay?" Cassie asked as she plopped herself down in the nearest chair.

"Yeah, I'm okay. Just a lot going on." I frowned, but before she could ask another question, I grabbed a legal pad and headed off to find Adam.

I knocked even though his office door was open.

"Hey, Carrington. Come in. Come in." Adam's head was down. His gray suit jacket draped across the chair across from his messy desk. I picked it up and hung it on the coat rack two feet away.

"You don't have to clean up after me," Adam said but didn't look up from the file in his hand.

"It's a mom thing. Can't help it."

He nodded, but he still hadn't looked at me. He slapped the folder shut and tossed it on his desk. He looked out the window, and I followed his eyes. His view of the practice facility was from another angle.

Finally, he turned to me.

"I need to discuss something with you." He leaned with his arms crossed on the desk and his chin to his chest. "I've decided to move back to Florida."

My eyes grew wide, and my mouth hung open.

"I want you to come with me." He lifted his head and held my gaze. "But I have a feeling it's not going to happen."

"What? Why?" I asked, not sure what question I was supposed to ask.

"Well, my kids are a little older now. AC is starting football this year. He wants me to be at his games." He shook his head. "I thought it would get easier when they got older, but it's not. Michael is acting out. I need to be around more."Adam bit his lip and sighed. This decision weighed on him.

"What about the firm?" I stared down at my heels.

"They asked me to open an office in Orlando." Adam stood up. "We don't really have a presence in the Southeast."

"I don't know what to say." I avoided the urge to stand up.

"I could make you partner. You'd be the fastest associate to make partner in the history of the firm." He walked to my side of the desk and sat next to me. "I'd need your help with generating business. Maybe head your own practice area in sports while I manage the whole firm. Whatever you want?"

"Adam." I gripped the armrest. "I've got Jack and Jackson. I'm getting married in a few months."

"That's the great part. The off-season starts soon. Players live in two places all the time. It's where he's from, so I doubt he would object when he sees what a great opportunity this is for you. The salary would be substantial, and next season, we can work something out. Like maybe you spend weekends here, make sure you have access to the jet for games." Adam reached out to touch my arm. "I'll figure it out. Anything you need. Just don't say no."

I looked down at his hand gripping the armrest. I slowly lifted my head and stared into his sad eyes.

"I'll think about it," I said even though my brain screamed a definitive no. I couldn't do that to him.

"Good. That's good." Adam smiled, but his eyes cut away.

He patted my arm, stood, and returned to his side of the desk.

Adam sat down and then shot back up.

"Shit," he said as he gathered a few papers and shoved them into his messenger bag. "I have an apportionment with Jerry at eleven. Jot some things down about what you need, what you want, and let's have lunch on Friday and discuss further, okay?"

I nodded, but Adam was already out the door.

I slumped back and squeezed my eyes shut. My heart raced, and I held my chest to keep it inside my ribcage.

That no stress idea Jackson and I had discussed wasn't working.

Time for a new plan.


Chapter 3



 



My day flew by, yet when I thought about what I accomplished, nothing came to mind. 

My brain and my heart ached as I played Adam's request over and over in my head. Everything about it felt wrong, but a person in my position only dreamed about this kind of opportunity.

Partner after five years—running my own practice group in a place where I already knew all the players.

Jackson had been traded before. It could happen again. Neither of us had ties to Arizona, except for the fact it was the place we found each other again. I loved it here, but his hometown as our home base, with his parents and brother close by, was practical. Mr. Griffin, Jack's grandfather, lived an hour east of Orlando and would be overjoyed to have his grandson so close.

"Rerouting, please stand by," my GPS said as I missed the turn into Rhonda Kelly's neighborhood. "Please make a U-turn at Sanders Avenue."

A few weeks ago, Jackson decided the leader of the defense and the head of the offense, and their families should be friends. Ron Kelly was a twelve-year veteran of the NFL. He and Rhonda grew up together in Fort Meyers, Florida. Because of our husbands, we were supposed to be friends. Even though up to that point, Rhonda and her crew of player wives and girlfriends ignored me. 

I liked Ron. He played for the University of Florida, so we had that natural college rivalry thing to bond over.  Rhonda, on the other hand, she was a negative person. Two minutes into dinner, I noticed conflict in every sentence she uttered.

I don't know how you did it, but good for you for bagging a quarterback. Then she had leaned into me and whispered, Too bad he looks more like Tom Brady than Robert Griffin, III. 

Her compliments had that backhanded insult to them, and being around her made me forget my manners sometimes.

I had explained that Jackson and I met in college and had known each other for years. Once she had confirmed the information, she granted me access to the Player Wives/Serious Girlfriend Club, Arizona Cardinals Chapter.

I made the U-turn and, minutes later, pulled up to a twelve-foot iron gate. It looked like something out of Game of Thrones. The center of the gate had a shield with swords sticking out of the sides. I pressed the call button, and someone picked up but didn't say anything. The phone beeped, and the gate opened.

I drove in with my mouth hanging open. The place unfolded in front of my eyes like a cinematographer created the road to reveal the most appealing visual of an English countryside castle in Scottsdale, Arizona.

I pulled into the circular driveway next to three other cars. I recognized Anna Meyer's car. Anna, my closest friend on the team, dated James Towson, Jackson's wide receiver. She had a year on me with this group. She found the stigma around player's wives and girlfriends silly. 

I walked up the grand steps cast in marble and pressed the doorbell. It bellowed a moaning ring that grew louder as the black iron gate-like door opened.

"Carrington." Rhonda squealed and pulled me in for a hug. "Oh girl, it's so good to see you."

I hugged her with one arm while balancing the mini cupcakes in my other. The cupcakes were samples for our holiday charity/team Christmas party. 

For someone with an amazing body—a tall, thin frame with boobs in proportion and a flawless face—she had horrible fashion sense. She wore a gold catsuit with a black and brown fur mink vest. Her four-inch heels made her awkwardly tall. She had to bend at the knees to look me in the eye.

She grabbed the cupcakes and handed them off to her assistant, Kia, who was always by her side. They used to be best friends, but Rhonda treated her more like a slave and less like an employee. They destroyed their friendship years ago. Anna said she threatens to quit every other month, and Rhonda raises her salary to get her to stay.

I found it funny she had an assistant, but she didn't have a job. Her husband has his own team of people as well.

I took in the rest of the place as Rhonda led me to the backyard patio. The house was equally as tacky as its owner's wardrobe, but even Rhonda couldn't mess up the view of Camelback Mountain. With the sun setting, it was breathtaking.

I spotted Anna huddled under a blanket with a large cup of something warming her hands. It didn't get cold in Arizona, even in December, but at night, the weather was crisp. Rhonda had us sitting in two person lounge chairs around a circular fire pit.

I air kissed the other six women.

Sierra and Lacy, Rhonda's closest friends and minions, wore similar uniforms as our host but in more appropriate colors and fabrics. I didn't know them well.

Brittany, who's married to Seth, the starting left tackle, wore a fitted black pantsuit with a red shirt and red heels. Her professional appearance was odd considering she stayed at home all day homeschooling her four kids who were all under the age of ten. Jasmin, the longtime girlfriend of Brady, the starting tight end, wore jeans and an off the shoulder sweater. She kept adjusting it and fidgeting.

 I enjoyed getting to know them. They both had been with their guys a long time but understood like I did that being a player's wife in Phoenix was vastly different than being a player’s wife in Los Angeles or New York.

I doubted VH1 would make a reality show about us.

Anna pulled back her blanket, and I slid in next to her and gave her a kiss on the cheek.

"You okay?" she asked.

"Yeah, why?" I shrugged my shoulders.

"I don't know. You look tired." She squeezed my leg.

"Just a long day," I whispered.

Rhonda clinked a spoon on the side of her champagne flute to get our attention. I looked at Anna, and she hid a giggle with the large cup in her hand.

I leaned over and smelled it; coffee spiked with something.

Kia squatted down next to me.

"Ms. Butler, what would you like to drink?" she asked.

"I'll have what Anna's having." I smiled. "Thank you."

She didn't return the smile. She picked herself up and shuffled toward the house.

"Kia," Rhonda said. Kia stopped but didn't turn around. "Bring me a refill, would ya."

Kia gave a halfhearted wave and continued.

"So I'd like to do a rundown of the night's program. Confirm any loose ends or questions. I am super pleased to announce we are way under budget, which means more money for the victims of domestic abuse," Rhonda said as she stared at me with a reassuring smile.

By definition, I was a victim or survivor of domestic violence, even though my ex-boyfriend, Jack's father, and Jackson’s best friend, only got violent with me once. In therapy, I had identified several occasions when his actions had threatened me. My therapist thought I should garner some encouragement from the fact that there was a pattern. The last incident wasn't a random act of crazy.

Beating up your pregnant girlfriend because, in a drug and alcohol induced state, you thought your father told you to, seemed pretty crazy to me.

According to Anna, the entire crew discussed my history thoroughly over an impromptu happy hour after our relationship became public. It was part of the reason I was allowed entry so soon. Short-term playthings and side chicks, not invited. It used to be only wives, but then so many of the couples weren't getting married but still living together or raising children together. They—whoever they were—made an exception. 

"Carrington?"

"I'm sorry." I shook my head. "I missed that."

All the ladies stared at me with concern. 

"Are all the contracts in order with the vendors?" Rhonda asked, speaking slower. "Any last-minute things we need to be aware of?"

"No. It's all fine." I pulled a folder out of my purse and opened it. "There are some budget adjustments we can handle in the final reconciliation. A few of the vendors offered more discounts once they found out about Jackson's direct involvement. And the cupcakes …" Which Kia returned and placed on the table. "SimCakes will donate them for free if we put this on each table." I showed them the photo of a tower of mini cupcakes with an elegant Christmas themed banner in the center. On the sign, written in professional calligraphy, it read, SimCakes supports the Cardinals.

"Oh, cute." Rhonda took the photo. "Just please get these type of things solidified sooner next time, okay?" Then she passed the photo on.

I nodded. Anna elbowed me in the side. Never mind I saved the event four thousand dollars.

Since the broadcasters announced our relationship during a game on national television, everyone treated me differently. It wasn't good or bad. It took some getting used to, but if it meant more money for the charity, I wasn't above dropping my fiancé’s name.

As for all the other attention, Rhonda could have it. I didn't want it.

More important things were going on in the world than whether Ron Kelly's wife felt validated in life just because she was Ron Kelly's wife.

 

When the meeting part of the night was over, the ladies tore up the cupcakes. The slight buzz, helped, too. 

Must be the Christmas spirit. 

As always, the discussion turned to our men.

"So I overheard T talking to someone about playoff money. Did you know they get extra money for playing in the playoffs," Sierra said. Her husband was another defensive lineman. They’d met last year in Jamaica and instead of going back to her home in Oregon, she moved in with him, and they married the next off-season.

"Yes, girl. Of course," Rhonda said waving her hands in the air.

"Well, how much is it?" Sierra asked.

They all turned to me.

"Ladies"—I set my cup down and snatched the last cupcake—"you know I can't discuss anything related to the player's contracts with you."

"Oh, so it's in the contract?" Lacy asked. Her brilliant blue eyes lit up from the light in the fire pit.

"Hey, I have a novel idea." Anna set her mug down and huddled under the blanket. "Why don't you ask your husband?"

They all giggled it off, but Anna's faced pinched, and she shook her head.

I elbowed her side.

"Maybe with James' playoff money, he'll finally buy you that rock you’ve been wanting," Sierra said while flashing her new ring in our direction.

Anna leaned forward, but Rhonda spoke up. "Ladies, it's getting cold. Why don't we move inside?"

Leave it to Rhonda to break up the craziness. She didn't want any Real Housewives moments playing out in her backyard.

I looked at my phone; it was nine thirty.

"I need to get home," I said.

"Yeah, me too," Anna chimed in.

Rhonda walked us to the door, gave each of us a quick hug, and herded us out the door. No doubt so she and the ladies could talk about us. 

I grabbed Anna's hand and walked her to her car.

"Don't let them get to you," I said.

"Oh, I know. I just hate it because, about this one thing, they are absolutely right." Anna blinked. 

"Anna,"—I pulled her in for a hug—"James loves you. He'll ask you. He's a man; he just needs to do things in his own time."

"That's easy for you to say. Jackson wanted to marry you the day you met."

I leaned back.

"No, he didn't." My eyes narrowed as I remembered; I was the one who saw Jackson as husband material the moment we met.

"Yeah. I was talking to him about some place in Florida my girlfriend is looking at for her wedding. I asked him if you guys had picked a venue, and he said you were thinking about the steps of the library at FSU since that's where you two met."

"He is so weird." I let out a nervous laugh.

"He loves you." Anna hugged me again. "Even when you’re not around, he talks about you and his face lights up. Super cute and super annoying."

I hugged her back.

"I hate to break it to you, sweetie, but James does the same thing."

"Maybe. We are young, and I knew we have plenty of time, but I just feel some kind of security lies within the confines of marriage. You know what I mean?"

I nodded because I did. I had no qualms, hang-ups, or hesitation about being married to Jackson. It was this unknown in the meantime that tore me up inside. Especially with Adams offer thrown into the mix.


Chapter 4



 



I pulled into the driveway twenty minutes later. Jackson's parked car made my stomach do a flip, in a thrilling way. I hopped out of the car and ran inside. I loved that feeling of seeing my man after a long day.

I spotted his socked feet up on the coffee table. I entered the living room, and he grinned as soon as he saw me. He put down his iPad and motioned for me.

"There's my girl." I sat in his lap and soaked up the attention. He kissed my cheek and my shoulder, and then he placed a hand behind my neck and pulled my face around to kiss me on the lips. His mouth tasted like Asian food. I sucked on his lip and licked my own.

"Yum." I grinned.

"You hungry?" he asked.

I nodded and kissed him again.

"You want to go change, and I'll warm you up some Pad Thai."

"You'd do that for me," I said, faking astonishment. Nothing sweet he did surprised me. He loved taking care of me.

"I would do that for you, my love." He pushed me up off his lap, and I pulled him up behind me. He grabbed me, pulled me against him, and kissed me. A moan escaped from my throat, and all of the issues of the day disappeared. It was Jackson and me, the way it worked the best. He patted me on the ass and pushed me toward my room.

"You want a glass of wine?" he asked.

"No, I've had enough. Just some water," I called back as I enter my room.  

When I returned, Jackson was back on the couch; he’d set a bowl of noodles and a wine glass of sparkling water on the coffee table and thrown my favorite FSU blanket over his lap. His face was back in his iPad watching film and making notes on a notepad balanced on the armrest.

I slid under the rest of the blanket and grabbed my bowl of noodles while sliding my feet across his lap. I purposely nudged his manhood.

"Hey." He grabbed my foot and grinned. "Careful. Eat your dinner."

He massaged my foot and set the iPad down.

"How was your day? How's Jack?" I asked.

"Good and good. We went to hit some golf balls and grabbed him spaghetti and Thai for us on the way home."

"Did he ask to try it again?" I slurped up a noodle and moaned.

"He is convinced his allergies are almost gone," Jackson said.

"He has another appointment with Dr. Hanover in February, so I'll let him test his theory."

My son hadn't tasted a nut in his whole life. Being born premature, he suffered from asthma and severe allergies, but Jack was sure he would outgrow both.

"I just hope he doesn't try it on his own. Like his little hooligan friend asking me what would happen if they injected themselves with his EpiPen." I shook my head.

"What did you tell him?" Jackson squeezed my foot.

"I told him he'd die." I raised my eyes.

Jackson laughed. "Way to scare the kid, Car."

I took a bite of the Pad Thai and sunk further into the couch, enjoying the warmth of the hot noodles and Jackson hands on me.

"How was your day?" he asked.

I stiffened.

"That good, huh."

I opened my mouth to tell him about Adam's offer, but something stopped me. I didn't want to deal with it right now. I wasn't sure how I felt about it, and I didn't want to stress Jackson out about it, either.

"No, it wasn't bad; the girls at Rhonda's house were all excited. Apparently, they had no clue about playoff money." I rolled my eyes at the term.

"What?"

"Yeah, like they thought I would tell them how much they were getting. Anna's like why don't you ask your husbands." I shook my head. "It makes me wonder if any of them have conversations with their men."

"You do have an unfair advantage. You wrote my contract. They figure why bother their husbands when they can go to the source," he said.

"Have none of them heard of Attorney/Client privilege?" I asked.

"Oh, no." Jackson gasped. "Someday, you will have to pick a side," he said in his best movie trailer voice.

 I laughed as I slurped my noodles and moaned. I wasn't sure if it was the scrumptious food or Jackson hand moving up my thigh, but I tingled all over.

"I wish they wouldn't give Anna such a hard time. She's upset that James hasn't asked her, yet." I laid my head back.

"I guess our quick engagement didn't help her confidence," Jackson pouted, and he squeezed my leg.

"She would never say, but I know it upset her. But she loves us. She was super sweet about it." I tapped Jackson's thigh with my foot. "Can't you move him along? Tell him you won't throw to him anymore until he does right by Anna."

"Isn’t that a little unethical and sneaky?" Jackson asked with a raised eyebrow.

"Maybe, but she deserves it." I ran my foot across his length. "She's been through so much, and she loves him."

Jackson grimaced and grabbed my foot.

"He'll do it," Jackson said with a smirk while staring at my legs, "sooner rather than later."

"Jackson Mitchell, do you know something?" I set my noodles down and sat up.

Jackson smiled but didn't share.

I pouted and lay back down.

"What about our wedding? Have we picked a date, a venue, a state to get married in?" he asked. 

I sighed loudly.

"I'll take that as a no."

I placed my feet back in his lap, but he ignored them and picked up his iPad.

"I heard we were getting married on the steps of the library at FSU," I said.

"You ladies talk too much." He chuckled.

"It's a sweet idea."

"But?"

"This is going to sound awful, and don't get me wrong, I love our school …"

Jackson put his iPad down and turned toward me.

"But if I made a list of positives and negatives of my time at FSU, the negatives are depressing."

"Baby, it's where we met," he said.

"And where we broke up." I frowned.

"Where we fell in love the first time," Jackson said with pure joy in his tone.

"And where I broke our hearts." I blinked away tears as I set down my noodles again. I’d lost my appetite. I hated that the emotions of everything we had been through could be conjured up in seconds.

"Hey," Jackson said and held out his hand. I grabbed it and crawled into his arms. "Maybe you're right. We need to come with up with some place new. Add to the stack of happy memories where the shit in the past will be like a television show that you love."

I leaned back and narrowed my eyes.

"You know you like the show because of the laughs and the good times and the happily-ever-afters each week, but you forget about the mess the characters had to wade through to get there."

"Okay, we're taking a break from Games of Thrones. It's way too dark for our fragile minds at the moment."

"Can we still play Jon Snow and Ygritte?" Jackson asked as he laid me back on the couch. He pulled my legs over his lap, crawled up behind me, and pressed his hardness into my center. His hand slid down the front of my pajama bottoms.

"Jack's right upstairs," I said, grabbing his arm.

"He asleep. Just be quiet." Jackson smirked, and his fingers rubbed me in the most perfect way. My head fell back, and Jackson latched on to my neck and sucked life back into me. He shifted onto his side and we contorted our bodies to face each other as he slide my bottoms down. I ran my hands through his hair and down his back.

I reached into his shorts and squeezed his ass. He groaned as he slid his shorts down.  I shifted again to wrap my hands around his member, and guided him to my entrance. With my legs over his lap, Jackson pressed up into me.

Oh God, he felt good.

His hips moved in short thrusts, and I met each one. I tried to hold in my moans, but after the day I had, I needed to scream and cry out. I needed the release.

Jackson covered my mouth with his own, kissing me, muffling my moans of pleasure. It was so hot and so sexy. My orgasm was powerful; made more so by trying to keep quiet. All that pressure and intensity needed an outlet. I held Jackson close. He had his own body-shaking release. When he regained coherence, he looked into my eyes with so much love; I thought my heart would burst.

"You are a proper lover, Jon Snow," I said and laid a small kiss on his forehead.

He laughed and kissed my cheek and my lips.  He pressed his tongue into my mouth and our taste buds sampled the mix of Asian food and endorphin-releasing sex.

Like that, we reconnected.


Chapter 5



 



The office was quiet over the last two days. Adam canceled our lunch, which was a good. I didn't have an answer for him.

I left the office early on Friday to get ready for the party.

Sitting at my vanity, giggles from the kitchen invaded my bathroom and made me smile.

Jackson's laughed echoed in my ears as I pulled on my dress and checked my reflection one last time. I grabbed my shoes, and joined my guys in the kitchen.

When I entered, they both stopped laughing and stared.

"What?" I asked.

"Wow, Mommy. You look nice," Jack said.

"Thank you, sweetie." I leaned over and kissed his forehead.

Jackson stood up and took my hand.

"Beautiful," he whispered against my knuckles as he kissed them. The heat in his stare stirred something deep inside of me. He ran a hand over my hips and settled on my ass. The red dress slid over my curves like a second skin.

"You look pretty handsome yourself, Mr. Mitchell," I said as I patted him on his broad chest and adjusted his red silk tie. The black tailored three-button suit fit him perfectly.

We all turned as Julia, my housekeeper, scampered into the kitchen. She dropped a basket of clothes on the floor and gasped. 

"Aye, muy bonita, Señor, Señorita," Julia said as she gave me a wink and a nod. Julia had been with me since we moved to Arizona. 

"Thanks, Julia." Jackson grinned. He leaned over and kissed Julia on the cheek. She squealed and rubbed it in.

"Jack. I want you in bed by nine, please." I pointed at him.

"Aw, Mom. Tomorrow’s like a throwaway day at school before Christmas break." He stood with his hands on his hips.

"It doesn't mean you can sleep through it." I kissed him again. "Be good and don't give Julia a hard time. We'll be home at ten o'clock at the latest," I said to Julia.

Jackson placed his hand on top of my ass and flexed his fingers.

"I don't know. We might get a room at the Biltmore and stay the night," Jackson said, with a sexy grin.

"Why would you want to stay in a hotel?" Jack asked and scrunched his face when the adults laughed.

"We'll be home." I shook my head, and we left.

 

We pulled up to the historic hotel twenty minutes later.

Jackson put his arm around me as we rode the escalator to the second floor. His hand gripped my hip, his touch possessive.

"I don't care if it's in the hotel or back home, but I'm fucking you in that dress," he whispered in my ear.

I smiled up at him and bit my lip to keep the quivering to a minimum.

The team owner and his wife greeted us as we stepped off the escalator.

"Jackson. Carrington." He shook Jackson's hand and leaned over to lay a whiskey-infused kiss on my cheek. "Don't you two look amazing?

"Carrington." His wife took my hand. "Thank you so much for all the work you did for this event. It's fabulous already. I'm so happy you’re on our team."

I caught Jackson shaking his head and grinning. He was proud of me. I was pretty proud of myself. I enjoyed contributing to something so worthwhile when most of what I did was frivolous and meaningless.

For the event, we created a secret Santa type auction. Items such as food, drinks, photos, and souvenirs related to the auction item, sat on small round tables. The actual details of the auction item were a secret. 

I grabbed Jackson's hand and walked the floor explaining the auction as we greeted teammates and firm employees along the way.

I showed him the table covered with wine, cheese, and chocolate. Making a quick stop at the table covered in champagne bottles, crystal flutes and a cake shaped like the Eiffel Tower. 

"How do we know it's a trip to Paris?" Jackson asked. "It could be a Paris themed party package." 

I rolled my eyes at him. 

"Believe me, it's not a Paris Themed Party." I winked and he pulled me close and kissed my cheek. We grabbed a glass of champagne from the table and went to find Anna and James. 

They stood next to a table covered in dumbbells and protein shakes.

"You work out for a living. Why do we need a gym in the house?" Anna asked.

"So I can spend more time at home." James turned to Jackson and me. "Hey, guys."

We exchanged hugs and kisses.

"Carrington, tell her how practical a gym in the house is," James said. 

Before I could open my mouth, Anna spoke.

"You just don't want me working out with Justin." Anna pushed James in the chest.

He grabbed her hand.

She leaned up and kissed him. "I love it when you get jealous."

"Hey Man, be careful," Jackson hit James on the arm. "This gym might include a year's worth of private, training sessions with Justin."

James looked at Jackson, at me and then back at Anna. We all laughed as James pulled Anna away from the table.

 

Two hours in, six tables had already gone. From my mental calculations, we had raised over thirty-five thousand dollars. It was funny to watch these uber-rich people trying to outdo each other. When the item was won, the MC would read the full package and each one exceeded the rooms expectations. 

The money went to the Cardinal's Foundation. They supported several charities, but the Christmas event was earmarked for a local charity that helped women and children affected by domestic violence, a cause near to my heart for obvious reasons. I didn't bid, but instead, I worked the room, coaxing and cajoling the bidders to offer more. I turned out to be a pretty good fundraiser, and I loved it.

In the last twenty minutes of bidding, the trip to Napa was on the auction block. 

With the bidding ending soon, I searched for Jackson. James caught my eye, and I nodded for him to go ahead. He bid ten thousand dollars and won. Anna and I jumped up and down like drunken schoolgirls. I hated that Jackson was missing this.

"Where is he?" Anna asked.

"I don't know. I'm going to go find him." I kissed her on the cheek and worked my way to the crowd. I passed by James.

"Merry Christmas to the two of you for like the next five years," James said and laughed. I grinned and hugged him.

"Have you seen my man?" I asked.

"Yeah, he was out on the balcony with Adam a few minutes ago." James pointed at the balcony.

My heart seized, and my insides clenched.

Oh, no. 

I blinked and scampered to the balcony.

I found Jackson standing at the railing. He was alone, his back to me.

Maybe Adam didn't tell him.

I approached Jackson and wrapped my arms around his waist.

He stiffened from my touch.

"So you and James bought Anna and me a trip to Napa." I squeezed him. "James said it's our Christmas present for like the next five years."

I laughed.

Jackson didn't.

He unhooked my arms and dragged me off the balcony, through a door, and into an empty hallway. It smelled of spoiled food and hurt. I jumped when Jackson spoke.

"When were you going to tell me?" His face was red and scrunched. I knew that look all too well.

"I wanted to see how I felt about it first before telling you," I said as I stepped toward him.

Jackson stepped back and placed his hands on his hips.

"I didn't want to worry you before the game." I reached for him.

He held his hands up in front of him.  

"I don't believe this." He dropped his hands. "You're considering this?"

"No. I mean. I'm not, not consider it." Not the right thing to say. "Jackson, I'm sorry. You're right. I should have told you. Things have been so crazy lately with Christmas and the game and the wedding plans. It wasn't high on my priority list for us to deal with yet."

"Well, excuse me, but whether you're leaving me or not is a bit of a priority for me," he said. The pain and confusion dripped off him.

"Leaving you." I grabbed his coat lapels. "Who said anything about leaving you?"

"If you're in Orlando, then you're not here with me. Where you belong."

"Can you please stop with the caveman talk?" I exhaled, shook my head, and stepped back. I needed some air. "It's a great opportunity, and your family lives in Orlando, Mr. Griffin lives in Tampa. You said yourself that you want our kids to be close to their grandparents."

"That's what fucking planes are for," Jackson yelled and looked around.

"Jackson, there's no guarantee you're going to be in Arizona next season. Once your contract is up, you could sign with another team or get traded again. Orlando is a great home base for us. That way we don't have to worry about Jack changing schools every few years and we have family close by." I said, carefully laying out my practical argument.

"Oh, my God." Jackson blinked back tears, and it broke my heart.

Practical fucking sucked when it came to matters of the heart. I tried another approach.

"Jackson, I'm not leaving you. I want you. I want to marry you." I grabbed his face and made him look at me. "We don't have to decide anything tonight. Let's just get through the holidays, and we can discuss it later." 

He opened his mouth, but shook it off and touched my face. The tenderness in the way he touched me broken by already broken heart.

Why was I always hurting him? 

"Come on. Let's go home." Jackson wiped his face. He grabbed my hand and pulled me through the event room and out to the car. We didn't stop to speak to anyone, and the car ride home was silent. I couldn't fault Jackson for being concerned because all the breakups in our past were my fault. I accepted that, but this wasn't the same thing. I would do everything I could to convince him this was different.

When we arrived at my place, we sat in the car for a minute.

"I'm going home." Jackson fiddled with the knobs on the center console of his Mercedes. "We're practicing at the stadium in the morning."

"Jackson—"

"Hey." He cut me off. "It's no big deal. You're right. We'll talk about it after the holidays."

He feigned a smile, but his heart wasn't in it.

It wasn't unusual for him to drop me off at home when they practiced at the stadium. It was normal. He didn't stay at my house every night.

Jackson leaned over the armrest and placed his lips softly on mine. He pulled away when I tried to deepen the kiss.

"Get some sleep." He patted my arm, and I was dismissed.

I decided not to take it personally.

I strolled up the walkway backward, giving him a second to change his mind. I wanted him to follow me and make good on his threat to fuck me in my dress.

The look he gave me when he saw me in it the first time was the polar opposite of the look he gave me as he waved and pulled away from the curb.

I bit my lip and let myself inside.

"Aye, Ms. Carrington. You're home," Julia said.

"Hey." I wiped my face.

"Where is Mr. Jackson?" she asked.

"He's staying at his place tonight." I tried to keep a straight face. "I'm going to bed. You staying here or going home?"

"I go home," Julia answered. "After I find out what happens." She pointed at her show and giggled.

"Good night." I walked through my room and into my closet. I peeled off the dress, suddenly sad that Jackson wasn't the one peeling it off me. I missed him. I didn't like not sleeping next to him.

If we moved to Orlando, how was I going to survive day to day without him? That was the thing—I would survive. I’d done it since we broke up the first time, but I was tired of surviving.

I told myself a long time ago that I would do whatever I had to do to take care of Jack and give him everything he needed and deserved. This job would allow me to do it, and he would be so close to his grandfather. 

During the season, we'd still be able to fly out for games. Seventeen weeks out of fifty-two wouldn't be so bad. We could handle it if it was right for our family. I would feel like I was contributing to our household. Although my hundred thousands are nothing compared with Jackson’s millions and Jack's billion.

Thanks to his father's trust fund and being the only living male heir to one Joshua Elijah Butler, III, my son is worth more than a small country. 

I turned off the light and groaned into my pillow. It was a fantastic career opportunity, so I should want it, right?

I couldn't even convince myself. How was I supposed to convince Jackson?


Chapter 6



 



I was wide-awake when my phone rang.

"Hey, Baby," Jackson said.

His tone washed over me, filled me up.

"I missed you last night," I said.

"I missed you, too." He sighed. "I'm sorry for getting angry. It was just a shock, you know."

"I know. I'm sorry I didn't tell you." I sat up. "I wasn't trying to keep anything from you."

"I know," he said quickly, and I heard his car door slam.

"You on the way to the stadium?" It was six am.

"Yeah." He turned the ignition. "Try to get a workout in before practice. You have a busy day?"

"Not too bad." I settled down into the covers. "The office is quiet. Everyone's checked out for the holidays already."

"I should get done around three. You want to go someplace with me this afternoon?" he asked.  

"I would love to." I smiled. "Where we going?"

"It's a surprise. I'll pick you up around three and wear something casual. We'll be outside."

"Oh, I was going to wear the red dress I wore last night." He didn't say anything. "I was giving you another chance to make good on your promise of what you wanted to do to me in that dress."

He grunted and laughed.

"No worries. I'll save it." I grinned.

"You do that," Jackson said and hung up.

 

***

 

When Jackson came into the office, you could feel the energy shift. It happened everywhere he went. It baffled me how many people in the world rooted for him. They wanted to see him succeed.

Jackson poked his head in my office.

"You ready?"

His cheeky grin gave me a chill.

"I am."

I turned around to grab my stuff, but when I turned back, Jackson had stepped in and locked the door. He stalked toward me with sexy dark eyes peering through my soul.

He stood in front of me. I had to tilt my head up to see him. 

"First things first," he said as he grabbed my face and kissed me like it had been years instead of hours since we saw each other last.

I dropped my stuff and wrapped my arms around his neck. He lifted me, as I wrapped my legs around his waist. He kissed me hard, pressing his tongue into my mouth and groaning as I met his kiss with a firm kiss of my own. I arched my back and pressed into his hardness. He carried me over to my desk and set me down. He enveloped me in his arms and placed a long lingering wet kiss on my mouth. I moaned as his tongue slid over my lips, and he kissed me again.

He released me with hesitation. One more second, I would be removing my panties, throwing my legs over his shoulders and screaming his name. Not the lasting image I wanted the firm to have of me. Lawyers didn't fuck their boyfriends in their offices.

At least, not in the daytime anyway.

 

We drove north through town in Jackson's car. It took twenty minutes. We were near Maestros; it was our favorite restaurant and our family post-game tradition.

I loved how we had established these little traditions. It screamed family to me.

We drove another ten minute to Paradise Valley. We turned left into a residential area. I spotted Camelback Mountain looming over the top of the houses. At the end of the next block, Jackson pulled over to the curb. We sat in front of a makeshift gate with a red bow wrapped around a cactus. I scanned up and down the street.

I looked at Jackson, and his signature grin barely contained his joy.

"I don't get it," I said.

"I was going to show it to you on Tuesday, but I figured, why not give you your Christmas present now." He released his seat belt and opened the car door. "We could both use some good news."

"What?" I gestured toward the empty lot. "You bought me a cactus."

He shook his head and bounded out of the car. He walked around the front and opened the door for me.

I stepped out and looked up and down the street.

What am I missing? 

"I bought you a house." Jackson stood in front of the cactus with his hand out as if he scored a touchdown.

"I don't see a house." I narrowed my eyes.

"Okay, not a house yet." He dropped his hands. "This is the land where we will build our dream house."

I peered around him and took in the rocky terrain and the cactus, the dead cactus. 

"When did we ..." I said and changed my tone. "When did we decide to build a house?"

"We talked about our dream house." He placed his hands on his hips.

"Yeah, but I don't remember having a lot all picked out." I paced on the sidewalk. "I mean ... we're not even married yet."

"Why does it feel like you're not exactly thrilled about this?" He took my hand. "Look." He stepped over the gate, and I followed.

"It's two acres. We can build a big enough house and still have a great yard." He wrapped his arms around me and pointed at the back of the property currently overrun by more dead cacti. "You know that outdoor patio you saw. We could build it there."

"Jackson?" I leaned back into him.

"No. I know. We aren't talking about it until after the holidays, but I just want you to know what I'm thinking." He turned me in his arms and placed his hands on my shoulders. "We're already in talks to extend my contract. I plan to stay with the Cardinals."

"I don't know anything about a new contract," I said.

"You can't work on my contract; it's a conflict of interest. You know that." He frowned. "Anyway, I want my family here, with me."

"What about what I want?" I asked.

With one sentence, I crushed him—his hopes and dreams for our future. It wasn't even my intention.

I bit my lip and waited for him to say something, but he didn't. His arms slid off my shoulders, and flopped at his side. He turned around and walked back to the street, leaving me in the middle of our pile of cacti.

We endured another silent car ride home, but instead of going to my house, Jackson drove us to his apartment.

My head ached.

It was as if the pain in my chest had migrated to my head, and it was hard for me to think. He opened the door to his apartment and stepped to the side. As I passed, I stared up at him. His posture tensed as I brushed against him. He wouldn't look at me.

I hated hurting him, but he was asking me questions I didn't know how to answer. I didn't have the answers to comfort him.

"You want anything?" he asked.

"No, I'm fine." I sat down on the edge of the large leather sectional. I rubbed the leather; it was soft to the touch. Jackson and I had picked it out. We had decorated the entire three bedrooms of his apartment together. We agreed on everything; it was easy. The focal point of the place was the large floor-to-ceiling window with a view of the mountains. It was beautiful, and Jack loved it.

We hadn't even had a conversation about where we would live after we got married.

Heck, I hadn't even set a date yet.

Jackson plopped down next to me. He leaned back on the couch, reached up, and started massaging my shoulders.

"That feels good." I relaxed my shoulders as the tension dissipated.

He massaged me with his huge muscular hands. He worked between my shoulder blades, down toward my lower back. When he got to my ass, he reached around and pulled me close to him. His hands ran in the opposite direction. One grabbed and massaged my breast while his other hand went between my legs and explored. I moaned as his touched sparked something inside me, but my mood numbed my desire. 

I placed my hand over Jackson's and moved it. I wasn't in the mood to be touched, but he ignored my gentle nudge, untucked my shirt, and shoved his hands down my pants. His arms tightened around my chest, and he yanked me into his lap with a grunt. He kissed and nibbled my neck while tweaking my nipple with his thumb and forefinger. Typically, his touches would have me moaning. For the first time in ... forever, I didn't want him to touch me.

"Jackson," I said and gripped his forearm.

He didn't answer.

He ground his hips up into me, and I felt his hardness press into my ass.

"Jackson?" I pushed at his hands, but he held on tight.

I wasn't responding to him, but instead of stopping, it made him work harder.

I tried to remain calm, but my heart was pumping fast. He held me so tight I couldn't catch my breath. Panic set it.

"Jackson, stop," I yelled as I dug my fingers in his forearms and pushed him away. At the same time, I hurled my body out of his lap. The momentum carried me to the floor. I fell with a hard thud on my tailbone.

"I’m ..." Jackson stammered as he reached for me, but I scrambled away from him. "Oh, shit, Baby. I'm sorry."

I pushed myself up and headed for the door.

"Carrington." He ran to the door and bumped into me. I turned on him. He held his hands up. "I'm sorry. Please don't leave. Let's talk. I just need to talk."

"Jackson, we don't need to talk. Not right now." I reached for the door. "My parents’ plane gets in at eight. I need to go. Can I take your truck?"

I snatched the keys off the counter.

"Carrington, we need to talk about this." Jackson pushed his hair out of his face, pleading with his eyes.

"It's fine. We're okay. Let's talk later?" I kissed him on the cheek and turned around and left, ignoring the tears in his eyes. I wished I had sympathy for him. I had empathy, but it wasn't the same thing.

It wasn't enough to make me stay.


Chapter 7



 



I had a forty-minute drive in traffic to get my mind right. I welcomed the tears, but they didn't fall. I surveyed the landscape as I inched along the highway. You would have no idea it was Christmas except for the over-the-top decorations in every house and store window. It was as if people made up for the untraditional Christmas weather by exaggerating the decorations to pull them into the holiday spirit.

I pulled up to the curb at the busy airport and waited for my parents and Kayla to arrive. I could hear my mother in my head complaining about the heat already.

I spotted Kayla first. She peeled off her pink sweater and had no clue how seductive it looked as she shook out her long red wavy hair. I smiled and jumped out of the truck.

Kayla shielded her eyes, spotted me, and squealed.

We stood a foot apart, grinning at each other.

"Carrington Olivia Butler."

"Kayla Elizabeth Griffin."

We screamed again and hugged.

We saw each other two months ago; we talk every few days and text daily. Whenever we saw each other, it was like the long-lost relative reunion. I hugged her, and the tears fell.

"Oh, sweetie. I missed you," she said as she squeezed me tight and released me. "Hey, what's wrong?"

"Oh, nothing. I just missed you too." I waved it off and hugged her again. My parents stepped out into the sun.

"My God, it's hot," Mom said as she pulled off her jacket. "Corn Cob," Mom yelled and pushed Kayla out of the way to get to me.

"Hi, Mom." I hugged her back, inhaled her scent, and was instantly comforted. Dad joined us in our group hug, and I was enveloped in a Butler family cocoon of positivity.

I smiled through my tears.

When we came up for air, my parents stared me down.

Satisfied that I was okay, my dad put the bags in the back while Mom, Kayla, and I climbed in.

"How was your flight?" I asked.

"Sweetie. I know you're marrying a rich football player, but first class seats weren't necessary," Mom said.

"It was very nice, though," Dad said as he climbed into the passenger seat.

"It wasn't my idea. That was Jackson." I grinned.

"Well, be sure and thank him for us." My mom nodded as if she was talking about a stranger.

"You can thank him yourself." I pulled away from the curb. "He'll stop by before heading to the team hotel tomorrow afternoon."

"How's he feeling? About the game and everything?" Dad asked.

"He's calmer than I am," I answered.

"He's going to be great," Mom said easily Jackson's biggest fan.

I looked through the rearview mirror, and Kayla stared up at me. She was quiet, which was weird.

"Where's our grandson?" Dad asked.

"He had a Christmas party after school. He should be home by the time we get there." I pulled away from the curb.

My parents continued to ask questions. We talked nonstop on the way to my place, but Kayla remained quiet.

She was going through a relationship crisis of her own. Her husband, Jamie, moved out after our trip to Jersey a few weeks ago. I had no idea she had been so miserable, living with an alcoholic with a temper, who insulted her every chance he got. When we saw it firsthand, Jackson went into protection mode.

He loved Kayla, too. They are like cousins and to see her in such a bad situation, we both felt for her.

 

When we pulled up to the house, Jack bounded out the front door.

"Poppa, Grandma," he yelled.

"There's my little man," Mom said as she absorbed Jack's hug. She grabbed his face and kissed his cheeks and hugged him again.

"Hey, where's mine?" Dad said.

Jack laughed and hugged his grandpa. I loved seeing them all together. Jack and I spent the first year of his life with my parents, and I forget how much they bonded until I see them reunited.

Kayla stood off to the side and watched. When Jack saw Kayla, he grinned and ran over and hugged her.

"Hey, you little munchkin." She tousled his hair. "How are you?"

"I'm fine." Kayla and Jack bonded on another level. She had helped me take care of him when I returned to FSU. For three years, she was in our lives, and they saw each other every day. It was hard for Jack when Kayla moved to New York after graduation, but they were still close. Jack had so many people in his life who adored him.

My dad grabbed the bags with Jack’s help, and they walked into the house. I stayed behind and grabbed Kayla's hand.

"Hey, you okay?" I asked.

"I was going to ask you the same question." She squeezed my hand. "What's wrong?"

"Nothing." I shook my head.

She walked us to the front steps of my house and sat down. She pulled me down next to her.

"You looked worried—gorgeous but worried and sad." She patted my hand.

"Jeez, thanks." I rolled my eyes.

"You don't look like someone who's marrying the love of their life. Where's Jackson?" she asked.

"He's at home." I smiled and nodded, but under Kayla's scrutiny, I couldn't lie. I couldn't keep it in any longer.

Kayla took my hand and pulled me up. "Come on. Let's go for a walk."

We walked down the block in silence. It wasn't until the next block that I spoke.

I finished a heavy sigh and stopped in the middle of the sidewalk.

"Adam is moving back to Florida, to Orlando. He asked me to join him and offered me partner."

"Oh." Kayla's eyes grew wide, but her excitement dampened when the reality sunk in. "Oh, wow. So I guess Jackson isn't exactly thrilled about it."

"No. I mean. The opportunity is incredible. I'd be the youngest partner, and I'd be running a practice area of my choice." The list of pros rolled off my tongue.

"Yeah, and Orlando is where Jackson's from and his family’s there," Kayla said, finishing my list.

"Mr. Griffin," I added.

Kayla nodded.

"Have you told him?" she asked.

"Oh, no. God, no." I shook my head. "He'd start building a house right next to his. Or worse, make us move in with him."

"Yeah, good luck trying to get him not to spoil his grandson when he can see him every day."

Our laughter died out.

"Jack would love it, but then he wouldn't because he wouldn't get to see Jackson every day," I said.

"Jackson wouldn't get to see him or you every day. It's like you guys just got back together. This would take some adjustment. I'm sure you guys can work it out, but ..."

Kayla listed the cons just as easily as I listed the pros.

"What?" I asked.

"There is only one person’s opinion I haven't heard.”

"Who?" I narrowed my eyes.

"You."

I blinked.

"How do you feel about it?"

"I told you; it's a great opportunity." I walked away.

Kayla followed.

"Yeah, professionally." She grabbed my arm, and I stopped. "But how do you feel about it?"

"Seriously, Kayla, I haven't had a chance to think about it in those terms. I know in my head what I should do, but my heart hasn't caught up yet." I dropped my head. "I'm tired of missing Jackson."

"What do you mean?" she asked.

"I feel like a majority of my time knowing him has been spent missing him." I looked down the street half expecting him to drive up. "Wishing we were together. Even now that we are together, I want to see what life is like for us for a while, but there are these distractions, and the picture isn't clear to me."

I had lost Kayla.

"What does being married to him look like? What does our daily routine feel like?" I continued walking. "When does the security of forever kick in?"

Kayla caught up with me and put her arm around me.

"Well, speaking as someone who's getting a divorce." We stopped. "I don't know if that even exists, but you have to listen to your heart."

"What if there's too much noise for me to hear what my heart is saying?" I craved peace and quiet.

"Then you need to find a quiet place to listen," Kayla said.

We ended up back at my house a few minutes later. I saw a strange car near the curb. I peeked through the front window and saw my mom hugging Jackson's mom.

"You tell me how I'm supposed to do that with a house full of parents." I hugged Kayla to me, one more time.

"Maybe you need to escape," Kayla said.


Chapter 8



 



We entered the house. The noise smacked me in the face. Football highlights played on the television. Jack and my dad were in the midst of a debate about the playoffs. My mom and Mrs. Mitchell argued over side dishes. 

I barely finished greeting Mrs. Mitchell before my mother chimed in.

"Where are the sweet potatoes?" she asked.

"What sweet potatoes?" I asked.

Kayla grabbed a bottle of wine from the fridge and popped the cork.

Thank God for my best friend. 

"Sweet potatoes for the sweet potato casserole." My mom's shoulders slumped. "Carrington, you can't have a Christmas dinner without the sweet potato casserole."

I stood with my mouth open, and Kayla giggled in the background.

"Oh, and Jackson and the boys love beef on Christmas." Mrs. Mitchell scribbled something on my notepad. "Maybe we can remove the ham and replaced it with quick beef roast."

Kayla handed me a glass, and I downed half of it while the great side dish debate continued.

I removed myself and collapsed into the nearest chair, listening to my dad, Mr. Mitchell, and Jack. Jackson's name peppered throughout the conversation.

I peeked in the kitchen, and even Kayla had joined the female cooking summit.

I zoned out for a few minutes until I heard Jack call for me.

"Momma, is it too late to add to my Christmas list?"

"What?" I blinked.

Jack continued.

"There are some PlayStation games that are exclusive to the new unit." He spouted off titles while counting on his fingers. I blinked again and stood up. "Mom. You okay?"

I didn't answer him. I walked to my room and closed the door.

I picked up my cell and scrolled to Jackson's number. Our grinning face photo popped up, but I ended the call. I'd unloaded on him enough. I jumped when my phone rang in my hand.

The caller id showed a photo of Adam sitting behind his desk with a serious expression. It was an act. Adam didn't do serious. He switched between euphoria and disillusionment.  

"Yes, Adam," I said.

"Hey, I know you're going to kill me."

"Then why are you calling me?" My voice came out harsher than I intended.

"Whoa, what? What's wrong, Carrington?" he asked with his concerned lawyerly tone, which wasn't really concern. It was an act. "Is this about me telling Jackson about Orlando?"

I had forgotten about that, but now, I was pissed about it, too. Before I could lay into him, he continued.

"I'm sorry, Carrington. I thought you would have told him. I feel like shit about it." He almost sounded sincere.

"What did he say when you told him?" I asked.

"He didn't say anything. He grunted under his breath, and I let someone pull me away." Adam chuckled.

"Jesus, Adam."

"I know. I'm sorry.

"Never mind." I shook my head. "What is it?"

"I need you to email me something from the office's secured server. It's a summary judgment motion from the McKinnon file. It's worded perfectly. I need you to add it to the Branson motion. It needs to be filed first thing Monday morning."

"Adam ..."

"I know. I'm a thoughtless dick. Just think, in a few months, you'll be the one annoying another lawyer to do your bidding." He chuckled, enjoying his euphoric high.

Why did the notion make my heart and head hurt? I downed the rest of my wine and headed back into the noise.

 

***

 

Kayla rode with me to the office so I could pick up my car.

The place was deserted.

Walking the halls of the office I spent so much time in, felt eerie like the walls knew I was thinking of leaving. I wasn't sure, though. I keep hearing ‘it's a great opportunity’ over and over in my head.

It took me twenty minutes to find the appropriate file, copy and add the clause to Adam's motion and email it to him. As I finished the email to Adam, Kayla studied the photos on my desk.

"What's Jamie doing for Christmas?" I asked.

"He's with his family in Boston." Her tone laced with sadness. She wouldn't look me in the eye.

"Kayla, do you want to talk about it?" I turned in my chair. "Do you regret asking him to move out?"

"No. God, no. I'm just sad about it. Sad that it didn't work out the way it was supposed to."

"Do you regret anything?" I asked.

"I don't know. I'd hate to think the time we spent together was a waste. He was my first grown-up love. It’s sad to say, but where would my life be if I hadn't met him."

"I know what you mean. Maybe its the holidays or something, but I think how different my life would be if I had never met Josh."

"Well, there's Jack, for one thing." She raised an eyebrow.

"Yeah. I know." I stared at the computer screen. "It's hard. I can't have one without the other. It's weird now since Jack started asking about him."

"Oh, wow. How do you deal with that?"

"I don't," I said and laughed. "Jack knows the truth about what Josh did to me, but I don't want him to think that's all there is to Josh. Jackson tells him the good stuff. I have a problem separating the good from the bad."

"That's always been your problem," Kayla said as she flipped through a magazine on my table.

I stood up and walked over to the picture window. The practice facility was quiet. Practice time was over; they only had a walkthrough tomorrow and team meetings tomorrow night.

"What do you mean by that?" I asked Kayla even though I knew what she meant. As painful as it was, I wanted to hear her perspective.

"Isn't that why it took you so long to accept Jackson in your life?" She walked up and stood next to me. "For all the good he brought in your life, you couldn't forgive the bad."

"You can't compare Josh's bad to Jackson's bad."

"Exactly." Kayla turned to me.

 The heat of her stare hit the side of my face.

"Is that a little of what you're feeling now?" Kayla asked as she touched my shoulder. "Why you're so in a weird place instead of blissfully happy about the life you’re about to lead with the love of your life."

"That's the thing, Kayla," I said as I turned to face her. "We are all getting ready to start something. I want to get to the part where it just is, and I don't know what’s holding me back from that. Maybe it will be different when we get married."

I hope.

My fear, maybe it wouldn't.

 Maybe I'd always be looking for my life to start.

"It’s just where life is for both of us right now." Kayla put her arm around me, and we headed out of the office. "I'm ending my marriage, and you’re starting yours. When all the dust settles, we know one thing for certain."

"What's that?" I was so ready for her to impart some wisdom on me that would bring me hope for the future.

"We always have each other," she said as she threw he head back and cackled.

I laughed.

It wasn't everything, but I'd take it.


Chapter 9



 



If the weekend wasn't stressful enough, my mother had the bright idea to add a quick shopping trip into the mix. I didn't realize it was a wedding dress outing until we were well on our way and it was too late for me to bail.

We drove to a dress shop in Scottsdale. My mother's justification being it was the only time we would all be together before the chaos of the playoffs.

Mrs. Mitchell had three boys, and his oldest son's wife was four months pregnant when they got hitched last summer. Her middle son was a musician, and as she says, if he ever settled down with one woman, it would be a miracle. She was excited about planning a wedding.

Jackson and I were in the text message stage of our fight. Neither of us ready to admit our argument was stupid.

Poor me, my gorgeous sexy husband wanted to build me a million-dollar home and couldn't stand the thought of not having me in his bed and by his side every day.

I know I'm ridiculous. 

I was pretty sure I wasn't going to accept Adam's offer, but something kept me from turning it down outright, and until I defined it, my whole life was in limbo.

Wedding dress shopping, in my present mental state, was a bad idea.

When we walked into a showroom doused in pale pink tones, I turned to Kayla with eyes as big as saucers. She smiled, took my arm, and walked me inside before I bolted in the other direction.  

"Oh, my goodness. Isn't it beautiful?" My mom had her sights on a pale pink taffeta with puffy sleeves and a train.

"Marilyn." Thankfully, Mrs. Mitchell rescued my mom from bad taste. "For a summer wedding, that's too much material."

Who said anything about a summer wedding?

"I thought you were thinking about a destination wedding. South America, was it?" Mom asked.

"Costa Rica," Kayla said and hiccupped.

I shook my head. It was where she got married—bad karma. Kayla laughed and looked through some of the racks.

A woman in a pale pink fitted suit and a messy bun approached Kayla.

"May I help you with anything?" She smiled at all of us but went back to addressing Kayla. "When is the big day?"

"Oh, my divorce should be final sometime in March," Kayla said with a goofy grin on her face.

"Kayla Griffin," Mrs. Mitchell said and rolled her eyes. "This is our bride." Mrs. Mitchell presented me to the lady like I was Princess Diana.

"Hi." I smirked, and she looked me up and down and smiled. The other sales lady walked out from the back carrying a tray of champagne.

I love her. 

"Ellen, this is Carrington Butler. Her future mother-in-law, Mrs. Mitchell," the lady, with the goods, asked, and Mrs. Mitchell nodded, "made an appointment."

We all took a glass.

"I'm Faith. We are super excited to be dressing Jackson Mitchell's bride for her wedding." She smiled. I nodded and fought the urge to take off running.

Ellen's face turned red. "Oh, yes. Miss Butler. We have some dresses pulled for you so we can get an idea of what suits you. We're ready for you whenever you are."

"Thank you," I said and downed the glass of champagne.

We followed Ellen into another room with a pink sectional in front of a podium and angled mirrors that showed me from every side possible.

Kayla went to the rack of wedding dresses and scanned through them with ease. She pointed at four of the dresses, and Ellen cradled them in her arms and carried them into a room off to the side.

I stared at Kayla, and she motioned for me to follow Ellen. Mrs. Mitchell and Mom were getting settled on the sectional as if sitting down to watch a movie.

I reached out for Kayla. She rolled her eyes, took my hand, and pulled me into the side dressing room.

Ellen hung the four dresses up on silver hooks, one on each wall and the door. Surrounded by four shades of white, silk, and lace, I groaned.

Kayla ignored me.

"So those two are something you would never pick, but I think they would look amazing on you," Kayla said as she slid her hand down the fabric of an off-white sleeveless lace dress.

"And these two?" I pointed, recognizing the panic in my voice.

"They are something you would pick out." She pulled one of the dresses off the hanger.

"You say that like it’s a bad thing."

"No. All the dresses are beautiful. You don't have to pick one out today. We're just getting an idea of your style," Kayla said as if picking out wedding dresses was an everyday occurrence. She ran a nonprofit for goodness sake. She wasn't a wedding consultant.

I walked to the one that I would never pick and ran my hand down the soft ivory fabric. I held it up and marveled at the intricate work in the simple garment. I stripped down to my bra and panties, and the sales lady helped me put it on over my head. I shimmied into the dress, pulling it over my ass.

"We have some heels if you want to see the whole effect," Faith said.

I slipped into the four-inch heels, shaking my head at Kayla. She had a strange expression on her face. I stood up, and the dress was light and comfortable. It fell to the floor. I held it up and walked out to show my mother.

As soon as I stepped out, my mom's hand flew up to her mouth, and Mrs. Mitchell's eyes grew wide.

I slowly turned faced the mirror.  The details of the dress came into view. The ivory brightened my brown skin. The fabric clung in all the right places. The lace framed my cleavage in a way that was sexy and classy at the same time. I looked amazing.

I burst into tears.

"Oh, my God," Kayla said as she rushed to my side.

"Carrington," my mother said as she struggled to extract herself from the plush couch. "Why are you crying?"

"I ... don't ... know," I said between sobs.

Kayla held my hand and shook it.

"Car, look at how beautiful you look," Kayla said.

She turned my face to the mirror, and she was right. Even my uncontrollable weeping didn't detract from the beauty of the simple dress. I looked around, thankful that Ellen had found her way out of the room. A stressed-out weeping bride, a pissy red-headed maid of honor and the mother and mother-in-law of the bride downing champagne at ten o'clock in the morning would make me run for the hills too.

Needless to say, I was not ready for wedding dress shopping.

However, I wasn't sure why I was so upset. We chalked it up to the stress of the season.  

Over lunch, we all tried our best to forget the disastrous morning. More champagne helped. The moms wanted to ask, but they knew better, and I appreciated that about them. They knew my precarious mental state was not up for discussion.

We stuck to safe topics—the game, Jack's schoolwork, and Kayla’s next event.

No one mentioned the wedding or wedding plans. It was a dead issue as far as they were concerned, and it made me sad because no one was really surprised, either.

 

We returned to the house around two o'clock. I stepped out on the driveway and watched them all file in the front door.

My phone beeped.

Jackson:  On my way, need anything?

My heart sank.

Not a proper response.

Then I panicked all over again.

I didn't want to see him. I wasn't sure I could control myself, and if I broke down, with the game so close, it would throw him off, and I owed him better than that.

I looked up at the house and then up and down the street. I couldn't move. My little house seemed too small; the noise spilled out onto the front porch and made me nauseous. My heart beat out of my chest, and my breath was shallow and ragged.

"Kayla."

She circled me, and her eyes grew wide. She reached out, but I backed away.

"I need a minute." I inhaled and exhaled.

"Listen, go. I got this. They won't even know you’re gone," Kayla said.

I looked back at the house. From the backyard, Jack's laugh echoed in my head. I couldn't let him see me like this.

I jumped back into Jackson's truck and sped down my street the opposite direction of where Jackson would be coming from. I saw Kayla's frown before I turned the corner and disappeared out of sight.  I drove a few blocks before I allowed myself to breathe.

Thirty minutes later, I was back in Scottsdale checking myself into a suite at the Royal Palms hotel.

When the front desk asked me how long I’d be staying, I told them one night.

That's how long I had to figure out my life.

I hoped it was enough.


Chapter 10



 



As I walked through the hotel, the covered pathways offered intermittent shelter from the sun, but the heat hadn't broke—it was still Arizona in December.

I peeked out over the gardens and spotted Camelback Mountain. It had a similar view as our plot of land in Paradise Valley. The thought made me smile. Jackson's intentions were pure, and I ruined it.

He wanted to build a life with me.

About this time, he would be peppering Kayla for information since I hadn't answered his last text.

The hotel kept the Christmas decorations festive but minimal, sticking to the resort’s Southwestern theme. I entered my room and took in the bright decor. I flopped on the four-poster bed and stared up at the red and black canopy. It matched the comforter. 

As I sat up, I took in the living area off to the side of the bedroom. It spilled out onto the covered patio.

My phone rang in my purse. I fished it out and checked the caller id. It showed a photo of Jackson and me. We had taken the selfie in front of my house shortly after he proposed. I looked happy.

I declined the call, set the phone down, and went into the bathroom to wash my face.

I grabbed my notebook and a pen and headed outside to the balcony.

I had always been a list girl. I had a few hours to figure out my life, so I might as well get started.

After free writing for forty minutes, I read over the list, highlighting my roles as wife, mother, philanthropist, and advocate for victim's rights.

I flipped through the pages again realizing I forgot one.  

What about lawyer? 

My brain hurt, so I stood up and stretched. I grabbed some water from the mini bar and some gummy bears and stared off at the mountain.

I wondered if our bedroom would have this view.

I went back to my list and was interrupted again by the phone ringing. It was Jackson again. When the phone hung up, it beeped to let me know he had left a message.

I picked up the phone, put it on speaker, and played the message:

 

Hi, Carrington. I'm trying to be understanding and give you space even though part of me wants to tell you to snap out of it. We are so blessed, but I know it's not so easy for you to recognize that at times. So let me tell you how blessed I am. 

I have a hot ass woman who loves me. She is beautiful and kind and smart and a little dirty, all the things I love in a woman but didn't know until I met her. She gets me, and I get her, so if she needs to run away for an hour or a day, I'm cool with that. I know she'll come back. 

Another reason I'm blessed is because I have a woman who allows me to love her son. She trusts me enough to allow me to help raise her child. I'm so grateful to have earned that trust. 

I'm sitting in your house, watching our families laugh and enjoy each other because that's what families do. I'm staring daggers at Kayla because she won't tell me where you are, and I know she knows, but I respect the fact she is a good friend to you. She has never given you a reason to mistrust her. 

 I wish I could say the same. 

Tears fell from my eyes as I heard the anguish in his voice.

I'm blessed because, despite what you’re going through, baby, I know you'll figure it out and come back to me. You will continue to love me, and you will learn in time that I won't stop loving you, so stop trying to make me. It won't work. I'm heading to the hotel, but if you need me tonight or tomorrow or fifty years from now, I will be there for you. I love you. Talk to you soon. 

I listen to the message again.

After the third time, I tap out a text message to Jackson.

Carrington:  Royal Palm Hotel, Scottsdale, Room 2009

I checked my reflection in the mirror. My eyes were dark and bloodshot. My nose was puffy from the tears.  I needed some sleep. I needed to relax. I needed my Jackson.

I stepped into the shower. The hot water helped to clear my head, but the emotions of my life boiled up to the surface, and I couldn't stop them. I didn't know how long Jackson would take, but I knew he would come. I exited the shower and slipped into the plush robe. I didn't have any other clothes.

I went back to my notebook.

I had scribbled Mitchell Foundation in block letters across one of the pages.

I had so much fun planning the team charity event. After what I had been through, that one-month was more fulfilling than the years I’d spent as a lawyer.

Jackson and I talked about starting the Mitchell Foundation.

One problem, I needed to be a Mitchell first. 

I drew a circle around it a few times before closing the notebook.

I went outside on the balcony, and I peered over the side, but I couldn't see the entrance below.

I went back inside and sat down on the bed. I ran my hand up and down the comforter; it was soft and thick. I fell back with a thud. I hated waiting.

I paced a few more times and checked my reflection in the mirror again. The shower helped relieve some of the stress. My decision helped, too, but the longer it took Jackson to arrive, the more anxious I became.

I flinched at every sound. The room grew smaller as the minutes ticked away.

I stared at the clock on my phone. I sent the text an hour ago; where was he?

I knew with all my heart and soul that he would show up. I had to believe it. I needed reassurance that our connection was stronger than ever. I needed the security of our bond to do what I needed to do. He would come, and he would support me or tell me I was crazy. Either way, he would support my craziness. He had up until now, so I saw no reason for him to stop now.

I gasped when I heard the booming knock at the door.


Chapter 11



 



I took a second and looked around. I stood, wringing my hands. I wiped under my eyes and crossed the room to open the door.

I pulled it open slowly, shielding myself behind the door as it opened. When I had it halfway, I peeked around the door, and there he was. My Jackson.

His stoic faced couldn't hide the dark emotion in his eyes.

I pulled the door open and stepped to him. I wrapped my arms around his waist and breathed him in. He had showered recently, and his clean, masculine scent made me sigh. His button-down shirt and slacks were wrinkled already.

He wrapped his arms around my back and walked me back into the room as he held me close. The door closed behind us. He bent over and buried his nose in my hair and inhaled and sighed back. We were like two dogs reacquainting ourselves by smell.

"I'm glad you're here," I said and squeezed him tight.

"I'm happy that you texted me back." He ran his hand up and down my back. "What do you need?"

It was a weighted question. I needed support, encouragement, and love.

All the things I didn't feel I gave him an adequate supply in comparison to what he gave me. I needed his compassion and support and understanding.

I needed him to let me be different in order for me to be what he needed.

I leaned my head back and stared up at him.

"First, I need a kiss." He released me and grabbed the side of my face. He tilted my head and laid his lips on mine. It wasn't a quick kiss. Jackson took his time. I moaned as he tongue explored my mouth. He tasted of spice and sweetness. I had to grab onto his forearms to keep from collapsing onto the ground. The power of our kiss embraced me and when it was over, I continued to feel the effects.

"What else?" he whispered against my lips and kissed me again.

This, more of this. 

Jackson's hands fell to my shoulders. He slid them down and grabbed my hands in his. I licked my lips and smiled.

He raised an eyebrow.

"Oh, yeah." I stepped back. "I need you to listen." I led him over to the bed and gestured for him to sit.

"First, I want to apologize for running away," I said.

He smirked.

"It wasn't from you or our life. I promise. I just needed a moment of quiet to confirm what I already knew but wasn't ready to accept."

His eyes narrowed, but he remained silent.

I stood with my hands clasped as if giving a speech because, in a sense, I was.  I was giving a presentation on my life, our life, and our future.

"Even before Adam's offer, I've been weighing my options on how I want to live my life. I tried to keep it simple." I started to pace. "I split my thoughts into three categories: mother, wife, and lawyer."

I peeked at Jackson to make sure he was with me.

He nodded.

"I am a mother, but I'm not the type of mother I want to be for Jack or anyone else who might come along in the future." I grinned and placed my hand over my stomach.

Jackson smiled too.

"I don't want to make those decisions between work and Jack. Not the way I've done in the past. Weighing some crucial deadline versus being able to hang out with my son. Now that you are in our lives, my focus has changed. I have new priorities. I want to spend time with my family." I paused.

"Okay," Jackson said. His gaze followed me as I paced in front of him. 

He hated when I fidgeted. I could feel how much he was trying to be quiet and listen. He probably wanted to tell me to sit my ass down. I gave him a smile, reassuring him that my little presentation would be over soon.

"On the wife side of things." I stood still in front of him. "I want to be your wife. I'd marry you right now if we could. I have some weird mental block about not moving forward with anything until we get married. I don't know why or where it comes from. I know you love me and want me. When I think about our life, our future together, it calms me. It means consistency and stability; something I haven't had in my life since I was in high school."

"Carrington." He drew out my name and bowed his head.

I held my hand up. I needed to finish.

"No matter where we are in life, just being married to you will quiet some of these insecurities."

"What insecurities?” he asked.

"Oh, I don't know. The one where you abandon me, where the world ends, where my child tells me he'd rather be with you than me." I shook my head.

"Carrington," Jackson said as he stood up and grabbed my hands. "I'm not going to abandon you."

"What about the other stuff?" I asked, staring into his eyes and looking for him to make it better. I knew I shouldn't. It was not what I needed. I needed to take my life into my own hands.

He cradled my head to his chest and kissed the top of my head. I clung to him. Gripping his shirt to get as close to him as possible, I closed my eyes and exhaled.

"I don't want to be a lawyer anymore." As soon as I said it, I felt lighter.

Jackson stopped in mid back rub. He pushed me away and set his hands on my shoulders.

"You don't want to be a lawyer any ...Why?" His voice went up an octave. He coughed. "Why?"

"I became a lawyer because I wanted to help people. Protect those who couldn't fight for themselves." I gripped his arms. "I don't do that. I work for rich people and help them get richer. I did it for so long because I was good at it and it was what people expected me to do."

"That's all?"

"Yeah. Well, a little part of me didn't want to hear people say I was giving up my dreams for a man." I nodded.

"I knew it." Jacksons scoffed. "You're marrying me for my money."

I giggled. The gossip network would be ablaze with this news. I held my stomach and laughed. Jackson feigned outrage and cracked up. We regained some semblance of control as we collapsed onto the bed.

Jackson rolled onto his side.

"Carrington, I told you before, you can do whatever you want to do." He grabbed my hand. "I just don't want you to quit because you think you can't do it or because of any pressure of what you think my wife is supposed to do."

"No. I know." I waved him off. "It's more has to do with wanting to do what I want to do. I want to be selfish for a bit, you know."

"So what do you want to do? The first thing that comes to mind," Jackson asked.

"I want to marry you."

"Okay. Good." He raised my hand to his mouth and kissed it. "What else?"

"I want to build our dream house. I want us to argue about stupid stuff like other married couples do."

"Like what?" he asked and grinned.

"Oh, I don't know. Like whether to paint the bathroom or wallpaper it."

"Is that what couples argue over?" he asked.

"I think so." I laughed. We had our share of huge life moments from love to hate, lies versus honest, life and death. It was time for some simplicity.

My mind raced with so many ideas.

 "I am so proud of you and want to support you. I hate that people think it makes me weak or unambitious but taking care of you and supporting my family is my ambition."

"Who the fuck cares what they think?" Jackson yelled.

"I want to start the foundation. I believe that it would be amazing to finally get to help people." I punched his arm. "Use that fame of yours for something good."

"Then do it." He leaned into me. "Baby, you can do anything you set your mind to."

"You are my priority." I reached up and touched his face. "You and Jack. Right now, I don't want to be in charge. I'm tired of making decisions. For the foreseeable future, it's on you."

"You mean that?" Jackson asked with an evil gleam in his eyes.

"Yep." I shook my head.

"That means I get to tell you what to do?" Jackson asked and raised his eyebrows.

"Well, try it. See how that works out for you." I winked and stood up. Jackson grabbed my hand and pulled me back onto his lap.

"Okay." He kissed the back of my neck.

It sent a shiver down my spine. He ran his hand up my stomach and over my breast and around my neck. I ground my hips into his lap, and he groaned in my ear.

"Take that robe off," Jackson said.

I pushed off him and turned around. I stared into his lust-filled eyes. Our breath shallow, the energy between us buzzed like a hot wire.

"Okay, you got lucky with that one." I smirked and untied the robe. Jackson watched it floated to the ground.

I stood there in front of him, naked and not just because I had no clothes on.

My mind cleared. The chaos quieted. All the questions and concerns had been answered and put to rest. I not only felt lighter, I felt more open. The feeling terrified and excited me.

"Come here," Jackson said and motioned for me. I stepped between his legs and waited. I watched him devour me with his gaze. He took in every inch. When he reached out and touched me, my body quivered. He touched me so many times before, but now it was different.

He ran his hand down my stomach and rested it on my pelvic bone then reached between my legs. My throat hitched as Jackson ran his fingers through my center. I gripped Jackson around the neck. I straddled his waist.

He leaned back on the bed while he kissed me as if saying, welcome to our brand new life. 


Chapter 12



 



I woke up in a dark room.

Jackson held me tight in his arms as if he was afraid to let me go. I got a chill thinking about how good we were together. It was always good, but last night, something changed in me. I knew I’d made the right decision about leaving the firm.

I stretched and looked over Jackson at the clock on the nightstand.

Oh, shit.

"J." I shook him. "Wake up."

"What's wrong?" He lifted his head.

"You missed curfew. What happened to your alarm?" I reached for his phone; it was on vibrate.

"Hey," Jackson said, but I was already up and sorting the pile of clothes on the floor.

"It's after eleven. You have to go to the hotel." I reached out with his underwear and the robe. "Oh." I dropped them and looked for his shirt.

"Carrington. Stop." I looked up. "Come here. It's fine."

"But what if they fine you?" I asked.

"It was worth it," he said with a sexy smirk as he pulled me back into bed.

"What if they bench you?"

"Please." He chuckled. "I'm Jackson Mitchell. They can't bench me."

"Wow." I nodded.

"What?"

"I devote myself to you, and your modesty went right out the window." I reached down and gripped him, stroking his member as it grew in my hand.

"Hey." He gripped my jaw. The pressure of his fingers on my flesh made me hot. "I've got you on my side. There's nothing I can't do."

He pulled my face to his and kissed me. He pushed his tongue in my mouth. His forceful nature came out to play. I accepted it, knowing, in reality, I had all the power over him.

We made love again, with more urgency. It was no less powerful and no less affirming. Here in his arms awake or asleep was where I belonged.

 

I woke up the next morning to the sound of Jackson on the phone. I curled up against him with my head on his chest as he ordered breakfast from room service.

I kissed his ribs and his chest and crawled back on him and kissed his face.

"Good morning," he said between kisses.

"Morning."

"Breakfast is on the way." He smoothed my hair back. With all the activity of last night, it was a mess.

"Good. I'm starving." I rested my hands on his chest. "It's hard work to maintain you."

He smirked and leaned up to kiss me. I stopped him.

"Seriously, isn't your team worried about you?"

"I planned to stay all night but for different reasons." He rubbed his face. "I called Coach last night and told him I had a family emergency. You know he's all about family." Jackson pushed my unruly strands away from my face. "I texted him a minute ago to tell him crisis averted, and I'd be at the stadium on time."

"Why did you think you were going to have to stay?" I asked.

"To convince you not to break up or move away from me." He touched my face. "Turns out the mere suggestion of it was enough to get you to change my mind."

"You are good with those Jedi mind tricks but don't flatter yourself, Mr. Mitchell." I buried my face under his chin and held on tight. "You’re stuck with me whether you want me or not."

"Is that so?"

"Yep." He tickled me, and I squirmed but didn't move.

"Well, turns out I have no intention of living this life without you, so I guess we're stuck with each other."

I reached up and placed my hand on either side of his head. My face hovered over his. I started into his eyes and set my jaw.

"Fine," I said with a tilt of my head.

"Fine." He mimicked my gesture.

We stared for a while longer until the knock on the door pulled us out of our challenge. With his swift reflexes, Jackson rolled me on my back and planted the loudest and deepest kiss on my lips. The type of kiss that made me forget my name. I fell into the kiss as if diving into an ocean. It was terrifying and exhilarating, because when I jumped, this time, I wasn't alone.

I had my Jackson.

I groaned when Jackson ended the kiss. He pulled on his shirt and pants and threw the robe at me.

I crawled under the covers as Jackson opened the door. 

The waiter rolled in the tray of food with his head down.

"Good morning, Mrs. Butler." He stopped to adjust the plates of food. "Where would you like it set up?"

"Leave it on the cart," Jackson said. The waiter looked up startled. He held the check up with shaking hands.

Jackson took it, signed the bill, and handed it back to the guy who hadn't taken his eyes off him.

"Hey, so, uh, have a great game today," the waiter said as he backed out of the room.

"Thanks." Jackson grinned.

The man finally noticed me and nodded before turning and leaving.

"I wonder what he's thinking," I said as I crawled to the end of the bed and surveyed the food.

"That I snuck off to have an illicit affair with some hot chick the morning of the biggest game of my life." Jackson chuckled. 

"Cool." I laughed.

Jackson plopped on the bed and handed me a piece of bacon before he uncovered his ham and cheese omelet.

"We should do this more often," he said.

"What?" I asked as Jackson fed me a bite of his eggs. "Have sex in hotel rooms the night before games? I don't think that will be financially viable."

"Expensive sex." He scrunched his face.

I raised my eyebrows.

He grinned, and I smiled back with food in my mouth.

"No. I mean take a break from it all every once in a while. Even if it's for one night, I need to get you in environments where you can scream freely. It helps your mood," Jackson said.

My brown cheeks grew hot.

"I agree." I crawled over and sat on his lap. "It's important for married couples to find time together."

"And speaking of married couples, let's do it," Jackson said.

"Do what?" I asked.

"Get married." Jackson held me with one hand while poured coffee and added half-and-half from a small pitcher into my cup with the other. He handed it to me. Yes, my man knows how I like my coffee. 

"Jackson, I think you've already asked me that question." I flashed my hand with the sizable rock on it. "I said yes, remember?"

"I mean let's get married tomorrow," he said with wide eyes.

I stared.

"We can go to the justice of the peace in the morning." He shifted me back to the bed. "I don't want you to go any longer without feeling secure about our relationship."

"You're serious?" I reached for him.

"Yeah." His eyes darted around, waiting for my response.

"No." I shook my head.

His eyes dropped.

"But I'll marry you on Tuesday." I touched his chin.

"What's the difference between Monday and Tuesday?" he asked.

"Because I have a brilliant idea, and I need another day to implement it." I gave a reassuring nod.

"You going to let me in on this idea?" he asked, as he pulled me back into his lap.

"You're the groom. I guess I have to." I laughed as Jackson stared at me with confusion.

If we were going to get married on December twenty-fifth, I needed one more day to make it perfect.

 

***

 

I showed up at the game ten minutes before kickoff.

"Hi, Ms. Carrington," Mr. Thomas, the VIP elevator attendant, greeted me.

"Hi, Mr. Thomas. Did my family show up yet?"

"Yes, ma'am?" He pressed the button for suite level. "Mr. Jack likes to get here early."

"Yes. He does."

Mr. Thomas rubbed his bald head as we ascended.

"How's Mr. Jackson?" He sucked a breath through his teeth. "He going to get home field for us today?"

"God, I hope so. The guys deserve it." I nodded and smiled.

"Yep. This city deserves it, too."

He had to win. I couldn't imagine the enormous amount of guilt I would feel if, after last night and this morning, Jackson lost the game.

I entered the suite, and time stopped. Jack ran for me and crashed into with a thud. He wrapped his arms around me.

"Momma," he said and hugged me tight.

"Hey, baby." I kissed the top of his head and hugged him back. I lifted his little face.

He blinked back tears.

"What's wrong?" I asked. The rest of the crew released a collective sigh of relief when I looked up.

"Nothing." Jack wiped his face and hugged me again. "I just missed you last night. That's all."

"Oh, sweetie. I'm sorry. I had some stuff to take care of."

"Just don't leave without saying when you're coming back, okay?"

"Okay." I rubbed his face and pulled him to me. "I promise."

He sighed and let me go.

I was taken aback. Mrs. Mitchell, my mom, and Kayla approached me next.

"You okay?" Mom asked.

"Yeah, of course, why?" I took the glass of champagne from Mrs. Mitchell's outstretched hand.

"The way you ran off last night . . ." Mom's voice trailed off.

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to worry you." The champagne tasted good sliding down my throat.

"Well, we didn't until Jackson came over and tried to act like it was no big deal," Kayla said. "I tried to tell them you were fine, but they didn't believe me."

"Is everything okay with you and Jackson?" Mrs. Mitchell asked.

"Oh, my God." I set my drink down. "Mrs. Mitchell, Jackson and I were together last night. We are so good."

She stared into my eyes and narrowed hers. She nodded and took a sip of her drink.

"I knew everything was fine." She looked at my mother who asked the same question with her expression.

"Really. Guys. Last night wasn't about Jackson and me. We are perfect. In fact, Jackson showed me my Christmas present," I said with a huge grin.

"Oh, yeah." Kayla's eyes sparkled.

"An eight-year contract with the Arizona Cardinals and a two-acre plot of land in Paradise Valley."

My mom blinked.

"Holy shit," Kayla said. She covered her mouth. "I'm sorry."

"That's what I said." I laughed and took a sip of my champagne.

"Wow! James,"—Mrs. Mitchell walked over to her husband—"did you know about this?"

He looked at me and back at his wife and shrugged.

"Jackson's new contract?" she asked.

"It's not public yet," I yelled to save Mr. Mitchell. "They're not announcing it until next week."

"You guys are building a house?" Mom asked as she blinked back tears.

"What house?" Jack asked, running back over to me.

I narrowed my eyes at Mom.

"Nothing. We were just thinking about where we are going to live when Jackson and I get married."

"Oh. That's not for a while. I don't want to change schools." His earlier concern from my disappearance, gone. I should not have said anything.

"Yeah, we don't have to worry about it now." I gave him a reassuring hug, and he went back to watching the pregame.


Chapter 13



 



"Carrington," Jackson whispered in my ear—the best alarm clock ever. He cupped my cheek and kissed me. "Wake up."

I opened my eyes, and his shaggy hair fell in my face. I closed them and relished the feel of him next to me. He kissed my cheek and started to descend.

Jackson went home last night. We couldn't sleep together with my parents upstairs, at least not until we're married.

"Seriously, guys. No one wants to see that at eight am." Kayla had collapsed in bed with me last night. 

I squealed.

I reached up and kissed Jackson.

"We have to go?" I asked.

"Yep." He winked and looked over at Kayla. I shook my head. I hadn't told Kayla. I hadn't told anyone.

"Come on. Get dress."

I pushed him and the covers off and bounded into the bathroom. Jackson followed; I stopped him at the door.

"No. If you come in here, we won't get out of here." I squeezed his chest and bit my lip.

Jackson groaned and tried to coax me with his mouth, which almost worked.

"We have to be there at nine," I said against his lips.

"Right." He gave me one more peck and headed in the other direction. He stopped to jump on the bed, and Kayla groaned.

I swear we were like children.

The Cardinals won the game. We had a week to relax before the playoffs had everyone back on edge again.

Jackson performed so well, he didn't even have to play the fourth quarter. They won thirty-eight to twelve. I was so proud of him.

I jumped in the shower and jumped back out in record time. When I entered the kitchen, Jackson and Jack were sitting at the kitchen counter looking at highlights on Jack's iPad.

"That throw was so on the money," Jack said.

"On the money, really?" I narrowed my eyes at my son and his new vernacular. He grew up way too fast.

"Come on, Mom." Jack turned the iPad to show me. "That's awesome."

"Awesome." I smiled and winked. "Did you have breakfast?"

"Grandma is making me French toast as soon as she gets back."

"Where is she?" I asked.

"Walking," Jack said as if it was the craziest thing in the world.

"Okay." I kissed his little forehead and grabbed two apples off the counter. "Eat this? Did you eat?" I turned to Jackson. He shook his head. I threw the apple at him. He caught it.

"Nice throw, Mom," Jack said.

"Yeah, I've pick up a few skills over the years," I said and grinned. 

"Hey, buddy." Jackson tousled Jack's hair. "Mom and I need to run some errands. We'll be back soon."

"I know where you're going," Jack said with an evil giggle.

We both stopped in our tracks.

"You're going to pick up my Christmas present." He turned to Jackson. "You got my second list, right?"

"Yes, I got it," Jackson said.

I grabbed Jackson's hand, and we headed out to the car.

"Doesn't he have a rich grandfather or something? Why do I get the mile-long list," Jackson said.

"Hey, he told me just to get him a gift card to cover it all."

"He's working all of us." Jackson smirked.

"Yep. I told you since that camping trip from the billionaire section of the REI catalog, he's been so materialistic."

"I'm sure the private jet and a week-long trip to Mr. Griffin's house will straighten him right up." Jackson pulled away from the curb. "I would suggest you go with him, but now, I like the idea of having my wife all to myself for a week."

"Yeah, just me and the Cardinal's Organization." I reached up and rubbed his neck. "What a great honeymoon."

"I'll make it up to you." Jackson handed me his phone. "Call Richard, first."

I scrolled to find Richard's name and tapped call. It rang twice before he answered.

"You calling to gloat?" Richard asked. He and Jackson were teammates in college, and they remained good friends.

Richard played for the San Francisco Forty-niners. They didn't make the play-offs.

"No, but you owe me a dollar," Jackson said.

"I'll mail it to you," Richard said.

"Hey, Richard," I said.

"Well, this call just got better. Hello, Carrington. How are you, beautiful?" he asked.

"I'm good." I looked over at Jackson.

"You two want me to leave you alone," Jackson said; we didn't discuss Richard's crush on me and our one and only date back in college.

"Yeah, could you," Richard said.

"Will you two cut it out and ask him already," I said.

"What are you doing tomorrow?" Jackson asked.

"Opening presents, turkey dinner—you know, the usual."

"So what do you think about flying in and spending Christmas dinner with us?" Jackson took the phone.  

"Wow, dude, way to wait until the last minute."

"Yeah, sorry about that, but we decided to get married tomorrow night and since you’re the best man …" Jackson shrugged, and the line was silent.

"Janine is going to kill you," Richard said. His wife wouldn't be too keen on him leaving on Christmas Day.

"Tell her it's my fault," I chimed in. "I'm sorry, but we have to do it tomorrow."

"You pregnant?" Richard asked.

"No. No." I huffed.

Jackson cracked up.

"Okay, just asking." Richard sighed. "Okay. I'll be there."

"Get in by two o'clock," I said. "Meet us at the Biltmore at three o'clock."

"I don't even get a home-cooked meal out of the deal?" Richard asked.  

"We are cooking it, but we have too many people to fit in either of our homes," I answered.

"Okay. I'll be there." Richard said. "Oh, and congrats, you two. I'm happy for you."

"Thanks, man."

 Richard hung up.

Jackson's face was hard to read.

"Call Michael," he said.

Michael answered on the first ring.

"Home field advantage, check. First-round bye, check. Super Bowl?" Michael was Jackson's agent, and they had become close over the last four years.

"You feel like coming to a wedding first?" Jackson asked.

"Man, you played so well last night I ..." Michael's mouth tended to work faster than his brain. "Did you say wedding?"

"Yep, tomorrow afternoon around three o'clock at the Biltmore. Can you make it?" Jackson stared at the phone.

"Jackson—"

"Hey, Michael." I interrupted.

"Carrington," Michael said with a nervous laugh. "Good to hear your voice. How are you?"

Jackson and I both laughed.

Michael was a great agent, but he's always talking to Jackson about avoiding distractions. I had been Jackson's biggest distraction.

"So you're getting married in the bye week," Michael said.

"That's the plan." Jackson turned into the Phoenix Municipal Building. We spotted Branden standing near the entrance looking over paperwork and talking on his cell phone. As Jackson's personal assistant, he was always looking over paperwork and talking on his cell phone.

"Michael, I promise, a small ceremony, no distractions, and I won't bother him for the rest of the bye week. Please say you can come." Michael had to come. Jackson wanted him there.

"Okay, I'm on my way," Michael said.

"Hey, thanks, man, and listen, when you get here, you're just coming to dinner. Our families don't know yet."

"Okay, sounds good." Michael's voice grew animated. "Let's do this. Let's get married."

"See you tomorrow," Jackson said.

I hung up the phone and smiled. I unbuckled my seat belt and stretched over the console to kiss Jackson. I was so happy. The plan was coming together beautifully.

 

We got the marriage license with no issues. We walked back to the car, arms swinging. I stared over my shoulder and Branden winked. He was happy for us.

We confirmed last-minute plans for the next day and headed back home. When we got to the highway, instead of going south, Jackson merged going north.

"Where are we going?"

"One more stop," he said. We drove for another few minutes and exited in Scottsdale. We pulled up in front of the valet for Tiffany. I instantly grew nervous. Pulling up to a mall in Phoenix on Christmas Eve after the game Jackson had last night. We would get mobbed in minutes. I checked my watch. It was ten am.

"Jackson, you sure this is a good idea?" I scanned the area for any signs of a crowd.

"It'll be okay." Jackson stepped out. "Hey, man. If you could leave it close by with the keys in it in case we need to make a quick exit, I would appreciate it."

The two kids attending the valet stand looked up from their cell phones, stunned.

"Dude, yeah," one of them said.

"Anything for you, Jackson."

Jackson winked at me and motioned me to follow him.

"Let's make this quick before their buddies arrive."

I looked back and found both kids texting frantically.

The manager, a short, stocky guy in a tailored black suit and silver tie, greeted us at the door. Branden had called ahead, and they were expecting us.

"Welcome. My name is Alex Peter," Mr. Peter said. "Right this way."

He escorted us to a little private room off the side of the massive three-story store. We sat in the two chairs across from the imposing black wooden desk with a velvet inlay. Fifteen platinum wedding bands sat in a sparkly row.

"I understand this is quick, so these are what we have in stock," Mr. Peter said as he sat behind the desk and put on a pair of white gloves. "The first six are platinum and the rest are white gold."

I picked up the plain, platinum, six mm band and showed it to Jackson.

"This looks like you."

"Yeah, I like it."

I set it aside.

Jackson reached for the four mm band with a channel of diamonds around the middle. It was perfect. I took it and tried it on my right hand. The first time it slid on my left hand, I wanted it to stay forever.

"It's beautiful." I looked up at Jackson, and his face was emotional. We kissed, not caring about embarrassing Mr. Peter.

"Well, that was easy." He interrupted.

Mr. Peter took both rings and cleaned them. He placed them in a box and stood up.

"Hey," Jackson said, and Mr. Peter stopped. "What about Jack?"

I picked up the three mm band and studied it.

"I don't know. A platinum band for a seven-year-old?"

"You can put it on a chain," Mr. Peter suggested.

"Just for the ceremony and then we'll keep it for him until it fits," Jackson said.

"Okay." I handed the ring to Mr. Peter. "He's going to be impossible to live with for the next—"

"Ten years," Jackson said, and we both laughed. "I'm actually looking forward to it."


Chapter 14



 



The only other people we told about the wedding were James and Anna. We had to. Last year, James had officiated his best friend’s wedding. When Jackson asked him after the game on Sunday night, he agreed in seconds.

I worried it would be hard on Anna. I called her Christmas morning.

"Hey, Anna."

"Good morning," she sang. "How are you on your big day?"

"I'm good," I whispered. "Anna, I just wanted to call and say how happy I am that you'll be there today. I don't have many friends in Phoenix besides work people. I just wanted to say thank you. I know it's not easy."

Anna laughed.

"You know, when James told me, I was happy for you even if a little sad. But as of midnight, I'm ecstatic," she screamed through the phone.

"What?"

"He proposed."

I screamed.

"I know."

"How'd he do it?" I asked.

"He woke me up at midnight and said he wanted his gift first thing. I had no idea what he was talking about. I'm like we already had sex, let me sleep."

I laughed.

"Then he looked down between us and it was sitting in a little black box with a red bow." She was giddy. "I tore open the box so fast, the ring flew up in the air, and he caught it. It was hilarious. He asked me, and I said yes."

"That's so sweet. I'm so happy for you." I was giddy myself. "We have two reasons to celebrate this afternoon.”

"Oh, sweetie, no. I don't want to take anything away from your day."

"Are you kidding?" I asked. "We've been waiting a long time for this engagement. We are celebrating. I'll see you at dinner."

Growing up, we had a strict pajama rule on Christmas morning, so Jack had everyone change into their PJs when they arrived. I grabbed my robe and went out to the living room to greet everyone.

"Merry Christmas everyone," I said.

"Momma." Jack ran to me. I grunted when he slammed into me and hugged me tight. "Merry Christmas."

The kitchen had food covering every inch as my mom finished breakfast and the last few items for dinner.

"Can we open presents now?" Jack asked.

"One minute, buddy," Jackson said as he waded his way through the people and gave me a Christmas kiss. "Happy wedding day," Jackson whispered in my ear. I grabbed onto him to keep from falling. I couldn't believe the day was finally here. Jackson stared into my eyes and grinned. I laid a quick peck on his lips and winked. He turned back to Jack.

"Now, we can open gifts," Jack said with his hands outstretched.

We both nodded.

 

***

 

Jackson and his family left for the hotel first. We were all going to change and dress up for dinner.

Mr. Griffin called to say his plane would land at two, and he would meet us at the hotel.

"Hey, this is so cool." Kayla held up my dress. "When did you get this?"

It was a white satin Halston dress with a V-neck and full skirt that stopped just above my knee. The dress was flirty and flowed, but not too formal to look out of place. Although, it was white.

"A month ago. At a boutique in New York." I touched the silky fabric. "I thought it would make a great getaway dress, but I feel like wearing it today."

I looked up at Kayla.

"Carrington Olivia Butler. What are you up to?" she asked.

"Nothing," I said and bit my lip.

"What don't I know?" She grabbed me by the arms and shook me. I cackled but didn't say a word.

We continued to dress without speaking, but Kayla kept her eye on me. She knew something was up. I wanted to tell her, but she wouldn't be able to keep it a secret until dinner. It was imperative that we did because both of our mothers would talk us out of it. They had their hearts set on a big wedding, and today’s ceremony didn't rule it out, but right now, it was more important for Jackson and me to do this on our own terms.

My dad drove us in the truck to the hotel. I couldn't drive. I was too nervous. I had enough trouble wrangling Jack into a jacket. If it were up to him, we would be in pajamas all day. I had to promise him that when we were in our own house, he could do PJs all Christmas week for all I cared.

Jackson hired one of the team’s photographers to capture our family gathering. He had no clue it was for a wedding, which was fine. I wanted everything to be spontaneous.

When we walked into the hotel, we went out back to the pool area where a covered cabana was set up with a beautifully laid out table set for twenty-two people.

When I entered, Jackson, Richard, Michael, and James were huddled in the far corner. I inspected the table closer. Branden had arrived earlier and set out the seating cards according to plan. I felt Jackson's gaze on me, but I didn't look. If I did, I would give it away.

Everyone looked so happy to be there; my weird, mismatched family, and now, for better or worse.

"Ms. Butler." The host in charge of our party touched my shoulder. "Mr. Mitchell explained there would be a short delay for dinner. Okay for me to announce for everyone to take their seats?"

"Yes, thank you."

I smiled. It would be the last time someone called me Ms. Butler. I turned found Jackson staring. I winked and he winked back. We were really going to do this. 

The wait staff had poured a glass of champagne at each seat, sparkling cider for the kids. The host clinked a knife to the side of a wine flute to get everyone's attention.

"Good afternoon everyone. Merry Christmas," he said.

"Merry Christmas," everyone said in unison.

"If you would take your seat, dinner will be served shortly." He bowed his head and exited the room.  

I nodded at James and Anna. James sat opposite us. Everything about our wedding was a little unconventional. We remained standing while everyone else settled in.

"If you guys will indulge us for a few moments, we want to thank all of you for coming," Jackson said.

I looked around the room at everyone I loved, some I grew to love, and some who wouldn't leave me alone until I agreed to give them a chance. We had all come so far.

"We thought it would be a great time let y'all know how grateful we are to be surrounded by all of you."

We hadn't rehearsed any of this. Jackson spoke from his heart. I clung to every word.

Jackson turned to his parents.

"I want to thank my parents. You guys are an amazing example of what marriage, parenthood, and family is all about." He turned to my parents. "I feel fortunate to be able to have the Butlers trust me with loving and taking care of their Carrington."

"And, me too," Jack said.

The room laughed.

Kayla sat to my right, where my maid of honor should sit. She handed me a tissue as she dabbed her own eyes.

"I’m happy to have been adopted, for lack of a better word, by the Griffin family, too."

Jackson's two brothers sat to his left, unaware that our impromptu wedding meant he didn't have to choose who would be the best man.

Jackson turned to me, and we stood face to face.

He took my hands and kissed them both. I didn't have a chance to see if the room had caught on. The whole room faded away. It was Jackson, speaking to me, directly to my soul.

"Carrington Olivia Butler. I love you. I have since the moment we meet at FSU. My love grew from there. Even in those years when we weren't together, it's no wonder I couldn't live my life to the fullest. You had a hold of my heart. Now, I have it back, I have you back, for now, and forever. Thank you for loving me and opening your heart to me. I know it wasn't easy, and I know it took a lot of work on your part, so thank you for putting in the work. I won't ever give you cause to regret it."

I reached up and touched Jackson's chin. I caught a tear as it slid down his cheek. He leaned over and kissed me. I drew all the strength and courage from his lips to allow me to speak to him from my heart.

"Jackson Latre Mitchell," I said in my best Southern accent. Jackson chuckled. "I can't believe we're here. It's a miracle, but we know a little something about miracles, don't we?"

"Yes, we do."

"It was a miracle that saved Jack and me. It was a miracle that brought you to Phoenix to finish what you started so many years ago in that room in the library at FSU, Go Noles!"

"Go Noles," Jackson and Mr. Griffin said.

When the room laughed, I noticed them again.

"It's a miracle that opened my heart. I'm so sorry it was closed for so long, but I'm grateful in a sense because I'm now prepared to love you the way you love me. You are my king, my rock, my constant, always caring, always compassionate and ready at a moment’s notice to deal with me and all that I bring. I know I'm not easy, but I promise to show you every second of our lives together that I am worth it."

We kissed again. I loosened my grip on Jackson's hands, and we both turned toward Jack.

"Sweetie, come here for a second." We each took one of Jack's hands. His face was red and tear stained. I ran my hand over his face and took his hand again. "Breathe, sweetie. It's all good."

He took in a deep breath and let it out and then he smiled up at both of us.

"Our family starts and ends with you. So in front of all these people, I wanted to ask you, Jackson Davis Butler, can I be a part of your family? I want you to be a part of mine."

Jack nodded vigorously, and we all laughed. Jackson took the ring on a chain and pulled it out.

"Your mom and I got this for you as a symbol of our union; the three of us are a family now."

I hung the platinum band on the chain around Jack's neck. He held it up and studied it. "Cool," Jack said.

Jackson turned back to me.

He took my ring out of his pocket and presented it to me.

"Carrington Olivia Butler, will you accept this ring as a symbol of our union. Will you devote yourself to me, mind, body, and soul?" Jackson asked. I nodded my head too. I couldn't speak words; I was all raw and pure emotion, but it was my turned to talk.

"Yes, I will." I fished Jackson's ring out my pocket. "Will you accept this ring as a symbol of our union? Will you devote yourself to me mind, body, and soul?"

"Absolutely," Jackson said as I slid the ring on his finger. We kissed again then I grabbed Jack's hand, and we all turned to face James. 

He stood up and looked at both of us, his eyes wet. I took a moment to look around the table and noticed every eye focused on us.  Not a dry eye in the room. Jackson squeezed my hand, and I turned back to James.

"I was given the honor and the privilege to officiate this union, but like I figured, they didn't need me." The group chuckled. "They know best what their union means to them, to little Jack, and to their families."

"I guess there's only one thing left for me to do. Everyone, please stand." James reached for his glass and held it in the air. "Please join me in congratulating Mr. and Mrs. Jackson and Carrington Mitchell."

A roar of cheers, laughter, and applause rose up from our little group. It would have disturbed the whole hotel if we weren't the only ones there. Everyone crowded around us offering hugs and congratulations.

It was Jack who asked the question.

"Did y'all really just get married?"

"Yeah, buddy. That was kind of the whole point."

Jack hugged Jackson. "This was the best Christmas present ever."

"Oh, great! So I can return all the rest."

"Yep." Jack squeezed Jackson, and we all laughed. "Well, maybe not the PlayStation."

 

 

The End


About the Author



 



Sydney Aaliyah Michelle is a Contemporary Romance writer, a voracious reader, tattoo lover, and movie fanatic who hails from Texas.

After surviving 5 1/2 years living in China, she had the courage to finally pursue her passion and become a writer.

Sydney's novels tackle the dramatic world that is college and professional football. She writes about heroines who love their men and the sports world they play in.

She identifies the sci-fi action flick "The Matrix" as the best representation of her life in the past. She is now blessed to be awake and doing what she loves.

She can recite the entire script from the 80's teen comedy/drama "The Breakfast Club" and loves any and everything associated with the Avengers Movie, especially Tony Stark.

When it come to books, Sydney reads different genres, but some of her favorite writers are Stephen King, Alex J. Cavanaugh, J.A Huss, M. Never & Emily Bronte. Under the Dome, The Great Gatsby & Wuthering Heights are her favorite books.

Feel free to contact Sydney Aaliyah Michelle at sydliyah@hotmail.com.

 

Connect with Sydney Aaliyah Michelle Online:

Website

Facebook Page

 


Books by Sydney Aaliyah Michelle



 



Stand Alone

Another New Life

A New Season

Your Biggest Fan

Hope Series

Hope for Her

Hope for Him

Hope for Us

Hope: A Sports Romance Boxed Set

Hope for Us All (Hope Series Christmas Novella)

Love Sick Series

Anxious Love

Anthologies

Affairs of the Heart

Valentine Pets & Kisses

Romancing the Wine





 
 




 

 

 

 

Unfinished Business

 



 

 

Lyssa   Layne 


 

 




Copyright © 2016 by:
 
Lyssa   Layne

 

 

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any
means without the prior written consent of the Publisher, excepting brief
quotes used in reviews.


 

 









 

 

This book was built at IndieWrites.com. Visit us on Facebook.

161017.155244


 



Unfinished Business-Blurb



 



Marine Theo Lindemann is home for the holidays, what used to be his favorite time of the year, but not this Christmas. This year, Theo is haunted by the death of a fellow Marine. 

 

Tess Vargas has been putting off visiting her mother for as long as she can but she has no escape now that it's Christmas time. 

 

Tess meets Theo drowning his sorrows at the airport bar and finds herself tasked with getting him on his flight. Upon arrival at their final destination, Theo offers Tess a ride and the pair end up snowed in at Theo's parents' house. When Theo's parents would rather focus on his new 'girlfriend' rather than the loss he has suffered, Tess plays along until she realizes who Theo has been mourning.

 

Both have unfinished business but little do they know that it's the same task.


Chapter 1



 



Theo

 

Cheery Christmas music plays overhead at La Guardia Airport and I find myself inadvertently singing along with the tune in my head. The holiday season used to be my most favorite time of the year. It didn’t matter if I was wearing my utilities or the god awful knitted sweater my great Aunt Ruby gifted me with while pinching my cheeks, I would be belting out every holiday song, completely off key and as loud as possible. When I found out six weeks ago that my leave would coincide with Christmas, I was stoked… until I got the news. This year isn’t going to be the same as it usually is because the reality of what my life has become and where it could be going is slapping me in the face like a wet fish trying to get away.

“Hey, bro, you sure you’re cool on your own?”

I turn to my fellow Marine who flew halfway around the world with me even though his home is in the opposite direction. That’s one thing about the brotherhood, together we stand whether it be on the battlefield of war or the battlefield of our own minds.

Squeezing his shoulder, I nod. “Yeah, Johnson, I’m good. You don’t need to babysit me anymore.”

Johnson scoffs and shakes his head. “It’s not like that, Linde. Master Sergeant—”

“Wants you to hold my hand until I’m safely in the hands of my family, I know. Look, Johnson, I promise I won’t off myself on your watch.” I cringe at my own abrasive words, especially after the loss we all suffered, but I need to get Johnson to stop smothering me or I might do it myself. “Go home to your family, enjoy the holidays.”

Johnson pauses and I can almost actually see the wheels of his brains turning as he contemplates disobeying direct orders from our master sergeant. I tighten my grip on his shoulder and give him a slight shove in the opposite direction of my gate.

“Merry Christmas, Johnson,” I say with a final push.

The younger Marine keeps moving forward with his head turned in the opposite direction, watching me closely as though I might do something crazy right here in the middle of the airport. I wait until he runs into a businessman staring at his phone then make a mad dash to the bathroom. Wasting no time, I shed my utilities and dig out a faded, long sleeve thermal shirt that the elbows are almost worn out of and a pair of old jeans. A small weight is lifted off my shoulders as I shed my military gear but the holiday cheer still isn’t making a comeback just yet.

Looking into the mirror, I run my hand over my grizzly beard that doesn’t meet the standards of the U.S. Marine Corps. After the loss of one of my buddies, my superiors have taken it easy on me and let it slide. Pearl was always the man that lifted our spirits, made us laugh even when things were dark, and things got really dark over there. We all did things we aren’t proud of, things that keep us up at night, things that we’ll never forgive ourselves for, but Pearl always found the good in every situation. He and I only served eight months together, but the two of us were tight from day one and practically inseparable. It was nice to have that kind of bond with someone when your family is thousands of miles away and you’re literally living hell on Earth. Pearl was my rock. He helped me through my eighth deployment, even when he came home before I did. When the news arrived that Pearl was gone, the unit was silent for two days straight. Not a word was spoken because Pearl was the voice of our brotherhood and now that he’s gone, things will never be the same again.

 

Tess

 

Even though the streets are constantly filled with honking cars and screeching tires, I know that the taxi driver impatiently pounding on his horn is intended for me. I called for a ride an hour ago and he’s been down there beeping every thirty seconds for the last ten minutes, trying to get my attention. My bag is packed, my appliances are unplugged, and all I have to do is turn off the light and lock the door, but I’m stalling. I’m pretending the cab isn’t here yet, that it won’t arrive on time which will cause me to miss my flight and avoid being home for the holidays.

My pit bull whines and paws at my hand for attention. I pat the couch and she doesn’t hesitate to join me on the comfy furniture. Resting my chin on my knees, I stare into her eyes and rub between her ears.

“I know, Lola. Mommy should stay home with you, shouldn’t she?”

Lola grunts in response and I smile. I’ve only been home a month from traveling, and this dog hasn’t left my side from the moment I stepped foot in the door. I feel bad leaving her again, but I have to go home for Christmas, if I can even still call it home. I have to do this, not just for myself but for my family. Luckily, my neighbor loves Lola as much as I do, which is a relief since the poor dog has spent more time with Mrs. Eldridge than me in the past year.

“What if I promise I won’t leave again for a long time after this trip?”

Lola’s moaning gets louder as I find that special spot behind her ear. I sigh, wishing I could find a man that could pleasure me as easily as Lola is in that one little spot. The cabbie honks again, and this time it’s joined by a slew of profanity in another language. With a quick kiss to her wet nose, I jump off the couch, grab my bag, and lock up before I run downstairs. I fling open the front door of my building and shout a few choice words of my own in the same dialect taking the taxi driver by surprise. Quietly, he takes my bag and holds open my door, waiting for me to enter his vehicle. I do so and slam the door behind me. I lean my head against the cold glass and sigh. I’ve been dreading this day for the past month. Only five days with my mother then I’ll be back home with Lola on Christmas night. I’ll be giddier than any child under the age of ten on Christmas morning.


Chapter 2



 



Theo

 

Ah… The sweet burn of whiskey running down the back of my throat, nothing feels much better than that. Then again, the fact that I’m feeling anything besides grief is pretty amazing right now. I tap my glass and the bartender pours me another. Aside from the death of my buddy, I need to drown my sorrows for what my bill is adding up to be.

I’m twenty-five, and I’ve been deployed so many times that I’ve almost lost count. I’ve seen death before, many times, so this isn’t new to me. I’ve lost buddies that went through boot camp with me, I’ve lost superiors that have been mentors, and I’ve lost men that I’ve trained myself so it’s not even the first time that I’ve known someone who fought for our country and died. Maybe the reality of his death is hitting me harder than normal because Pearl didn’t die defending our freedom. No, he lost the battle in his mind after he got home—the unspoken war that veterans are facing on their own, behind the doors of their homes, hidden from their very own family. I can’t shake the feeling that I could’ve done something. If I had called him sooner, if I’d talked to his family that I’d never met, something, anything, then maybe Pearl would still be here making us all laugh.

I slam my latest shot of whiskey, having lost track as to what number it is, much like my deployments. My mind is starting to get hazy from the alcohol and my mood is lightening as I find myself slightly enjoying the holiday tunes that I was despising earlier. Then the reminder of where and just exactly what I’m headed to creeps back into my mind and I know I need more liquor.

When I tap the glass for more, the bartender doesn’t automatically appear like he has been. I look around for him and spot him at the opposite end of the counter, hitting on some woman. I squeeze one eye shut to get a better view of her; I have to admit that she’s not bad. She has wavy black hair that falls mid-way down her oversized black sweater. It’s hard to make out her body shape in that top, but her red skinny pants make me want to barf at how festive she looks. Still, I don’t blame him for flirting with her.

Either way, I’m in need of getting so shitfaced that I’ll miss my flight and delay the inevitable so I call to him, interrupting his game. The bartender shoots me a death glare and I raise my glass with a grin on my face. The girl looks my way too and I’m surprised when she gets up from her seat and moves beside me. The bartender refills my shot glass with a scowl as the woman nods to her own glass to be poured.

She holds up her drink and raises her eyebrow. “What are we drinking to?”

I look into her dark eyes, outlined by eyeliner and mascara. Other than the eyes, a light pink lip gloss on her lips is the only other makeup on her face. Although we’re complete strangers, there’s still an air of authenticity to her that lets me know she’s sincerely asking. Still, I shrug and take my shot. Her lips drop into a frown as she slowly takes her own.

“No one should drink alone.”

“That’s your opinion,” I remark and the bartender smirks as he graces me with more whiskey.

She purses her lips and nods. “True… then I guess I’ll have to analyze you.”

I quirk my eyebrow. “Analyze me? Who are you? Dr. Phil?”

Her hand reaches out, playfully hitting me in the arm, and a current of electricity runs down my body where she touches me.

“I sure as hell hope you aren’t saying I look like him!”

I completely blame the alcohol as I reach out and take her hair in my hand, rubbing the silkiness between my fingers. “You definitely have more hair than him but there’s a slight resemblance in the nose.” I find myself tapping the end of her nose as I say that while the edge of my lips curl upward.

She flips her long hair over her shoulder and smiles. “Well, so long as you don’t call me Dr. Phil.”

The old me, the flirty good ‘ole boy that I’ve always been up until Pearl’s death recognizes that she’s giving me an “in.”

“So, what shall I call you then?”

Her eyes twinkle and I find that smile I was trying to suppress growing.

“How about Dr. Tess and if you buy me a drink, I won’t bill you for this session.”

Well, it’s good to know that I still have my charm even if I’m not looking for anything right now. “Fair enough.” I hold out my hand. “Dr. Tess, I’m Theo. Pleasure to meet you.”

“The pleasure’s all mine,” she says with one raised eyebrow and then giggles. The bartender rolls his eyes as he pours us both another drink and disappears to wash glasses. Tess spins her barstool toward me, opening up her body language and repeating her question. “So, what are we drinking to?”

I sigh, sipping my shot this time instead of downing it like the countless others that came previously. “To hopefully miss my flight to avoid my family.” I glance at her for her reaction but Tess’s face has the same relaxed, cool look it did earlier.

She waves around the half-filled bar. “I imagine that’s what most of us are in here doing.” She takes a drink from her glass. “Unfortunately, I can’t put off my trip any longer.”

Disappointment replaces the excitement that my body was buzzing with. I don’t know what I’d expected from this encounter, a quickie in the bathroom or simply someone to get wasted with, but either way, the brief moment of happiness is quickly flitting away.

 

Tess

 

Theo’s face falls from happiness to defeat in about point five seconds. I can tell this man is hurting for some reason unbeknownst to me so is it bad that I’m feeling slightly elated that he’s upset I have to get going? Despite working with the opposite sex day in and day out, being one of maybe five females on staff, it’s been awhile since I’ve put my flirting skills to use. Primarily because it’s frowned upon at work but also because my adult life has always been so unpredictable that dating someone hasn’t been worth the potential heartache. Maybe that’s why it was so easy to tease Theo just as easily as he did me; I knew nothing would come of it, just like all the other men in my life.

I give him a cocky smile. “What? Going to miss me?”

Shock flashes through Theo’s eyes. He has a ruggedly handsome face with a beard that hides his jawline but not his round cheeks or the dimples when he smiles. His brown eyes match mine and I find myself wanting to run my fingers through his sandy brown mane that is in desperate need of a haircut. Despite the sadness that he’s carrying, his brown eyes carry a natural smile that I’m sure attracts many women.

Recovering quickly, he purses his thin lips, also hidden by his facial hair, and lifts his shoulders up and down. “Something like that… just thought maybe I had a drinkin’ buddy for the next couple hours.”

I glance at his boarding pass that sits on the counter between us. “Well, our flight leaves in forty five minutes so we don’t have that long.”

His eyebrows shoot to his hairline in a speed that’s almost comical. “Our flight?”

“I doubt there’s too many flights going to Pierre, South Dakota.”

Theo’s face is shrouded with disbelief. “You’re not from Pierre.”

I laugh and stand up as I throw a couple bills on the counter that should cover both our drinks and whatever he had before I arrived. “You are correct. The flight to Pierre was way cheaper than the one to Rapid City so I’m renting a car and driving to my mother’s.”

Theo shakes his head, still shocked that our chance meeting is being extended in air. Picking up my purse, I grab his hand and tug just enough to get him to rise from his seat. Sure, this man is a stranger. I could leave him here alone to drown his sorrows, whatever they may be, or I can get his ass on our flight and enjoy this flirting just a little longer. It’s selfish, I know, but I’m opting for the latter of those two options.

Theo stumbles slightly as I maneuver us through the crowd. His strong grip on my hand has my skin tingling and bringing back memories from the last time I was with a man, which was way too long ago. As we walk, I notice another couple in the same stance as us. I’ve never been that girl that always had to have a boyfriend, or hell, a boyfriend at all. In fact, the one steady boyfriend I had, my brother scared off, which may have led to me now five years later and as single as any twenty-four-year-old can be. Either way, I never pictured myself in a serious relationship, one where I would be traveling with my significant other, taking him home to my family for the holidays. But racing down the corridor so Theo and I don’t miss our flight with his hand now resting on my hip as we wait to board, I’m going to pretend like that’s exactly what I’m doing even though I’d never in a million years take anyone home to meet my mother.

Giving me first pick since it’s open seating and there’s exactly two seats left together, I take the window seat while Theo sits in the aisle seat as we are in a row with only two seats together. He slides his backpack under the seat in front of him and turns to me.

“So, Dr. Tess, aside from being beautiful and sassy, tell me about yourself.”

My cheeks burn at his compliment and when I feel his leg press against mine, I think I might internally combust. It’s not his accent, I grew up with those, but it’s his gentle face that contrasts with the subtle roughness to him that has me attracted to this man.

“Born and raised in South Dakota but I currently reside in New York. These days, though, my job takes me all over which means I’m raising my pitbull, Lola, with the retired school teacher that lives beside me. I’m a nurse, but I can’t stand the sight of puke. I don’t smoke, I like long walks on the beach, and I adore men with dark eyes and beards.”

Theo chuckles as he strokes his beard. “It’s been awhile since I’ve been to the beach, but I would probably enjoy a walk on one with you.”

I smile and lift the armrest between us as I turn toward him, recalling that body language speaks louder than any other words that might come out of my mouth. Still, this whole flirtation will end in about five hours when our flight lands.

“Good to know. So, where do you call home and what do you do for a living?”

“Pierre is home, believe it or not, although I travel quite often as well.” Theo clears his throat and his tone gets serious. “I’m a U.S. Marine.”

The plane lifts off the runway, gravity pushing me back into my seat and my stomach drops as we gain height. Not another Marine…


Chapter 3



 



Theo

 

Tess is exactly the distraction I need to forget about the death that’s been clouding my mind lately, not to mention the reality that I’m not exactly sure how my family is going to react when I arrive. I come from a close knit group of people—my mother, my father, three brothers, and two sisters all of whom gather for Sunday dinner every week and never miss a holiday. It’s bittersweet to be headed home this year and the fact that my family is horrible at dealing with grief is what makes me the most on edge. Snapping out of my thoughts, I look into Tess’ face as I answer her question.

As the wheels fold into the plane, her face turns pale and I chuckle. “You afraid of flying?”

“Hm… what?” Tess comments, thoroughly distracted from our flirting. “Um… yeah, sure, I hate flying.”

I hold out my hand, still full of liquid courage from the bar. “Well, don’t worry, Dr. Tess, you can hold my hand if you’re scared.”

Tess’ dark eyes stare at my extended hand. Then, perhaps surprising us both, she reaches out and takes it, linking her fingers through mine. Oddly, since I just met her, I’m completely comforted by her warm touch but then again this is the first time since I’ve been deployed that I’ve been touched in an affectionate way like this. Her leg brushes mine as she turns sideways to face me and our hands rest on her thigh.

“Distract me. Tell me about your family that you’re avoiding.” She squeezes my hand as she speaks, making me feel as though she’s really interested in getting to know me even though we both know this ends when we de-board in South Dakota.

“They’re big and they’re loud… and they’re always in my business.” I sigh, recalling the last time we were all together which was the night before I was deployed. We stayed up laughing the entire night because that’s what my family does best. “And they always make me smile.”

I don’t realize that I’ve flipped Tess’ hand over and my thumb is rubbing a circle in her palm. When I do notice, I find that it’s been calming my nerves and helping me to find some peace with what’s ahead of me. I look at Tess to see her reaction only to find no reaction at all. Her head is cocked to the side as she listens to me speak, not even paying attention to my hand and how intimate our touching is in the moment. Instead, her free hand moves on top of ours, rubbing the back of my hand in return.

“They sound amazing… so why don’t you want to go see them?”

I scoff and shake my head. “They are… and I’m not really sure.” I scratch my beard, trying to think why I’m dreading this trip so much. “Maybe I’m just afraid things are going to be different. When I’m deployed, my life is on hold but theirs aren’t and that’s usually the scariest part.”

Tess gives a soft smile and squeezes her hands over mine. “You put yourself on the front line of a war, facing turmoil on a daily basis, and the scariest part of your deployment is that your family’s lives are going on without you?” Tess shakes her head and laughs softly. “I’m sorry but that’s the first time I’ve ever heard that from someone who’s been deployed.”

Her words don’t offend me. How would she know what I, or any other military person, experiences when we’re plucked from our daily lives while the world continues to revolve around us? She wouldn’t, no one would, unless they’ve walked a day in our shoes.

I pat her hand, stifling a yawn as the buzz from my whiskey begins to wear off and drowsiness sets in. “Well, Doc, you wouldn’t understand…” I trail off, suddenly barely able to keep my eyes open. Her fingers move across my knuckles in a repeated motion while her thumb soothes the nerves in my palm. My eyelids are too heavy to keep agape and for the first time since the news of Pearl’s death, I find myself in a peaceful slumber.

 

Tess

 

Theo cuts himself off in mid-sentence with a yawn. Over the years, I’ve perfected helping people fall asleep with some small, gentle massage motions, and Theo is no different than any of my other patients. Not even finishing his thought, his eyelids flutter shut and I shift his body across my lap, cradling his head in my arms. Running my fingers through his thick, sandy brown hair just the way I wanted to when I first met him. To anyone who knew we were complete strangers, they might find our intimacy awkward, but it’s nothing new to me. I sigh, perhaps it’s the Florence Nightingale persona that I’ve taken on with my field of work, but I have a way of putting people at ease and getting them to let their guards down.

It’s already almost midnight, so the sky outside the window is pitch black. In the distance, the moon shines softly and I lean my head against the window. Closing my eyes, I try to drift off to sleep, escaping my fears of heading home like Theo, but my own tricks don’t work on myself. Instead, I find myself remembering Christmas probably ten years ago when I was a teenager.

My brother and I couldn’t wait to see what “Santa” had brought us. Sure, we were too old to really believe the chubby man existed, but with our upbringing, we hung on to every ounce of hope and happiness that came our way. We each had our own grandiose bedroom that was fit for a king or queen, not two teenagers like us. My room looked like a bottle of Pepto Bismol had exploded, which is why to this day, I won’t wear pink. We didn’t ever share a room but we might as well have because the two of us were as close as any brother or sister could be and barely ever spent our spare time without each other.

On that particular Christmas Eve, we were sitting at the top of the stairs, spying on the living room in hopes that we’d see the gifts we’d been asking for. It’s funny to me now that all those years ago, all that mattered was getting the specific present I’d wanted, but today I can’t even remember what it was. What I do recall is Spirit of Christmas by Ray Charles started playing and like a scene in a movie, our parents appeared in front of the Christmas tree. My father sang along with the music, dreamily staring into my mother’s eyes as they danced like no one was watching. I remember leaning my head against my brother’s shoulder as we watched them sing and dance to song after song. To this day, it was, and always will be, my most favorite Christmas gift I’ve ever received… even if it wasn’t actually given to me directly.

I sigh, rubbing my eyes as my mind won’t shut off and let me into slumberland. The good memory is shoved aside now that the truth sets in. There will be no dancing in front of the Christmas tree. There will be no staying up all night in anticipation as to what will be under the tree. Hell, there probably won’t even be a tree. As much as I always wanted to grow up, I’m ready to go back to the days when things were easy and carefree… and adulting wasn’t a responsibility.


Chapter 4



 



Theo

 

The plane’s wheels skip over the pavement of the runway, waking me from the most peaceful rest I’ve had in a long time. As I slowly wake up, a crick in my neck reminds me of the awkward position I’ve been sleeping in but when I open my eyes, I’m shocked to be looking into Tess’ beautiful face. Her own eyes are fluttering as she rests, maybe even dreams, and I now understand why my back is killing me. If I could watch her in this position a little longer, I would, but I’m definitely no contortionist despite the current position I’m in.

Carefully, I try to sit up without disturbing her, noting that our hands are still tightly linked together. Fully upright, I look back to Tess who is blinking her eyes as she wakes up. She pulls her hand out of mine, lifting her arms overhead to stretch, and a void where her hand was has suddenly taken up residence in my body. How could I literally become so attached to someone in a five hour flight, precisely almost the exact same amount of time that I’ve known her?

“Sleep well?” Tess asks as she tries to hide a yawn.

My eyes wander over her body from the tip of her head to the heels of her ankle boots. I don’t want my time with her to end but I’m afraid it’s going to so I’m trying to commit this moment to memory. Missing her touch, I reach out and place my hand on her thigh.

“Actually, yeah, but then again, I’ve been sleeping on a cot for the last few months so resting against you was a pure pleasure.”

Tess laughs, lowering her arms and placing her hand on top of mine. “Well, good… I think.”

I nod. “Very good…”

Our eyes lock and I lightly squeeze her thigh. Why am I mesmerized by this woman? What exactly do I want from her? How do I see this ending? I haven’t a clue but the answers don’t matter, the truth is I can feel it in my bones that Dr. Tess needs to be a part of my life, if only as Facebook friends.

“We hope you enjoyed the flight and we’ll see you again,” the flight attendant says to us. I look around and realize we’re the last two passengers on the plane and this is her polite way of telling us to get the eff off.

Standing up, I step into the aisle, letting Tess out ahead of me. I follow her down the narrow walkway of the plane and the second we get into the jet bridge and I can move beside her, I take her hand in mine as I hoist my backpack over my shoulder. Tess glances down at our hands but doesn’t say a word or pull away. Instead, we walk in unison to the baggage claim as though we’ve been a couple for years. The silence is comforting, not painful like some first dates when a lull sneaks in and I desperately wrack my brain for something, anything to say, but there’s no need. Walking hand in hand with Tess, a virtual stranger, as we say nothing at all puts me at ease. Maybe it’s because she’s a distraction from Pearl or because she’s not scrutinizing my every movement like my family will be, but I know I’m going to be milking every second I can get with this woman.

As we enter the baggage area, I glance around nervously for my family, knowing they’ll freak out if they see me hand in hand with a woman I haven’t told them about. Still, it doesn’t make me pull away from Tess, only hold on to her tighter. Then, in the far corner of the spacious airport, I see my Uncle Tommy with his arms folded over his chest and snoring loud enough that passersby sneak a look at him. I smile, relieved my parents or siblings aren’t here but at the same time, hurt sneaks into my chest that none of them came to greet me after my deployment like they have in the past. Yet again, this is one more reminder that things are different this time.

We move beside the carousel, waiting for bags to begin pouring out. Tess yawns and leans her body against mine, after all it is almost one in the morning. I move my arm around her shoulders and pull her against me so she can get more comfortable.

“Sorry,” she mumbles, covering her mouth as she yawns. “I need to wake up, I’ve got a long drive ahead of me.”

I scoff, not even looking at her. “You’re not driving anywhere, Doc.” I point to the rental car desks that have their lights turned off.

Tess glances over and shrugs against me. “Guess I’ll take a nap here until they open.”

“Then I guess I’ll be sticking around until they do.”

Tess pulls away, looking up at me with her jaw open. “Don’t be ridiculous! You have that nosey, loud, laughing family to get home to.”

The conveyor comes alive as bags start to rotate around the carousel. “If you didn’t pick up on it, I’m in no hurry to get home and my uncle seems pretty content over there.” I point to him as a loud snore escapes from him, startling an old woman walking past.

Tess laughs as the lady jumps clear across the walkway and clutches her chest. “Well then, I guess I wouldn’t mind your company.”

Grinning, I do a fist pump in my mind, because I’ve just bought a little bit more time with Dr. Tess. Now, my mind races, as I try to figure out how to keep this going.

 

Tess

 

The airport is practically empty with the exception of us, Theo’s snoring uncle, and a few employees that wander by yawning. Both of us are seated on the tile, leaning back against our luggage, we each hold a variety of playing cards in our hands. It’s our fifth game of War and the irony isn’t lost on me that I’m playing this childhood game with a Marine returning home from battle. I don’t think either one of us wants our time together to end, and this mindless game gives us a way to hang on to whatever connection this is between us.

Maybe it’s the ease of our conversation, or that Theo is definitely easy on the eyes, or maybe it’s simply an unspoken connection that we have, but I haven’t felt this content in weeks. It’s as though Theo is filling some kind of gap in me that I didn’t even know I had. It’s clearly evident that Theo has more going on emotionally than he wants to admit, maybe his issues aren’t too different than mine, but either way he’s good company which I know I won’t be in once I get to my mother’s. Theo flips over his playing card the same time I do, both of us revealing sevens.

“Uh oh… war!” Theo says with a contagious smile. We both flip another card, Theo beating me with a ten. “Beat you!”

I laugh at his excitement, both of us on the verge of slap happy after being up so long as the clock nears three. Holding the cards he’s won between my index and middle finger, Theo’s grin getting bigger and he leans forward, slowly snatching them from me. Not realizing it until our noses are mere inches apart, I’m moving toward him as though I’m going in for a kiss.

I look into Theo’s eyes, that first kiss panic absent in both of us which is why this whole situation is eerie. He is a stranger and this is completely out of character for me. However, the last few weeks I’ve realized that life isn’t guaranteed and sometimes the best decision isn’t the one you ponder forever but the one you just jump into head first. I lick my lips—

“Theodore! Why the hell didn’t you wake me up?”

Like two teenagers caught making out, we both jump up quickly as his uncle stands before us. The man is probably in his fifties wearing a festive red and white plaid button up shirt with a button missing at the widest part of his round belly. I can see the resemblance between him and Theo and it warms my heart as I watch the two embrace, hanging on to each other a second longer to fully appreciate their reunion.

“Sorry, Tommy, you looked too pretty to wake up,” Theo says, his lazy grin hanging on his lips and I wish I could snap a picture to remember it forever. Theo’s hand finds mine and he squeezes it lightly as he calls attention to me. “Plus, I was keeping my friend company until the rental car places open.”

My free hand moves over Theo’s that’s gripping mine tightly. I feel like a child not getting their way because I want to lie down on the floor and throw a tantrum so Theo won’t leave. Yes, he’s a great guy and handsome and all that jazz, but the fact that I’m about to spend five days alone with my mother which is a first in my life makes me want to beg for Theo to come with me. Hell, I’m so desperate I’d even take Uncle Tommy or the next TSA agent that walks by.

Tommy’s head falls back as he lets out the loudest laugh I’ve heard in a long time. It reminds me of my father’s and a chill runs down my spine. “Sweetheart, you’ll be waiting a long time. There’s a snowstorm coming in so they aren’t going to be renting cars out to anyone.”

Probably a bit too excitedly, I perk up, squeezing Theo’s hand as I do. “Seriously?!”

Theo’s own voice is filled with excitement. “Why don’t we give her a ride to Hayes or somewhere a little closer to Rapid City so she can miss the storm?”

Tommy lifts an eyebrow then glances down at our hands. I try to pull mine away but Theo keeps his grip firm. I’m not sure what kind of vibe Theo’s trying to put out but Tommy is definitely picking up on it.

“Yeah, sure, Theo…”

“Great!” Theo answers, completely ignoring the unspoken questions his uncle is trying to ask. He leans down, picking up his duffle bag and grabbing the handle of my rolling suitcase. “Ready?”

I glance at Theo to Tommy then back to Theo. Tommy turns and heads toward the exit. My hand lightly touches Theo’s scruffy cheek to get his attention. He looks down at me with his eyes gleaming. I smile at his gentle soul and shake my head.

“Theo, you don’t have to do this. I’ll be fine. Go home to your family.”

Theo turns his head, pressing his lips into my palm. “I’m a Marine, Tess. No man left behind, remember?”

I sigh and nod, letting the slow burn of his kiss resonate throughout my body. I’m all too familiar with the motto. It’s affected my life in more ways than I can count but I can see now that I won’t be escaping it.


Chapter 5



 



Theo

 

“You should’ve seen your three brothers arguing over who was putting the star on top of the tree. I swear, Theo, it’s the same scene every year and they’ll never grow up!”

Uncle Tommy chuckles as he tells the story and I can picture it clearly because he’s right, it’s the same thing every year. I smile and look over at Tess who is sitting beside me in the backseat of Tommy’s 1989 Toyota Sedan. I didn’t have to devise some sort of secret plan to get close to her in the back of the tiny vehicle, the lack of seating forced us to sit next to each other with our legs touching. My hand now rests on her thigh as she listens to Tommy filling us in on what I’ve missed the last couple days as my family’s begun to arrive for Christmas. Elvis begins singing a holiday tune and Tommy cranks up the radio, singing along with the legend.

Looking over at Tess, I lightly squeeze her leg. “Tommy’s wife died a few years ago. He was lost without her so he moved in with my parents. He’s never been one for drama so that’s why they sent him.”

Tess nods, setting her hand on top of mine. “So it’s just you and three brothers?”

I shake my head. “And two sisters, six of us total.” Her eyes go wide and I scoff. “I’m going to guess you don’t come from a big family.”

She hesitates briefly, and I mean so fast that if I wasn’t taught to catch those kinds of things, I wouldn’t have noticed. “No, not really, just my mother and me now.”

I pause, wondering if I should press for more info but judging from her hesitation, I decide to let it go. “A big family is both a blessing and a curse. Tons of support, never bored, but everyone is in your business… All. The. Time.”

Tess smiles and leans against me, snuggling under my arm around her shoulders. “That doesn’t sound so bad at all.”

I close my eyes, inhaling her raspberry scent. “It’s not…” I mumble.

Tess looks up at me quickly, taking me by surprise. “Then why are you avoiding them?”

It’s still pitch black outside the car but even by the light of lamp posts we’re passing sporadically, I can see the concern in her eyes and her slightly slanted eyebrows. I push a stray hair off her forehead and bite back the urge to kiss her.

“Because they suck at emotions.”

Tess lets out a confused laugh. “And what’s that mean exactly?”

Elvis is interrupted with a series of beeps and the DJ cuts in. “Ladies and gentlemen, I hope you all stocked up on milk, eggs, and bread because it looks like we’ll all be having French toast for breakfast. Christmas Snowmageddon has arrived. All roads in and out of Pierre are officially closed!” Giant, white flurries come down at record speed and it’s not even twenty seconds before the entire windshield is covered.

Tommy looks in the rearview mirror at me. “Can you believe they interrupted Elvis for that?” He waves his hand toward the window. “I mean, I can tell the snow is here. They could’ve waited for the King to finish before telling us the obvious.”

The car slows down and Tommy turns on a side street that leads to my parents’ house. My stomach clenches as I realize that Tommy and I have basically taken Tess hostage. I should feel guilty, and I do to a degree, but now it looks like I’ll be spending just a little bit more time with Dr. Tess. Now… I just have to figure out how to keep her away from my family.

 

Tess

 

“I feel like an ass, Tess. I’m really sorry. Are you sure this is okay?”

I look around Theo’s bedroom. I’m standing in the middle of it wearing my pajamas which consist of black and white striped drawstring pants and a hot pink tank top. My mother’s house, which is always warm, is where I thought I’d be staying tonight, not in this stranger’s room inside his parents’ mansion and no, mansion is not an exaggeration. When Theo told me that he had five siblings, I assumed they’d probably shared rooms when they all lived here. I was way off because each sibling has their own room even though most of them don’t live here anymore.

Nodding, I point to the bed. “Stop apologizing, you did nothing wrong. It was either be stranded at the airport or here. Here I at least have somewhere to take a shower. You take the bed and I’ll sleep on the floor.”

Theo scoffs and grabs my hand as I walk by him. He’s only wearing a pair of black drawstring pants much like my own except baggier and nothing on top. After hours of wondering what his body looked like underneath that old thermal tee of his, the mystery is over. Theo is a solid mass of muscle with beautiful artwork adorning his shoulders along with Marine mottos that I’m all too familiar with. I’m fighting the animal instinct in me to jump into his arms and let him have his way with me.

Our fingers linked together, Theo looks into my eyes. “You really think I’d let you sleep on the floor?”

I smile, stepping toward him just barely an inch. “Well, no, but I had to try, right?”

Theo doesn’t say a word, only squeezes our hands together tightly. My heart palpitates in my chest and I want nothing more than to kiss him. I’m sure I’ll be leaving first thing when the storm lets up, but I will kiss him before I go on my way forever, never to see him again.

“You kids all good in here?” Tommy asks as he swings open the door without so much as a knock.

“Yeah, Uncle T, we’re good,” Theo says with a laugh but doesn’t release my hand.

I turn my back to Theo, our hands together beside us, and wave goodnight to Tommy. Well, it’s probably more like good morning since it’s nearly 5AM. The door closes and I look over at Theo.

“I don’t know about you but I’m not really that tired,” Theo comments, his eyebrow raised.

Smiling, I laugh softly and nod. “I’m really not either.”

“War?”

I shake my head and giggle. “No way!”

Theo walks us over to the bed and pats the mattress. “Wanna just hang out?”

I look at the bed then to him with a raised eyebrow. “Hang out?”

Theo laughs and pulls my hand toward him. “Yes, just hang out. Come on, Doc, I’m a Marine, which means I’m a gentleman.”

“Well, you must be different than most of the Marines I know,” I say with a chuckle.

He lies back on the fluffy pillows, folding his free hand behind his head as he waits for me to move beside him. Letting go of his hand, I lay beside him, propping my head up in my hand as my elbow rests on the mattress. The room is dark as the moon is going to bed and the sun hasn’t quite woken up yet. Beside me, I can make out the silhouette of Theo’s well defined jaw and beard. His chest rises and falls as he breaths and for a few seconds, I think he might have drifted off to sleep.

“How many Marines do you know?” Theo asks, breaking the rhythm of his breathing.

“Enough,” I mutter, still staring at his chest in the darkness, not wanting to continue this conversation. “Tell me more about your family.”

Theo turns to face me, even though neither of us can make out each other’s features with no light. Still, I can feel his eyes on me as he reaches over and links his fingers with mine. The buzz of excitement and familiarity hums through my body as we connect.

“My oldest brother is Finn, works on a horse ranch around here. He’s thirty but thinks he’s still twenty-one. Next is Gabe and Owen, they’re twenty-seven and twins. Both finally moved out last fall but when Owen got his heart broken by the girl he was living with, he moved in with Gabe which was no surprise there. I’m the next at twenty-five, still technically live at home since I’ve spent most of my time deployed rather than actually here in the States. The girls are the youngest, more twins, Isla and Stella, and they’re both still in college. Then of course, Uncle Tommy lives here, my parents, and the array of animals my mother is constantly adopting.”

Theo’s thumb has found my fidget ring and he spins it in circles. As he finishes talking, the swirl of the metal fills the air. Trying to play it cool, but really for my benefit, I casually ask, “So you’re all single?”

The mattress shifts as Theo rolls to his side so he can face me. “Yeah. Crazy, isn’t it? My parents have six kids between twenty and thirty and not a single, damn one of us is married.”

I smile in the darkness, relieved that I’m not lying here in bed with a man that has a girlfriend. Then again, there was never really any doubt that he did because if he did, he’d be the world's worst boyfriend in the history of boyfriends. Theo’s hand lets go of mine and a few seconds later, I feel it on my cheek.

“Are you smiling?”

Heat rushes to my face and I shake my head, denying it. His hand moves slowly down my arm until our hands meet again. Theo laughs. “I’m not sure if I should be flattered that you care if I have a girlfriend or insulted that you think I’d be flirting with you if I did.”

“So you’re flirting with me?”

Another chuckle that sends my heart racing and he answers, “If I’m not then I’m completely invading your personal space.”

I squeeze my hand against his. “More like I’m taking over yours… I am lying in your bed.”

“You’re welcome to invade my space any time.” His voice is deeper, the joking tone gone as it’s replaced with sincerity. A thick silence hangs between us as I imagine we’re both contemplating what to do next.

“What about your family?” Theo’s voice interrupts my daydream of kisses with him.

“Small, very small. Two parents, a brother, and me.”

Theo laughs and squeezes my hand. “That’s it? I give you the rundown on my family and all I get from you is two parents, a brother, and me?”

“Sorry. Two parents, they aren’t together any more. My twin brother and I are both single. I live in New York while everyone else is here in South Dakota. Is that better?”

Moving the arm that was propped behind his head, Theo yawns and stretches his arm around my shoulders, pulling me toward him. “Yep. Now that I know you’re single, I can fall asleep.”

I shake my head and laugh, playfully hitting him in the stomach while simultaneously snuggling against his bare chest. But he’s right, not that I see us going anywhere in the future, I can close my eyes and rest peacefully in his arms. If only for a night, I can pretend that my life is content and full, that I have a man to curl up with around the holidays even though my proverbial carriage will turn back into a pumpkin as soon as I open my eyelids again.


Chapter 6



 



Theo

 

Groaning, I squeeze my eyes shut as the noises from downstairs begin to wake me up. I think my uncle and my mother are having a contest to see who can sing Holly Jolly Christmas louder. Living in a house that’s nearly five thousand square feet, I’d expect it to be a bit more soundproof, but then again with almost a dozen adults under the roof, nothing is quiet… ever. I can only imagine what this place will be like once there are grandkids running around.

Pushing away my irritation, I smile as Tess rubs her cheek against my chest, trying to stay tucked away in her slumber. I run my fingers through her hair, chuckling internally, because this is the craziest return to the States that I’ve ever had. My last deployment, Pearl and I stayed in New York for a night, hitting up a nightclub and enjoying the company of some cute girls, that was a good time. But, never have I ever thought I’d bring a girl home that I met less than twenty-four hours ago. Maybe it’s because of the emptiness in my heart but I want Tess to be right where she is now, in my arms with my fingers in her hair. Still, I question if I’m only enjoying her company for the sake of not being alone because I don’t think I’d do this with any other woman I’d have just met.

The ping ping ping of dog food hitting the metal bowls means all bets of sleeping are off as the pack of canines begin their howling and barking in anticipation of their meal. Proving me right, Tess rolls to her side and lifts one arm to stretch. Her leg is lying on top of mine and as she stretches, her foot glides down my calf and I can feel myself twitch under my pajama pants. If her foot moves any higher she’ll find out just how much I enjoyed sleeping next to her.

“Morning, Doc,” I whisper, pushing a piece of hair off her forehead.

Tess turns her dark eyes toward mine and smiles. “Morning.” Yawning, she sits up and leans against the headboard. “Is it always this noisy here?”

Laughing, I sit up beside her and tilt my head against the board behind us, turning to look at her. “Yep… which is why I plan on hiding out in here as long as possible.”

Tess stands up and walks to the window. “Wow! I forgot how quickly the snow comes down up here.”

Moving behind her, I stare out the window and force myself to keep my hands to myself. “Yeah, me too.” Silently cheering, I add, “Guess this means you’ll have to stick around for a while. I’m really sorry, Tess.”

Her body angles toward me and she gives a half smile, lifting one eyebrow. “Are you really?”

God, I want nothing more than to taste her lips right now. “Well, I’m glad I have you to hide out with in here.”

Tess turns her entire body to face me. Her hands lightly caress my hips and my skin burns at her touch, yearning for more. Her lips drop into a slight frown and her eyes are clouded with concern. I study her face, trying to figure out the thoughts in her mind, but I should know better by this point in my life.

“I know I’m just an outsider, Theo, but why are you afraid to face your family? You’ve said nothing but good things about them, in a roundabout way, but the love you all share is clear. What’s scaring you?”

I’m a man. I’m a Marine. I should never admit to anyone, not even myself, that I’m scared of anything, but there’s something about the way Tess asks that makes me want to tell her everything. I move my hands to her hips, my thumbs rubbing the cotton fabric of her tank top as I begin to speak.

“I normally love coming home from deployment. My family always does something big, over the top like throwing a party at the local VFW Hall and inviting the entire town, but as you can see it’s not like that this time. One of my fellow Marines died during my last deployment, just before I came back actually, and it’s really affected me.” I close my eyes, blinking back the tears that burn behind my eyelids. Opening them, I look into Tess’ face, soft and gentle and completely hanging on my every word. “It’s not the first time I’ve seen death over there but it’s the first time that it’s hit this close to home. It could’ve been me, it still could, and I keep wondering if there wasn’t something I could’ve done to stop it.”

There. I said it. I laid it all out on the table and I feel better… but I shouldn’t. Tess is a stranger, she doesn’t know me from Adam and she’s leaving. It’s easy to tell the truth when you know you don’t have to face it forever.

 

Tess

 

Theo’s words echo in my mind as he firmly holds my hand while we descend into the kitchen. I’m not exactly sure what to expect as Theo’s painted this picture perfect family that lives in this picture perfect house but there’s still an underlying mystery of why he wants to avoid them. The story of his fellow Marine haunts me with memories of my own, but it still doesn’t explain the issue with his family.

Theo starts to enter the kitchen but I stop abruptly. Glancing over his shoulder at me, he lifts his eyebrows in question and I nod toward our hands. As much comfort as he brings, I’m not sure this small PDA should be shown in front of his family because in reality, we are still perfect strangers to one another. Reluctantly, he drops my hand and takes a deep breath as I follow him into the kitchen. He leads us to the coffee pot and begins to pour us each a cup without so much as a word to his uncle or the woman that I’m assuming to be his mother.

The woman turns around and without so much as a hello, she says, “Where’s your uniform, Theo? I need to get it to the—”

She stops mid-sentence as she notices me, coffee mug resting at my lips, so close yet so far away. Her eyes jump from me to Theo to Uncle Tommy then begins the cycle again.

“So, how’d ‘ya sleep, Tess?” Uncle Tommy asks, breaking the ice.

Taking the brief interruption, I guzzle down a warm gulp of coffee so I’m prepared for whatever might come next. A furry golden retriever makes his way toward us and noses my hand to encourage me to pet him. Welcoming the distraction, I pat the dog on the head while Tommy and I make small talk. Meanwhile, Theo’s mom grabs his arm and drags him across the kitchen although there’s really no point since she isn’t whispering or even attempting to keep her voice lowered.

“Who is this, Theodore?” she hisses, glancing back at me as she waits for an answer but I quickly avert my eyes and stare into the bottom of my near empty coffee cup.

“A friend.”

“A friend? A female friend that I haven’t heard about? How do you know her?” she asks, instigating the third degree and I wonder if she needs a warrant for this line of questioning.

“Does it matter?” Theo huffs and tries to sidestep her but she moves quickly, blocking him from going anywhere.

“Well, I didn’t know you were bringing a guest and we already have ten people coming to Christmas dinner—”

“Who’s the tenth?”

His mother shakes her head. “No, Theo, don’t try to change the subject. You don’t just fly halfway across the world for Christmas without telling your mother that you’re bringing home a girl.”

Unable to contain myself any longer, I set down my cup and walk across the room. Placing my hand on the small of Theo’s back, I plaster on the fakest smile I can manage and hold out my other hand. “I’m sorry I didn’t introduce myself. It was so rude of me to just start drinking my coffee without the proper introduction. I’m Theo’s friend, Tess.” I reach out and grab Theo’s mom’s hand and pump her arm up and down. “And no worries, I won’t be here for Christmas, I’m just passing through on my way to my mother’s house.”

Her tone completely changes and she places her other hand on top of ours. “Oh, no, Tess, it’s no problem at all. We’d love to have you and, please, call me Dana.”

The woman is a terrible liar, but I just keep smiling. I’m beginning to understand why Theo doesn’t want to be around his family and I’ve only met one of them so far.


Chapter 7



 



Theo

 

I have to give mad props to Tess for standing up to my mother who was literally throwing a hissy fit over one extra person in her expansive house. My mom has always been a bit anal about knowing everyone in our lives, swore it had to do with keeping us safe with the right crowd. In reality, I think she’s just a bit OCD about being in control which she’s not when someone she doesn’t know is around.

I huff and shake my head. Grabbing Tess’ hand, I end the dramatics of my mother and Tess and walk us out of the kitchen. I don’t stop as we pass the stairs but instead, open the front door and slam it shut behind us. My pacing begins, it’s my mother’s OCD in me. When I’m under stress, I count ten steps one way, about face then ten steps the other. After a couple turns of this, I look up and see Tess bouncing up and down while her teeth are chattering. Her khaki and black flats expose her bare skin to the chilly air and her skinny jeans and khaki and white striped sweater don’t block any cold either.

“Shit, I’m sorry!” I run over to her, wrapping my arms around her in a bear hug.

Her words skip as she tries to speak in the cold weather. “No… worries…”

I laugh and kiss her cheek. Letting go of her briefly, I open the front door and grab a blanket from the hall closet. When I return, I guide us to the porch swing and we take a seat. Moving her legs, they drape over mine beneath the blanket. I pull her close and let my arm rest on her shoulders, hoping she’ll warm up from body heat.

Speaking more clearly, Tess comments, “I see what you mean about your family.”

Chuckling, I nod. “Yeah…they mean well, but they suck at anything outside of the ordinary.”

Tess looks at me, her eyes wide. “Really? I couldn’t tell.”

We both laugh at her sarcasm. My hand runs up and down her arm. “My mother, and probably the rest of the family, would rather pretend I have a girlfriend and everything is all good than face the reality of how war has affected me.”

Tess’ smile disappears and she takes my hand under the blanket, squeezing it tightly. “How has it?”

Swallowing, I answer as honestly as I ever have when faced with this question. “I don’t know entirely. I do know that I’m not the same as I was when I entered the Marines. I still laugh and tell jokes but it’s all dark humor. I used to want to fall in love and start a family but the thought of leaving them behind and alone scares the shit out of me. I thought I wasn’t affected at all but after seeing my buddy die, I realize that I’m probably way more fucked up than I think I am.”

Tess doesn’t say a word and her silence scares me. I’ve laid myself on the line with her because she’s safe. She’s a stranger who will take my secret with her when she leaves and I can go back to being the lovable, hard-ass Marine that my family knows and loves. But here, this perfect stranger sits beside me in silence and the fear of being judged is all too real.

 

Tess

 

I fight back the pain of Theo’s words. So many times, day after day, I’ve heard soldiers say the exact same thing. Hell, I’ve thought it myself but I’ve never said it out loud. The fact that Theo spoke those words, his fears, makes him more of a man than anyone I’ve ever met. It takes a good thirty seconds to recover and when I do, I realize Theo’s sitting stiffly beside me and it’s all probably thanks to my lack of response.

Reaching up, I lightly touch his cheek and nod. “I couldn’t have said it better myself.”

Theo narrows his eyes in confusion. “What do you mean? Of course you couldn’t, you don’t know what it’s like.”

I take a deep breath before I speak. “U.S. Army, First Lieutenant.”

The perplexity in his face doesn’t disappear and he shakes his head.

Smiling, I run my fingers over the textured material of his thermal shirt and explain myself. “I’m a nurse in the U.S. Army, my rank is First Lieutenant. I’m not in the front lines like you and your other Marines, but that doesn’t mean I don’t see what you’re talking about. The soldiers that I treat feel exactly the same way you do but they don’t verbalize it. The majority of them internalize their thoughts, not sure if what they’re feeling is normal or right. Some of them are brave enough to get help while others try to hold it all in and take care of themselves on their own.”

Theo’s face goes from bewilderment to shock to sadness in almost the same movement. He looks away from me as I notice a tear forming. I sit up, placing my feet on the ground and leaning around him to try to look at him eye to eye.

“It’s nothing to be embarrassed about, Theo. You are not alone and I wish other military men and women realized that, too. We’re all out there fighting the same war together. We should all be working together to fight the war we all have when we return back home.” Theo still isn’t looking me in the eyes and I move my fingers to his chin, turning his head to me. “Theo, what you just said is brave. Be proud of yourself for admitting it.”

One lone tear rolls down his cheek and I wipe it away for him. His heartache touches mine and I know I have to do something to save him when I have failed so many others. “Your family doesn’t know how to handle this because it’s just as scary to them as it is to you. You are not alone, Theo, you will never have to fight this alone.”

“Promise?” he chokes out around his tears.

Slowly, I nod, understanding why I was drawn to him, why I followed him from the airport, and how our journey won’t end when I leave his parents’ house. I open my arms and Theo buries his head in my chest, letting out loud sobs, not holding back the hurt and pain he’s been holding in for who knows how long. I was led to Theo so I could help him heal, help him survive… so I could atone for all the others that I couldn’t help along the way.


Chapter 8



 



Theo

 

A puff of air dances in front of Tess’ bright red cheeks as she laughs. Her long, dark hair is topped with a cherry red knit beanie and falls over my sister’s matching sweater. I’ll be honest, it felt good to get out that cry, to be in touch with my emotions and let out my fears, but I knew my family would return soon and the last thing I wanted them to see was me crying in the arms of a woman they’ve never met.

“That is the ugliest snowman I’ve ever seen!”

Nodding, I smile because I agree with her. I was able to get the old Ford down the road to our barn that now sits empty. For the better part of the day, Tess and I have been pretending that we’re young kids again, rolling snow into lopsided balls, throwing a few snowballs at each other, and, occasionally, sneaking the icy cold precipitation down the other’s back, resulting in loud squeals while warming up every once in awhile in the old truck. It’s been the perfect distraction to an emotional morning.

“What? You’ve never seen an eyeless Frosty before?”

Tess shakes her head, still giggling. “It’s not that. I think it’s the T-rex arms he’s got going on.”

I shrug. “Maybe.”

Standing behind her, I move my arms around her waist and rest my head on her shoulder. I didn’t ask if she needed to go or offer to take her back to the airport. No, instead, I grabbed some of my sister’s winter clothes for her and some of my own then we loaded up in the old beat up Ford that Dad refuses to sell and I drove us as far away from the house as I could get in this snowstorm. I needed this time with Tess and while she wasn’t as sentimental as I was, I think the fresh air and laughter has been just as good for her as it has for me. I nuzzle my nose against her chilly cheek, appreciating her companionship.

“Still, I think we did pretty good,” Tess comments, her cheeks lifting into a smile.

“Tell me about your family now,” I say, basically out of nowhere. I can’t help it. I want to know her, I want to understand how she is where she is now. I want to be able to say she’s not a stranger anymore.

Tess slowly turns to me, her smile disappearing and her cheeks matching the color of her hat. “There isn’t much to tell, Theo. My parents are separated and my dad is long gone, has been since high school. My mother’s been a wreck ever since he left which is why I always dread going home, this time even more so.”

“Because of the holidays?” I ask, pushing her hair out of her face as the wind blows.

She nods then looks back toward my parents’ house, waving her hand in that direction. “This I’m not used to. We had a nice house until my father lost his job. Then our ‘home’ became the exact opposite of this, an aluminum can on wheels. My brother and I were the parents in our family while we took care of my mother.”

I swallow, feeling like an asshole for forcing her to talk about her shitty home life. “I’m sorry, Tess.”

Her black hair moves back and forth as she shakes her head. “Don’t be. From the outside looking in, your home looks amazing, but over the years, I’ve learned that we all have our cross to carry and things aren’t always as they seem. I may have had to grow up a lot sooner than kids my age but my brother and I created this crazy bond.” She laughs and pauses for a second before continuing, “Which is probably why I’ll never get married because no one will ever understand me as well as him.”

She’s lightened the mood and I smile, relieved she’s gotten us away from that dark place. “Well, give me a chance and maybe I will.”

Her laughter stops abruptly and she wrinkles her eyebrows. “You’re insane, Theodore. You know that, right?”

“What did you just call me?” A chill colder than the weather sprints down my spine as she calls me by my given name.

Giggling, she bends down quickly and scoops up a handful of snow. “Theodore!” she repeats in a sing song voice and tosses the snowball in my face.

Tess doesn’t waste another second as she scurries away from me and I laugh, chasing after her. Aside from the fact that she ‘gets me,’ it’s like there’s this bubble of calmness and friendship around her that puts me at ease, something I never am when I’m warfront nor I seem to be around my family anymore. Catching up to her, I hook my arm around her waist, losing my balance and forcing us to the ground with an “oof” from both of us.

“You okay?” I ask in a panic now that I’ve messed up again.

Lying with her back on the frozen ground and me on top of her, Tess smiles and nods. “Perfect.”

Slowly, making sure I’m reading her right, I move my hand to her cheek then slide it over her hair. Our eyes lock and my body hums with the anticipation of kissing her. Her lips are a pale pink with a hint of purple from the outside air. Lowering my head, I keep my eyes open, ready for any sign that Tess wants me to stop. When my lips touch hers, I close my eyes, my body completely warmed by the excitement she’s passing from herself to me. Her gloved hand grips my parka and I apply more pressure from my mouth to hers. Tess’ lips part and another shiver runs down my back as our tongues touch. As quickly as the kiss began, her hand on my chest pushes me slightly, letting me know it’s time to stop. Opening my eyes, I see Tess trying to sit up, her chest rising and falling fast as I move off her.

“I’m sorry,” she mumbles. “We shouldn’t have… I shouldn’t—”

My hand is still on her shoulder, rubbing gently, as I smile. “I wanted to kiss you, Doc, blame me.”

“I’m not a doctor.”

“That’s right. You’re a nurse… in the Army. Tell me how that happened.”

I’m relieved to have eased into a different topic of conversation other than the kiss that she’s apparently regretting. I stand up, holding out my hand and helping her up. The sun is setting which means we need to get back to the house because it’s about to get even colder. I guide us to the truck, helping her in and hoping she’ll answer so we don’t have an awkward silence. The engine roars to life and I flip on the headlights as we start down the road back to my parents’. Just as I begin to fear that the kiss ruined everything, Tess clears her throat and begins to speak.

“My brother and I couldn’t afford to go to college and neither of us wanted to rack up student loans so we decided to go the military route. I picked nursing because I figured I could get a job once I was out.”

“You like nursing?”

Tess scoffs. “Nursing for soldiers at war is nothing compared to nursing at a hospital here in the States.”

I glance over at her, noting the worry on her face and figuring I’ve just turned the conversation even more south than the kiss did.

“So, now you reside in New York?” I don’t even acknowledge her previous statement, hoping to avoid even more darkness than we’ve already experienced today.

Her face lightens and she nods. “Yeah, for now. I’m working with Veterans Affairs and the Travel Nurse Corps. I bounce around from one VA hospital to the next, just wherever they need me.”

“That sounds like a good job, nice to get a change of scenery.” It’s a dumb, mindless answer, but I’ve got nothing else right now. I pull the truck in front of the driveway which is now packed full of cars, letting me know that everyone is home. We sit there in silence and my mind races for something, anything, to say but before I can figure it out, Tess gets out of the truck. I jump out, with the engine still running, meeting her in front of the vehicle where we’re in the spotlight from the headlights.

Shoving my hands in my pockets, I begin to stammer. “Look… Tess, about that…”

Without warning, she leans over, her hands behind her back and lightly touches her lips to mine. I’m still trying to wrap my mind around her actions when she ends the kiss, standing up straight with a smile.

“It’s not fair for me to tell you to be honest, to put yourself out there when I can’t do the same. I like kissing you, Theo, and it scares me.”

I step toward her, my hands on her waist. “Tell me why, Tess.”

“Because what if I really like kissing you and can’t imagine not?”

A grin takes over my face because I know exactly what she means. Leaning my forehead against her, I nuzzle our noses together. “Then we’ll have to meet up from time to time so we can enjoy kissing each other even more.”

The sweet sound of her giggles fill the air and she slides her arms around my neck. I pick her up as she gives me a bear hug and I’m loving our lighthearted moment which is definitely needed before we’re fed to the pack of wolves waiting for us inside.

 

Tess

 

It’s not just the kissing that I really like with Theo. It’s the way he’s holding me right now, it’s his deep laugh that warms my soul, it’s the subtle vulnerability that he’s shown me, it’s the fact that I’ve never felt like this with any other man before, and that’s what made me pull away from that first kiss. When Theo and I crossed paths, approximately twenty-four hours ago, it was a short-term relationship, someone with whom I could commiserate over the agony of the holidays and family, but in the last day, we’ve connected and our short-term relationship has grown into something more. What, I’m not sure but I just know that it’s more.  It’s something I’ve never felt before and it’s something I don’t want to stop feeling which is freaking me out. In my lifetime, I’ve learned that twenty-four hours can either be the shortest or longest time of your life and your entire world can shift during the duration of sun up to sun down.

My feet touch the snowy ground again but Theo doesn’t break our touch. Walking us around the truck, he shuts off the engine then still holding my hand, leads us inside. Loud chatter from inside the dining room fills the hallway and Theo looks over at me, his eyebrow raised.

“We don’t have to eat dinner with them.”

“Don’t be silly! You haven’t seen them since you left for your deployment.” I pause as my stomach growls loudly. “And I’m maybe a little bit hungry.”

Theo laughs and kisses my cheek. “Fine but I apologize now for anything that is said or done in there.”

I smile and follow him into the dining room that is nearly the size of my mother’s trailer. It only takes a few seconds for them to notice us enter and the conversation turns to us.

Shouts of “Brother!” and “Theo!” fly toward us and one by one his siblings and parents gather Theo into a heartwarming hug. My eyes fill with tears at the displays of love until I hear, “You’re wearing my sweater.”

“Stella!” the matriarch hisses.

I look down, pulling the sweater away from my body then look at Stella. The blonde stares back at me with her arms folded. I try to make my smile bigger as I apologize but her stance doesn’t change.

“Down, Stella, down,” one of his brothers with a man bun says with a laugh.

Theo shakes his head. “Guess it’s time you met the crowd.” He points to the man bun. “Finn.” He nods to the identical brothers beside Finn. “Owen and Gabe.” I’m still staring at them, trying to figure out how he can tell them apart when he introduces his parents as Dana and Norm. There’s Uncle Tommy, of course, and I’m happy to see a face I know. Then last, but not least, are his twin sisters who I can easily tell apart thanks to one being blonde and the other having jet black hair like me, not to mention the fact that one’s face is narrower than the other. I wave my hand as Theo tells them my name.

“Now, Stella, be nice to Theo’s girlfriend,” Dana informs the group as she begins to dish out mashed potatoes.

“What the hell, Mom?” Theo shakes his head in disbelief at his mother’s comment but then I realize we are holding hands in front of his entire family.

Tommy pulls out a chair and motions for me to take a seat. Grateful for the show of hospitality, I follow his directions and Theo reluctantly ignores his mother’s comment. The food is passed around the table and the conversation begins again, this time it’s not centered around us.

As everyone begins to eat, Theo looks at his mom. “You said there was ten people. Who’s the tenth?”

“Don’t ask,” one of the twin brothers mutters and hangs his head. “Leslie was supposed to be here.”

“She dumped him again,” Stella comments heartlessly then glares at me as she adds, “but it looks like Theo found someone to fill her spot.”

“What’s your problem, Stell?” Finn calls out to his sister.

Stella drops her fork with a clang, demanding the attention of everyone at the table. “My problem is that our brother has been deployed for a year and he spends his entire first day home with some chick he probably met on his way home.”

“So, what? He’s happy, let him be,” Finn shoots back and the entire family swivels their heads in his direction.

The soft ping of a butter knife against a glass has everyone’s head turning again, this time to Theo whose face is the color of the red tablecloth before us. “I’m right here and so is Tess. Look, Stella, I’m sorry I didn’t say hi this morning, we got in late but—”

The conversation from this morning pops into my mind, the part where Theo said his family would rather pretend he has a girlfriend than deal with the emotional baggage he’s carrying. Maybe it’s the nurse in me but I grab his thigh under the table, squeezing it tightly before he says another word.

“But I’m really excited to meet everyone. I’ve heard a lot about all of you.”

Theo looks into my eyes, thoroughly confused and I squeeze his leg again as I smile. I want to save Theo. I want to help him through this. Or that’s what I keep telling myself but it might turn out that Theo will really be the one to save me.


Chapter 9



 



Theo

 

The water runs in the bathroom as Tess brushes her teeth. I’m leaning back against the headboard, stretched out over my mattress and still trying to wrap my mind around what happened at dinner. I’m not really surprised that my mom called Tess my girlfriend. Once again, she’s trying to push away the tough times all the while fishing for information on our relationship… or whatever it is. The shocking part is that Tess didn’t let me deny it. Instead, she played the part, winning the hearts of my brothers, Isla, and my parents. Meanwhile, the chip on Stella’s shoulder didn’t budge and I know I’ll have to talk to her in the morning. 5

The bathroom door opens and Tess emerges wearing a light pink V-neck sweater and a grey pair of drawstring pants. She puts away her toiletries then looks over at the bed where I’m relaxing in a pair of black athletic pants. Her hands are clasped together tightly and she twiddles her thumbs anxiously. Patting the bed, I nod for her to come over. Taking a few seconds to think, she finally makes her way over and lies down beside me. Without saying a word, I wrap my arm around her and she cuddles against my body.

“You didn’t have to do that,” I whisper, kissing her forehead.

“I know, but if it helps you with your family the next few days then I don’t mind.”

Her index finger traces my abs, obviously making my mind hazy as she turns on the sexual excitement inside me. Trying to focus on my breathing, I watch her torturous attack wondering if she has any idea what she’s doing to me. It’s been over a year since I’ve been with a woman and she’s easily about to push me over the edge. Gently, I roll Tess to her back and move to my side. Her sweater rises enough so I can see the bar in her belly button and her nipples are peaked through the material of her sweater. I slide my hand over the waistband of her pants, guiding it under the hem of her shirt and over her metal piercing.

“Is this okay?” I ask in a low voice.

Tess nods. “I don’t usually do this…”

My hand keeps roaming over her tummy, my eyes locked on hers as we talk. “Do what, Tess?”

“Jump into bed with a guy I just met.”

I smile and kiss her neck. “Good to know. I’m glad you’re making an exception for me.”

Tess’ hand moves to my cheek and I stop my hand, both of us acknowledging the strong connection we have without speaking at all. Gently, I kiss her as I move my hand over her shirt, sliding it between her breasts and to her neck. My other hand moves inside her sweater, touching her bare breast. My rough hands massage her soft skin, rolling her nipples between my fingers. Tess gasps against my mouth, deepening our kiss as my hand works against her.

Breaking the kiss, I lean back, smiling at her before I lower my mouth and take her breast in my mouth, rolling my tongue around her erect bud and listening to her soft, but quick, breathing. God, I need more of her! I lift her sweater above her tits, kissing a circle around each perfect one then move south, taking my time to kiss each part of her body ever so slowly so I can hear her gasp with each touch. My hand slides up and down her stomach, teasing her belly button piercing for a second or two then back to her breasts. After about four times of doing that, I let my hand go even further, inside her pants and over the cotton material of her panties.

Tess gasps and moans at the same time and it turns me on as much as the dampness between her legs. I move my body so we can no longer kiss. Instead, my mouth teases that bar in her belly button, licking and sucking it as I tug on it between my teeth every now and then. I rub the palm of my hand over her panties, teasing her and giving her the opportunity to tell me to stop. Judging from the way she’s massaging my head and running her fingers through my hair, she won’t be saying that anytime soon.

Glancing up at her, I’m pleased to see the ecstasy of her face and grin at how much more I’m about to give her. Pushing her pants down and sliding her panties to the side, I drag one finger up and down her lips a couple of times then dip another between them. Tess moans loudly, and I know Finn can probably hear us next door but I don’t tell her to keep it down. I want to hear Tess in pleasure… pleasure from me. I move even further down and let my tongue take over for my finger. My dick is already hard but when I smell how sweet she is, I’m ready to explode. My hand runs up and down her inner thigh and the quiet “mmms” and “ohs” from Tess encourage me to continue.

Her skin is bare and the softest thing I’ve ever touched. I lap at her juices, not wanting to miss a single taste, and when she tugs at my hair and whispers my name, I feel something for her that I’ve never felt for another woman. Her hips move up and down as she writhes against my mouth, her body begging for me to keep going while she tells me I should stop before she comes. Smiling at her contradiction, I let my tongue answer as it rolls circles against her bundle of nerves and her moans get louder.

Pleased at my handiwork and how wet she is, I sit up, feeling the glisten of her excitement on my chin. Tess’ chest rises and falls quickly and I hold my hand out to help her up. Tugging her shirt over her head, she presses her bare chest against mine and kisses me, licking my lips as she tastes herself. Her hand moves over my pants, rubbing against the rock inside and now it’s my turn to moan. Her lips still on mine, Tess reaches inside and pulls out my dick.

“I want this like I never have, Theo,” she whispers, her lips vibrating against my own.

I nod, trying to mentally focus on her words and not her hand. “Trust me, Tess, I do, too.”

As she bends over, a chill runs down my spine when I feel her warm breath against my manhood. I’m a bit embarrassed that I’m not as groomed as she is but Tess doesn’t seem to mind as she opens her mouth and lets me slide in and out.

“Fuck,” I groan. Her mouth feels amazing. As I slide in, the warmth of her mouth heats me inside while I slide out, the cool air hits the wetness left behind and creates a new sensation. In and out… warm and cold… one extreme to the other and nothing but pure euphoria runs through my mind. I slide my hand down her back, grabbing her ass and rubbing her exit only hole which elicits a purr from Tess right on my cock and my body shudders at all the sensations running through it.

I tilt my head back and close my eyes. All of the horrible thoughts that have been racing through my mind are gone in this moment. Right now, it’s only me and Tess, both of us enjoying the physical intimacy of each other and forgetting reality. The in and out stops and Tess teases the head of my penis, sucking and rolling her tongue around it. My cock twitches and I clench my stomach muscles, trying to stop from coming because I don’t want this to end, not yet.

I gather her hair and pull softly so she’ll look up at me. Then I move one hand to her hip, maneuvering myself onto my back and pulling her to straddle me. Reaching down, I grab the base of my penis and slowly glide it into her. Tess moves one hand to my shoulder for leverage and she doesn’t stop me so I assume she’s on the pill or she would’ve told me to put on a condom. We move slowly at first, finding our rhythm but it takes no time at all until I’m hugging her body against mine, driving my hips deep inside her. The headboard hits the wall as we move, quieting both of our moans. Tess reaches above us, trying to hold the board against the wall and I laugh because I know my family can hear every bit of what we’re doing.

Moaning, Tess throws her head back and I lean up, kissing her neck and her chest. Her body clenches around my manhood and this is sex like I’ve never experienced. I feel myself ready to release but I don’t want this moment to stop. I don’t want to be brought back to reality and I don’t want to lose this contact with Tess. Slowing my hips to a stop, Tess pushes her body down on my cock slowly, painstakingly slowly. When I’m afraid I’ll come again, I roll her to her back.

Grinning at each other, we both laugh like two giddy kids on Christmas morning. I move my body so that I’m sitting between her legs, her legs over mine as I face her. Letting myself calm down, I rub her hot spot while her hips roll circles against my thumb. Once I’m ready to be inside her again, I scoot closer, pushing my dick in horizontally, allowing us both to feel a different kind of friction together. Her foot moves to my shoulder as I move in and out of her, my thumb still working against her and her back arches, forcing more pressure between her bundle of nerves and my thumb.

Turning my head slightly, I kiss her ankle and I swear I could watch her like this all day long while she did nothing for me and I’d still come. I’m not a selfish lover, I swear, but watching Tess’ O face is more rewarding than any orgasm of my own. I grasp her hip, increasing the speed between us. As she moans loudly, saying my name, I know she’s close. I reach up, squeezing her handful sized breast while her hands slide under my thighs and her nails dig into my skin. She’s so close, I can tell, but I don’t want her to just experience the feel good, I want her to explode in the moment.

Pulling out, I move quickly, leaning over her and sucking both of her breasts while I guide myself back in and pump faster and harder. My lips move to her neck while she tugs at my hair and clenches my shoulder. Every time she whispers my name, I slam into her, waiting for her to find that perfect pleasure spot. Holding one breast in my hand, squeezing it tightly, Tess arches her back, her body milking my manhood. Lowering my body for leverage, I kiss between her cleavage, picking up the pace. A few more pumps and Tess is simultaneously screaming my name and drenching my cock.

I watch her face and she’s beautiful. In this moment, in her excitement with her guard down, the woman is insanely beautiful. My mouth moves over her breasts, wanting to taste as much of her as I can. This time when I feel myself getting ready to explode, I don’t stop it. I continue moving our bodies together, releasing a year’s worth of pent up sexual frustration. My mind races, completely overwhelmed at how our bodies worked so well together, I thought I’d experienced lovemaking before but this encounter just proved that I had no idea what that even meant.

I collapse on top of Tess, who is breathing just as hard as I am. I should move, roll to the side, but my body is completely exhausted and spent. I don’t pull out of her, afraid that I’ll never be back in and not knowing how I’ll survive. Dramatic, I know, but it’s the truth. I never want this moment, or my time with Tess, to end. Trying to find the energy to place small kisses across her collarbone, Tess rubs my back and hums softly. My lips barely twitch into a smile as I recognize the Christmas tune she’s humming.

“Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree?” I ask, tilting my head to look up at her.

Her lips form a lazy smile and she nods.

“It’s my new favorite Christmas song.”

I kiss her shoulder and she gives a soft laugh. There’s so much going on in my mind, so many things unspoken between us, but I close my eyes. Tess traces figure eights on my back and it’s the last thing I remember before I fall into a deep slumber, happy and content for the first time I can remember in my adult life.

 

Tess

 

Theo snores as he holds me and I slowly wake up. My mind is still in a sex-induced fog but I’m not complaining. Last night was nothing short of mind-blowing and I can’t wait until we do it again. However, I’m no psych major, but it doesn’t take one to know that we were both using the facade of sex to push away our other problems. My fingers find every battle scar on his body, reminding me that he’s a wounded soldier, maybe not on the outside, but definitely on the inside. Still, I have never been so in sync with someone like Theo and I were when we were making love last night. Making love… that’s exactly what it was too. Not sex, not fucking, but making love. In theory, it may end up being a one night stand but I guarantee I will never experience anything like it again.

Yawning, Theo emerges from his sleep and kisses my shoulder. Our bodies are pressed together as one, my leg hooked over his to hold us closer. His manhood rests between my legs while our arms are tangled around each other. Theo’s fingers play with my hair while I do the same to him, both of us completely content in this moment. How can a man like this not be taken is the primary thought running through my mind and I have to find out.

“Why are you single?”

Not missing a stroke of my hair or breaking our gaze, Theo answers, “No woman I’ve ever dated could handle my deployments. I’ve always left with a girlfriend and come back single. The time away, the distance, the darkness I spoke of was just too much for them.”

I press my fingernails lightly against his scalp, scratching softly. “That’s understandable but I’ve been there myself, I know what to expect so it won’t scare me off.” My words come out before I even think about them and their impact. After last night, I have to be careful of my word choice or we’re both going to end up hurt.

Theo continues to twist my hair around his finger. “So, what are you saying?”

I stop my hand and sit up, demanding his full attention. “That I’m your ally. I’ll be here for you, even when we’re apart whether it be as your friend, your girlfriend, or fellow service person. You won’t be alone, you’ll have me.”

A melancholy smile crosses his face and he leans forward to kiss my nose. “Thank you, Tess.” His lips move to my mouth, kissing me more firmly and pushing me back against the mattress as he moves on top of me. “I’ll tell you later which one of those I want you to be.”

His hand moves down my bare chest, tweaking my nipple and I giggle. “What exactly do you mean by that?”

Lowering his head, his warm breath teases my erect nipple. “I don’t want to answer right now because I’ll scare you off.” His tongue flicks across my breast and I tug my fingers through his hair in pleasure.

It feels like I’ve always been meant to be right here in Theo’s arms. My body hums with electricity buzzing from his body to mine, but deep down in the pit of my stomach worry gnaws at me because I know what we’re doing isn’t right. Sexual satisfaction for both of us isn’t helping Theo’s fears, or his PTSD, it’s only masking it for both of us. I wanted to be the one to help him but I know that I’m only making things worse rather than better.

“Theo…” I say, trying to get his attention to stop but not really putting any effort into it.

“I love when you say my name,” he mumbles on my breast as his hand travels down my stomach.

I close my eyes, blinking back anxiety and trying to hold back my anticipation. I meant what I said to Theo, I’m his ally, sex or not. I always will be, but things would be far less complicated if sex weren’t involved but—OH! Oh… oh… oh… that feels so nice… Don’t stop, Theo, please don’t ever stop.


Chapter 10



 



Theo

 

The skin peeking through the hole in her worn jeans is turning me on but not nearly as much as her scoop neck white camisole underneath her oversized, gray, wool cardigan. It’s the casual yet complete sexiness of her outfit that makes me want to finish what we started in the shower. Our wet bodies easily slid across one another’s and my dick was begging to be inside her again but Tess insisted that we needed to show our faces more today. Reluctantly, I agreed, but only because she promised more foreplay after dinner which seems like an eternity away.

Tess’ dark eyes are wide as she lifts her eyebrows and looks at me. “You going to get dressed or am I off to play with your family on my own?”

Smiling, my arm folded behind my head, I rest on the bed with just a towel wrapped around my waist. “You’d do that for me?”

Tess sits beside me on the bed and kisses me softly. “Theo, it’s weird because I just met you but I would do anything for you.” She looks toward the ceiling then back to me, her eyes watery. “In my line of work, I make that promise a lot. I tell servicemen and women that I’ll do whatever I can to save their lives, that I’ll pass on messages to their loved ones, that I’ll hold their hands while they take their last breaths… I’ve always followed through and haven’t let a single one of them down. Sometimes I don’t even know their names, other times it’s someone I’ve known for years.” She swallows and wipes a tear rolling down her cheek. “But for you, my perfect stranger, I feel like I would trade you your last breath for my own.”

My heart races at her speech, trying to gather exactly what she’s trying to stay.

Tess laughs. “Did that freak you out?”

I sit up, touching her cheek as I shake my head. “Not at all… you feel it too, don’t you?”

She nods, not bothering to wipe away the tears that are falling. “I feel like I already know you. It’s like our paths crossed on purpose because we’re supposed to be in each other’s lives.”

A lump jumps in my throat and all I can do is nod, I can say no words grander than what she just explained.

Tess leans her forehead against mine. “After last night, I’m scared, Theo. I’ve never felt this before, especially not after just a couple days.”

My hand slides through her hair. “Don’t be scared, Tess. Let’s figure this out together.”

She moves her arms around my neck and I squeeze her tightly into a bear hug. When Tess pulls away, she wipes her eyes and takes my hands. “Theo, I meant it that I’m here for you, but ‘we’ can’t happen until you deal with everything going on in your mind right now. If you don’t, we’ll only be set up to fail.”

And bam! Everything that was pushed away with sex last night and this morning returns. Pearl’s death, the fears that it’s brought to me, that it could be me just as easily as it was him comes hauntingly back.

“Tess, will you go with me to visit my buddy?”

She nods and kisses my cheek. I squeeze her hand, relieved that I’m on the right path, but scared to death of facing death in the face. I need to get closure from Pearl’s death and hopefully push away the fears that it brought up in me.

 

Tess

 

I’m following the aroma of coffee, letting my nose lead the way. Completely worn out and exhausted from the night and morning activities with Theo, I don’t even think about who I might cross paths with until I enter the kitchen. Lining the counter on the far side of the room are brightly decorated gift bags. The kitchen table, which seats twelve, is covered in wrapping paper, tape, scissors, and random boxes while the twin brothers are hunched over one of them, trying to carefully construct the gift wrap.

“There’s the lucky lady! Grab some java, you probably need it after last night.”

Finn’s loud voice startles me but not as much as the deep barks from the two large golden retrievers lying on the kitchen floor. While I know he’s trying to embarrass me, he has no idea the things I’ve heard from soldiers or what they’ve called me in their moments of agony. It comes with the job. When I was on the frontline, they considered me the enemy because they were in so much pain and I usually only inflicted more to help it get better. I’ve heard it all and it’s more than most men will hear in their lifetime.

“Coffee would be great.” I take the cup from Finn, letting the warmth from the cup heat my hands before I take a drink. As I do, I note the twin brothers, Gabe and Owen, wrestling with the wrapping paper. “Um… what’s going on?”

Finn smirks as he nods toward his younger brothers. “The Bobbsey Brothers are trying to wrap gifts, but as you can see, it’s not going so good.”

I look at the gift bags on the counter. “Let me guess, Finn. The bags are yours?”

The eldest brother beams proudly and I laugh. Setting my cup on the counter, I walk over to the table, moving between Gabe and Owen. “I’d really like to eat dinner tonight because your mom said she’s making ziti, which is my favorite, so let me help.”

One of the twins, I still can’t tell them apart, backs away quickly, a look of relief on his face. The other shakes his head, not relinquishing the tape. “No, Leslie said I wasn’t domesticated enough which is why she left this time. I need to prove to her that I am so I can get her back.”

Ah-ha! This one is Owen. I glance back and forth between him and his brother, finally finding a mole near Gabe’s ear that I can use to tell them apart. I take a few minutes to show Owen the basics of wrapping and then he’s on his own, doing a great job and flying through the items on the table.

With a grin, he turns to me. “Thanks, Tess. I can’t wait to give Leslie hers.”

I haven’t met this woman but the vibe I’m picking up about her isn’t a good one. “Can I ask you a question, Owen?”

He nods as he keeps wrapping.

“Why her?”

Owen looks at me puzzled, completely perplexed that I would even ask a question like that. “Because I love her,” he answers.

“Because she took his virginity,” Finn quips from across the room. Gabe laughs at Finn’s comment while Owen shoots him the bird.

I roll my eyes, picking up my coffee and taking another drink. “Look, Owen, no one is saying you don’t love her, but think about why you love her. She’s broken up with you two times—”

“Four,” Gabe corrects me.

I nod and look back at Owen. “Four times. If you love her, absolutely go out there and win her back. All I’m saying is really figure out why it is that you love her… and why the relationship keeps ending.”

“You love Theo?” Gabe asks then quickly hides his face behind his coffee mug.

“What?” I heard him loud and clear but I’m repeating to stall.

Lifting his head up, Gabe reiterates his question. “I asked if you love Theo.”

I stare into my coffee mug, uncertain how to answer. If I say we just met, we’ll be caught in our lie. If I say no then why are we together. If I say yes and it gets back to Theo, it might freak him out. There’s no good answer to this loaded question.

Then, before I figure it out, Finn’s arm is draped over my shoulders and he grins. “If you want my opinion, well, I wouldn’t mind having you for a sister-in-law.”

I elbow him in the stomach and the room erupts in laughter. Everything is jumping around way too fast but it feels nice to be a part of a family, something I’ve always longed for. Briefly, ever so briefly, I held the precious bond in my hands, but piece by piece it was eventually ripped away.


Chapter 11



 



Theo

 

“Stellaaa!” I call to my sister, drawing out the ‘uh’ part of her name.

My baby sister glances away from the television, rolling her eyes. “I hate when you do that.”

Plopping down beside her, I put my arm over her shoulders and give a hard squeeze. “You know deep down that you really love it.”

“Whatever,” she mutters, turning back to her show and patting one of our mother’s nine dogs. I’ve lost track of their names since I’ve been gone as they aren’t all the same ones that were here when I left.

Snatching the remote from her, I hit mute and toss it across the room before she can take it back.

“What the hell, Theo?!”

“What the hell with you, Stella? What’s going on with you? This isn’t the sweet, loving sister I left behind so start talking.”

Stella crosses her arms and glares at me. “You’ve been gone for a year, Theo. A lot happens in a year.”

“I’ll give you that, sis. So… tell me what’s happened to you this past year?”

Stella hesitates then turns to me. “You were gone, Theo!” Tears fill her eyes. “My big brother was gone that’s what happened.”

I narrow my eyes, completely confused as I squeeze her shoulders again. “I’m here now, Stell, talk to me.”

My sister buries her head in my chest, hugging me tightly, but not saying a word. This is what I hate most about deployment, not the crappy food or the risk of dying, but leaving my loved ones behind, missing out on their lives, and not being able to help them when they go through hard times… just like with Pearl.

“No, Theo, you’re not here. You’re too busy sexing it up with that chick you brought home. She won’t last, none of them ever do,” my sister’s words seethe out of her mouth.

“Stella, she’s not some chick. Tess is different than the others, she understands what it’s like to be over there. Give her a chance. Please do it for me.”

Stella wipes her eyes as she sits up. “You really believe that?”

I shrug. “Yeah… I do.” And I honestly do, even in the short time that we’ve known each other, I believe Tess is different than all the other women I’ve dated.

“I can give her a chance if you really want me to,” Stella concedes.

Kissing her forehead, I nod. “I do. Thanks, sis. Maybe tonight after dinner, you two could talk.”

“What about now?”

I sigh, my stomach queasy at the thought. “I’m taking her to see Pearl.”

Stella’s eyebrows jump. “Your friend that was killed?”

“That’s him. You know how bad Mom and Dad deal with that kind of thing. Tess understands what it’s like so I asked her to go with me.”

Stella thinks for a second and I’m afraid she might flip out again. Instead, she takes my hand and squeezes it. “I’m glad you have her then.”

 

Tess

 

The snow is piled high on the sides of the highway, no longer the pristine white from when it originally fell. Instead, it looks dirty and polluted. I always loved the fresh look of a new snow but the second it got dirty, I was ready for it to vanish, much like this visit to Black Hills National Cemetery with Theo. In theory, I want to be there for him, to support him, but in reality, I know I’ll be haunted by the memories that live there.

Theo reaches over and takes my hand. “Do you mind if I talk about him?”

Patting his hand, I shake my head. “Go ahead.” Maybe the distraction will take my mind off the bodies that I know are buried in this same graveyard.

“We called him Pearl because he had the biggest smile. We used to tease him because his white teeth contrasted against his dark skin. We told him at night, his smile would give us away to the enemy.” Theo pauses to laugh at the memories. “That man could find the good in any situation. No matter what happened, he’d get us to laugh, to forget about the bad things we’d just done, the people we’d hurt. He never minimized the significance of what we were doing or why we were there, it wasn’t like that. Pearl would put his arm around your shoulders and without saying a word, it’s like he took away our sadness and then his big goofy smile would be there to make us laugh.”

Nodding, I tell Theo, “I knew someone like that.”

Theo turns the truck through the stone pillars that greet us at the front of the cemetery. Funny, a place like this is the last place I’d expect people to visit in this weather at this time of year. Still, the pavement is plowed so family members can get to any of the plain white gravestones, the ones reserved for military men and women. Unlike the highways, none of the dirty snow is piled to the side. The clean, fresh look is still there and the only damage to the snowy blanket is a few footprints down a row of headstones every now and then. The truck slows down and Theo shuts off the engine.

“I think it’s down there,” he points and a chill runs down my spine.

“Tell me when you’re ready,” I whisper, patting his hand.

“Pearl grew up like me. Nice house, dad had a good job, mom stayed home, family vacations.” Theo’s eyes glass over as he stares down the row of markers. “My name could easily be substituted for Pearl’s, I could be buried out there.”

“What happened to him?”

“He didn’t die on the warfront. He’d been deployed four times, never once encountered so much as a close call. Pearl was also real lucky, we always teased him that the worse he got injured over there was a hangnail.” Theo fakes a laugh then pinches his nose as he continues. “I talked to him the night he died, just hours before. I don’t know why he did but he held a pistol to his head and shot himself.”

My stomach drops and suddenly I feel like there’s absolutely no oxygen in this truck. I try to stare out the window, finding something to focus on but my vision is dotted with spots and I have no choice but to fling open the door and jump into the snow. The air flow doesn’t seem to be any better out here and I’m gasping to take in just enough air to not pass out. I don’t hear his truck door open or close but Theo appears in front of me.

Taking my face in his hands, Theo’s voice comes out fast. “Tess, what’s wrong? Are you okay?”

I nod, trying to get ahold of myself for Theo’s sake. “Yeah, I’m sorry... it just reminded me of someone I knew and hit a little too close to home.”

“You don’t have to do this with me, Tess. I can come back later,” Theo says, his hands firmly planted on my cheeks.

“No, no, no. This is about you, helping you overcome your fear.”

Theo stares deep into my eyes, searching for something I can’t exactly explain. I push his hand away from my face and link our fingers. Theo guides us down the row and stops in front of the marker he’s looking for. Immediately, he drops to his knees and hugs the white headstone, loud sobs escaping from him. I place my hand on his shoulder, trying to comfort him while I refuse to look at the headstone. Pain of my own that I didn’t know I had builds in my chest and I bite the inside of my cheek to keep from having my own emotional outburst. The taste of blood fills my mouth from clamping down so hard but it feels better than the emotional pain that’s trying to surface.

I don’t know if it’s seconds, minutes, hours, or days that pass but Theo eventually stands up, wiping his eyes, and wrapping his arms around me. He mutters thank you on repeat while I hold him close, staring at the headstone behind him and the name on it.

“Theo, what’s your last name?”

Pulling away just enough so he can look at me, he answers, “Lindemann.”

Suddenly, everything makes perfect sense why I felt drawn to Theo from the moment I saw him. He takes my hand and walks us back toward the truck. I glance over my shoulder, getting one last look at the grave we just visited, the one that shares the same last name as me.


Chapter 12



 



Theo

 

It’s pitch black outside and everyone else in my parents’ house is fast asleep. We missed dinner so I’m making my infamous Linde Linguini with creamy tomato alfredo while Tess showers. I wish I could join her but after she tastes my masterpiece, I’m sure she’ll want to show me her appreciation. I’m whistling Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree thanks to Tess for a variety of reasons.

Ever since news hit camp of Pearl’s death, it’s like I’d been carrying around this huge weight on my shoulders. I was guilty because I thought somehow I could’ve stopped it. I’ve replayed our last conversation just hours before he took his own life, trying to find some kind of hint or clue that I missed.

“Miss me, Linde?” Pearl asks with his ever present laughter in his voice. 

“You know it, Pearl. No one smiles when you’re not around.” 

“Pft, I don’t know about that. I’m sure ya’ll are good without me.” 

“Well, I miss having someone help me carry shit, that’s for sure.” 

Pearl chuckles on his end of the line. “Glad to know I’m good for something.” 

“So, you happy to be home?” 

Brief hesitation. “Yeah, my sister’s flying in for Thanksgiving in a few days, it’ll be a real celebration.” 

If I didn’t know Pearl better, I would’ve thought there was a hint of sarcasm with that comment, but Pearl always talked about how great his family was so I blew it off. We finished our mindless small talk and we hung up. I wonder what went through his mind from the time we ended our conversation to the time he pulled that trigger. I’ll never know and I’ll always wonder. Even though my mind will always question his last moments and what I could’ve done to prevent it, today was the beginning of my healing and I have Tess to thank for that.

“Mm, son, that smells delicious. What are you doing up so late cooking?”

I look over my shoulder, shocked to see my father standing behind me. “Tess and I didn’t eat dinner so I’m fixing something for us.”

My father raises his bushy eyebrows. “Is that so? You really like that girl, don’t you?”

I don’t hide my grin. “Yeah, Pops, I really do. She’s in the Armed Forces, too, so it’s nice to be with a woman who understands things from my perspective.”

He nods, completely disregarding my implications. “So, what’d you two do today?”

I dump the pot of linguini in the strainer and turn to face him, narrowing my eyes. “We visited Pearl’s grave.”

My father stays silent, shoving his hands in his housecoat pockets while he rolls back and forth on his feet. I’m a Marine, I need to step up here and be the man between us. Extending my arm, I squeeze his shoulder between my fingers. When he looks up, there’s tears in his eyes.

“I’m sorry, Theodore. Your mother and I have failed you, we’ve failed all of you. After we lost Marcus, we both shut down our emotions. We’ve floated through life pretending everything is perfect, everything is fine, that Marcus didn’t die.”

Everything he’s saying is true but it’s the first time I’ve ever heard him acknowledge it. I take a good look at my crying father. All these years, I’ve always pictured him the same way he was when Marcus died but now that I really look at him, he’s aged probably twenty years even though it was only ten years ago. It’s like a part of us all froze in time with my brother’s death. Life went on without any of us really realizing it and suddenly everything clicks. I joined the Marines to find support, camaraderie, emotion. A screaming drill sergeant with his vein pulsing out of his forehead was better to me than a parent who lived in their happy place 24/7. All of my siblings and I aren’t married, well, Finn was close once, but now it’s clear to me it’s because we were all afraid of turning into our parents.

My father wraps his arms around me and squeezes me tightly. “I’m sorry, son, I’m so sorry.”

I pat his back, returning the embrace. “It’s okay, Pops, it’s okay.”

And this is the circle of life. Both my father and I are beginning the process of healing, recovering from losing someone taken from us too soon. I won’t let Pearl’s death turn me into my father. I will let it make me a better man, the kind of man that I know Pearl was.

 

Tess

 

My nerves are gnawing at the inside of my stomach like a captured animal desperately trying to get out of its trap. From the moment I read Henry’s name on that headstone, my mind has been going haywire and my stomach feels like it might implode. Things were falling into place much too easily with Theo. It’s cliché, I know, but it was too good to be true. I should’ve known we were somehow connected. While I was taking a shower, trying to wash away my crazy thoughts, all I could recall were Henry’s conversations about his best buddy, Linde… Theo Lindemann.

“Thank you, Tess.”

Startled by Mr. Lindemann’s deep voice, I flinch and realize I’m blocking the top of the stairs. I jump to the side and am about to apologize when his words sink in.

“Thank you?”

“For being there for Theodore while he’s grieving his friend. I wish I could do more for him, both his mother and I do, but it’s much too hard for us.”

Mr. Lindemann’s gaze drops to the floor, a dejected look washing over his face as his shoulders slump while he speaks. This is the first time I’ve gotten a good look at the patriarch of the family and I’m able to see a little bit of each of his children in him. I don’t know if it’s hereditary or not but Mr. Lindemann has the same melancholy look on his face that Theo did when I first met him in that airport bar.

Clearing my throat, trying to work up the nerve to ask because I know it’s none of my business, I question what he means. Mr. Lindemann stays silent for a long time and I’m questioning why I felt the need to push the subject. Startling me again, he speaks softly, almost in a whisper, and he doesn’t look up as he does.

“We had another son named Marcus, he was born between Finn and Gabe and Owen. Each of our children has a unique personality and Marcus was no different. He might have been seven years older than the girls but he made it his job to take care of them. If they wanted to go to the park, Marcus would drop what he was doing, even if it was with his friends, and take them there. When the girls would get out their fingernail polish, the other boys would run in the opposite direction but not Marcus. No, he’d tell them how excited he was and ask for the glitter paint. All of my kids have gentle souls and take care of each other but it was nothing like Marcus’ bond with his little sisters.”

My stomach, already on edge from the hidden connection I had with Theo, feels like there are razors being tumbled around it as I wait for Mr. Lindemann to drop the bomb about what happened to Marcus. He lifts his head, making direct eye contact with me and I try to inconspicuously swallow the lump that’s crept into my throat.

“The girls were playing basketball in the driveway and the ball rolled into the street. Marcus went to get it but it had rolled under a car. The driver never saw him lying face down, reaching under that vehicle and Marcus didn’t hear him because the radio was playing and the girls were cheering him on. The timing was off when Marcus sat up and that truck hit him. The day we lost Marcus was the day my wife quit having any kind of emotions. She went through years of therapy, but eventually the kids and I all decided to play along with her game that the accident never happened and Marcus never existed. She took down his pictures, redecorated his room, and got rid of everything that reminded her of him.”

“I’m so sorry,” I manage to whisper, tears gathering in my eyes, ready to spill down my cheeks.

Mr. Lindemann shrugs. “Me, too. I should’ve fought harder to keep his memory alive. Dana and I both made ourselves emotionally unavailable to our family to deal with any type of grief. I can’t tell you how many dogs have come in and out of our house because Dana doesn’t want to see any of them die. I wish I could do more for Theo right now during his time of pain but I just can’t. Not because I don’t want to but because I don’t know how. So, Tess, thank you for taking care of my son. You have no idea how forever grateful our family will be for that.”

The oldest Lindemann wraps his arms around me, squeezing me into a bear hug. The tears gush down my face and I hug him back, the closest I have had to a father figure after years of not having one. I take advantage of his warm embrace and find comfort in his show of affection. Looks like I’ll be letting the entire Lindemann family down sooner than later but for now, I just hold on to Pops Lindemann like my past that I wish I could leave behind me.


Chapter 13



 



Theo

 

Watching Tess, I frown as she pushes her food around her plate. My own is completely empty and my stomach growls quietly, wanting to finish Tess’ plate for her. I reach out and cover her hand with mine.

“Not a fan of the Linde Linguine?”

Tess looks up, a soft smile on her face but her eyes betray her. My stomach sinks, too afraid of what she might say.

“No, it’s wonderful, Theo. Thank you for cooking.”

She starts to look down again but my fingers catch her chin, forcing her to look up at me. “Then what’s wrong, Tess?” Her lip quivers and I lean forward quickly, kissing her to make it stop. Leaning my forehead against hers, I whisper, “Please talk to me.”

“I have to go, Theo. I’m sorry, I don’t want to, but tomorrow is Christmas Eve and my mother’s waiting for me. I’m so sorry, I don’t want to, but I have to.”

Her voice is quick as she rambles but my heart still sinks. How selfish was I to forget that it’s Christmas time and she has her own family? Still, I don’t want her to go and if I were an asshole, I’d beg her to stay. Instead, I kiss her again and wipe a lone tear rolling down her cheek.

“Tess, don’t be ridiculous. I completely understand.” I do understand but it still stings.

Tess turns in her chair so that we’re facing each other. Her legs move between mine and she brings her arms around my neck, squeezing me tightly. I wrap my arms around her and her long, dark hair tickles my forearms. I squeeze my eyes shut, not wanting to let go and trying to commemorate this moment in my mind forever.

“I know you need me and I want to help you, Theo.”

“Ssh, Tess,” I whisper in her ear, the smell of her shampoo tickling my nose. “I’ll be fine, don’t worry about me.” I try to say those words as though I believe them myself.

We hold each other for a few seconds, Tess’ face tucked into my neck. Out of nowhere, I feel her lips on my skin, immediately igniting that spark inside that makes me want her more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life. I bury my nose in her hair, inhaling deep so all my senses are tantalized by her.

“Tess…” I moan, not sure what exactly she’s wanting but not about to stop her.

“Make love to me, Theo,” Tess whispers, her voice thick and full of desire.

Nodding, I stand up, taking her hand. Instead of going upstairs, I lead the way to the finished basement. Everyone is already in their rooms and headed to bed. Not that we bothered with being quiet last time, but I don’t want to be interrupted because this may be my last time with Tess. My heart tears at that thought and I quickly push it away.

I turn on the lamp that sits on the end table. Tess’ arms snake around me from behind and she squeezes me. “Theo?”

“Yeah?” I croak, trying to hide my emotions.

“Don’t let this be the last time.”

I nod, closing my eyes to hold back my own tears. “No way.”

Turning slowly, I see the fear wash off her face but not the pain. I crush my lips to hers, kissing her passionately but then almost immediately, I slow our pace. I don’t want to rush this, I want to take my time with her. Tess fills a void in me that I’d lost over the years, not just with Pearl’s death but probably all the way back to the day Marcus died and my parents shut down and became plastic. They didn’t teach me to love someone, to feel emotions like this for another person like I do for Tess and it scares me, more than war ever has. Maybe because I saw how hard our parents loved us and how quickly Marcus was taken away. I’m holding back because I’m afraid Tess will be swept away from me. She’s already leaving tomorrow but I’m putting my trust in her that she’ll come back soon.

My mind is too busy worrying about the past that I’m missing out on the present. Before me, Tess stands completely naked and I’m not sure if I helped in undressing her or she did it all herself. I don’t think I fully appreciated her body last time I saw it naked like this. My eyes roam up and down, my hand tracing every curve and memorizing every detail down to the freckles on her chest.

Tess’ fingers grasp my chin and she tilts my head to look into her eyes. “Be here now, Theo. Stop thinking about the past and the future, be in this moment.”

Nodding, I push my lips against hers with one hand on the small of her back. My other hand continues to wander, etching her body to memory. It slides down her tummy, over her bare lips down below and I part her legs. With my index finger, I push against her hot spot and she tilts her head back, leaning against my other hand. Tess’ hand grips my neck tighter and tighter the faster I rub. I don’t let up, holding on to her tightly, watching her face in ecstasy until she comes on my hand and even then I don’t stop. I don’t quit. I don’t give up because I won’t. Tess has taught me more in the last few days than my parents have in a lifetime. No, I won’t let Tess go. I need her to help me become the man I’m supposed to be. Pain sears down my neck as she grips her nails into my skin and comes again. Quickly, I grab her before her legs give out. Lying her back on the couch, I move between her legs, lowering my head so I can show Tess exactly how much I need her.

 

Tess

 

It’s a long drive from Theo’s parents’ mansion to my mom’s trailer park. My eyes are heavy from staying up so late with Theo, not to mention how badly my thighs ache from the workout he gave me. I lost count of how many orgasms he gave me and the total would’ve been higher if I hadn’t forced him to come up for air. I know exactly how many times Theo came. Four. Three times, he flooded me with his warmth and that alone almost made me come again.

Theo completes me and that’s really effing scary. Partly because if Henry was here, I wouldn’t feel this way because I would’ve never crossed paths with Theo like this. Pearl. I shake my head and laugh as I think about the nickname Theo called Henry. I can picture his big smile, lighting up the room and his white teeth standing out against his dark skin. Gah, his skin! I told him all the time that I would kill for his skin. I don’t think Henry ever experienced acne his entire life, it was pristine and perfect… much like I thought he was until it was too late.

The familiar turn into the trailer park comes up and I slow my rental car, not ready to face what I’m about to walk into. Beer cans and Christmas lights decorate most of the trailers except the lone dark one in the back corner—my mother’s. Sighing, I put the car in park and climb out with my aching legs, a gentle reminder of Theo. I asked him that last night not be the last but I have to sort out my thoughts, figure out how to tell him the truth.

The front door flings open, slamming into the trailer and making a loud racket of metal on metal. The all too familiar click of a shotgun comes next and the barrel appears before my mother steps onto the porch.

Holding up my hands, I step into the dim, flickering light. “Mom, it’s just me.” I add, “Tess, your daughter.”

A few seconds pass and she lowers the gun, walking back inside without even greeting me. I close my eyes and take a deep breath. Why did I leave Theo and his family for this? Kicking my way through aluminum beer cans, I can almost hear my own version of Jingle Bells.  I make my way up the porch, closing the door behind me. The trailer is pitch black except for the glow of the television.

My mom plops back down in her recliner and I make my way to her kitchen to find a trash bag. I start my holiday tradition of picking up cans in one bag so my mother can get the recycling money for it and trash in another. One bag already full, the TV quiets for a few seconds and when it comes alive again, I recognize the voices.

Timidly, I cross the room and stand beside my mother’s recliner. The images on the screen jump alive, Christmas tunes flow from the old tube TV, and tears fall down my cheeks. A cold, bony hand touches mine and I look down at my mother. She stares ahead at the blinking television, her face and body completely emotionless except for her hand on mine. That small gesture gives me hope. Hope that my mother is still in there somewhere. Hope that she’ll recover from all the loss in our lives and even hope that Theo will recover, too.


Chapter 14



 



Theo

 

Tess left a couple hours ago and I haven’t moved from the couch where we made love last night. I watched her drive off in the rental Uncle Tommy had picked up for her and then retreated back downstairs. I’m too afraid to go upstairs and lie down in my bed although I’m exhausted. I’m too afraid that sleep will come and I won’t have Tess in my arms to remind me that things will be okay. I’m too afraid that Pearl or the lack of what I could do for him will haunt me. I sigh and pick up the pillow beside me, taking a deep inhale because it smells just like Tess.

“What are you doing down here?” Stella grills as she walks in, her arms full of wrapping paper. Isla files behind her with a giant box.

“Shit. I didn’t get any gifts,” I mutter, ignoring her comment.

Isla sets the box on the coffee table in front of the couch. She rests her arm on my shoulders and smiles. “I think you being home for Christmas is the best gift for all of us, Theo.”

“Thanks, sis.” I pat her hand and stand up. “I still think I’ll go out and try to find something for everyone.”

“Where’s she at?” Stella asks, placing an emphasis of dislike on “she.” To further get her point across, she drops the rolls of wrapping paper and places her hands on her hips.

Stopping in front of my sister, I cup her face in my hands and kiss her forehead. “Tess went to be with her family for Christmas but don’t worry, dear sister, she’ll be back.”

Tess promised she’d be back but I still can’t fight the feeling that I’ll never see her again. Stella huffs as I take the stairs two at a time and I hear Isla telling her to be nice, which makes me smile. Isla has always been the more compassionate of the two and I still can’t shake the feeling that something happened with Stella while I was gone. I need to talk to my brothers and Isla to see if they know anything, but, for now, a drive to do some Christmas shopping will help take my mind off everything.

I climb in the old truck and memories of Tess sitting beside me come flooding back. Punching the radio dial, I turn up the volume, hoping to drown out my thoughts of how empty I feel again. Tess filled that gap that Pearl had created. In the almost week we spent together, Tess was the crutch I needed to struggle through my first stages of grief.

Suddenly, it’s like a ton of bricks are dropped on my shoulders. What kind of asshole am I? What about Pearl’s family? What have they been going through? The stoplight turns red and I pull out my phone, searching his name until an address pops up. I punch it into my GPS, deciding a detour is called for. His place isn’t that close but I can make it there and back and still be home for midnight mass. My mind drifts off, trying to remember what Pearl had told me about his family.

“My parents are the happiest couple I’ve ever met.” Pearl chuckles. “Seriously, man, it’s sickening how in love they are. It’s like the stuff you see in movies, chicks dream about finding a love like theirs. I mean, our house is huge, like mansion huge, but the two of them are always in the same room, usually holding hands or making out.” 

My stomach flips as I recall that conversation. Ever since Marcus died, my parents are the same way. I think my dad is afraid my mom will do something she’ll regret and vice versa. It’s like they’re keeping themselves both accountable. From the stories that Pearl and I told late at night, our upbringings were a lot alike except he only had one sister unlike my brood of siblings.

“Turn right,” my phone tells me. I snap out of my thoughts and am thoroughly confused at the directions. Right is a trailer park. None of this looks anything at all like Pearl described but I keep driving until I stop in front of the address that was linked to his work information. There’s a giant V on the door which is what his last name starts with but this tin can on wheels doesn’t look anything at all like the six bedroom Victorian house he described to me.

I shut off the engine and make my way to the front door. Inside, I can hear Wheel of Fortune on the television but no other voices. I rap my knuckles on the screen door that’s broken, snow blocking it from closing all the way. It takes awhile but when the door finally opens, my breath is taken away by the person standing in front of me.

 

Tess

 

The cold wind blows in as I open the door but that’s not what makes me shudder. I wrap my arms around my torso, trying to stay warm as I pretend to be nonchalant.

“Theo, what are you doing here?”

Theo’s laugh warms my soul and I step outside, closing the door behind me. My teeth start to chatter now that I’m in the chilly wind without a coat. Theo places his hands on my arms and rubs up and down. I step closer to him, feeling his body heat against mine makes the nerves of being caught run away. Theo circles his arms around my body so we’re flush against each other and I feel more at home here in his arms than inside the trailer behind me.

“You’re going to freeze out here. Good thing I’m here to warm you up.” Theo lowers his head to mine, his sweet lips touching mine and making me melt even more into his arms. He breaks the kiss and answers my question although I would prefer to keep kissing. “I was trying to visit Pearl’s family but this can’t be his house. Weird I found you here, not that I’m complaining.”

My entire body goes ice cold. I slide my arms around Theo’s waist so that he won’t run away when I tell him the truth. Swallowing the lump in my throat, I look up into his eyes. “This is Henry’s house.”

“Wh-who? You mean Pearl? This isn’t what he said his house looked like. Wait, how do you…”

“Henry is my brother, my twin brother.”

Theo’s eyebrows fly up, thoroughly confused. “What? No way! You’re white… and he’s… not.”

“He’s African American… or was.” I shake my head, still trying to get used to speaking about my brother in the past tense. “And yes, I’m Caucasian, just like our parents. We were both adopted but our birthdays are, were, the same date so we always said we were twins.”

Theo shakes his head, trying to comprehend my words.

I nod toward his truck. “It’s freezing, let’s go talk in there.”

In a trance, Theo leads the way and I try to gather everything I want to say, putting it in my mind in an orderly fashion. Before I have a chance to complete everything in my mind, we’re in the truck, Theo sitting in the driver’s seat staring straight ahead. I scoot across the bench, my leg touching Theo’s and I reach for his hand, linking our fingers as I try to find the nerve to explain everything. Theo doesn’t start the car so there’s still a chill in the air. My body is starting to shake so I just open my mouth and let the words come out, not filtering them as I do.

“Henry and I met when we were ten. We were both in the same foster family. Both of our biological parents were in jail, they had stopped trying to get either of us back long before we met each other. Henry and I clicked, same birthdays, same love for baseball, our hatred of math. We promised each other that we’d look out for one another. We stayed in that home together until we were thirteen. The summer we became teenagers, he played on a baseball team that was sponsored by a local financial planner. I sat in the stands, cheering him on, and met the planner’s wife. I got to know both her and her husband over the summer. They’d take Henry and I out for ice cream or pizza after every game, a luxury that we never got in our foster home. When the school year started, our case manager told us the Vargases wanted to adopt us. Henry and I were so excited, we thought we’d hit the jackpot. Rarely do teenagers ever get adopted, especially not into a family like the Vargases.”

I take a deep breath before continuing. “I don’t know what Henry told you about our house or our family.” I gesture toward the single wide. “I’m sure it wasn’t this though. I imagine he probably told you about the old Victorian house we used to live in. We both had our own rooms for the first time in our lives. Still, Henry would sneak into my room and sleep on the floor every night because that’s just what we were used to. Life was a fairy tale after we got adopted. We had everything we ever wanted and more. Then the stock market took a crash and our dad lost his job and all of his investments. Henry and I didn’t have any idea how bad things were because our parents didn’t want to ruin this perfect life that they’d created for us, one we’d never had before.”

I close my eyes, trying to regroup before I explain the next part of this story. My thumb rubs circles on Theo’s palm but he doesn’t react. “We were seniors in high school when our mom brought us home after school. Our father should’ve been home already but he was nowhere to be seen. Henry went to the bathroom and found our father in the bathtub, dead from a self-inflicted gunshot wound to the head, a glass of Scotch beside him.” Tears burst out of my eyes as I squeak out, “Henry took his own life the exact same way.”

Theo squeezes my hand and I take another deep breath. “I didn’t know who you were until the cemetery, Theo. Henry always referred to you as Linde and he never told me about being called Pearl. It wasn’t until I was staring at my brother’s gravestone while I stood beside you that I put two and two together.” I pause, hoping Theo will say something but it’s silent so I begin to ramble even more. “Don’t be mad, Theo... I’m sorry, I really am… Please, say something, anything…”

“Were you planning on coming back or were you running?” Theo turns his head to stare me in the eyes.

“Wh-what? Of course I was coming back. I knew I couldn’t leave my mother alone on Christmas, not with Henry dying just last month. Theo, I need you as much as you need me.” My voice is raw with desperation. I’d been suppressing all my grief over Henry’s death until Theo stirred it up for me. I should know better than to try to hide my feelings, I need to let them out like I’ve been encouraging Theo to do.

“Get out, Tess,” Theo says in a low, steady voice.

“What? Theo—”

He turns to me. “Get out of my truck, go take care of your mom.”

“Theo…”

“Go.”

He turns the engine on and looks out the front window. His mind is made up and I have no say in the matter. I kiss his cheek and slowly step out of the vehicle. Watching him drive away, he takes part of my heart with him and I’m afraid I don’t have any of it left.


Chapter 15



 



Theo

 

A dull ache lies in my chest, it started the moment I told Tess to get out of my truck, and it hasn’t gone away. In fact, it’s slowly spreading throughout my body and it reminds me of my days of boot camp when we had to do an obstacle during a thunderstorm until everyone finished under a certain time. We were out there for hours and the pain that started in my hands from climbing the rope eventually made it throughout my entire body until it finally went numb, and that’s what I’m waiting for. I want the numbness that my parents feel over Marcus’ death. I want to pretend Pearl never died. I want to pretend I never met Tess. I want to pretend that for a fleeting moment I might’ve known what love was.

Sighing, I rub my eyes as I sit in my truck protecting me from the windy outdoors. With the windchill, it’s well below freezing and I should’ve been home hours ago. Instead, I drove to Pearl’s final resting place seeking some kind of answer from him. Tess, the woman I thought I was in love with just hours before, is Pearl’s sister. It’s messed up. Marines are supposed to look out for each other’s families, not date their sister. If Pearl was alive, would he have given me his blessing to date his sister? Would he have sucker punched me when he found out and then gone on his merry way, smiling like he always did? I’ll never know because he took his own life which is why I’m having such a hard time deciding whether I should go after Tess or let her drift out of my life as easily as she came in.

I roll my neck, it cracks quietly from having sat almost all day long. It’s nearly midnight and I’m too tired to drive home, maybe spending one last night with Pearl will help me make up my mind. I pull my jacket around me tighter and no sooner are my eyes closed then I hear footsteps on the snow packed ground. Sitting up, I reach beside me, searching for safety until I remember that I’m not in my humvee overseas.

Squinting in the dark of the night, I recognize the small figure and slowly open my truck door, following Tess to Henry’s grave. I hang back, letting her have the time with her brother, my mind still blown from that discovery. Tess places a plate of food beside Henry’s headstone and sits down, leaning her back against it. She looks up into the night sky and begins to speak.

“I saved you a plate of dinner.” She scoffs softly. “It isn’t much, just some chicken and mashed potatoes from the grocery store. Mom always thought that was such a great deal while we were so over it since we had it at least three times a week. She never listened to us though, did she, Hen?”

The wind blows through the trees and I flip my jacket collar up to protect my neck. Tess has on a winter coat, a beanie, and a scarf, but she still trembles beneath all of her layers of clothing.

“I guess that’s the one thing I learned from her.” Tess wipes her cheek. “I didn’t listen to you asking for help. Sure, you never flat out said you needed help but I should’ve seen the signs, Henry. I’m trained to do that with all the soldiers I work with but I missed the red flags from my own brother. I’m a horrible sister, Henry. I’m so sorry I let you take your life.”

She pulls her knees to her chest, burying her head in her legs and sobbing as she clutches her arms around her body. I step out of the shadows and sit beside her, putting my arm around her shoulders and holding her close. Tess turns her body into mine and I pull her legs over mine, rocking her gently as she mourns the loss of her brother. I don’t interrupt her tears or try to console her because there’s no need to. Nothing I can do or say will make her feel better or help her get over Henry. The pain in my heart spreads quickly because Tess’ words ring true to myself. I missed the warning signs when they were so clearly there.

Tess looks up at me, her cheeks wet from her tears and red from the wind. “It’s my fault he’s gone. I should’ve known what he was up to. Henry was never the same after our father died… or maybe I should say he was never any different. He was the only one between the two of us that saw our father dead in that bathtub but he never acted like it bothered him. He always spoke of our father in the present tense and even after we got kicked out of our nice house and moved to the trailer park, he still spoke about our old life as though things had never changed. The warning signs were there for years, Theo. I failed him.”

I shake my head, kissing her forehead. “No, Tess, you didn’t. You’ve been there before, you know war changes people. Don’t blame yourself. I missed the signs too, so did our sergeant, your mom, everyone. It’s not just you.”

“But I knew him better than anyone! I should’ve—”

“Stop. We could all live our lives playing the should’ve game but nothing will ever change.” I push a stray piece of hair out of her face. “Like I should’ve told you that I think I’m falling in love with you.”

Tess freezes in my arms and I lean down and kiss her softly. “Don’t be scared. It’s just the truth. I know we just met but I can’t help but think that Pearl put us in that airport together on purpose. He always had an uncanny sense of humor.”

Slowly, Tess nods, still trembling in my arms from the cold.

“Look, we can both sit around blaming ourselves and be like your mother. Or we could brush it all under the rug and turn out like my parents. I don’t want either. I want to live a life where I feel and love and actually live my life instead of hiding or pretending the past didn’t exist. Live life with me, Tess, let’s work through this together and see where it takes us.”

The wind whirls around us, making a beautiful echo through the trees. Tess laughs and nods. “I usually hate when Henry decides to surprise me but this time, I don’t mind at all.”

Laughing, I take her face in both my hands and kiss her. Tess wraps her arms around my neck, returning the lip-lock and I smile as the wind echoes get louder. Henry always had to have the final word.

 

Tess

 

The grip on my hand gets tighter and I squeeze back. I’m just as nervous as my mother. This is the first time in years that she’s left the house, especially on a holiday. I’ve never even ventured to take her to church but with Theo by my side, I am confident everything will be okay. The sounds of Theo’s family laughing and chatting greet us as we enter the living room. Theo clears his throat and one by one the noise quiets.

“Sorry I’m late. I had to pick up Tess and her mother, Jayna,” Theo introduces us, motioning in our direction.

Everyone in the room waves and like a small child on their first day of school, my mother hides behind me, burying her face in my shoulder. Jayna Vargas, former PTA president and socialite extraordinaire, is cowering behind me and my heart breaks. My father was so selfish when he took his life, he didn’t think about the aftermath he’d leave behind. Henry and I came from nothing and even when our father lost his job and we lost everything, we still had love which is more valuable than anything our parents could ever buy us. Our father never asked what we thought or how we felt, it was just about himself and his social status. Our mother may not have killed herself but in some ways, she did and she left Henry and I on our own yet again. It’s why my brother and I joined the military, it was the only hope of a future for us because all of our support, both financial and emotional, was taken from us the day our father died.

Turning my head, I whisper, “It’s okay, Mom.”

My words are just words, I know they don’t mean anything. Nothing is okay, not even remotely. Her husband is dead. Her son is dead. She’s alone. All she has is me and I’m miles away, not even calling regularly to check on her. Pain throbs through my temples as I realize what a horrible sister and daughter I’ve been. I fight back the tears. I’m sure Theo’s family is already wondering what the hell is wrong with my mother, I don’t need to give them any more reason to think we are complete basket cases.

Theo’s hand takes my open one. “Tess is Pearl’s sister. Jayna is his mother.”

The room, already quiet, gets even quieter. National Lampoon’s Christmas Vacation fills the silence and it seems like no one moves. My mother’s head is still buried against my body, Theo’s still holding my hand firmly, and I want nothing more than to run out the front door, back to my world of traveling by myself. Instead, Dana Lindemann stands up and crosses the room. She steps between myself and my mother, lifting my mother’s chin and placing her hands on either side of my mother’s shoulders. The two women, strangers until this moment, embrace and hold each other tightly. I look at Theo who is pulling me towards him, wrapping his arms around my waist. Tears well in his eyes but don’t fall. Looking around the room, his family sits on the edge of their seats and when I look back at our mothers, big, fat, silent tears fall down both of their faces. One more glance around the room and there isn’t a dry eye in the house. I smile and look up toward the heavens where I know Henry is, he must’ve known what he was doing all along. He sacrificed his life so that my mother could save her own.


EPILOGUE



 



Theo

 

There’s a loud murmur of voices all around us, loved ones telling their families and friends goodbye and Happy New Year. Usually my entire family comes to see me off as I head back to finish my deployment, but this time it’s just Tess and me. I’ve never seen her really dressed up, always in a casual outfit like the black leggings and baggy gray t-shirt she’s wearing, but I can only imagine how radiant she must be when she is. Tess fiddles with the buttons on my uniform, refusing to look me in the eyes. I play with the end of her braid that’s hidden under her beanie and falls over her shoulder.

“You’re headed back to New York?” I ask, trying start a conversation. I know she is, her flight leaves an hour after mine.

She nods, still not lifting her head. “Yeah. I’ll be there for a few weeks then they’re sending me to Walter Reed in Maryland. After that, I don’t know.”

Uncertainty. It’s the one word that could sum up every branch of the military. In this case, it also describes Tess and my relationship. It’s been two weeks exactly that we’ve known each other although it seems like much longer. I’m excited, yet anxious, to see what lies ahead for us. Unlike other girls that I’ve left behind when I’ve been deployed, I don’t think Tess will be ditching me the way the others have. I move my thumb under her chin, forcing her to look up so I can see her beautiful eyes.

“We’ll figure things out, Doc. Don’t worry about us,” I whisper, trying to reassure her as much as myself.

One single tear trickles down her cheek. “That’s the least of my concerns, I know we’re strong. Do you really think our moms will be okay together?”

“I think they wouldn’t be if they weren’t. Tess, our mothers both needed wake up calls on how to deal with their grief. Pearl didn’t just bring us together for a reason but he brought the two of them together, too.”

I’ll never tell Tess, but I’m just as scared as she is about our mothers beginning treatment with a grief counselor. It’s been so long since Marcus died that I’m afraid it’s too late to get her help. Still, I have faith that both of our mothers will come out of this process stronger and ready to face reality.

Overhead, they make the final boarding call announcement for my flight. I sigh and lean forward, pressing my lips to her forehead. “Tess, please don’t worry about them. My brother will check on them and he has your number. Everything will be alright. I promise.”

Tess swiftly wraps her arms around me and holds on for dear life. Her actions take my breath away and I laugh as I try to catch my breath. “I hate this, Theo. We just met and now you’re leaving.”

Looking down at her, I smile. “No, I’m not.” My hand moves to her heart and presses gently. “I’m here, Tess, and I’m not going anywhere.”

 

Tess

Six Weeks Later

 

With a little pep in my step, I smile as I almost skip down the sidewalk to Walter Reed National Military Medical Center. The second I walk through those doors, my smile will disappear because of the graphic things I’ll see thanks to war, a simple three letter word that has such a strong impact. Either way, for the time being, I’m going to enjoy my happiness because despite all the hardships and struggles I’ve endured throughout my life, that’s all behind me because I’m in love.

Yep, love! I never thought those words would be said by me, Tess Vargas, former orphan, but I am. It’s almost been two months but there’s no doubt in my mind that my brother sent Theo Lindemann to me so that I could know what true, unconditional love is. Only three more months and Theo will be stateside again which is thrilling and terrifying at the same time. Again, I’m going to pick the happier of those two because in my heart, I know there is nothing to be afraid of with Theo.

“I’d say you got laid but I know your lover boy is overseas,” my co-worker Callie comments with a grin on her face.

Laughing, I shove my purse into my locker and shrug. “Sorry, I can’t help it. I was just thinking about what I want to tell Theo next time we talk.”

Callie’s face goes white. “Theo? What’s his last name?”

I wrinkle my eyebrows, confused by her question. “Lindemann. Why?”

She tabs through the screen on the iPad and shakes her head. “Shit, Tess, I’m sorry. Room 313.”

My heart sinks and I take off down the hallway, completely puzzled by her comment but knowing it can’t be good. Sprinting like an Olympic runner, a few nurses and doctors yell at me but it only makes me go faster. By the time I get to room 313, I’m out of breath. Huffing and puffing, I enter the room, unsure of what I’m going to find. Relief washes through me as I recognize the back of Theo’s head as he sits in a wheelchair wearing a hospital gown. He’s alive and that’s what matters right now. My relief turns to uncertainty of why he’s here and I timidly whisper his name. 

He slowly turns his wheelchair, his big grin present on his face. I let my eyes travel over his body, immediately noticing he’s missing his leg below his left knee. Theo opens his arms and I run into them, hugging and holding him tightly, kissing every inch of his face while tears blur my vision and I’m too choked up to even ask what happened.

Theo takes my face in his hands, trying to calm me. “I didn’t want to worry you but I’m going to be fine.”

I nod, knowing that his entire life is going to change but loving his positive attitude. Theo lets go of my face, patting his legs for me to sit. Cautiously, I move to his lap, resting my head on his shoulder, feeling guilty for being happy that he’s here and alive while he’s missing a leg. He rubs my back, consoling me when it should really be the other way around. I manage to ask what happened and he starts to explain.

“IED. We’d already swept the area and were coming back. We missed one, but luckily I was the only one wounded.” Theo points to his missing limb. “I should be upset, right? I should be pissed but,” Theo shrugs, “it’s a leg. I’m alive, I’m breathing and I’m holding my girl. Things could be really fuckin’ bad, but I just want to focus on the positive.”

I nod, wiping my eyes, way more emotional than I normally am. “I’m so glad you’re here, Theo. I hate this for you but… but…” I can’t say anything else or the waterworks will really explode.

Theo kisses me softly, wiping away my tears. “Don’t think about it, Tess. When they told me they were flying me home, I begged and pleaded for them to send me here. I didn’t want to tell you over the phone or worry you. Plus I know you’ll help keep my family from freaking out when they find out.”

Laughing, I shake my head. “You haven’t told them?”

Theo shakes his head with a grin. “Nah… I wanted you to be part of all that fun.”

I roll my eyes and take his head in both my hands, kissing him. “Remind me to thank you for that later.”

We both laugh for a few seconds then kiss again, it goes from zero to sixty in a split second as our tongues roll and our hands roam over each other in disbelief that we’re both here together. I pull away, wanting to look at Theo in the face to make sure I’m not dreaming.

Theo’s hand runs down my cheek. “Tess, I know it’s fast, but…” He pulls his hand away from my face and grabs something from the table beside us. “I’ve done a lot of soul searching since Christmas and especially since my accident. I don’t want to run from my emotions or love. I don’t want to wait until it’s too late and I’ve missed my opportunity. Tess Vargas, I want to spend the rest of my life with you.”

He spins a ring in his fingers, waiting for my reaction. The floodgates open and tears fall down my cheeks. Theo chuckles and shakes his head. “I don’t know if that’s a yes or no.”

Laughing, I nod my head. “Yes, but only if you’re ready to start a family.”

Theo wrinkles his forehead. I take his hand and move it to my stomach. Immediately, his eyes light up and he lets out a loud cheer. He slips the ring on my finger then kisses me passionately, igniting a fury of fireworks deep within me. Nothing about my life has been traditional so why should our marriage proposal and baby announcement be any different? It’s ironic how all the bad things in my life has brought out the absolute good.

The End

 

 

 A Totally Different Life

Queen of Country Music, Miranda Wallen, has been divorced for almost two years with no love in sight. Despite her ex moving on and marrying his new love, Miranda is content with her singing career and raising her daughter with the help of her ex and his family. As the second anniversary of her divorce looms, Miranda decides to take a trip with just her and her one-year-old to escape Valentine’s Day and enjoy time away from the spotlight.

Finn Lindemann loves his job at Happy Trails R&R Ranch. It’s nothing fancy by far, but it gives him the perfect place to be the self-proclaimed bachelor that he calls himself. At one point in his life, he almost got tied down but he escaped that trainwreck before it was too late.

When Finns receives news about his brother in the Marines, he’s on the next flight to the East Coast to check on him. What Finn doesn’t expect is to be sitting next to country music crooner Miranda Wallen and her daughter on his return flight. While Miranda is struggling with her daughter on the flight, Finn swoops in and helps her out. As luck would have it, Miranda is headed to Finn’s ranch for her time of rest and relaxation. Neither expects the relationship that ensues and both are scared of what it might lead to.
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Tom Lancaster, a single father not looking for a relationship, is reluctantly roped into investigating an escort responsible for wrecking his sister’s marriage, but instead of a sly and seductive siren, he meets the pretty girl-next-door.

Sheridan is an aspiring college graduate and influential fashion blogger. She also has secrets—shameful secrets, precious secrets—and a past that could shatter her carefree present and promising future.

When Tom discovers Sheridan’s secrets, will he trust only the facts he can see, hear, and touch, or will he be the first and only man to accept her for anything and everything she is?


Chapter 1



 



“At what point did I stop being your snot-nosed younger brother and get promoted to private investigator?”

“You’ll always be my snot-nosed younger brother.”

Tom Lancaster shook his head at his sister’s affectionate reply before sipping from his glass of cabernet sauvignon. The night was unusually warm for Thanksgiving in Manhattan, and at Charlotte’s urging, he had accompanied her out to the terrace after dinner. His elder sister’s twenty-sixth floor penthouse on the Upper East Side offered a stunning view of city lights without the immersion of city sounds.

His gaze flicked past the glass doors that separated the terrace from the dining room. Charlotte’s husband, Mitch Ryan, still sat at the dinner table, deep in conversation with Jackson, his twenty-year-old son from his first marriage and Michelle, Jackson’s girlfriend.

Tom frowned into his drink before meeting Charlotte’s eyes. “If you’re not happy, just divorce him. No need to splash a sordid tale on social media.”

“If I initiate divorce proceedings, the prenup leaves me with nothing.”

“I told you not to sign it.”

Charlotte’s crimson lips trembled. “He wouldn’t have married me otherwise.”

“I could have negotiated a better deal for you,” Tom said. Surely his J.D. from Harvard law school had to be good for something other than lending credibility to his career with one of the top law firms in the city.

His sister pressed her lips together. “I didn’t want to rock the boat. He could have just walked away.”

“Not if he loved you.” Tom sighed. “So what now? You think he’s having an affair?”

“I’m sure he is, but none of the private investigators I’ve hired have brought me hard evidence.”

Maybe there isn’t any. Tom assessed his brother-in-law. He had never particularly liked Mitch—too high-handed, as if his millions of dollars in net worth justified the way he behaved. But just because Mitch was an arrogant ass did not automatically make him a philandering arrogant ass.

Charlotte continued, “The best lead I’ve got is an escort.”

Tom’s eyebrows shot up. “Mitch has lots going for him. He doesn’t have to stoop to or settle for an escort.”

The muscles in Charlotte’s cheek twitched. “There shouldn’t be anyone else.”

“If she’s an escort, the dirt should be easy to find.”

“But there’s nothing. That’s why I need you to find it.”

“What makes you think I’ll be able to find what your private investigators haven’t been able to?”

“Because they’re poking around like it’s a crime scene. You’re going in like a client.”

His throat closed for a moment. “Like a what?”

“You’re not in a relationship. It’s not like you’ll be cheating on anyone.”

“I may not be in a relationship, but it doesn’t mean I’m desperate for one either. Especially not with a hooker.”

“Escort.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Mandatory sex. You get hookers for sex, escorts for their company. Technically, at least. Underneath the glamour and glitz, they’re all the same.”

“Look, if I’m going to be doing this at all, some sex would be good, you know?”

She swatted his shoulder, the playful gesture at odds with the cracking of her voice. “None of the other leads have panned out. She’s the strongest case I’ve got.” Charlotte stared up at him. “Please.”

“You know I’m not good at this relationship…thing.”

“It’s not a relationship. It’s just a few dates.”

Not good at the “date” thing either. In fact, not good at anything involving women I’m not related to.

“Please.” Charlotte wrung her fingers. “There’s no one else I can ask.”

On the other side of the glass doors, a six-year-old girl dashed across the dining room, stopping at the table long enough to shove a spoonful of pumpkin pie in her month before running back to the living room where she had been ensconced with her electronic tablet.

“Aria’s grown up so fast,” Charlotte said.

He nodded.

“Beautiful, too.”

Like her mother. A muscle ticked in his tense jaw. His daughter was a constant reminder of the woman who had walked out on him and abandoned her three-day-old daughter.

Charlotte laid her hand over Tom’s. “Have you heard from Lynnette lately?”

Tom shook his head. “She called on Aria’s last birthday. They spoke for a few minutes.”

“Is Aria going out to visit her this summer?”

“Lynnette hasn’t asked for Aria, and I’m not going to offer. She’s stopped asking.”

“Lynnette has stopped asking about her daughter?” Charlotte snorted. “I wasn’t aware she ever did.”

“No, not Lynnette. Aria. The last call…I didn’t listen in, but when Aria hung up, she had this look on her face.”

“Hurt?”

“Indifference—like she had been talking to a stranger instead of the woman she has been asking for all her life.”

“She’s six. She can’t do indifference yet.”

“I know, but she won’t talk to me or to her nanny.” Tom raked his fingers through his hair. “Sometimes, it feels like I already have an eye-rolling teenager on my hands.”

“Want me to tackle her? I could take her shopping next weekend, after the madness of Black Friday. She’d like that.”

“Yeah, she would.” Shopping as a performance sport, girls’ fashion, and the latest hair styles—three earth-shattering priorities on Aria’s To Do list—eluded him. Thank God for Charlotte who stepped in to occasionally fill the vast gap in Aria’s life. Family covered for each other. Tom inhaled deeply as he reached over his shoulder to massage a suddenly tight muscle in his neck. “The escort you wanted me to check out—what’s her name?”

The grateful look in Charlotte’s eyes whispered her thanks as she breathed out a quiet sigh. “Her name is Sheridan.”

~*~

Did hookers—escorts—work on Black Friday?

Tom stared at his smartphone and grimaced. It was his last chance to do the smart thing and back out of the ridiculous farce his sister had asked of him. Even if the prenuptial agreement left Charlotte with nothing, she would never be homeless or hungry; he would make sure of it.

Yet, financial dependency would be tough situation for his sister who had raised him when their parents had passed away in a car accident. He had been sixteen; Charlotte twenty-one. She had petitioned for the right to foster him and then worked two jobs to put him through high school, college, and law school. When he graduated in the top five percent of his Harvard law school class, Charlotte had been in the front row at the graduation ceremony, clapping and whooping her way into reddened hands and a sore throat.

He would have walked over brimstone for Charlotte—although he would have put on fire-retardant shoes first and then sprinted across the hot coals.

What were a couple of dates with an escort?

Nothing at all.

Even so, his hands were unaccountably sweaty when he called the number Charlotte had given him.

“Glitter Events.” A husky, sexy female voice grated against his already raw nerves. “What is your pleasure today?”

“I…” He realized then that he had been hoping for voicemail. Hanging up would have been his immediate instinct. “I’d like to speak to Sheridan.”

“Sheridan?”

“You’re…not Sheridan?”

The woman on the phone laughed. “No, of course not. I’m her answering service.”

“Oh.” The tangle of nerves untangled—slightly. “I’m Tom Lancaster.”

“I’m Jessica. How can I help you, Tom?”

“I’d like to…see her.”

The woman paused for a beat. “You’re not sure, are you?”

Tom sighed. “Is it that obvious?”

She laughed again. “I’ve been in this business for a long time. Perhaps I can make it easy for you. Sheridan isn’t accepting new clients; in fact, she hasn’t for a while. If you’re interested, I could put you in touch with someone else.”

“Oh.” The tightness around his chest eased. “No, I was just interested in talking to Sheridan. No one else.”

“Really?” Jessica sounded more curious than skeptical. “Just out of curiosity, if you did manage to get in touch with Sheridan, where were you planning to take her?”

“It would depend on what her favorite restaurant is. Do you know?”

“As a matter of fact, I do.” Jessica was silent for a moment. “I can’t promise she’ll accept the date, but I’ll run it by her. I’ll send you the paperwork, and while you look it over, you can decide if you still want me to reach out to her. E-mail or snail mail?”

The promised papers arrived in his inbox within minutes. He printed them out and reached for his red pen to mark them up.

He did not have to. The language was tight with no room for misinterpretation. Sheridan’s rates were clearly stated: 50 percent nonrefundable deposit when the reservation was made; the balance due no later than twenty-four hours before the appointment.

No sex.

Unreservedly, no sex in any of its forms.

That point was repeated in so many ways on every single page that it could not have been more explicitly stated if Sheridan had hired a plane to skywrite it across the horizon.

He flipped to the last page. If there were any addendums to define the scope of allowed physical intimacy, he hadn’t received them.

Heck. Tom flung his unused pen onto the stack of papers. If Mitch had signed this contract, he wasn’t getting any.

But only if both parties stuck to the contract.

Mitch was a rule-breaker; he skirted along the narrow and blurry line separating the questionably legal from the flat-out wrong.

The chances of Mitch sticking to a contract like this were less than zero.

Tom sighed. For you, Charlotte. He scribbled his initials on each page and then signed the contract. He sent the scanned copy back to Jessica via e-mail. The original document he slid into an envelope to dispatch with the outgoing mail.

When he called Jessica back, his hands were no longer sweaty, but the tangle of nerves had migrated upward and knotted in the middle of his chest. Even so, his mind blanked for a moment when Jessica asked him when he would like to schedule his date with Sheridan.

She’d accepted?

“Monday,” he blurted. The sooner the better. The more time he spent thinking about it, the more likely he would back out. “How about lunch on Monday?” After he disconnected the call, he penciled his appointment into his planner. Damn. What am I doing?

Down the corridor, a door slammed, and moments later, Aria walked past his office.

“Hey,” Tom called out. “Are you ready for lunch?”

“What’s for lunch?”

“Grilled ham and cheese sandwich.”

Aria scrunched her face.

“Spaghetti and meatballs.”

She stuck out her tongue.

“Beans and rice. I can grill up some chicken or steak—”

“I’m not hungry.”

“It’s almost lunchtime.”

“I said I’m not hungry. I can make my own sandwiches anyway.”

Tom grimaced. He needed to petition the FDA to make PB&J sandwiches a major nutritional food group, and they would be all set.

His daughter stalked away, but paused when he called out her name. “Aria, Aunt Charlotte is going to take you shopping next weekend.”

“She doesn’t know what I like.”

“I could tell her.”

“You don’t know what I like.” She huffed and rolled her eyes before stomping away on sneakered feet and slamming her bedroom door.

Tom pressed his fingers against the headache throbbing in his temple. Most days, I can’t even have a normal conversation with women I am related to. The knot in his chest tightened until he could hardly breathe. The date with Sheridan was going to be absolute hell.


Chapter 2



 



He was late.

Sheridan glanced at her smartphone but did not see any messages from Jessica regarding the status of her date, Tom Lancaster. Well, it was his money. She smiled at the bartender. “May I have another iced tea, please?”

“Certainly.” He filled her glass and leaned over the bar. “Are you waiting for someone?”

“Yes, I am.”

“How late is she?”

She laughed and shook her hair away from her face. “What makes you think it’s a she?”

His grin flashed white, straight teeth. “I don’t know any man who’d keep a lady like you waiting.”

“Oh, you’re too kind.” Her smile matched his. “You must not get out much.”

“I get out enough.” His glance flicked to her left hand. “My shift ends at two. Would you like to get a drink after?”

She tilted her head, met his eyes, and smiled. “I appreciate your asking, but I may still be busy at two.” Sheridan glanced over her shoulder as the door opened and a man in a dark gray business suit strode into the restaurant. Even if she hadn’t recognized Tom Lancaster from the photograph he had sent, she would have clued in on his slightly panicked expression.

“Go easy on him,” Jessica had told her. “He seems like a nice enough boy.” Of course, Jessica, a seventy-nine-year-old grandmother of fifteen, could get away with calling a thirty-two-year-old hotshot lawyer a “boy.”

Sheridan slid off her seat, walked toward him, and had the pleasure of seeing his light brown eyes widen. He wore his expensive Brooks Brothers suit with the unthinking ease of a man who put it on every morning and took it off every evening like a uniform, but he stood stiffly as she approached him. “Hello, Tom.”

“Hi. I…” He looked flustered. “Sorry. Something came up, and I had to take care of it. I got here as soon as I could.”

“No worries. Lots of tables to be had.” She glanced at the hostess who gathered two menus and escorted them to a corner nook, her preferred seat while dining at the Mustard Seed Bistro.

He stood until she had taken her seat. Nice manners. She did not open the menu but set it on the table and looked at him. “Have you eaten here before?”

“No, I—” He looked up at her and the words stopped. His eyes widened and then he blinked, not so much with shock as with disbelief. In the sunlight streaming through the window, the color of his eyes was pale green. Hazel, really. They change with the light.

He shook his head as he dropped his gaze. “I’m sorry; I’m not usually this awkward.”

Sheridan laughed softly. His confession was endearing. “Would it help if you fixed your eyes on an imaginary spot over my shoulder?”

He looked up, his gaze darting past her face to her shoulder, and then he, too, laughed. The warm sound startled her as much as the deep dimple in his left cheek. Their eyes met once more. “I just need to focus. I can do this.”

“Focus on what?” Her voice lowered in pitch and she batted her eyelids in a deliberately overdone way. “Me?”

“Focus on completing my sentences, the way my kindergarten teacher taught me.”

“You weren’t playing attention in class, were you?”

“No. I was too busy trying to figure out if I’d gotten my shoes on the correct feet. I wish I’d known then that kindergarten would be the easiest part of schooling.”

Sheridan laughed. “I’d say you thrived anyway.”

His smile was suddenly touched with irony, but it vanished quickly.

A man with hurts, but he doesn’t linger on them.

He continued, “I just need to think of you as my client—” He flushed suddenly. “I mean…”

“You function best in a professional setting. So do I.” She met his gaze without smiling and then slowly winked.

He burst into laughter, and Sheridan found herself laughing along with him. His amusement seemed to come from a place deep within him, and it cut through his stiff awkwardness, providing tantalizing glimpses of a good-humored and relaxed man.

A waiter came over with a basket of freshly baked rye bread. “I’m Jackson. I’ll be your server today. Would you like to hear about our specials?”

Sheridan studied Tom’s body language as he listened to the server, his eyes unfocused as if absorbing and processing the words deep in his mind. When Jackson stopped speaking, Tom’s gaze sharpened instantaneously. He looked at her. “Well?”

“I’ll have the tomato basil soup with the iceberg lettuce salad.”

“The grilled fish sandwich, please. And…” His lips tugged into a faint smile. “Wine for you?”

“Too early. An unsweetened iced tea.”

“I’ll have the same. Thank you.”

Jackson departed with their menus, and silence closed like a wall between them. Tom stared at her and his lips moved, as if he were about to say something.

More like two or three different somethings, judging by the pauses. Sheridan took pity on him and broke the silence. “I watched the latest Cirque de Soleil production last weekend. Have you seen it?”

Tom inhaled deeply; Sheridan could almost hear him sigh with relief. “No, not yet,” he said. “The one I went to was Zumanity, and it was years ago.”

“Did you enjoy it?”

He hesitated. “Not really. Maybe it was the seating, but it would have been hard to take in everything even from the best seat in the house. It’s almost like the Grand Canyon; it’s too vast for the mind.”

She would never have thought to compare a Cirque de Soleil production to the Grand Canyon. “I haven’t been there.”

“The Grand Canyon?” His eyes brightened as he straightened. “It’s magnificent, so wide, so deep, it makes you wonder how it doesn’t go all the way through the Earth.”

“Is it your favorite of America’s natural wonders?”

“Yosemite, by far. There’s a place in the valley where you can see both waterfalls. Have you been there?”

She shook her head, smiling at him. “No, I’ve always been more of a city girl.”

“Have you always lived in New York?”

“Long enough to call it home. And you?”

“Born here,” Tom said. “The Bronx, actually.”

She met his eyes. “It’s a long way from the Bronx.”

“Yes, it is.” Irony flicked through his smile. “What about you? Where did you call home before New York?”

“Montana.”

His eyes widened, and his thin smile widened with delight, displaying straight, white teeth. “You grew up in wide-open spaces.”

She nodded, surprised by his unexpected enthusiasm.

“I’m surprised you exchanged that for this.” He swept his hand out to encompass the walls of glass and cinderblock rising above them. “You traded wide opens spaces for a concrete jungle.”

“Oh, New York City is very much alive. The streets are veins, sweeping light and carrying energy through the city, whereas, out there…” She paused, and for a moment, the glitter and glitz of the city paled into the endless expanse of green touching an equally endless expanse of blue. Nothing. There was nothing out there; just a vast aloneness, the kind that curdled the soul.

His quiet voice blended into her private world. “Out there…?”

With effort, she blinked sharply and refocused on him. He watched her, his hazel eyes fixed on her face, his expression curious and thoughtful.

What an odd man…

He waited, apparently unafraid of silence.

She turned the glass of iced tea on its coaster. “It’s empty.” A pinprick of cold dread lodged in her heart. The emotion, which should have been foreign, its trigger long forgotten, sidled against her like a long-lost enemy.

“It is,” Tom said. “Empty. Space to think, to stretch out and not hit somebody by accident—”

She laughed, grateful for his dash of humor. It slapped away the old memories. “I’ve never had that problem. Not even in New York, perhaps because my arms are shorter.”

“We all have our problems.”

“Yes, and in Manhattan, finding street parking ranks right up there next to world hunger, and ahead of world peace.” She smiled as he laughed again. “So, I hear you’re a lawyer. What kind of law?”

“Business law. Consumer litigations.”

“And are you on the side of the business or the consumer?”

“It depends. My favorite clients are small businesses.”

Not the big bucks? “Why?”

“I get to work with people who have deep, personal stakes in the business. It’s different in a Fortune 500 corporation; loyalty doesn’t run as deep. The worst happens—they lose a job—but for the small business owners, the worst happens, they lose everything they’ve invested their lives in.”

She paused as their server delivered their lunch. Smiling at him, she reached for her fork. “Bon appétit.” For several minutes, she allowed the silence to settle between them. He did not seem afraid of the quiet, unlike most men she knew who felt compelled to warble on about themselves.

Being around him was relaxing.

How odd, for a first date. Who was he, really? Curious, she asked, “Have you had many tough cases?”

He sipped his iced tea. “Nothing’s ever as simple as it appears to be. There’s always a story, a complication. Getting to the heart of the matter—that’s what I love about what I do.”

“Uncovering the truth?”

“A version of it, at any rate. The lawyer on the other side probably thinks his truth is truer.”

Sheridan laughed. “Does the better storyteller win?”

“Frequently.” The corners of his eyes crinkled into laugh lines as he grinned.

“And I suppose you’re an excellent storyteller?” she asked. It was his cue to launch into the specifics of his magnificent job and his glorious career.

Tom shrugged. “I like listening to stories more than telling them.” He hesitated. “Would it be all right to ask about your story?”

“My story?”

“About how you got here.”

Sheridan fixed a smile on her face to counter the instinctive brisling at the invasion of her privacy. “I got on a bus in Ryegate, Montana. It took several days to reach New York. That was six years ago.”

Tom’s glance dropped to his half-eaten sandwich. “I’m sorry. I was being nosy. I just thought…asking about the other person is a normal thing to do on a first date.”

“First date?”

He flushed. “First…meeting?”

Sheridan propped her cheek against the palm of her hand. “You’re an odd, interesting man, Tom.”

“Odd and interesting in the same sentence doesn’t bode well for a second date.”

“That’s what I was wondering.”

“What?”

“A date.” She glanced around Mustard Seed Bistro. “The people who invite me out usually take me to a place where they want to be seen. A grand opening night at the theater. A celebrity party. They don’t ask my assistant for my favorite restaurant, and then schedule the date there.”

“They don’t?”

“No, Tom. They don’t.”

He frowned. “Are there social guidelines accompanying your twenty-page contract?”

“No one’s ever needed them.”

He shook his head, his chuckle ironic.

“But then again, you’re not like most people, are you?” Sheridan asked quietly. “Why are you here, Tom? I imagine that if you wanted, you could date any woman you chose, so why are you here, with me?”

Uncertainty flickered in his eyes. “I…” He drew a deep breath. “I haven’t dated, not since my divorce six years ago.”

“Why not?”

“For a long time after she left, I was just trying to catch my breath.”

“And then later?”

“I had other things to do, to focus on.”

Something about his tone resonated in her. “Do you have children?”

“One. Aria’s six.”

“Do you see her often?”

“Every day, every night, and sometimes even in the middle of the day. I was late because I had to go down to her school. A hair-pulling incident with another girl landed both of them in the principal’s office.”

Sheridan arched an eyebrow. “Must be tough being a single parent.”

“It’s tough being a parent whether you’re doing it alone or as a couple.” He shrugged. “Just when I think I have one stage figured out, she moves on to the next stage, except that she seems determined to transition from charming preschooler to sulky teenager in a single bound.”

She laughed. “Precocious.”

“Yes, she is.” He, too, laughed. “Aria’s great. A handful, but great.”

The easy affection in his voice warmed her. “So, am I your stepping stone back into dating?”

“I don’t know.”

“I’m not a normal kind of date, but I think you already know that.” She set her elbows on the table and rested her chin on her interlaced fingers. “Are you looking for practice or advice?”

Tom winced and was silent for a moment before saying, “Perhaps a bit of both.”

“Well, you’re doing all the right things. Starting out with a lunch date keeps things casual and makes it easy for either party to back away if that first meeting isn’t quite perfect.”

“The first meeting’s supposed to be perfect?”

Sheridan chuckled at the thin layer of panic in his voice. “In my experience, there are two kinds of dates. The ones that start out great and go downhill, and the ones that start out subpar but improve over time.”

“And you’ve just told me I’m doing all the right things. Our relationship is doomed, isn’t it?”

She exploded into laughter. There it was again—that sharp slice of humor cutting through his stiffness. “Is there anyone you’re interested in dating, Tom?”

He shook his head. “No.”

“No one in six years?”

“I was busy, at first, with Aria. It was too hard. And then later, it…became a habit.”

“You used her as an excuse?”

“She didn’t object to the weekend excursions to parks and children’s museums. I work a lot during the week, and her nanny’s great, but it’s not the same thing, so I focus my weekends on her.”

The defensiveness in his tone was subtle, but the furrow in his brow told her it was deep-seated. He must have flogged himself with guilt for years. “I’m sorry I called her an excuse. You shouldn’t have to justify spending time with your daughter.” She impulsively reached across the table and laid her hand over his.

He stared at their joined hands. For a moment, his eyes betrayed the panic of a trapped animal—but how could that be, even if he had not dated for a few years? By all accounts, he was a talented attorney and presumably a man of the world. Tom swallowed hard, and the vulnerability in his eyes vanished beneath the cool, professional façade of the lawyer.

What an intriguing man. So many layers to him—and they don’t fit together.

She did not remove her hand. Ordinarily, she might have—it was not her style to intrude on personal space when her advances were unwelcomed—but she wanted to gauge his reactions.

Tom did not pull back. In fact, he scarcely moved. He drew a deep breath and something softened in his gaze.

“It’s been a while,” she murmured her thoughts aloud. “It’s hard to relax and enjoy the company of a woman when you’re constantly thinking, ‘Is she going to like my daughter? Is my daughter going to like her?’”

Tom grunted. “You’re right.” The tone of his words, however, was less grumpy than his grunt. “The odds of it not working out—I don’t have the time to make the emotional investment in dating a woman if I’m not certain it’s going to work out for Aria in the long run.”

“And of course, no woman could be certain of anything working out without several dates. What do you do in a no-win situation like that?”

“I don’t win, obviously.” Tom chuckled. The subtle bitterness in his voice passed into amusement. “How do you broach such sensitive topics so quickly without getting people’s defenses up?”

“I don’t. You’re unusual.”

Tom looked puzzled.

“You’ve handled this with all the thoughtfulness of a first date—not the least of which is selecting my favorite restaurant—yet you haven’t gone out of your way to impress me. These sensitive topics…you broached them, not me. You’re looking for someone to talk to.” Sheridan smiled. “Luckily for you, I’m especially good at listening.”

Tom shook his head. A faint smile touched his lips. “No, it’s more than that.”

“And you’re right. It’s more than that. It’s low stakes.”

“What?”

“It’s a low stakes communication. Talking to me is like talking to your barber or taxi driver. Or your cat, if you have one.”

He frowned. “I don’t, and I’m not that desperate for conversation.”

“Oh, but I think you are.”

“I don’t have the luxury of low stakes conversations. I’m a lawyer; I bill by the minute.”

“I bill by the hour. And fortunately, you’re all paid up.” She winked at him.

His laughter caught her by surprise. It lacked the irony that infused his voice. Deep and resonant, it came from within and made his eyes gleam. “This is easier than I thought.”

“What is?” she asked.

“Talking to you.” He glanced down at their still-joined hands.

She would have said, “It’s what I do,” except that it wasn’t. She was great at social niceties and aimless conversation—after all, it was expected of her—but the connection with Tom had been unusual from the start.

Less complicated. Less burdened by expectations.

She had sensed it within minutes of meeting Tom. He was different.

All men signed the contract. Most of them arrived at the scheduled date blatantly signaling their intention of overstepping the defined sexual boundaries. Some of them reluctantly settled for the pleasure of her company and conversation in public spaces. A handful of them invited her out again and again—her core clientele, usually older men who wanted a pretty and intelligent companion on his arm at business events without the tiresome emotional engagement necessary in a real date.

Not Tom.

His ache for conversation, for the most basic level of companionship, was so real she could almost touch it, but he couldn’t—or refused to—acknowledge it. She had dated divorced men before, even some single fathers, but none seemed as lonely or as oblivious to his loneliness as Tom.

“So, what are your plans for Aria this weekend?” she asked.

“My sister is taking her out shopping for clothes. It’s going to be a bit of a nightmare, I’m afraid.”

“Where’s your sister taking her?”

“I don’t know, and she doesn’t either. The malls, probably. Old Navy. Gap. That sort of thing, although Aria’s hard to please these days. She has opinions on what to wear and isn’t afraid of expressing them.”

“Boy + Girl, Primary, and Agatha Cub offer great fashions for kids. Eco-friendly and intelligently designed. I’ve seen…in fact, I’d recommend their fall collections. Caroline Bosmans also has beautiful knits for special occasions.”

His eyes widened. “You know kids’ fashions?”

“I know fashion.” Sheridan continued to enjoy the connection of their joined hands. It instantly elevated the intimacy of the conversation. “I love looking at it, shopping for it, even writing about it.”

“Your suggestions will help Charlotte get started on the right foot with Aria. Thank you.”

“Glad to help. If Aria needs more fashion tips, you know how to reach me.”

“How did you get into it?”

“Fashion?” She drew a stray lock of hair away from her face and smiled. “I’ve loved it for as long as I could remember. I grew up in a small town. In fact, I lived so far away from the town, I don’t think my family was even included in the census count of the 243 people who lived in Ryegate. Fashion was a hard thing to come by, but I had a Sears catalog, an imagination, and pen and paper.”

“So you came to New York to pursue a career in fashion.”

“Among other things.” Practice kept her smile in place.

“Are you in college studying design?”

“I’ll be graduating from Parsons School of Design in May.”

“And do you plan on working as a designer?”

“No. I blog about fashion. As it turned out, I was better at critiquing it than creating it. My…blog gives me lots of opportunities to mingle with high fashion and see it actually work in the real world.”

“What do you mean?”

“Fashion is at once intensely personal and utterly public, and like everything else, it has to work in reality, not fantasy. It’s never about how the size zero model looks strutting down the runway. It’s about the size eighteen woman attending a company event or a grand opening, who spent hundreds, perhaps thousands of dollars, on a dress, hoping to feel extraordinary in it. Those are the clothes I blog about. Clothes in the real world.”

“That’s…amazing.” He sounded intrigued. “I never thought that those designers cared about real people.”

“There are only so many celebrities. You can’t make a living selling only to the ultra-rich. Some of the most successful designers cater to people with enough discretionary income for the occasional splurge. Victoria’s Secret, for example, moved mid-market and transformed lingerie from a special occasion to an everyday luxury. Their sales rocketed.”

“So by writing about it, are you trying to connect the designers to reality?”

“Most people can’t tell you exactly what they like or dislike about an outfit. They’ll talk about cut, style, and color, but often they don’t really know why that outfit worked and another didn’t.”

“But you do.”

She nodded. “It’s a small thing, but it takes someone with a trained eye and who knows how to ask the right questions to get to the heart of the matter. Of course, my little blog has gathered a following. The designers are paying attention. They know that insights, straight from the customer, could transform their next collection.”

“You’ve carved a niche for yourself. As a business, it’s incredibly promising. Why don’t you do it instead of—?”

“That?” she finished when he suddenly flushed. “It takes time to go from a blog to a business. Besides, would you believe me if I told you that I like meeting people?”

“I do, too.” He smiled, adeptly sidestepping what she thought would have been his obvious next step—blatant and impolite disbelief—or worse, knowing derision. “Despite all the jokes about lawyers, I think people like having one on their side.”

“But it must be hard with client confidentiality at stake. Who can you talk to, and about what?”

He stared at her as if no one had ever asked him that question before.

Probably no one had. Oh, Tom. You really are starved for conversation and for connection. She squeezed his hand gently.

“I…” He seemed to be running over several answers—half-truths, most likely—in his head, and finally dismissed them in lieu of a rueful smile. His only response was a nod of acknowledgement, and for a moment, they were both, emotionally, in the same place.

~*~

Wow. Tom sucked in a deep breath as, at the end of the meal, Sheridan excused herself and walked toward the restroom. The air around him cleared immediately, as did his head.

What was it about her?

Not just her looks, although she was pretty in a girl-next-door way, her long blond hair tucked into a casual yet elegant knot, and her makeup light. Her body language was…confusing, especially to someone trained to read it. Her voice shimmered with energy and her smiles were dazzling, but there was an undercurrent of—something deeper. Something guarded. Something painful.

He couldn’t place it. Neither could he shake the feeling that he had met her before.

But where?

Not any time recently, and certainly not with her looking as pretty as she was. He would have remembered her otherwise.

Tom signaled for the check and handed her credit card to the waiter. He was signing the slip when she returned to the table.

“Thank you for lunch,” she said with a smile.

“My pleasure.” He rose and gestured to her to precede him to the door. “May I offer you a ride?”

“Thank you, but no. I appreciate the offer, though.”

His conscience warred against his love for his sister, and lost. “May I see you again?”

Sheridan’s smile beamed, bright and full, as if his request meant something to her. Surely it couldn’t, though. By all indications, she ran a successful business as an escort and the continuation of one client like him would have made no different to her portfolio or her income. She handed him a business card; the number on it was different from the one listed on her website. “Call me.”

Then she walked away, leaving Tom staring at the back of the first woman whose company he had enjoyed for the first time in a long time.

The knot in his chest expanded into a vice-like grip around his heart.

That she was an escort wasn’t the problem.

That he was supposed to use her to bring down his brother-in-law was.


Chapter 3



 



Sheridan’s smartphone buzzed while she was loading clothes into the washer. She reached into the back pocket of her denim jeans for the phone. For a moment, the situation hovered precariously on the edge of a disaster as she fumbled with the open bottle of detergent, but her natural grace asserted itself and detergent landed in the washer instead of all over her floor.

“That didn’t sound good.” Jessica’s voice rasped in her ear.

“Your talent is calling at the worst possible time,” Sheridan retorted with a smile. “Anyway, all is okay here. Sheridan—one. Laundry machine—zero. No blood. No broken bones. No mess.”

“How was Tom? Will he be calling back? Is he green, amber, or red?”

Years ago, they had developed the color code to sort Sheridan’s desirable clients from the less-desirable ones. Sheridan used her shoulder to prop her phone against her ear as she walked through her apartment, straightening the little knickknacks on the side tables and the pillows on the couches. “He’s green, but I don’t think you’ll be hearing from him.”

Jessica was silent for a moment. “You gave him your direct line. Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

“I think we’re about to find out, but there was something about him. Something different. It was like a first date as opposed to a guy trying to weasel around the contract. It felt like he wanted to know me.”

“I knew he was special the moment he asked what your favorite restaurant was. No one’s asked me that ever—not once in the five years I’ve been working for you.”

Sheridan shook her head. “It’s sad how low our expectations have gotten.”

“Nicholas Dragov did right by you.”

“Yes, he did, but he didn’t love me.” She spoke the words without bitterness. Nicholas Dragov had been her friend when she had most needed a friend. He had gotten her off the streets and paid for all her expenses so that she did not have to prostitute herself for food and shelter. He had bought her the time she needed to find solid ground beneath her feet. She still dated men who paid a great deal of money for her time, but sex was no longer on the menu.

Her thoughts flicked to Tom. Perhaps sex could be on the menu, but only for the right reasons, and the right man.

Jessica continued, “I haven’t seen Nicholas in a while. How is he?”

“He’s deliriously happy, now that he’s married to Marisa. Did you know that he adopted her little girl?”

“He did?” Jessica chuckled. “Good for him. Ten bucks says she becomes a dancer.”

Sheridan laughed. “Only an idiot would bet against it.” Her phone buzzed, and she pulled her cheek away from it. “It’s Tom,” she told Jessica. “I have to go.”

“Knock ‘em dead.”

“I don’t want him dead,” Sheridan said, and then accepted Tom’s call. “Hello?”

“Hi, it’s Tom Lancaster.” His voice sounded smoother and deeper over the phone when not juxtaposed against his slightly insecure in-person presence. In a professional setting, fully assured of himself, Sheridan suspected he would cut a formidable figure. “Is this a good time?”

“I can chat.”

“I wanted to say thank you again for joining me for lunch.”

“It was a pleasure.”

“I thought about what you’d said over lunch, and it hit me today. All my conversations at work were about work. And all my conversations at home have been about addition and subtraction.”

“What? You don’t gossip with your legal secretary over the latest idiocies of reality television?”

Tom laughed. “From the little I overhear of her conversations with others, I don’t think I want to get into the world of reality television. I did want to thank you though for the fashion tips. After generating all kinds of bad blood over math homework, I pulled up the kids’ fashion websites you recommended.”

“Did Aria like them?”

He was silent for a moment. “She loved them,” he said finally just as Sheridan was beginning to wonder what was wrong. “She’s in her room now, making a list of what she wants. She’s practicing handwriting while she’s at it, but don’t tell her that or it’ll get her back up.”

Sheridan laughed. “Ah, I’d forgotten how sneaky parents can be.”

“Were yours?”

She inhaled sharply and hoped the sound wasn’t audible to him. “My mother passed away when I was twelve.” And my stepfather was a—Sheridan gritted her teeth against the tremble in her mental voice.

“I’m sorry,” Tom said. “I lost my parents too, but I was older—sixteen—and I had an older sister who stepped into their shoes and did a great job raising me the rest of the way.”

“She sounds like a remarkable woman.”

“She is.” He seemed to hesitate. “Would you be free for a drink or a meal sometime this weekend?”

“I’m babysitting for a friend this weekend, unfortunately, but perhaps we could do an early brunch on Saturday.”

“I…” He grunted softly. “I promised Aria I’d take her to the Central Park Zoo on Saturday, before my sister takes her shopping in the afternoon. I’m not sure the timing is going to work out.”

“No worries. Next week, then?”

“Sure,” he said, but did not suggest an alternate date. “So, what are you doing tonight?”

“Picking up. My cleaner is coming tomorrow. She’s honest and thorough, but doesn’t seem to have figured out logical places to put things. If anything’s not where it should be, there’s a 90 percent chance I may not find it again.” She sat on the couch and pulled her feet up, tucking them under her.

He chuckled, the sound warming her. “Hide and seek is my specialty. I play it every morning. Socks. Sneakers. Clips. Hair ties. Schoolbooks. Backpacks. Lunch boxes. It’s the same game every day, and most of the time, the things are in the same places where they were the previous day. Out in plain sight.”

She laughed as she relaxed against the cushions. “Parents. Creating value every day.”

“I wonder if I was ever this blind as a child.”

Despite the humor in his tone, she heard something she’d heard often enough in her mental voice—wistful regret that he could not share his experiences as a parent with his parents, that he could not see them smile knowingly as he rolled his eyes at his daughter. “Tell me about your childhood,” she said.

He paused only for a moment before sharing a hair-raising episode of the impish twelve-year-old boy he had been. The escapade had involved a skateboard and a homemade ramp. It had, unfortunately, not included a helmet. She chuckled at the description of his emergency room visit, and his conviction that if he were not already dead, his parents would kill him anyway for smashing several windows and cracking the baseboards.

It occurred to her then that she had never had conversations like that either—not stories of childhood silliness told with the hindsight of adult wisdom. Nicholas was emotionally distant; he had never been available and at least on that front, he had not misled her. He just wasn’t the kind of guy one traded childhood stories with. And of course, it didn’t seem suitable topics when she was at an event with a client. It was current affairs, celebrity gossip, charity fundraisers, and even politics—not deeply personal childhood topics.

And for the moment, it was Tom who crossed the bridge, sharing his stories, while she stayed on her side, listening but not committing to the nebulous expression of trust and friendship.

Not yet.

~*~

On Saturday morning, the sun rose over a cloudless sky, and Sheridan, her nerves on edge, walked through her spotless condominium. It would not remain spotless for much longer, but it was all for a good cause. She glanced at the clock. They should have been here. What if Marisa changed her mind—?

The doorbell rang and Sheridan flung the door open before it could ring twice. Nicolas Dragov and Marisa Chantilly stood on the welcome mat—Nicholas laden with bags and Marisa carrying a three-year-old girl. The golden hair and blue eyes belonged to a cherub. The toothy and mischievous grin was more appropriate for a leprechaun.

Eva flung her arms out. “Sherry Belly!”

“Oh, I missed you!” Sheridan opened her arms and Marisa transferred Eva to her. She nuzzled her goddaughter’s curls and cuddled her close as Marisa counted off the bags.

“Only a diva or a little ballerina could have this many bags for an overnight visit.” Sheridan laughed.

“We play dress up,” Eva told her imperiously.

So that explained all the bags. Sheridan nodded sagely. “It’s my favorite game ever.”

Marisa looked at Sheridan. “You’ve got our numbers. Anything at all, just call.”

Behind Marisa, Nicholas shook his head. “Don’t call,” he mouthed.

Sheridan chuckled. Time off was hard to come by for Nicholas Dragov, who was a principal dancer at the American Ballet Theater. No wonder he was so protective of the weekend getaway he had managed to scrounge up for him and Marisa. Sheridan hugged Eva; the child smelled of oranges and love. “We’re going to have such a great time; she won’t want to go home. Say bye to Mommy and Daddy. They have to go now or they’ll be sitting in traffic for half the day.”

Nicholas and Marisa gave their daughter a kiss before Nicholas ushered Marisa out the door, which closed behind them with a finality that almost made Sheridan dance. She really did have Eva for the weekend. How could it get any better?

It could. Her thoughts flashed to another child. She kissed Eva’s chubby cheek. “So, after breakfast, would you like to go to the zoo?”

~*~

Crowds were unusually thin at the Central Park Zoo. Sheridan suspected most people were still caught up in the post-Thanksgiving shopping binge. She and Eva managed to get a front-row view at the sea lion feeding before wandering over to the seabirds and penguin enclosures. Eva could not move quickly, but they were not in a rush. While keeping a firm grip on Eva’s hand, Sheridan kept an eye open for Tom.

Just in case.

Their exploration took them past the grizzly bears and up to the snow leopard enclosure.

“Cat,” Eva said.

“Snow leopard,” Sheridan corrected.

Eva pouted. “It’s a cat.”

A deep, male voice cut in. “May I arbitrate? I could make a case that you’re both right.”

Sheridan spun around. “Tom.”

He smiled at her. “Hello, Sheridan.” Dressed in jeans and a thick sweater, a leather jacket layered over for warmth, he looked slightly younger and far more relaxed than the man she had met for lunch earlier in the week. Next to him stood a young girl, perhaps six years old, with striking dark eyes, long black hair, and a pout worthy of Angelina Jolie. She gave Sheridan a narrow-eyed look, which did not soften when her father said, “Aria, this is Sheridan. Sheridan, my daughter, Aria.”

“Hello, Aria.” Sheridan gently tugged Eva forward. “Eva, my goddaughter. I’m babysitting her this weekend while her parents are out of town.”

“Quite a coincidence meeting you here,” Tom said blandly.

“Indeed.” Sheridan smiled.

His smile broadened into the intimacy of a private joke. “If you’re not in a rush, perhaps we could check out the exhibits together.”

“Great idea,” she said casually, as if she hadn’t been thinking about it, planning it, and hoping for it all week.

Keeping track of two young children did not leave Sheridan and Tom much time to chat, but it was enough for her that they moved as a pair. It was enough to glance over her shoulder and receive a confirming nod that he and Aria were ready to check out the next exhibit.

Looking like a couple was not a new experience for her.

Looking like a family was.

She had thought that having Eva with her was breathtakingly amazing, but it fell short of being a part of an even greater whole.

They stopped by the kids’ zoo; she and Tom sat on a low bench while Eva and Aria petted the baby goats and sheep. “She’s a beautiful girl,” Sheridan said.

“Looks a great deal like her mother,” Tom replied. His voice was quiet, but his tone was matter-of-fact.

“May I ask what happened?”

“Lynnette wasn’t ready to be a mother—which was fine, not everyone’s suited to be a mother—but she didn’t realize it until she gave birth. She left three days after Aria was born.”

Sheridan’s eyebrows shot up. “Three days?” She shook her head. “I’m sorry; I’m being nosy.”

Tom shrugged. “I can’t escape the questions. The situation didn’t make sense then; it still doesn’t make sense now. I received divorce papers a year and a half later; she had given me full custody of Aria.”

“Did it make you feel relieved?”

“Not really. The law can say what it wants, but it doesn’t dictate what’s in the heart. Aria spent a long time asking about her mother, and probably still thinks a great deal of her. What if Lynnette decides that a teenager is less work and more interesting than a toddler and comes back when Aria’s fourteen?”

“She won’t go off with a stranger.”

“It’s not a stranger; it’s her mother. I do what I can for Aria, but there’s stuff I just don’t get, things that she probably won’t feel comfortable telling me. Charlotte—my sister—does what she can, but it’s not the same, is it?”

Sheridan shook her head. “No one ever quite replaces a mother, but it takes more than giving birth to make a woman a mother.”

"That was the right thing to say.” His faint smile widened into a grin. “Why are you not a lawyer?”

“By the time I got my GED, it felt a little too late to head down a path that would require another seven years of school. Besides, I love art. Fashion’s an extension of it—the ultimate body art.” She rummaged in her tote bag for her sketchpad and pencil. The warmth of Tom’s body brushed against hers as he leaned close, watching as her pencil darted over paper. Quick, dark lines. Long, smooth strokes. The subtle blending of carbon against pulp to create shadow over light. Almost immediately, the likeliness of Aria took shape; the high forehead, the pout of her lips, even the cynical slant of her eyebrows.

“It’s beautiful,” Tom said. “You make it look so easy. Do you work in any other mediums?”

She nodded. “Crayons, watercolor, acrylic. Tried most of them, but always fell back on paper and pencil. Sometimes, all I want is that quick memory.”

“And the iPhone doesn’t work for you?”

She laughed. “The camera lens is objective. You can dabble with light and exposure, and slap on colored tints, but what it sees is all that’s there. A drawing, on the other hand—” She tore the piece of paper from her sketchpad and handed it to Tom. “—captures the past and the future. It immortalizes what we see, what we dread seeing, and what we hope to see. It uncovers the soul.”

“Of the subject or the artist?”

Her smile wavered. His insight pricked her emotional armor. “Both, I suppose.”

He stared at the drawing of Aria, and Sheridan wondered if he saw the same thing she did—a lovely young girl whose vibrant, strong personality was cherished and supported by her father. Did Aria know how lucky, how blessed she was?

Probably not. The luckiest have no idea how dark and cruel the world can be.

“Are you all right?” Tom asked.

She yanked her thoughts away from the lingering darkness of her memories. “What?”

“You looked a thousand miles away.”

She only smiled.

“Back in Montana?”

Sheridan stiffened, but if he noticed, he said nothing. He continued, “Sometimes, I wonder if I can recreate the happiness of my childhood by bringing Aria back to my old Bronx neighborhood, but the logic of better school districts in Manhattan keeps winning out. I don’t know what it was about my old home. Perhaps it was how everything felt smaller. Within those few blocks, we knew everyone. It felt real somehow. Here, in Manhattan, you wonder how much of what you see is a show, and how much of what’s left is real.”

“Not much, I think.” Sheridan traced patterns in the sand with the toe of her boot.

“Was it hard coming from Montana?”

“To be honest, I hardly remember my first week in New York. The following three months were a blur. The first year was wretched. I didn’t have any qualifications that would have made me a better hire than anyone else, and that’s when I realized that hard work and a great attitude wasn’t enough.”

“How did you get your lucky break?”

“I met someone, and I reminded him of the woman he loved. He was irrationally good to me. He took care of me until I figured out how to take care of myself. We were friends for many years; in fact, we’re still friends, but we’ve gone our own ways. He eventually married the woman he loved and adopted her daughter.” She nodded at Eva.

“That’s her?” Tom studied the toddler. “You could pass for her mother.”

“Because I look like her mother.” Sheridan smiled. “I was saved by virtue of having blond hair and blue eyes.”

“I’m sure there was more to it than that.”

She shrugged away the old nibble of hurt. Besides, it shouldn’t have bothered her that Nicholas only saw in her the physical image of the woman he had loved. It had been her lucky break, and Nicholas had been good to her. He had given to her what he could give, and if his heart had not been available, how was that his fault? He had loved Marisa long before he met Sheridan, yet it rankled that she had him for five years and…nothing. Nothing had happened. Five years, and she hadn’t been able to reach him emotionally.

Her first major relationship and she had gotten an F.

She released her breath in a soft sigh. “Why do relationships fail?”

Tom chuckled, the sound low and sad. “Do you want the objective answer or the subjective answer?”

“Both.”

“The objective answer is that not every relationship will succeed and that there are too many variables at play to pin down the blame.”

“You sound like a mathematician.”

He grinned boyishly. “I aced math. Logic, too.”

“I’m sure you did. What’s the subjective answer?”

“That love blinds us and some relationships are doomed to fail before they even start, but people try anyway.”

“Why?”

“Just because.” Tom shrugged. “What else is there to do? Watch reruns on cable TV?”

“That is an exceptionally unromantic view, even coming from a lawyer.”

“I’ve had all my illusions knocked out of me. Can’t afford to entertain them, not with a six-year-old child watching and judging.”

Sheridan studied Aria. Now that Tom mentioned it, Aria seemed particularly watchful, casting frequent gazes over to Sheridan and Tom. Combined with her perpetual pout, the slant of her brow and her narrowed eyes, Aria was no cherub. If there ever were a candidate for resting bitch face, it would be Aria. Yet, in spite of it, or perhaps because of it, the child was beautiful, her natural prettiness enhanced by the air of arrogant aloofness.

Like a model.

Sheridan straightened. “You mentioned that Aria likes clothes.”

Tom nodded.

“Have you ever considered modeling?”

His eyebrows shot up. He glanced at Aria and then chuckled. “You really think my legs are that good?”

Sheridan swatted his bicep with her sketchpad. “No, really. I think you could score big points by opening that path to her. She’s got the style and grace to pull it off, and you could negotiate free clothes as part of the photo shoot. It’ll be a win-win all around.”

“But modeling? I mean—”

“Quite different from an escort service,” Sheridan said drily. “The kids’ industry is especially protected. The companies are watchful; they can’t afford bad press. In fact, your biggest threat is other parents. Modeling has a well-earned reputation for being backstabbing and cutthroat.”

“I’m a lawyer, just one step up from organized crime, at least in most people’s minds. I’ve got this down.”

“I’m sure you do. If you decide to look into it, I can get you connected. I know lots of people in the industry.”

“I…appreciate it.”

She glanced at him. “You sound uncertain.”

“Just wondering where this is going. I’m a lawyer. My brain’s always trying to figure out, ‘What’s the angle?’ It’s an occupational hazard.”

She stiffened. “I didn’t realize you’d take offense to me passing your daughter’s name along, with your permission, of course.”

“I’m not; I mean, I’m grateful. I just…” He shrugged. “I’m just trying to figure out what’s going on. Why would you do it for me?”

Because Aria could be her.

Not “her” her. Of course, Sheridan knew perfectly well the difference between Aria and the daughter she had given up. Her little girl, too, was six years old—perhaps not perfect like Aria—but she was perfect to Sheridan, and it was enough.

“Sheridan?” Tom prompted quietly.

Sheridan realized she had been silent for too long. Had she been staring at Aria the whole time? She drew a deep breath; it shuddered through her with a pain so sharp it had to be real. “Why can’t people just do nice things for other people?”

“They can and do, but rarely without a motive,” Tom said. His eyes were intent on her. We’ve known each other for all of…” He glanced at his watch. “Four hours. So, why?”

She frowned at him. “Basic courtesy doesn’t need a reason.”

“What you’re offering to do extends far beyond basic courtesy. We both know that. Every action has a motivation. What’s yours?”

“Wow, you really are a lawyer.”

“I’ve been for several years now. You can’t insult me with it anymore.”

“Do you analyze everything people say and do?”

“I try. The one time I ignored the facts and the warning signals, I got burned.”

“Your wife.”

“Ex-wife. I was blind. I had no reason to be caught off guard, except that I thought love would be enough; it wasn’t. Now, I ask and I challenge, because it’s not just about me.” His glance flicked across the yard to Aria who was kneeling down beside Eva to pet a goat.

“Fair enough.” Sheridan tried not to feel offended. “Is it enough to say that you seem like a nice guy and I want to help out?”

“Why me?”

“Do you get this personal this fast in a relationship?”

“Do we have a relationship?”

His question stung. “I had hoped we were building a friendship, but perhaps I was mistaken. Maybe you’re right. Maybe there’s something to asking and challenging before egos—” and hearts… “—get put on the line.” She shoved her sketchpad into her bag and stood.

“No, wait. I’m sorry.” Tom grasped her wrist gently, and pulled her back to do sit beside him. “I was an ass. I got so defensive I forgot my manners. And you’re right, basic courtesy doesn’t need a reason. It’s just…” His shoulders stiffened. “I don’t really know how to act around you. I thought behaving like it was a date was the right thing to do, and then you told me, it wasn’t, and now, I…I’m just confused.”

Her chuckle was a sad sound. “Behaving like a date was the sweet thing to do, and it was so wonderful it caught me off guard. Having low expectations kept me protected, and I instinctively tried to push you away.”

“I’m…not looking for a relationship.”

“Friendships are relationships, Tom.”

“You know what I mean. I’m not looking for…more.”

She was silent for a moment. “I know.”

He drew a deep breath before exhaling in a sigh. Sheridan braced for the inevitable farewell and held her breath when he began to speak. “I have to walk Aria out of the zoo to meet Charlotte. They’re going shopping. It won’t be long; probably twenty minutes. If you’re not in a rush, I can come back and we can grab lunch here at the zoo or wherever you like.”

She gaped at him.

He looked away. “I’m sorry. That was out of line. I just—”

“No. It’s okay. I think we agree that the situation’s confusing. Eva and I would love to have lunch with you.”

His eyes cleared. “Okay, I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

He called for Aria, supervised his daughter’s hand washing, and then escorted her away from the kids’ zoo with a final glance over his shoulder at Sheridan.

What am I doing? Sheridan’s hands clenched into fists. Tom was a client who had made it clear he wasn’t looking for anything from her. What had possessed her to step over the boundaries she had so clearly and firmly established for others?

His manners? His loneliness?

The connection; the persistent spark of something more between them.

Or had her own loneliness finally gotten to her.

She should take Eva and leave before Tom returned. Lunch with a client—off the books—could only lead to disaster. No wonder Tom was confused. She was too. When was he supposed to pay for her time, and when wasn’t he?

She called to Eva, but the little girl was enraptured by the kid goats and lambs, and would not be budged quickly, at least not without making a scene. With effort, Sheridan finally gathered Eva in her arms and carried her from the kids’ zoo area.

Too late.

She paused as Tom rounded the corner. He too stopped when he saw her obviously preparing to leave, and a rueful smile touched his face. He closed the distance, his hands tucked into the pockets of his leather jacket. “I see you have to go. Well, it was a pleasure running into you here at the zoo. Eva, too.” He smiled at the little girl, who grinned back at him, before looking at Sheridan. “You take care. Have a good weekend.”

His tone was friendly and polite, one that casual acquaintances might have used with each other; there was no condemnation in it. His smile was professional, his gaze direct. The pose was almost utterly convincing but for something in his eyes.

Disappointment.

She had seen it often enough in her reflection, etched in her own eyes, to recognize it in someone else.

He had looked forward to spending a few hours with her and Eva with no expectation or even desire for that “something more.”

When was the last time a man had wanted nothing from her but her company?

And how am I supposed to let go of this, of him, if it’s real, if it could grow into something more?

She held out her hand. “Wait, Tom.” Here goes… “Let’s go get lunch.”

~*~

A half hour later, over a hot meatball sub, Sheridan asked, “So, why did you choose law when you could have done anything else?”

“Believe it or not, it was for the stability.” Tom chuckled as he bit into his BLT sandwich. “With that many scumbags in the world, I figured I’d always have a job.”

She blinked at him. “That’s your plan for job stability?”

“Many of the world’s jobs are based on assumptions that people are going to keep being screw-ups, intentionally or not. Medicine is premised on ill health. Garbage men count on people generating waste. Your job, too.”

She managed a tight smile. “I suppose so.”

“And how did you get into what you’re doing?”

Sheridan glanced at Eva who was nibbling on a slice of ham she held in one hand and the slice of Swiss cheese she held in the other. “I assume you don’t mean fashion blogging.”

“The other is more interesting.”

“I suppose so.” Sheridan’s appetite vanished, and she set her sandwich down. Tom’s curiosity was natural, even obvious. Why did anyone get into the business of selling herself? “Six years ago, I got off a bus at Grand Central Station with no qualifications and no skills, so I did what I had to do for about a year—not too well, obviously, since I was usually still cold and hungry regardless of the season or the time or day, but I didn’t freeze or starve to death. One day, I was waiting for someone to pay me enough to buy dinner and a cheap room for the night when Nicholas Dragov walked by. He saw me and stopped. He stared at me for so long I was starting to freak out—there are so many crazy people on the streets—but then he asked if I wanted dinner. He bought me a meal that night, and the next, and the next, for an entire week, without asking for anything in return. Then he started giving me money for rent. He told me he didn’t want me on the streets, and I asked him what he wanted in return.

“‘Nothing,’ he said. I told him I really didn’t know how to do anything else. He laughed and told me to go to school. So I did. I enrolled in night classes to take my GED. One of my classmates had worked her way up from a streetwalker to a paid escort. She taught me how to up my game, raise my standards and my price.”

“But how did you manage to negotiate—” He glanced at the innocent Eva. “—you know, out of it?”

“I met with a lawyer. A good one.” Sheridan smiled. “She wrote the contract and assured me it was iron-clad.”

“So, you’ve never had to…I mean, not since.”

“Not since Nicholas plucked me off the streets. At least not simply to survive. I’m not saying it was easy picking up the pieces of my self-image and rebuilding my reputation, but the second time around, I had a safety net, and it made all the difference. If I’d always had one, it would never have come to this.” Her voice resonated with the pulsing ache in her chest. “We just don’t understand how important it is for children to know they are safe, until lives actually fall apart.”

“There’s more, isn’t there?” he asked quietly.

“Old stuff. Nothing relevant.” She managed a tight smile and picked up her sandwich again.

“I was lucky. I’d always had that safety net, even when I lost my parents. Charlotte. She’s done so much for me. I’d do anything for her.”

The odd defensiveness in his tone made her look up. His eyes seemed troubled, but she couldn’t imagine why. How wonderful for him that his sister had been his line of defense. In the worst times, some families stuck together.

And others fall apart. Mine fell apart, but I didn’t fail her.

Small victories.

Except that it didn’t feel like a victory.

It felt like loss.

Sheridan swallowed hard through the lump in her throat as she looked at Eva.

“What is it?” Tom asked.

“Nothing,” she said. “Nothing at all.”


Chapter 4



 



In the silence of his home office, Tom slumped in his seat, his fingers drumming against his desk. His outing with Sheridan and Eva that afternoon had been—he drew a sharp breath—in one word, amazing.

Just two adults getting to know each other and enjoying each other’s conversation and company. Breathtakingly simple. No expectations.

He gritted his teeth.

No, he had expectations; he had goals and he had accomplished them.

The doorbell rang. He went out into the entryway just as the door opened and Charlotte and Aria walked in, laden with shopping bags. “How was it?” he asked.

“Great!” Aria wore a happy smile. “I’m going to show you my new clothes.” She dashed off to her bedroom, leaving Tom and Charlotte standing in the foyer.

“The cheat sheet of designers was heaven-sent,” Charlotte said.

“It was from Sheridan.”

His sister was silent for a moment. “I see,” she said finally.

“Do you?” Tom asked. “She was at the zoo this afternoon with her goddaughter. We didn’t plan it, or at least I didn’t, but we had lunch together after Aria left on her shopping trip with you. We talked and…Look, I’m pretty sure they didn’t have sex, if they met at all.”

“Sheridan and Mitch? Of course they did.”

“I’m not so sure. I read the contract. There’s no way to be any more explicit about the no sex rule. She said it herself, today. She doesn’t have sex with her clients.”

“She couldn’t have said it.”

“She did. Not to survive. Not anymore.”

Charlotte’s face twisted with pain. “Oh, Tom. It’s worse, then. It’s not just sex as a job for pay. If she has sex, it’s because there’s real attraction, and that’s even worse.”

“I just don’t think—”

“You don’t know women. Mitch is rich. He’s a target for women like her.”

“Sheridan doesn’t look like the type.”

“Do you know the type?”

He shook his head and had to concede the point. “I know…people, and based on my read of Sheridan, she’s doing her best to get her life right. She’s getting a degree; she’s got her own fashion blog. She’s not going to do something that could make it blow up in her face.”

“Marrying up isn’t blowing up.” Charlotte bit her lip. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe it’s not just sex, but what if it’s more? What if Mitch has fallen in love with her? Is she someone a man could fall in love with?”

Yes.

The strength and immediacy of the answer startled him.

Charlotte must have seen it in his face because pain chased across her features. “I knew it. It’s not just an affair to Mitch.”

“You’re completely overreacting. There’s no evidence that Mitch and Sheridan know each other at all.”

“Then we need it.”

“I’m not going to steal her phone and dig through her contacts, if that’s what you’re asking. You wanted my professional opinion of Sheridan; I’ve given it to you.”

“I want proof that Mitch is cheating on me.”

“Why don’t you just confront him? Demand the truth.”

“I can’t. I told you. I can’t initiate the divorce or I’ll get nothing.”

Tom’s eyes narrowed at the desperation in his sister’s voice. “You want a divorce whether or not he’s having an affair. Are you having an affair?”

His sister’s cheeks flushed.

His jaw dropped. “Damn it.”

She grabbed his arm. “Tom, please. I’ve given Mitch everything. I can’t lose everything if I walk away.”

“You’re cheating on him, and now you want me to dig up nonexistent dirt on him?”

“The dirt’s not nonexistent. Not with Mitch. Not ever. You just need to know where to dig.”

Tom shook his head. “This isn’t right.”

“It’s not about what’s right. It’s about what’s fair. He owes me, and you know it.”

“You owe each other the truth.”

“He’s not interested in the truth. He’ll want revenge, and he’ll make it public. You know what he did to his first wife.”

“She had an affair with his best friend.”

“Mitch was absent! Emotionally distant. He had checked out of the marriage and had affairs of his own, but when she turned away, he set out to crush her.”

“She smeared his name publicly.”

Charlotte inhaled sharply. “Are you taking his side?”

“I’m telling you not to make it more than it is. You want a divorce? Just ask for it. I can talk to Mitch and negotiate through your pre-nup. I’m sure I can get you something, but don’t drag Sheridan into this.”

Charlotte’s eyes widened. “You like her.” Her mouth opened and closed like a goldfish. “But—” Her grip tightened, fingernails digging into Tom’s arm. “You men! What is it with all of you? You see a pretty face; she crooks a finger, and you’re ready to drop your pants for her?”

“Charlotte!”

“I can’t lose you to her.”

“You’re not losing me to anyone. Look. I had one…two, if you count today…dates with Sheridan. She’s not what I thought she would be.”

“You like her.”

“I don’t—yes, I do like her. She’s easy to talk to. She has dreams and visions, and it’s great listening to them. It’s wonderful being around someone who is building a business, building a life.”

“Building a business doing what? Wrecking marriages?”

“You’re the one wrecking your marriage.”

Pain flashed across Charlotte’s face. She blinked repeatedly, her eyes filling with tears.

“Damn it.” Tom gritted his teeth. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

“Yes, you did,” Charlotte said. “Should have known I couldn’t compete with a professional.”

“This isn’t a competition.”

She tilted her head and stared at him. “Isn’t it?” She turned away from him and stalked out of the door. “Tell Aria I’m sorry I couldn’t stay for dinner.”

The door slammed, and a second later, Aria poked her head out of her bedroom door. “Are you done yelling?”

Damn it. How much had she heard? “I wasn’t yelling.”

“Yes, you were. Was this about Sherry?”

“Sheridan?”

“Eva calls her Sherry Belly.”

“I didn’t realize Eva said much of anything.”

“Just Sherry’s name, but you can tell she likes Sherry. Babies are pretty smart about stuff like that.”

“And you? Did you like Sherry?”

“A little. Maybe.” Aria’s tone was nonchalant but her eyes were intent. “Do you like Sherry?”

“Yes, I do. We’re friends.”

Aria’s eyebrows formed a furrow. “If you’re her friend, what’s her favorite color?”

“What?”

“Friends know each other’s favorite colors.” Aria snorted. “Are you really her friend?”

Was he?

~*~

Later that evening after Aria had gone to bed, Tom sat on the old couch in the living room. It was the only mismatched piece of furniture—a shabby chic that stood out in stark contrast to the sleek European designer furniture that dominated the room. It was a carryover from his law school days, and he never fully understood why he held on to it.

It was a memento from his past—a past he had shared with Lynnette. They had spent evenings cuddling on that couch in front of their television. When she had been pregnant, she had laid on the couch, her head on his lap, listening in silence as he talked about their life together, about the family they were creating together. In hindsight, it was a warning signal, one of many, that she was far less enthralled by her pregnancy than he was.

He had missed all of those signals.

When she left him, he had sat on that couch, holding three-day-old Aria in his arms, shocked into immobility. He remembered the soft sounds of Aria’s whimpers, sounds almost too quiet to hear over the bustling in the kitchen.

Then Charlotte had appeared beside him, a bottle of infant formula in her hands. Tom had wanted to hand Aria over to her, but Charlotte had refused. “You’re her only parent now. She needs you.”

With tears in her eyes, she had stood over him as he gave his daughter the first of many bottles before hurrying off to make something for him to eat.

Charlotte relinquished the apartment she loved in Greenwich and moved in with him. For two and a half years, she stayed with him, providing an extra pair of hands around the house and a babysitter each time he needed to work late.

He could not have survived Aria’s infancy and early toddler years as gracefully as he had if not for his sister.

And I thank her by accusing her of having an affair.

Tom grunted and pressed his thumb and forefinger against his temple and the headache that would not go away.

Charlotte and Sheridan.

It wasn’t even a choice, was it?


Chapter 5



 



Brother-in-law-hood included special perks, and Tom was able to squeeze into Mitch Ryan’s extremely busy schedule the following week. When he stepped into the glass-encased offices of Sanchez and Ryan, the receptionist offered him a welcoming smile. “Good afternoon, Mr. Lancaster. Mr. Ryan is running a little late today. I could show you to one of the meeting rooms, if you’d like to wait for him there.”

“Yes, of course. Thank you.”

The windows of the meeting room overlooked Central Park, but instead of enjoying the view, Tom paced the room. He was passing by the door on his fourth or fifth loop around the room when he glanced out through the glass panel in the door. Mitch had stepped out of his office and was walking into the reception area.

And Sheridan was with him.

Tom’s chest tightened. He could not hear anything of their discussion, but their heads were set close together in a conversation that seemed both comfortable and private.

Charlotte had been right about at least one thing. Sheridan and Mitch knew each other, but were they involved in an affair, in broad daylight, in Mitch’s office?

It would be too bold, too brazen.

But bold and brazen was Mitch’s style. Was it Sheridan’s too?

Sheridan and Mitch shook hands, and then Sheridan leaned in to touch her cheek to his, a gesture that implied more than a professional relationship.

Mitch wore a reflective expression as Sheridan turned away and entered the elevator. The receptionist said something to him, and Mitch looked up toward the meeting room. Tom had barely enough time to step away from the door before Mitch knocked sharply and entered. “Hey, Tom.” Mitch grinned broadly. “What brings you to this part of town?”

“Just wanted to talk, in private.”

“Sounds serious.” Mitch gestured to a chair. “What this about?”

Tom grimaced. There were so many ways to handle the situation poorly or flat out wrongly, and if there was a right way, he didn’t know what it was. “How are things between you and Charlotte?”

To Tom’s surprise, Mitch’s shoulders sagged. The older man huffed out a sigh as he slumped down in a chair. “If you weren’t her brother, I’d be telling you that everything’s all right. Fact is, it’s not.”

Tom took the seat across from him. “Tell me.”

“I think she’s bored.” A faint smile touched Mitch’s face. “You know, when I met her five years ago, she was still living with you, working crazy hours at her job and then coming home to help you care for Aria. In the little free time she had, she volunteered at Hannah’s Hope, the shelter for battered women, spending most of her weekends there.”

Tom nodded. He remembered, too.

“It’s how we met. I’m one of the board members and I stop by every now and again to see how things are going. The director introduced me to her most amazing volunteers, and—” He shrugged. “—Char blew me away—all that energy, that passion for grabbing the reins of life and directing it down the path you want. Not many people—male or female—have that kind of self-determination. I married her; how couldn’t I? She amazed me.”

“And?”

“She’s changed.” He grunted. “And maybe it was my fault. She didn’t need to work, not any more, and her hours kept her from attending important social events with me, so I asked if she wouldn’t mind quitting her job and selling her business.” His mouth twisted. “I think that might have been the beginning of the end.”

“But that was two years ago.”

“The relationship has been in a slow-motion free fall ever since, where you can see it collapsing around you, but the pieces are too small to catch. In public, even at home, it all looks the same, but it’s not.” Their eyes met. “You ever have that feeling, Tom?”

He nodded. “When Lynnette was pregnant. Right before our marriage fell apart.”

“You know, they say women talk—that you can’t get them to stop talking—but if she’s talking at all, it’s not to me. Maybe it’s to her girlfriends.” Mitch frowned at Tom. “Did she talk to you?”

“Not really.”

“Then why are you here?”

“She’s not happy. I can tell.” Tom forced a smile, and tried to make it sound like a joke to lighten the moment. “Just wanted to make sure you weren’t beating her or having an affair.”

Mitch looked away.

Tom’s eyes widened. “You’re having an affair?” He gritted his teeth against the snarl of frustration and disbelief. Didn’t people sleep in their own beds anymore? “Who is it?”

“Doesn’t matter. It’s not her fault, and it’s not serious.”

“There are levels of seriousness to an affair?”

Mitch scowled. “For a lawyer, you’ve got an odd way of seeing things in black and white instead of shades of gray.”

“Shades of gray are how people get into trouble.”

He snorted. “I thought marrying Char would put an end to it, and for a while it did, but then when our marriage started crumbling around the edges—”

“You thought it was okay?”

“No, but I thought it would be nice if a woman looked at me like I meant something to her—the way Char used to look at me.”

“Why don’t you talk to her?”

“What am I supposed to say? Have some wine. Let’s sit by the fireplace, and you tell me what’s wrong?”

“Yeah.”

“Char doesn’t do sappy things like that. She’ll immediately suspect I’m screwing around—”

“Which you are.”

“It doesn’t mean anything.”

“It does to her. I don’t care what levels of seriousness exist in an affair. It’s an affair. You can’t sugarcoat it. You’re cheating on my sister.” And she’s cheating on you. “You guys have to talk about this.”

Mitch’s huff of breath sounded like the grunt of a discontented bulldog. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe in the new year.”

“Why would you put it off if your marriage is falling apart on you?”

“It’s almost Christmas. It’s not the best time to talk about things like these.”

“There is never a good time to talk about things like these. There will always be a reason to put it off. Get it over with.”

Mitch scowled down at the table for a moment before looking up at Tom. “She didn’t send you?”

Tom shook his head.

“She didn’t say anything to you?”

“No.”

Mitch sighed. “I’ll think about it.”

“If I thought my marriage was at stake, I’d do more than just think about it.”

A wry half-smile touched Mitch’s lips. “Survived the end of my first. The second…I really thought Char was the one I’d grow old with. Didn’t think she’d get tired of me first.”

“You won’t know what she is or how she’s feeling until you talk to her, and it’s not over until both of you decide to stop working to keep your marriage alive.”

Mitch chuckled wryly. “You should have been a marriage counselor.”

“I wasn’t any good at keeping my marriage alive either. I saw all the warning signs, and thought it was just a pregnancy thing, that it would resolve itself if I gave Lynnette time and space. I should have talked about it. We never did. She left before we could ever have that conversation.”

Mitch nodded and rose to his feet. “Are you coming over for Christmas Eve dinner?”

“Yeah.”

“Good.” Mitch grinned suddenly. “Bring a date. Char worries about you being alone for so long. Bachelorhood is habit-forming.”

“I don’t know many women who’d want to take on a ready-made family.”

“You haven’t been looking in the right places.”

“I suppose you know where to look.”

“Not at the shelter, that’s for sure. Those women have lots of love to give—too much, or they wouldn’t have stayed with their boyfriends or husbands for nearly as long as they did—but they’re skittish, and rightly so. Too badly hurt to trust easily again. Anyway, I’ll keep an eye out for a woman for you; maybe make an introduction or two.”

Tom bit back the question that immediately came to his mind. Will you introduce me to Sheridan? Was she Mitch’s affair? Damn it to hell.


Chapter 6



 



Sheridan and Tom’s second official date was a stroll through Chinatown. Tom was already waiting outside the bakery when Sheridan stepped out of the subway station. As she approached, he straightened and waved to her. Sheridan leaned in to touch her cheek to his, and felt him stiffen, but only slightly. “Where’s Aria?” she asked.

“With my sister. Charlotte likes having Aria over a few times a week.”

“You’re lucky to have family like that,” Sheridan said. She gestured down the street. “Shall we? I can’t wait to show you some of my favorite Chinatown stores.”

“Sure.” After a scarcely noticeable hesitation, he offered her his arm.

She slid her hand through the crook of his elbow. She might have been offended if his uncertainty hadn’t simultaneously seemed so sweet. “We’ll be eating all day,” she told him. “I hope you’re hungry.”

“Hungry enough.” He looked around. “I’m holding you to your word to introduce me to foods I’ve never had before.”

“Only if you agree not to ask what it is before trying it.”

His slight frown made her laugh.

“It won’t kill you,” she promised. “At least not right away.”

“Not big into assuring people, are you?”

“Life doesn’t come with assurances, but I promise, it’s delicious.”

“Life or Chinese food?”

“Both!” She laughed. “Here’s the first place. It’s famous for dim sum.”

“Tapas?”

“Better.” Sheridan winked. “Have you ever had dim sum?”

“Not with someone who knew what to order.”

She tugged him toward the restaurant. “You’re in luck, then. You’re with someone who’s adventurous, which runs a close second to someone who knows what to order.”

Waiters and waitresses came by their table, rolling carts stacked high with small metal containers, each holding a selection of dumplings and other delicacies. Some, like the black pepper beef ribs, were recognizable. Others, like the stewed chicken feet, while recognizable, looked dubious.

“It’s amazing,” Tom conceded after a cautious nibble of the chicken feet that had been abundantly seasoned with sauces and stewed until the skin was wrinkled and silky soft. “But it’s a whole lot of effort taking off the skin from around the bones.”

“You could do what the Chinese do. Pop a large piece, bones and all, into your month, and separate the bones from the skin with your teeth and tongue.”

“They do that?” Tom looked around the restaurant. “Hmm…”

Sheridan laughed. “It’s safer than it looks. Sometimes, the hard work makes it taste even better.”

“Perhaps.” He took another bite of the chicken feet. Several moments later, he spit out the bones.

“See, not that hard.”

“No, as long as you don’t talk while trying that stunt.”

“Hah. If you were Chinese, you’d be gabbing up a storm while trying that stunt.”

Tom grinned at her. “You sound like one of them.”

“I love it here.”

“Why?”

“Furthest thing from Montana.” The truth slipped out of her mouth. She flushed and looked away. “We didn’t have anything like this in my little town in Montana. The bustle, the craziness of the constant crowd. There’s safety in it…in numbers.”

“In anonymity?” He studied her through narrowed eyes. “Do you have family?”

“Did we change the topic?”

“Yes, we did,” he said. “You tensed at any mention of your past, especially back in Montana. What happened?”

“Oh, the usual things that might make a sixteen-year-old girl run away from home.” She shrugged, the usually graceful motion hampered by the tension in her shoulders.

“What? Overbearing, nagging parents? You don’t seem like the type.”

“How do you know what type I am?”

“The type who loves children. I saw the way you handled Eva and Aria. I see the way your gaze rests for a moment longer on families at the dining table—as if they have something you want. You don’t seem like the type who would run away from a family.”

“People change.”

“Do they?” He reached across the table and laid his hand over hers. “Then why does it still hurt?”

“It doesn’t.” She tugged her hand away, managed a smile, and hoped it did not wobble. “I paid a therapist a lot of money to make sure it didn’t.”

Tom laughed, the sound suddenly dispelling the awkward moment. “Glad to hear he or she earned her keep. But seriously…do you have family?”

She shook her head. “Not any that matters. My mother died when I was twelve.”

“Your father? Any siblings?”

“He was my stepfather. And no, I don’t have any siblings that I know of. Why so nosy?”

“You know about me. My parents. My sister. My daughter. Family’s a normal part of the conversation between people trying to get to know each other.”

“That’s what I wanted to ask you about. I wasn’t expecting to hear from you again. Not after our accidental meeting at the zoo.”

Tom’s smile turned reflective. “Was it accidental? You knew I would be there.”

“I did, and I wanted to see you again without all the baggage.”

“What kind of baggage?”

“Legal contracts. Client boundaries.”

His eyes narrowed. “I called because you fascinate me and I wanted to see you again, but truth be told, I’m not sure how to handle this. Will you be offended if I try to pay you for your time, or will you feel cheated if I don’t?”

She looked down at her empty plate. “It’s complicated, isn’t it?”

“Has there been any precedence for this?”

Sheridan laughed. “Oh, Tom, you really are a lawyer. No, there has never been a precedence, as you put it. I’ve never been personally interested in one of my clients before. The boundaries have always been clear. The men engage me for a very specific purpose or a very specific event. In many cases, they have wives and girlfriends, and they’re looking for variety. They’re not like you.”

“Like me?”

“Genuinely unattached. Genuinely interested in me.” She tapped her fingertips against the table. “If you’re okay with it, perhaps we could take this a day at a time, and see where it goes.”

“I’ve never been too good with taking things a day at a time. I’ve found that schedules fill up quickly. Christmas is only two weeks away. What are you doing on Christmas Eve?”

“Nothing, yet.”

His smile was sweet, the light in his eyes hopeful. “My sister’s having a Christmas Eve party. Would you like to go?”

Her heart thudded. Family.

He was the first man who had ever invited her to meet someone else who mattered to him.

Like a real date.

Like the start of a real relationship.

This time, she made the first move. She held her hand out across the table, and Tom reached out to take it. She smiled, on the edge of the future she had always wanted, the future that had seemed out of reach for so long. “Yes, I’d love to.”

~*~

The weekend rolled around, and Aria was not at all enthralled when Tom told her they would be going to the zoo.

“Again?” Aria rolled her eyes. “But we just went to the zoo.”

“And we’re going again this week,” Tom said as he ushered her off the subway and pointed her toward Central Park.

Aria dragged her feet, scuffing her new sneakers against asphalt. “Is Sherry going to be there?”

Tom hesitated for a split second too long. “Maybe.”

“Is Eva going to be there too?”

“Probably not.”

Or at least he didn’t think so from his conversation earlier in the week with Sheridan. Over coffee, he had asked if she were free on the weekend, but she had suddenly stiffened. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Last weekend with Eva was the exception, but weekends usually aren’t good for me. How about dinner on Friday?”

So they had had dinner together, a simple meal at a quiet French bistro. One hour had turned into two, and two hours flew by. It was three hours later when their date finally ended with Tom seeing Sheridan safely into a cab. “Call me when you get back, all right?” he said.

“Yes, of course. Thank you; I had a wonderful night.”

She had called him a half hour later to let him know that she arrived home. That particular phone conversation had lasted an entire hour, and it was past midnight before Tom finally said good night and reluctantly ended the call.

Conversation had never been easier; the connection between them natural and unforced.

He tossed in bed that night, unable to take his mind off her. When he closed his eyes, he saw her flashing smile and the curiosity and interest dancing in her eyes as she listened to him. Tom grimaced; there was something there, no doubt about it.

But did she feel it too, or was it all in his head?

“Look, over there!” Aria’s sharp cry yanked him back to reality. He glanced up and saw Sheridan pushing a small wheelchair. She paused and leaned forward, pointing out something to the person in the wheelchair.

“Sheridan.”

She straightened and spun to face him, her eyes flaring with surprise. “Oh!” She cast a quick, furtive glance around, and when she looked back at him, there was something perilously close to fear and panic in her eyes. “I…didn’t expect to see you here.”

Aria spoke up. “Daddy wanted to come to the zoo again. I think he wanted to see you.” She stepped around Sheridan to stare at the person in the wheelchair, the person who was still hidden from Tom. “Who are you?”

“Oh.” Sheridan flushed and turned the wheelchair slowly. “This is Frances.”

The girl in the wheelchair might have been about six years old, but it was hard to tell. Her features were pretty but her face was slack. Her mouth drooped, and her gaze shifted in a slow and unfocused way.

“What’s wrong with her?” Aria asked.

Tom winced at his daughter’s bluntness, but Sheridan did not seem upset by it. “There was a problem when she was born, and the doctors had trouble getting her out quickly enough. Her brain was starved of oxygen for some time.”

“Can she talk?”

“She makes some sounds, but she can’t really talk.”

“Does she walk?”

“She can sit and stand on her own. She can also take a few steps, but only if she’s holding on to something.”

“Hmm…” Aria tilted her head sideways so that she could look up into Frances’s face. “Hi, I’m Aria. This is my daddy. Do you like the zoo? I think I like the penguins best. They’re short and fat, but they swim better than anyone else.”

To Tom’s utter surprise, his normally taciturn daughter turned garrulous and launched into a one-sided conversation with Frances, leaving Sheridan and Tom with nothing to do other than follow Aria’s tour of the zoo.

Sheridan cast Tom a quick, sideways glance. “She’s as great with Frances as she was with Eva. Her nurturing instinct is amazing.”

“Yours too,” Tom said. “I didn’t realize you spent your weekends babysitting.”

She flushed. “Frances is no trouble at all. She loves getting out and about. I think she enjoys people-watching, just like me.”

“Are you some kind of volunteer—?”

“No, not really. With Eva, I was helping for that weekend. Most weekends, it’s just Frances. She can be a lot of work, and taking her for a day or two helps relieve the burden on her foster family.”

“It’s great what you’re doing.”

Sheridan dropped her gaze. “It’s nothing.” She pushed Frances’s wheelchair, following Aria as they moved to the next exhibit.

Tom frowned faintly at the back of Sheridan’s head. Something didn’t seem quite right, but what?

~*~

He was careful to stay away from probing questions about Frances, and within an hour, Sheridan relaxed once more into flashing smiles and easy conversation. After a loop of the zoo, they headed out one of the bistros around Central Park for lunch. Frances’s wheelchair made it hard to maneuver, so Tom helped by lifting Frances out of her wheelchair and into a regular seat so that the wheelchair could be folded and tucked into an out-of-the way corner.

“My birthday is coming up soon,” Aria announced, and looked at Frances. “When’s your birthday?”

“Her birthday is January 9,” Sheridan replied for Frances.

Aria’s eyes widened. “That’s just…” She counted off her fingers. “Seven days before my birthday. Do you want to come to my party? It’s at KidZone. We’re getting pizza and ice cream, and sparkly balloons. The party place says we’re going to make glitter makeup, like nail polish and lipstick and stuff.”

Tom grinned at Sheridan. “I’ll send you the details.”

“Sounds like it’s going to be a great party,” Sheridan said. “We’ll do our best to be there.”

“What are you doing for your party?” Aria asked Frances.

“Oh.” Sheridan suddenly sounded flustered. “I don’t know yet. I don’t think there’s anything special planned.”

“What do you like to do?” Aria didn’t seem at all thrown off by the logistics of addressing her questions at Frances and having Sheridan answer them.

“Well, she likes exploring new places,” Sheridan said.

“I like exploring places too. Daddy says there’s a place with cool boats nearby.”

“Mystic Seaport,” Tom supplemented.

Aria nodded vigorously. “Maybe you can take her there.”

“Maybe,” Sheridan said. “It’s hard to get there without a car.”

“My daddy has a car.”

Sheridan gave Tom a quick look before turning back to Aria. “Yes, I know, but it’s going to be hard making all the schedules fit together.”

“But we’re making our schedules fit already,” Aria pointed out with flawless logic.

Tom shrugged innocently when Sheridan looked back to him for assistance. “Lawyer-in-training,” he said by way of explanation.

Sheridan laughed and gave in. “We’ll see what we can do, all right?”

“Sure,” Aria said as she dipped her grilled cheese toast into her tomato-basil soup. She turned to Frances and began pointing out the differences in Frances’s grilled cheese and her own. “That brown patch looks like a dog. And that is poo.”

Tom chuckled at the simplicity and versatility of his daughter’s mind. “So, Mystic Seaport, weekend of January 9?”

“You don’t have to,” Sheridan said. “It’s a lot of trouble.”

“It’s no trouble at all. Besides, Aria recommended it. She’s wanted to go for a while now, and now that you’ve brought Frances into her life, you can expect her to use Frances as the excuse for all the excursions she’s ever wanted to take.”

Sheridan shook her head, a rueful smile on her lips. “Smart.”

“Opportunistic, conniving, and way too smart for her old man.”

Aria’s voice cut through their conversation. “Take a picture of us, Daddy!” She leaned in close to Frances and held up the grilled cheese sandwich with the pooing dog toast marks in between them.

Tom chuckled and captured the image on his smartphone. “Get in there,” he told Sheridan.

With a laugh, Sheridan got out of her chair and crouched behind the two girls. Tom clicked a photograph of the three of them, and then zoomed in on Sheridan only, and took a picture of her too. That relaxed and happy expression on her face was breathtaking. More than mere good looks and pretty features, it was the love in her smile that nailed his heart.

He drew a sharp breath. I’m sunk. Damn it.

Sheridan straightened and held out her hand for his smartphone. “Your turn.”

“Me?”

“Come on, Daddy!” Aria ordered. Even Frances made a grunting sound that might have been agreement.

Tom and Sheridan swapped places. He slung both his arms around either girl and grinned as the camera silently froze the moment into immortality.

Later that evening, when he looked at the photographs and attached them to an e-mail message to send to Sheridan, he thought about what Sheridan had told him about photographs only capturing the physical. She’s right, he thought. Aria was grinning, and it seemed to him that Frances had a glimmer of a smile, too, but nothing in that photograph—nothing in his smile—betrayed the monumental mental and emotional shift.

I think I’m in love.

So what the hell do I do now?

~*~

The office slowed down around Christmas as employees and clients took vacations. Tom had more than enough on his desk to keep him occupied if he kept working through the two weeks leading up to Christmas, but he took two days off, left Aria with Charlotte, and flew out to Billings, Montana, and then rented a car and drove the 60 miles to Ryegate.

The difference from New York City was so jarring, it was almost eerie. More than once, he pulled over to admire the mountains, and then became aware that there was no one else there, but him. He could swing his arms wildly, break into a song and dance, and no one would know or care.

Ryegate, population 260, welcomed him with a dusty sign and a single main road. An occasional path turned off the main road, and houses scattered in the distance. Here lived people who loved their spaces. How different Sheridan was in her love for New York City and the clutter of the crowd.

He parked in front of the grocery store—which was about the size of a standard storefront—and for a moment, studied the occasional person who passed by, the collars of their jackets turned up as a defense against the stiff wind.

Farmers, homesteaders, by the looks of them. Ordinary people shuffling through their day.

Sheridan, with her bright glow, her unrelenting energy, didn’t seem to fit in.

No wonder she had left. She probably felt as if she had been born in the wrong city. Maybe even the wrong century.

He got out of his car and walked into the store, which was manned by an elderly woman at the counter. She squinted at him. “Hello. You passing through?”

“Yes,” he said. “Actually, my friend says she grew up here, so I thought I’d stop by to check it out.”

“We’ve got our own high school.”

“Yes, I saw it down that way. Did you know Sheridan when she lived here?”

The woman stared blankly at him. “Don’t remember anyone by that name. Sheridan, you say?”

He nodded.

The woman turned to the back of the store and raised her voice. “Hank, someone here is asking if we remember Sheridan. Do you?”

An old man walked toward the counter. He wiped his hands on the side of his pants before standing beside the woman. He squinted at Tom and shook his head. “No, don’t remember a Sheridan.”

“She says she left about six years ago. She would have been about sixteen or seventeen years old then. About this high.” He made a slicing motion at his shoulder. “Blond hair and blue eyes.”

The woman’s eyes widened. “Oh.”

“You remember her?” Tom asked.

“Elyse Vogel.”

The man’s expression suddenly shuttered. “You know her?”

Tom tugged out his smartphone and showed them the picture of Sheridan. The woman pressed her lips together as she gently touched the screen, as if stroking Sheridan’s face. “Yes, that’s her. Elyse. How is she?”

“She lives in New York City now.”

“She is all right?” the woman asked. “How is her little girl?”

Tom stiffened. “She…has a little girl?”

The man spoke. “Her old man went to the hospital to pick her up on the third day, but she had left with the baby. She had nothing but what she had on her back and the baby things—clothes and diapers—the hospital gave her. Don’t even know how she could have made it anywhere. Her old man was miserly like.”

The woman shuffled and stared at her feet.

The man turned to stare at her. “Maggie-girl?”

“I went to visit her and the baby in the hospital. Might have given her something.”

“You gave her money?”

“Out of my pickle jar,” Maggie said defensively. “She needed help, and I could help her, so why not?” She gave Tom a pleading glance. “Her old man wasn’t the good sort, you know what I mean?”

“No, I’m afraid I don’t,” Tom said, although something cold had lodged in his chest.

“Not one of us. Never was. Her mother was a local girl; her family owned that piece of land long as we could remember.”

“Which piece of land is that?”

The woman pointed north. “Take a left about a mile out of town. It’s the third gate down on the right.”

“Thanks.” Tom walked out of the grocery store, but before he stepped into his car, he cast a glance back into the store. The old man had tugged the old woman to him in a hug and was kissing the top of her head. His faith in humanity momentarily restored, Tom got into his car and followed the woman’s directions to Sheridan…Elyse’s…home.

“Elyse.” The name sounded foreign on his tongue.

How much didn’t he know about her?

Tom had had concerns about Maggie’s vague directions, but he found a left turn about a mile out of town. He passed the first gate soon enough, and the second gate at the one-mile mark. The third gate, however, did not show up. He was about to turn the car around when he caught a glimpse of a post box about five miles from town.

It wasn’t a gate as much as it was an opening in the barbwire fence, wide enough to fit a pickup truck. He drove up the dirt road, following it for about another mile until it led to a cluster of buildings, including a farmhouse and a barn. Both buildings might have been painted another color at some point in time, but they were now weathered gray.

Tom pulled up in front of the house and stepped out of his car. The cold wind tugged at his leather jacket as he zipped it up. Slowly, he turned in a circle to study his surroundings.

Nothing. Miles of nothing.

The view had been pretty along the road, but here, it seemed threatening, as if man had tried to leave his mark, but in the end, nature had won. Shrugging off the discomfort clawing at his spine, he knocked on the door.

Sounds shuffled behind the door, and it opened. A man, who would have been about as tall as he was, but stooped with age, opened the door. He squinted at Tom. “Who are you?”

Tom extended his hand. “I’m Tom Lancaster. I represent a client who might be interested in purchasing some land out around here. Do you know of any homesteads that might be for sale?”

The man snorted. “I’d sell you this land, but it ain’t mine.”

“Whose it is?”

“My wife left it to my daughter.”

“I see. Would it be all right if I walked around and took a look for myself?”

“Look ahead.” The man walked out of his house and fell into step beside Tom. “Been keeping up this place for almost twenty years now, ever since I got married and moved out here. Buildings could use a coat of paint, but they’re made of good stuff. Been standing for a hundred years. Likely to stand for a hundred more.”

Up close, Tom could see that the man was right. The buildings weren’t pretty, but they were sturdy, made of hardwood that only seemed to strengthen the more it was subject to the ravages of nature and time. “Do you keep livestock out here?”

“Used to keep a couple hundred head of cattle. Started selling them off after my daughter left. Didn’t make sense putting in all that work with no one to take them up after I’m gone. Now I’ve got under a hundred, and Johnny at the next ranch over cares for most of them. It’s been hard since she up and left. Feels like I got older a lot faster.”

“This place looks great. Would she be open to an offer?”

“Maybe. I couldn’t say.”

“Where can I reach her?”

“I couldn’t say.” The man’s chin tipped up. “She up and left six years ago. I reckon she’s still alive, but I couldn’t rightly say.”

“You don’t know where she is? You didn’t try to look for her?”

“Wicked streak, she’s got. Like her mother. A wild child. Always looking for something more than she had. It was never enough. She was never content.”

Looking for something more. Sheridan had fled Montana looking for something more. Apparently, she had found it in New York, and she had given up a child along the way. What else didn’t he know about her? Tom looked back at the man. “So you don’t have any clue at all as to where she might be?”

He shook his head. “I expect she’ll come home when she’s ready, or maybe when I’m gone.” His chuckle was bitter.

“What’s her name? Perhaps I can track her down.”

“Elyse Vogel.” The man spelled it out for Tom.

“Do you have a picture of her?”

“Yeah.” The man returned to the house and emerged a moment later with a photograph of himself, a woman—likely his wife—and a girl of about twelve, standing between them. “It’s the only one I have, from before my wife died. That’s Elyse, right there.” He pointed at the girl who looked like Sheridan might have looked like at twelve, except that her mouth was set in a straight line and there was a pinched look around her eyes that might have been shortsightedness…or fear.

Tom handed the picture back to the man. “Anything else you can tell me about her that might help me find her?”

“She has a little girl. Might be about six years old now.”

The little girl. The missing little girl.

Frances?

Tom nodded. “Thanks for your help. I’ll let you know if I track her down. Where will you go if she decides to sell the place?”

“Might go live with her. She’d owe me, wouldn’t she?”

Tom didn’t like the sneer on the man’s face, but he said nothing more as he turned around and stepped back into his car. The car was silent—the radio would have been too distracting at that moment. He needed the silence to sort through his thoughts.

He would have preferred a conversation with Sheridan, but how was he supposed to bring up the topic? “So, where is your daughter, Elyse?”

If she had lied about her name and her family, who was to say what else were lies? That she had not had sexual relationships with her clients? That her fresh, girl-next-door charm wasn’t just a façade? And the shopkeeper—Maggie’s—comments about Sheridan’s stepfather? What had that woman really been trying to say?

In the sudden tangle of facts, what were the small lies, and which were the big ones?

Who have I fallen in love with?

In the end, what matters—who she is or how I feel when I’m with her?

Someone looking forward instead of trapped in the past. A man alive. In love.

What do I trust? The scant facts or my gut instinct?

Instead of staying overnight as he had planned, he caught the next available flight back to New York City. The plane was still taxing to the gate at La Guardia when he turned on his smartphone and found a message from Sheridan. “Hi, Tom,” her familiar, happy voice greeted him. “I was wondering if you have time to grab dessert and a coffee some time this week. Let me know.”

Well, Aria was safely ensconced with her aunt, and he was at a loose end for the entire evening and all of the next day. Tom returned the call and was surprised when she picked up. “Hey, I just got back in from a business trip,” he said. “Early, as a matter of fact. I wasn’t supposed to return until tomorrow evening.”

“I’m sure Aria will be delighted.”

“Aria’s actually staying with Charlotte overnight. I…haven’t called them yet.”

“Oh.” She paused for a moment. “Would you like to do desserts and coffee tonight?”

“Yes, I would. Where shall we meet?”

She gave him an address in Greenwich Village.

“I’ll be there—” He glanced at his watch. “—as soon as I can get there. We’re pulling up at the gate now.”

All he had was an overnight bag he had carried onboard the plane. He beat the crowd out to the taxi queue, and within twenty minutes, was on his way to Greenwich. The radio blasted out an old hit that he vaguely recognized, but instead of tapping along to the beat, he stared out the window at the blur of lights as the buzz of activity seamlessly transitioned from day to night.

The last wisp of sunlight had vanished from the sky when the cab pulled up in front of a small townhouse near a city park. Tom looked around. Where was the café or coffeehouse? “We’re here?”

“This is what you wanted,” the cab driver said. “This is the address you gave me. That house, right there.”

Had Sheridan given him her home address? Frowning, Tom paid the cab driver, and then walked up the steps to ring the doorbell.

When Sheridan opened the door, he sucked in a sharp breath. “Uh, hi?”

“What were you expecting?” Sheridan laughed at the surprise in his tone. She curved her fingers into a witch’s claw. “Come in,” she said in a gravelly cackle. “Come into my gingerbread house.”

Tom laughed as he stepped into the hallway with its polished wooden floors and cream-colored walls. He walked past black-and-white photographs of waterfalls and streams and entered a living room furnished with sleek silver-accented leather furniture that looked like they might have come out of a European design house. “It’s not like any gingerbread house I’ve ever seen, although something smells great.”

“Banana and strawberry bread pudding. Great with a rum cream sauce and irresistible with French vanilla ice cream.”

“Did you make it?”

She nodded. “Your timing was perfect. I’d planned to indulge myself, but it’s too much to eat on my own and it’s most incredible in the first two hours out of the oven. Come on in.” She led the way to the eat-in kitchen. The walls were a soft yellow hue, and framed watercolors of fruits and flowers decorated the walls.

“You have a beautiful home. In comparison, mine looks like a hurricane came through, changed its mind, turned around, and went through it again.”

She laughed and gestured to the dining nook, perfect for four but set for two. “Have a seat. Would you like coffee or tea with your dessert? The machine also makes cappuccinos, lattes, and espressos. I also have wine, if you prefer.”

“Coffee would be great. Black. Can I help you with anything?”

“No, no. Sit. It’s all ready, and it’s simple. Just a matter of putting everything together.”

He leaned back in the rustic seat that evoked the imagery of a country kitchen, probably not unlike where she had grown up. It was a jarring shift from the bustle of New York City outside her doors, to the sleek European sophistication of her living room, to the coziness of her kitchen. “There are so many facets to you,” he said quietly.

“You make it sound like a bad thing.” Sheridan set a deep bowl of bread pudding on the table in between them. She had drizzled rum cream over the dessert and set two large scoops of French vanilla on either side of the dessert. She also brought two smaller bowls and spoons. “You seem distracted. Is everything all right?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. It takes me some time to switch off work.”

“I know the feeling.” She busied herself at the counter and returned a few moments later with two mugs of steaming coffee. “Does the work slow down around Christmas?”

“Yes, it does. I’m taking a few days off between Christmas and New Year.”

“Doing anything special?”

“Staying home. Spending time with Aria.” He slid the shared bowl of bread pudding toward her. “What about you? Will you be visiting family or friends?”

She scooped some dessert into her bowl. “No. I’ll be here for Christmas and New Year. Are we still on for the Christmas Eve party?”

He nodded. “Would you like me to pick you up, now that I know where you live?”

“Sure.” She lifted a spoonful of bread pudding to her mouth.

“What inspired this?” he asked.

“What?”

“Homemade dessert. An invitation to your home.”

“We agreed to take it one step at a time.” She looked at him, her eyes wide and guileless.

“And this was the next step?”

“One of them, at any rate.” Hesitation crept into her voice. “Did I overstep?”

“I…normally, I’d be thrilled to make progress, any progress, but it’s hard for me, I just don’t know…”

“How much is real and how much isn’t?” She set her spoon down. “My past is getting in the way, isn’t it?”

“I’m trying.”

“I know, but it’s hard. It’s hard for me too. I’ve told you in words, but all you have are words. There’s no evidence I can offer you to prove that I didn’t sleep with ten men in the past week. Either you believe me or you don’t.”

“That’s a hard line to take, isn’t it? Take me as I am or not at all?”

Her eyes narrowed. “I would have thought it would apply to all relationships, not just one plagued by doubt.” She pushed away from the table and walked out of the room, returning moments later with an envelope, which she handed to him.

“What is this?”

“Something I didn’t think I’d need to show you, but now I’m glad I have it on hand.”

He pulled several sheets of paper from the envelope and read through them. “A health report?”

“A clean bill of health.” She stood over his shoulder and flipped to a certain page. “Buried among the reports of my excellent blood pressure and cholesterol levels is the fact that I do not have any sexually transmitted diseases.” Her voice was cool and her body language stiff as she took her seat across from him. “Happy now?”

“You’re not.”

“No. I didn’t think it had to come to this. You can’t have this both ways, Tom. We can try to pursue a normal relationship the way normal people do this, or we can do this via a contract, in which case I’d have to ask you to leave now because this date is unscheduled, unpaid for, and completely out of scope of the contract you signed.”

He slid the papers back into the envelope. “Look, I know I’m making a big mess out of this, but I haven’t dated in years, and I didn’t know how to handle a different kind of date, a different kind of woman.”

“I’m not a different kind of woman. You can call Jessica and talk to her if you like—additional verification, perhaps—but I’d phased out of escort work ever since Nicholas married Marisa. While Nicholas had been my savior, in a way, he was still also my connection back into that world. It was the way he saw me, always. He never managed to change his perspective of me. And after he was safely married off, I realized I was done. In a way, I had been hanging around for the comfort of his friendship and the safety of his presence. Once he left, I had to deal with things on my own. By then, my blog had taken off and I had a sizeable rainy day fund tucked away, so I stopped.”

“Then how did I manage to reach you?”

“In the same way that my old clients reach me if they need me for a special occasion. Jess turns away all new leads, but for whatever reason, she decided to accept your call and suggested I meet up with you. She said you treated it with the care of a date, not a client, and it meant something. Now I see it doesn’t.”

He laid his hand over hers and was surprised when she did not pull back. “Yes, it does. I got waylaid by doubts and lost my way, lost sight of the fact that when I’m with you, I’m having a great time just hanging out, talking, getting to know you. I’m sorry. I want to…need to start over.”

“And how are we going to do that?”

“Do you have the contract I signed?”

She nodded. “Why?”

“We could tear it up. Really start over.”

She stared at him for so long that he started doubting. Had he pushed for too much, too fast? Heck, was he ready for a relationship with a woman that wasn’t strictly professional and rightly governed by contracts and clearly stated limits?

Was he ready to begin dating again, begin living again?

There was still so much he knew he didn’t know about her—like her real name—but every relationship started with some level of uncertainty. Was he willing to take that risk? Trust her word and his gut instincts over his sister’s insistence and even Mitch’s leading evidence that Sheridan was having an affair with Mitch?

Would he take that risk for the most fascinating, compelling woman he had ever met?

She tugged her hand out from under his and left the kitchen again. When she returned, she had the contract in her hand. The uncertainty in her eyes reflected the debate in his mind. “Are you ready for this?” he asked her.

She inched the contract out to him, tugged it back, and the back-and-forth motion went on for a few seconds until she exploded into rueful laughter. “This will be a first for me. Contracts have been the best things that have happened to me since…you know.”

“I know, and I love contracts too. I wouldn’t have a job if contracts weren’t such a big deal in the world, but sometimes, contracts get in the way and the transaction trumps the relationship. Perhaps, in our case, they’ve gotten in the way enough. Maybe it’s time to push them aside, but they’re your contracts. It’s your call.”

She stared down at the stack of papers in her hand and with a sharp, sudden gesture, tore the pages of the contract into half. Their eyes met over the broken contract, and she smiled, bright and full—the kind of smile that immediately extinguished the spark of worry lodged in his heart. “Okay, where are we?”

“Starting over.” He rose and extended his hand to her. “Hi, I’m Tom Lancaster.”

She opened her mouth, closed it, and something passed over her face as she shook his hand slowly. “I’m Elyse Vogel. It’s good to meet you.”


Chapter 7



 



Elyse Vogel.

Tom stared at her, slack-jawed. He had been prepared to wait for the truth. He certainly hadn’t anticipated her immediate honesty.

She sat down across from him and picked up her spoon although she did not dig back into her bread pudding. “Elyse Vogel is my real name. It’s on my lease, on my driver’s license.”

“So Sheridan doesn’t exist?”

She laughed softly, the sound quiet and sad. “A legal name is just the trappings of what’s real and what’s not. Sheridan is real in a way Elyse isn’t. I haven’t been Elyse in six years.”

“What happened?”

“I left home.” Her chuckle was trapped somewhere between a laugh and a sigh. “I ran away. I was sixteen.” She glanced at the window, and although he knew she probably couldn’t see anything specific out of it apart from the lights of New York at night, her gaze was distant. “I’m the same age as most of my classmates who are graduating from Parsons this year. It always surprises me. They seem so young.”

“They haven’t had the experiences you’ve had.”

“I suppose not, but graduation is a fresh start for most people, and it will be for me, too. My life will be different. It’ll finally be back on track.” She looked up at him and smiled that smile that had captivated him from the first moment of their meeting—sweet and hopeful.

He had so many questions for her, but he didn’t want to linger on her past, not when it had every indication of being horrid, and not when she looked firmly toward the future. “How do you see it?”

“A real job. A blogging business to grow on the side. People to come home to; people who count on me.”

Like your daughter? Tom had seen no evidence of any child in the house. What had become of that baby? Is Frances your daughter?

It doesn’t matter, he told himself. He had made that decision on the plane ride back from Montana. He wanted Sheridan, or Elyse, or whatever she called herself, under whatever circumstances. It was time to trust his gut instincts, the same gut instincts he could have trusted when his relationship with Lynnette crumbled—the instincts that now told him Sheridan… Elyse…was the only one for him.

The nagging questions would be answered with time. The damnable lawyer’s need for logic, for answers, would have to wait.

“Is there space in that vision of your future for me?” he asked.

“Do you want to be in it?”

“I do.”

“And what about Aria?”

“What about her?” It suddenly occurred to Tom that Sheridan’s daughter would be about the same age as Aria. Frances. It had to be Frances.

“You had all kinds of concerns—rightly—about the kind of woman in her life.”

“Oh, you mean the woman who overcame all kinds of setbacks early in life to finish high school, graduate from college, and start a business? That woman?”

Sheridan laughed. “You make it sound like a bigger deal than it is.”

“It’s a huge deal given what you started out with.”

“I hope you’re not here out of a misplaced sense of sympathy.”

“I’m a lawyer. I’m not even supposed to be any good at spelling that word. I’m here because I’m amazed by you, and I enjoy being with you. Is that enough?”

“Oh, yes.” Her smile dazzled him once more. “It’s more than enough.” She put her spoon down and went over to him. Her hands cradled his cheeks and raised his face to hers. “Thank you for being the first man to really see me.”

Her breath against his lips was warm and the taste of her was intoxicating, like garden-picked strawberries and homemade cream—simultaneously sweet, fresh, and rich. He tasted vanilla and rum, and wondered if she tasted it on his breath too. Some part of his mind, always cynical, shrieked at him—demanding to know the game she was playing, telling him, reminding him that she was a prostitute—that sex was the end game, that countless men before him had paid for their turn at her body.

What kind of man takes what another discards?

Tension clutched at his shoulders. A man who can see her true value.

He shoved the wretched voice to the back of his mind and focused instead on the woman in his arms. He steadied her with an arm around her waist as he stood, and then easily hiked her up to sit on the counter. “There.” He smiled at her—their eyes level. “You’re finally tall enough for me.”

“Whatever it takes.” She opened her arms to him, her fingers combing through his hair as their kiss deepened and took on a quickened, frantic edge. She pressed against him and the faint, mewling sounds in the back of her throat shredded his self-control, as if she wanted him as badly as he wanted her.

No, he had to slow it down even though his self-control was in tatters.

Thank you for being the first man to really see me.

There was nothing like a woman’s gratitude and trust to keep man’s baser instincts in check.

Tom broke the kiss. His chest heaving, he sucked in a deep breath.

Beside him, Sheridan’s breathing was as harsh and her hands trembled against his shoulders. “It’s been a while.”

He nodded.

“It’s hard to be gentle and take it slow.”

A wry smile passed over his face. It amazed him how easily she read him. He nodded again.

She slid off the counter, her fingers brushing against his chest. “I don’t need gentle. I don’t want slow.” She took his hand and led him across her condominium to the large master bedroom, dominated by a king bed. The decorations were classy—a potted plant in a corner, and framed watercolors on the walls—but not personalized.

Like an expensive hotel room, that cynical part of his mind pointed out, but her hands were on him, sliding his jacket off his shoulders, and the thinking stopped.

She shimmied out of her sweater dress and stepped out of the puddle of wool at her feet, in a matching lacy red underwear. The dim bedroom lights draped shadows over her, simultaneously accentuating and obscuring a slim, young body.

It hit him then that he was more than ten years older than her—a prime target for a hooker who wanted out of her former lifestyle. A lawyer with a family. A man who struggled with relationships.

A man ready to fall for a winsome and seemingly sincere personality, warm smile, and a nubile, willing body.

You’re the fool. She’s using you.

But her hands were on him, unbuckling his belt, unzipping his pants, and when they closed around his hard length, his hands clenched into fists to stop himself from pushing her away. When she knelt in front of him and took him into her warm mouth, her soft lips gliding up and down against him, he had to close his eyes against the friction of pleasure and the building pressure. His hands tightened in her hair, and she slowed down for a moment, giving him a chance to pull back from the edge before she drove him there again. Her hands glided up his thighs and over his buttocks before cupping his manhood. Her fingernails tickled a lazy rhythm against the hyper-sensitized skin as her mouth and tongue quickened their torment.

She was driving him crazy.

His grip tightened against her, so hard he felt her wince. “I want to be in you,” he rasped.

She eased away from him to lie on her back. He stood at the foot of the bed, staring at her. How many men had seen her like this, her eyes dilated and cheeks flushed, her legs spread? He brushed his fingers against her panties. They came away moist.

He raised his fingers to his nose and inhaled deeply the heated scent of her need. Was it real?

The trust that seemed so obvious on the plane and even in her kitchen was like mists in the rising sun—evaporating with every skillful touch of her hands and her mouth. She was good. So good. Too good. She was a whore in the most literal sense of the word. It was what she had done for a living.

How many men had had her?

He couldn’t do it. Not looking at her face. Not with his traitorous mind running havoc, blending images of the Sheridan he had come to know and love with the woman other men had seen in such a degrading position, and used.

An expression he couldn’t quite decipher passed over her face, and she sat up and unhooked her bra. Her blond hair spilled over her breasts as she shifted to slide her panties down the length of her legs.

Then she was utterly naked, her body partially cloaked in shadow. Beautiful, vulnerable, and utterly powerful.

His need screamed at him; his erection hard to the point of roaring discomfort. How long had it been since he had had a partner so beautiful, so willing?

Not anyone you’ve ever not paid for, that’s for sure.

With that unfathomable expression still in her eyes, she turned to kneel on the bed. In the dim light, it was clearly an invitation to take what he wanted, in a way where he did not have to actually “see” her.

How did she know what he needed?

How had she always known what he needed?

His heart rebelled at the thought of taking her on her knees. It would shatter all the trust they had worked so hard to build together.

His mind reminded him that she was a whore and mocked him for being manipulated.

For an instant, his body, his raging need, trumped both heart and mind. She arched her back as he pushed into her tight body, the warm wetness welcoming him.

The slight shudder of her shoulders stopped him.

~*~

He’s just a guy. It’s been a long time, he said so himself.

Logic, however, refused to stem the roaring ache in Sheridan’s chest. She had thought…had hoped…he would be different.

I was wrong.

He filled her and she braced herself for the rapid, unthinking pounding, the quick release, but he suddenly stopped. He did not pull out but his hand stroked gently against her spine. “And that, your honor, is exhibit A.”

She stiffened. “What?”

“Also known as how to behave like a total ass. And this, your honor, is exhibit B.” He pulled out gently. “How to treat a woman the way she deserves.”

She rolled onto her back and stared at him. His eyes were seared with regret. “I’m sorry,” he said quietly. “My schoolboy hormones got the better of me.”

“Were you actually making lawyer jokes?”

He nodded as he stretched out beside her. His hard erection pressed against her bare thigh. “It’s been a while for me, but it was an excuse, not a reason. I’m still working on getting things right in my head—the one housing my brain.”

“And your heart?”

“It’s further ahead than my head. It was always a bright little thing.”

Not so little. It’s a big, generous, kind thing.

His smile was pained—probably because he was aroused to the point of discomfort—but it was genuine. “Let me show you what it is to be loved.”

She closed her eyes and sank into the sensation of his probing lips against her lips and the soft warmth of his breath against her skin. His hands glided against her body, the alternating pressure between light and firm always keeping her guessing, always breathless. She sucked in her breath when he cupped her small breasts and thrummed his thumb over her nipples. They hardened into little nubs between his fingertips before he moistened them with his tongue and took them into his mouth. He nibbled and sucked until they were engorged with blood and so sensitive that she had to bite down on her lips to keep from crying out.

He shifted against her and his breath whispered in her ear. “Do you want more? Let me hear you.”

“Yes, more.” Her whisper rose on a moan. “Lower.”

His fingers glided against the wet heat between her legs. She arched against him, wanting more of him, needing more of him. “Please,” she whispered. The sexual need burned in her but more vivid, more searing was the ache in her chest, somewhere in the vicinity of her heart.

No one had ever loved her like this before.

Not the man who raped her when she was twelve.

Not all the men who paid for their turn at her body.

Not even Nicholas who had been kind but not emotionally invested in her.

No one had ever really cared enough to drive her to the edge of pleasure, except the man whose tongue now caressed her most intimate parts, whose fingers entered her, toying with her, drawing out the sensations, bombarding her with a flurry of pleasure, layering them, raising her higher.

She dug her fingernails into the bedsheets to keep from falling, but a second later, she toppled with a shocked gasp. The lights around her blinked out, and when they flickered on in her brain, her eyes fluttered slowly open.

Tom was smiling down at her. “Hang in there. Not quite done.”

He didn’t enter her then. In fact, he didn’t enter her until a second wave of pleasure—brought on by the torment of his tongue and fingers—swept through her. By then, her body was so sensitized that the sensation of him entering her almost swept her over the precipice once more. “Hang in there,” he whispered. “I want to see you come.”

Their fingers entwined as he pressed her hands down into the pillow beside her head. Their eyes met as he began moving against her, his strokes slow and deep. She rose to meet him, their bodies moving in unison in an intimate motion almost as old as time.

The little waves of pleasure started rolling in, and when they finally crashed over her, she forced herself to keep her eyes open as her body clenched around him. He stiffened, his muscles taut around his chest and shoulders as he came, his release spilling into her. It was the unguarded expression on his face, however, that stung her eyes with tears.

It was more than a physical release for him. She saw it with her eyes as surely as she knew it in her heart.

Something major had shifted and changed between them in the moment when she had first led him into her bedroom and when he had finally come in her arms, and she was almost certain he had initiated the change and seen it through, despite his corny lawyer jokes.

She stroked his back as he slumped down, but gasped as he rolled onto his back, taking her with him. They were still joined. “Too heavy for you,” he murmured.

She didn’t mind heavy. Not when it was him. Not when it felt like security and love wrapped around her instead of an unwanted weight pinning her down. She smiled, the motion of her cheek against his, triggering his smile. “Thank you,” she said, and hoped he couldn’t hear the tears of relief and gratitude, perhaps even of love, in her voice.

He turned his head slightly to kiss her. Surely, he must have tasted the salt of her tears then. A concerned expression passed over his face. It did not vanish even when she shook her head wordlessly. She did not want to talk then. She was too raw. The truth—the entire ugly truth—might come out and he wasn’t ready for it.

She didn’t think any man would ever be. Not even Tom.

~*~

Sheridan and Tom had dessert much later, long after the optimal time for freshly prepared bread pudding had passed, but bread pudding, reheated in the microwave, had never tasted that good. Being ravenous probably had a lot to do with it. Sex—great sex—was exhausting, and Tom had shown her how great it could be when it involved hearts, and not just bodies.

The aftermath was almost as good—wrapped in a cozy bathrobe and snuggled on a chaise lounge, leaning back against Tom’s bare chest. He held the bowl of bread pudding and doled out the dessert with an exactness that would have made a mathematician proud.

“Not accounting for or allocating based on body weight, I see,” Sheridan noted before wolfing down an exactly square piece of bread budding.

“The math gets too complicated at that point. I’m a lawyer, not a physicist.”

“I would have thought that you lawyerly types would have the division of the spoils down to an art form.”

“I do, but seeing how you made the bread pudding, there’s something to be said for your originating claim to all of the dessert. I’m the interloper here.”

She giggled. What was it about his straight-faced, dorky, four-syllable-words, lawyer humor that got to her? He was able to laugh at himself, and that—perhaps more than anything else—emphasized his easy-going nature. Heavens knew, a kind, easy-going man was exactly what she needed, what she deserved. A sexy man. A man who made her feel loved, and more importantly, treasured.

“I’m glad you came over,” she said in the comfortable silence between them.

He nuzzled and kissed the top of her head. His grip tightened around her.

It was all the reply she needed.


Chapter 8



 



In the week leading up to Christmas, the shopping frenzy kept Sheridan busy as she posted blog after blog to guide her readers through the chaos of shopping for themselves and worse, for others. Traffic hummed through her website and her Pinterest followers swelled as she posted commentary and recommendations on designers, styles, and the best gifts for Christmas.

Despite her busy schedule, she found time to stop by the stores to purchase gifts for her friends, including the newest additions to the list—Aria and Tom. She browsed several stores before finding a coat for Aria. Spun from soft, black lamb’s wool, it was the perfect weight for spring and fall.

Finding a suitable gift for Tom, however, was a great deal harder. What did one get for a man in the early stages of a relationship that was moving faster and had grown more intimate than she expected? Her search took her online and from physical store to physical store.

The perfect gift, however, found her, when she had not been expecting it. She was passing through Chinatown when she caught a glimpse of it in the store window. Her eyes widened as she pressed her fingertips against the glass. A faint smile curved her lips. “There you are,” she murmured. Ten minutes later, she was hurrying home, his gift wrapped in layers of tissue and tucked in the bottom of her handbag.

She did buy one more gift, which she slid into the prettiest gift bag she could find. On Saturday morning, the morning of Christmas Eve, she did as she had done for many years; she knocked on the door of a fifth-floor apartment in Brooklyn.

Candace Brown, an African-American woman with tired eyes and a kind smile, opened the door. “Hello, Sheridan. It’s good to see you.”

Sheridan held out the the gift basket of food, which the woman accepted with gratitude. “Is Frances interested in going to the park today?”

“I expect she is. She’s dressed and in her wheelchair.”

Sheridan walked down the narrow hallway and into the living room where the six-year-old girl slumped in a wheelchair. Her face was slack and all her muscles flaccid. Her neck tilted to one side, as if her head were too heavy to support, and her thin hands, pale from lack of exposure to sunlight, were like sticks on the armrest of the wheelchair.

Her eyes were like black pinpricks in her face—not alert, but somehow aware. They followed Sheridan as she crossed the room to hug the little girl gently, scarcely making physical contact for fear of jarring the fragile child. She wrapped another blanket around Frances, made sure her feet were tucked in socks and warm booties, before wheeling her out the door. While they waited for the elevator, Sheridan stroked Frances’s blond hair. “It’s a beautiful day for the park. It’s sunny and not too cold, and everyone seems to be in a better mood than usual. Probably because it’s Christmas Eve.”

The elevator pinged and the door opened. Sheridan pushed Frances into the elevator and continued her monologue. “I love Christmas, don’t you? It’s full of joy, and the happiness just seems to overflow into the new year.” When the elevator opened on the first floor, Sheridan pushed the wheelchair through the dingy foyer and out into the bracing morning air. The park was a small patch of green, hardly deserving of the name, but it was pretty in spring and summer, though not so much in winter. The trees were straggly trunks and branches, stripped bare of leaves, although someone had draped a string of lights around the tallest tree. “I bet it’s lovely at night when the lights are on,” Sheridan said as she slid the wheelchair next to a bench before sitting down beside the little girl. She placed her hands over Frances’s gloved hands and told herself that she had imagined the faint movement. Frances did little consciously, but it did not stop Sheridan from wishing for a little bit more.

Recognition would be a good start.

Sheridan leaned over to look into Frances’s face, but the little girl’s eyes stared vacantly ahead, tracking random motions of passers-by, but not showing any awareness of her situation or of Sheridan.

“What did you think of Aria?” Sheridan asked, keeping her voice cheerful in spite of the familiar bite of despair. “She’s sweet, isn’t she? She loves fashion.” Would Frances have loved fashion, too? Sheridan thought the girl might have. Gently, she combed back the wispy strands of Frances’s hair. Next time, she would bring a little clip—perhaps something with a ladybug on it. Growing up, she had loved ladybugs; perhaps Frances did too.

A cynical part of her mind told her that she was projecting herself and the child she had been onto Frances, but what else was there for her to do?

“I hope you liked Tom too,” she continued softly. Perhaps someday she could share the truth she had locked away in her heart. If Tom were as amazing as he had proven to be so far, perhaps the day would come sooner rather than later. Sheridan leaned in close, her cheek pressed to Frances’s cheek, and smiled. The skin-to-skin contact sizzled through her, and the ache in her chest was so sharp that she had to consciously breathe through it.

“I brought a present for you.” Sheridan showed Frances the colorful gift bag and from it, took out two boxes. One was a hunter green velvet dress accentuated with white smocking, and the other was a pair of black leather shoes. “It’s for Christmas. I’ll come by tomorrow morning for a few hours together. You be sure to wear your dress and shoes, and we’ll take another Christmas picture.”

It would be their sixth Christmas spent apart, but for a few precious hours together, and if Sheridan had anything to say about it, it would be their last Christmas apart.

~*~

Sheridan’s pensive mood lingered long after she returned Frances to her foster family. The quiet ache usually lasted hours, but that time, Sheridan didn’t have the luxury of wallowing in self-pity. Tom would be picking her up in the evening. She would be meeting his family, including the sister he clearly loved, for the first time.

It would be the first time she would have met the family of any of her “dates.”

Never thought I’d get this far. She smiled at her reflection as she brushed her hair and scrutinized her makeup. But here I am. My life is finally on track after a ten-year detour.

Her dress was a simple white lace dress, the color offset by the gold jewelry she wore at her earlobes and around her neck. When the doorbell rang, she picked up her clutch and went to the door.

Tom stood outside in a dark gray suit. “Good evening.” He handed her a small box. “It’s not your Christmas gift. It’s just something for tonight.”

Inside was a corsage—a gorgeous white orchid with a dark purple heart, fringed with gold filigree. “It’s perfect with my dress,” she said with a smile as she allowed Tom to fasten it around her wrist. She held it up to the light on her porch. “Thank you.”

“You are welcome. Oh, I was wondering if you might be interested in hanging out on New Year’s Eve?”

“I have Frances.”

“And I have Aria. How about a night in front of the television, watching reruns until the ball drops in Times Square?”

Sheridan laughed. “Sounds perfect.”

“Great. It’s a date, then. Shall we?” He gestured to his waiting car.

The car was what she would have expected of him—a black BMW—all understated elegance. As Sheridan got into the passenger seat, Aria waved from the back. Sheridan smiled at the girl. “Hi. Is that from Chloe’s winter collection?”

Aria’s eyes brightened. “Yes, it is! My dress is new. My aunt bought it for me a few weeks ago. Do you like it?”

“Love it. The white panels add a lot of style to the simple, clean design. Would you like me to do up your hair before we get to the party?”

“Will you?” Aria shot her father an accusing stare. “He put clips in it, but didn’t know how to do anything else.”

“I love playing with hair. Just a minute. I’m going to run in and grab a few things.” Sheridan stepped out of the car. “Won’t be long.” She patted the lapels of Tom’s suit as she hurried back into her home. She found everything she needed on her dressing table, and grabbed her a large makeup mirror on the way out. Back at the car, she slid into the backseat next to Aria and handed her the mirror. “Here. Hold this.” She turned on the dim lights at the backseat.

“Are you sure you can do this in the dark?”

“I can do lots of things in the dark, and besides, it’s not really dark. Now, turn and sit with your back to me. Don’t move.”

“Looks like I’m the chauffer,” Tom said with a laugh. “It’s only about fifteen minutes away. Should I drive slowly?”

“No, we’ll be done in fifteen minutes. To be truly great, fashion has to be easy, natural, and sustainable.”

“Yeah, Dad,” Aria chimed in with her know-it-all voice. She rolled her eyes at the mirror. “He doesn’t know anything about style.”

“Oh, he has style, all right. It’s quite different from yours, but it’s perfect for him.” Sheridan winked at Tom before tuning her attention back to Aria’s dark hair. “You’ve got gorgeous hair. It’s just the right length for all kinds of styles. Do you want it mostly up or mostly down?”

Aria’s eyes widened. “You can put it up?”

“Yes, of course. It’s about what you want.”

“Up, please? It’s so much cooler.”

“Yes, especially around the back of your neck.”

Aria looked puzzled for a moment until Sheridan lifted up her hair and blew her breath out on the back of her neck. “Oh!” The little girl giggled. “I get it.”

For several minutes, the only sound was that of hair gathered and styled with the use of ubiquitous black hairpins, two silver clips, and a dash of hair spray. “What do you think?” Sheridan asked finally.

Aria turned the mirror to study her reflection from all angles. “I look…different.” Her voice was touched with awe. “I look pretty.”

“You were always pretty. It’s a slightly different look for a party, and I think it suits you.”

Tom cut in. “And just in time too.” He pulled into a circular driveway. “I’ll let the valet park the car. I want to look at my pretty girl.” He turned around, and a grin spread across his face. “Wow, definitely a great look for you. Aunt Charlotte will love it.”

Aria beamed as she reached for her father’s hand. Tom glanced over his shoulder and offered his other arm to Sheridan. “Thank you,” he said.

“Oh, not a problem. When I was her age, I spent hours in front of the mirror playing with my hair. I remember what it was like, pretending to dress up and go to a tea party.”

“A tea party?”

“A la Alice in Wonderland. Cocktail parties don’t show up in kids’ storybooks until much later.”

“This party, unfortunately, is going to be a little larger than most. My brother-in-law tends to combine business with family with pleasure.”

“Makes sense. Why have a dozen small parties when you can have one large one? Does your sister have any children?”

Tom shook his head as they walked through the marble-floored foyer and entered the elevator that would whisk them up to the penthouse. “They’ve only been married for four years. This is Mitch’s second marriage, though. He has a son from an earlier marriage.”

“It’s great when people have a second chance at love,” she said.

Aria peered up at Sheridan. “Is this your second chance too?”

Why did she ask that? Sheridan smiled faintly. “I’m not sure I had a first.”

Aria gave her father a suspicious look. “Is she your girlfriend?”

Tom’s eyes widened, and Sheridan stifled a giggle as he turned red. “I…don’t think it’s a suitable discussion for right now.”

“Why not? Lindsey’s mom has a boyfriend. Lindsey says it’s her mom’s third boyfriend since her daddy left last year.” Aria slipped her other hand into Sheridan’s, a gesture that suddenly made Sheridan’s heart beat faster. “My daddy doesn’t have any girlfriends. He just works all the time.”

“Surely not all the time.”

“Well, he takes me to parks and stuff. Last year we went skiing. Have you ever gone skiing?”

Sheridan shook her head.

“It’s super fun. You should have Daddy take you too. The hot chocolate is awesome. And they have marshmallows. I bet Frances would like that.”

Tom chuckled dryly. “The highlights of Aspen. Hot chocolate and marshmallows.”

The elevator opened into a party in full swing, spilling out of the penthouse into the elevator lobby. Almost immediately, Sheridan could see that it would be a real trial squeezing through the crowd. Apparently, Tom had come to that same conclusion. “Why don’t you and Aria wait here? I’m going to find my sister. I want to introduce you to her. What kind of drink would you like?”

“A white wine.”

“Any preference? Sweet? Dry?”

“Sweet, if they have one.”

“I’ll see what I can find. Juice for you, Aria?”

Aria’s chin lifted. “A cocktail.”

“We’ll see.” Tom chuckled and then disappeared into the crowd.

Sheridan’s gaze flicked over the well-dressed guests, more classy than stylish. She had made the right call on her dress; she blended in perfectly into the upper class, professional Manhattan crowd. “It looks like a fun party.”

Aria shrugged as if she attended such parties every day, but her eyes were eagerly scanning the people at the party, as if searching for familiar faces.

How amazing it was to be part of a family, to go to a party and expect to be welcomed by friends and family, by people who knew you, people who cared.

“Elyse?” A familiar voice cut through her thoughts.

She turned to see Mitch Ryan. Like Tom, he wore a suit and he walked up to her. His confused glance shuttled between her and Aria for a few moments. “Hello, Aria. Where’s your dad?”

“He went to find Aunt Charlotte.”

“Okay,” Mitch said, before looking back at Sheridan. “I didn’t realize you knew Tom Lancaster.”

“We met about a month ago. I certainly wasn’t expecting to see anyone I knew here at this party.”

Mitch’s expression grew even more confused. “But it’s my—”

“There you are.” A woman’s brittle voice cut into the conversation. A thin woman, almost vibrating with nervous energy, pushed forward through a crowd that parted for her, like the Red Sea for Moses. There was something bright and vindictive in her eyes as she looked at Sheridan and then at Mitch. “I didn’t think you’d have the audacity to invite her.”

“Her?” Mitch stared at the woman. “What are you talking about?”

“It’s bad enough that you’re having an affair, but when you invite her here—”

“Whoa, you think I’m having an affair with Sheridan?”

“She’s an escort, isn’t she?”

Sheridan sucked in a deep breath, feeling as though she had been punched in the stomach.

The crowd, which had fallen silent at the start of the woman’s tirade, began to titter.

Mitch stepped forward, setting himself between Sheridan and his wife. “You’ve got this all wrong. I met Elyse at the shelter—”

“Where you met me. Only I suspect she wasn’t a volunteer.” The woman’s voice dripped sarcasm. “It’s turning out to be quite a modus operandi of yours, isn’t it? Pretend to do some good at a shelter for battered women while scouting out the women who come in.”

Mitch’s eyes narrowed. His shoulders were tensed as he strode forward and set his arm on the woman’s back. “We’ll talk about this privately.”

She pulled herself free with a jerk. “No, we can talk about it now. I have evidence. Tom got it for me.”

Tom?

Sheridan looked—really looked—at the woman, finally seeing her faint resemblance to Tom. His sister, Charlotte.

Then…Tom…

The truth shattered the world that was as fragile as glass.

Tom had never been attracted to her, let alone cared about her. The entire month had been a lie—his brilliant, successful attempt to get close to her, to ferret out the truth. And if the truth wasn’t good enough, he would settle for a lie.

Tom’s voice sliced through the fog in her brain. “Here’s your wine—” He stepped through the crowd and jerked to a stop, his glance flashing from his sister, to Mitch, to Sheridan. “What the—damn it.” He crossed over to Sheridan. “This isn’t—let me explain.”

She looked up at him and pasted a smile over her face to keep it from crumpling like a heartbroken child. “There’s nothing more to explain. Your sister has already said it all. The only thing I can’t believe is how I fell for it; how I fell for you thinking that you were somehow different, special, when all this time, you were toying with me.”

“No, it’s not what you think it is.” Tom stepped forward, his hand outstretched.

She closed her ears to the plea she heard in his voice. She could only be an idiot so many times before she learned, and this time, she had well and truly learned her lesson. Men took. They took and took. They did not give. Not unless there was a price they could extract that exceeded the value of the gift.

And if any man said he loved you—

But Tom hadn’t said it. He had never spoken the words, but he had set her eyes on the future. He had gotten her to dream again.

All lies.

Behind her, the elevator chimed softly and the doors opened. A well-dressed couple stepped out and immediately paused at the silent, bristling tension in the lobby. Sheridan’s smile twisted into a self-mocking smirk. Well, it was time to take herself out of the equation. Mitch and his wife had issues to sort out, but she would be damned if she was dragged into and blamed for something that had nothing to do with her.

She stepped into the waiting elevator, but Tom rushed forward, squeezing in just before the doors closed. “Listen, please.”

“I don’t make the same mistake twice.”

“It’s not what you think. Damn it, please let me explain.”

“Perhaps I should explain.” The tension clawed at her spine, stiffening her shoulders. “I met Mitch two years ago when I returned to the women’s shelter that had given me food and a bed for the night when I arrived in New York City six years earlier. I wanted help—legal advice—on how to adopt the daughter I had given up.”

Tom did not look surprised at the mention of her daughter. Apparently, he had dug deep enough to find out about Frances. Bracing herself against the stab of pain in her heart, she continued. “The manager of the shelter put me in touch with the board of directors, and Mitch offered his company’s resources to help with the paperwork and the legal system. Since then, I’ve been meeting regularly with him and his company’s legal staff. I’ve never seen Mitch one-on-one. It’s always been in the presence of someone else, which should make it perfectly safe unless you think I’m whore enough to indulge in gang bangs.”

He flinched at her deliberate crudeness. “I never thought you were having an affair.”

“But apparently your sister did and you were happy to feed the lies.”

“I didn’t. I told her there was nothing happening between you and Mitch.”

“But she set you on me, didn’t she? Turned loose her hound to dig up the dirt on me. Well, congratulations. You found it. In fact, fool that I was, I gave it to you, because I trusted you.” The elevator chimed and the door opened. Sheridan stepped out onto the first floor. “Go back to your party, Tom. Go back to your life.”

“No, Sheridan, please. Will you let me explain?”

“Explain why you brought me to a large party and exposed me as an escort when I’ve spent the past year closing the door on that part of my life? I’m sure there are worse ways to make a woman feel like dirt, but I can’t think of any right now. Good night, Tom.”

~*~

Tom stared at Sheridan’s back until she stepped into a waiting cab. She did not look back, not once. Damn it. He had come in on the tail end of whatever confrontation had happened at the party. He had hoped to find Charlotte first to let her know that they had all arrived for the party. So much for that.

The party he returned to was a great deal more subdued than the one he had left. Guests milled around as if uncertain if the party was still on. Both Mitch and Charlotte had disappeared. Tom found Mitch’s son, Jackson, in the crowd. “Where’s your father?”

“With Charlotte, in their suite.” He shrugged. “At least they’re getting it out now. I remember my parents never argued in public; perhaps that was their problem.” Jackson looked at Tom. “Was that woman really having an affair with my dad?”

Tom shook his head. “No, I don’t think so.”

“You don’t think so, or you know so?”

Tom grimaced. “At some point, you just have to step out in faith and take someone’s statements at face value.”

“Blind trust? I didn’t even know lawyers did that.”

“No snide jabs at lawyers, okay?” Tom shoved his hands into his pockets of his pants. “You can’t have a relationship without some level of mutual trust.”

“Did Charlotte really ask you to dig up the dirt on that woman?”

“Sheridan. Yes, she did. At Thanksgiving.”

“Wow, you work fast.”

Did he? Tom frowned. Four weeks was fast, but it was all due to the intense, magical connection between him and Sheridan—the connection that was crudely broken minutes earlier. He excused himself and strode down the corridor to knock on the closed door of Charlotte’s suite.

The raised voices in the suite fell silent. “It’s Tom,” he said.

Moments later, the door flung open. Mitch’s face was taut. “You want to come in here and explain things to your sister? Preferably in a language she understands? English isn’t working.”

“I’m not a marriage counselor. I just want to know what happened out there. Who said what to Sheridan?”

Mitch flung his hand out at Charlotte who stood with her back to them, staring out the floor-to-ceiling windows. “I was talking to Elyse when she marched up to us and accused me of flaunting my affairs in her face and having the audacity to bring Elyse here.”

Tom frowned. “What the hell was that about, Char? I told you they weren’t having an affair, and I told you I was bringing her here because I wanted you to meet the woman I was dating! What possessed you to pull all the skeletons out of the closet and shame her in public? She has done nothing to you.”

Charlotte spun around, her arms folded across her chest. “And you really believe her when she said she didn’t have an affair with Mitch? She’s just his type. Young and pretty, with that look of helpless vulnerability.”

“Are we talking about the same person? There’s nothing vulnerable about Sheridan. She’s fought hard to get to where she is, and she’s still fighting hard. She’s got guts and spirit, and yes, she’s a bit broken on the inside, but who isn’t?”

“She’s a whore.”

“She made tough choices many years ago, but she isn’t a whore now and she’s not having an affair with your husband. You’re both going to have to find someone else to blame for your mutual lack of interest in this marriage.” Tom stepped back and closed the door as he walked away.

The sound of silence followed him.

He found Aria standing by the front door, staring at him with large accusing eyes and a mutinous scowl on her face. “That was mean.” Aria clearly made up for her lack of tact with an abundance of truth.

“Yes, it was,” Tom agreed. “Let’s go.”

“Where are we going? Are you going to say sorry to Sheridan?”

“Yes, if she’ll listen.” Tom braced against the niggling fear in his heart that she wouldn’t. She had to. He couldn’t come all this way only to lose her again.


Chapter 9



 



Sheridan spent the first few hours of Christmas day ignoring Tom’s phone calls. Not long after, she received the call she had been expecting from Jessica. “What happened?” Jessica asked without even saying Merry Christmas. “Tom called. Said he’s been trying to reach you.”

“I’m not taking his calls. It’s over.”

“What happened?”

“He was an ass, and I was an idiot. I got carried away by the dream that someone out there might actually see me for me.”

“Oh, honey. It’s not a dream.”

“Well, with Tom, it was an illusion. He dated me because his sister thought I was having an affair with her husband.”

“Huh…and I thought only women were capable of being that devious. Who knew?”

Right. Who knew?

“You made the right call, honey. You’re well rid of him,” Jessica said briskly. “You didn’t…” She suddenly hesitated. “Did you?”

“Sleep with him?” Bitterness choked Sheridan. “Yes, I did.”

Jessica was silent for a long moment. “He meant a great deal to you.”

“He did. I even told him my real name. I would have told him everything eventually. Good thing it never came to that.”

“Oh, honey. I’m so sorry.”

She stood straighter. “I’m fine.”

“Would you like to come over for Christmas dinner? I’ve got cookies in the oven now, and tonight, we’ll have ham and all its trimmings.”

“I’m going to see Frances in a few minutes.”

“And then?”

Her gaze fell on the two wrapped gifts under her decorated Christmas tree. Tom and Aria.

Her jaw tensed. Then nothing. Tom was no longer part of her plans. “I’m just going to hang out and chill out. I’ve deserved it. Merry Christmas, Jessica.”

“You call, all right, if you need anything? And Merry Christmas to you, too.”

Christmas, however, was anything but merry. She paid Frances a visit, knowing she could not stay for long. Frances’s foster family had their Christmas routine, including attending church, followed by opening presents in the afternoon, and she had no place in it. She did, however, spend an hour reading to Frances while her foster family scurried to get ready for church.

Several times, she paused in her reading to look at Frances. Her daughter hunched in the wheelchair, the pretty green dress hanging on her thin frame. Her vacant eyes stared straight ahead and her hands lay flat and unmoving on her lap.

Sheridan laid her hand over her daughter’s. Frances’s hands were bony and limp. “Remember Tom?” Sheridan mustered a weak smile. “Well, he’s not relevant anymore. It’s just you and me, and we’ll do just fine.”

But “just fine” lasted for less than twenty-four hours. Her phone rang at 8 a.m. the following morning. Still half asleep, she glanced at the number to confirm it wasn’t Tom before picking up the phone. It was Nicole Lefton, the lawyer from Mitch’s company who was point on Sheridan’s adoption case. “I’m sorry for calling so early, but we have to talk.”

“What about?”

“The furor at Mitch’s party.”

“You were there?”

“I was out on the balcony, but I heard about it. Unfortunately, so did everyone.”

“Mitch’s wife was loud.”

“Loud’s only half the problem. She dug up the dirt on you.”

Sheridan went cold. “What do you mean?”

“We agreed to keep your slightly checkered past out of the application. As far as the state of New York knows, Elyse Vogel moved from Montana to New York, obtained her GED, and enrolled in college. The fact that you’ve been legitimately enrolled at Parsons for the past four years helped tremendously. What didn’t help was Charlotte exposing you as an escort at one of biggest parties of the season. I got a call from our contact at the Children and Family Services department. They’ve heard about it too. Almost anyone who is someone in New York has heard it.”

“So…they know.”

“Yes, they do. I argued that your past was long in the past and that the facts on our application are truthful, but it’s going to come down to how kindly they’re feeling.”

“You mean…”

“They could stamp a big fat ‘no’ on your application and we wouldn’t be able to contest it. They’ll take it to court and we’d have no way to counter it, not when everyone knows the truth. No judge is going to turn a handicapped child over to an escort.”

“But I’m not—” She struggled to hold back the sob that caught in her throat. “I’m not an escort anymore.”

“I know that. Mitch does, too, but the state doesn’t care. They can’t be seen as negligent, and unfortunately, now that the showdown is making the gossip rounds, they can’t pretend to be ignorant.”

“But surely there’s something you can do. You told me that I was just weeks away from being able to adopt Frances.”

“And you were. And I’m not saying it’s a total loss. Mitch and I are going to pull every string we can, and maybe even some we can’t. He knows people who know people. We’ll do our best.”

“When will I know?”

“As soon as I do. I’ll keep you in the loop every step of the way.” Nicole’s tone gentled. “I know how much this means to you, Sheridan. I know how hard you’ve tried to keep in touch with your daughter.”

“I couldn’t keep her then. I gave her up six years ago because it was the best thing for her.”

“And it was. And I know you’re the best thing for her now because you love her like no one else can. I’m going to make sure the state hears that story, that it’s not a decision made just on paper, but a decision that has to be made based on knowing you. Are there any credible people you can put forward to make that case for you?”

“You mean like a character witness? Yes, Marisa Chantilly. I babysit Eva overnight on some weekends.”

“Great. Ask if she’s willing to step forward and be a part of the process. If she is, give me her contact information and I’ll take it from there. Anyone else who can vouch for you?”

“A couple of professors and classmates. I’ll ask them.”

“Great. Anyone else not from your academic circle? The wider we can cast the net, the better. Someone who knows you socially?”

Tom. Sheridan sucked in a deep breath. He had gotten her into the deep dark hole in the first place. If not for him, she would not be panicking, dreading the very real likelihood of losing her daughter. “No, there isn’t anyone else.”

“All right. We have a plan. If you think of anyone else, let me know. Meanwhile, I’m going to connect with Mitch and put together a strategy. Your case has to be ironclad before it even goes before the judge. I’m not going to take the risk of someone having a bad day and ruling against you in a fit of spite.”

The doorbell buzzed the moment Sheridan disconnected the call. She looked out through the peek hole. Fury surged through her, and she flung the door open. Tom looked startled. Hell, he would be a heck of a lot more than startled by the time she was done. “You’re a bastard. Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”

“I came to apologize.”

“For what? For telling everybody I was a whore, or for screwing up my adoption?”

His eyebrows drew together. “Your adoption?”

“I was weeks away from adopting my daughter, and now, the state is going to say no. They’re not going to let a prostitute adopt a child, especially one who will never be in any condition to speak or fend for herself. I turned my life around! I was finally on track. My daughter was finally going to be mine again, and in an instant, you took it all away. You stay the hell away from me. If you come near me again, I swear, I’m going to sue you for slander.”

She pushed the door in his face, but he put his leg against the doorframe to stop it from closing. “Sheridan, please. Can we talk?”

“There’s nothing left to say. You’ve already told me bunches of lies—so many lies I can’t tell where one ends and another starts.”

“Fine, then I’ll shut up. You talk.”

“I’ve talked too much. That’s how you got all that dirt on me, right?”

“And you know what lawyers do with words? We help dig people out of the dirt, too. Let’s talk, and not here in the doorway.”

She stared at him, too exhausted to hope, and almost too worn out to argue. She turned her back on him, and did not snap at him when he followed her into her townhouse. In her kitchen, she filled two glasses with the Riesling she had chilling in the refrigerator. She picked up her glass and walked to the other side of the kitchen, as far away as she could get from Tom without actually being in a different room.

“I left Montana with my two-day-old daughter,” she said, her voice distant as if she were reciting someone else’s story. “I was sixteen. I left before my stepfather was supposed to pick me up from the hospital. I didn’t want to go home because I didn’t want him to do to her what he did to me.”

She did not look up at Tom. She did not want to see or know how he was reacting. It was easier—far easier—to speak while staring down at her glass of wine. “He started molesting me when I was six, and raped me for the first time the night we buried my mother. I was twelve. It went on until I got pregnant at the age of fifteen. He blamed it on the neighborhood bully, and had the boy run out of town. My being pregnant didn’t stop him. In fact, it seemed to excite him even more. What he did to me, it wasn’t just shameful. It hurt, a lot. I could see how excited he was when he found out I was having a baby girl, and even though the doctor warned that physically, I was a little too small to safely carry a child to term and deliver her, he was insistent that I have her anyway. He said it wasn’t Christian to abort her.” Sheridan’s lip twisted. “Of course it wasn’t about being Christian. There was nothing Christian about what he did to me or what he wanted to do to my daughter. His daughter.”

She drew a deep breath. “So I left. Someone gave me some money, enough to buy a bus ticket, and I arrived in New York City two days later with a baby that I struggled to feed—she had no sucking reflex. I was almost all out of money, but someone pointed me to a homeless shelter. In fact, he brought me there—a halfway house for battered women—and I spent a few nights there before realizing that I was completely out of options. I couldn’t provide for Frances—although I called her Sweetie, then—and the director of the shelter helped get Frances into the foster system and set things up so that I could keep track of her. That’s what I’ve been doing since—visiting Frances every weekend, giving her gifts, sending money to her foster family to help offset their costs so that they don’t resent all the extra work on her behalf. And two years ago, when I finally felt secure enough in my savings to back out of my work as an escort, I went back to the halfway house to get help readopting Frances. That’s how I met Mitch and Nicole, the lawyer in his firm who is actually helping on my case. Except that now, there may be no case. Not anymore. Not since you told the world I was an escort.”

“I didn’t know.”

The apology evident in his quiet tone did nothing to stem her anger. “Frances…the family she’s with is kind, but she doesn’t belong with them. She belongs with me. You’ve seen her. She’s six years old but she doesn’t speak. She can’t walk. I think she could be better if she had therapy, but the state won’t pay for it.” She swiped her hand across her damp eyes. “I already had her appointments set up with therapists. I also had another apartment picked out—a smaller one, but closer to her therapists and the neurologist.” Her voice caught. “It was my fault. I lost sight of that life—the life I’d spent every night envisioning and every day trying to bring to reality. I let myself get distracted by a man and his pretty, perfect little daughter. I forgot how important Frances was to me, and I screwed up.”

“You didn’t.” Tom strode across the kitchen and reached for her hand, but she pulled it from his grasp and turned her back on him. “I screwed up. I underestimated how angry Charlotte was and how badly she wants out of her marriage. I thought logic and facts would be enough, but she wanted a scapegoat and I’m sorry I put you in the position to be one. All I wanted was for you to meet her; I wanted her to meet someone I cared about.”

Sheridan shook her head. “I can’t hear this. Not now. Not anymore. Do you have any idea what just happened? I have lost my only family because of what happened on Christmas Eve. The court isn’t going to give Frances to me. They may even say I can never see her again.”

“Look, nothing’s decided until it’s decided, and even then, you can appeal. It’s too early to give up.”

She spun around to glare at him. “I’m not giving up on Frances. I will never give up on my daughter. What I am giving up on are liars and lawyers. You know my whole story now. You can leave.”

“Sheridan.” He sounded pained. “I want…I need to be able to make it up to you.”

“The only thing I want and need is my daughter,” she forced the lie out through gritted teeth.

“You can’t tell me that what we shared meant nothing to you.”

“Not nothing, Tom, but certainly not enough.” She marched past him and opened the door. Cold air blasted in. “I want you to leave. Now.”

“You’re making a mistake. I can help you.”

“You’ve helped plenty,” she said acidly. “And I’ve made plenty of mistakes, but now, I’m absolutely certain I’m making the right decision. The next time you date someone, Tom, I strongly recommend you start with the truth; that is if you can even tell the difference anymore.”

He walked out of the door, but only after pausing to give her a long, steady look that seemed to freeze her and burn her simultaneously. “You know we’re meant for each other.”

“Life doesn’t always work out the way you plan. I was meant to be Frances’s mother, and look how that worked out. Goodbye, Tom.” Willpower and consideration for her neighbors kept her from slamming the door, but it was a near thing.

The silence of her once-again empty home surrounded her, but instead of an embrace, it felt like a shroud. She walked through the hallway and stood at her bedroom door where days earlier, she had made beautiful love with Tom. She had bought into the fantasy of togetherness, the illusion of family.

She had bought into the lie.

Her lips twisted as she fought back a wretched sob. She was alone.

She had been alone since her mother died. Nothing had changed—except now that she knew what it was like not to be alone, the silence wrapped like thorny vines around her, digging into her, slowly strangling her.

She took her cell phone from her pocket and slowly flipped through photographs of Frances, some taken as recently as yesterday and others stretching back several years. The earliest picture she had of Frances was one the hospital had given to her a few hours after Frances was born—a souvenir photograph tucked into a Happy Birthday card. She had digitized it and carried it with her; the original was safely tucked away in a memory box hidden at the back of Sheridan’s dresser.

Retrieving the box, she sat on the bed and slowly looked through each photograph. There were none of her childhood—all those memories and mementos had been left behind in Montana; all the pictures were of Frances.

Frances in her wheelchair on a busy Chinatown street.

Frances in her wheelchair in front of the penguin exhibit at the Central Park Zoo.

Frances in her wheelchair at the top of the Empire State Building.

Sheridan drew in a shaky breath. She had done everything to ensure her daughter didn’t just exist, in spite of all her handicaps. She wanted her daughter to live and experience as much of life as others did, even if it meant navigating a bulky wheelchair through the subway system and enduring the annoyance and exasperation of others.

She gently stroked a close-up of Frances’s face. She did not see the slack features and vacant eyes. She saw her daughter—not necessarily one she had wanted, but definitely one she had grown to love. “I brought you into this world,” she whispered. “And I will do everything I can to bring you home where you belong. With me.”

To hell with Tom and his perfect, little daughter, Aria. We’re the imperfect ones, and we have each other.


Chapter 10



 



The sun was still struggling to break through the heavy cloud cover early the next morning when Tom was shown into Gabriel Cruz’s office. The district attorney stood up and they shook hands. “It’s been a while, Tom.” Gabriel smiled. “How are things in your neck of the woods?”

“Nowhere near as exciting as things are in yours.” Tom settled in the chair across from his law school classmate. “I’ve been following your recent murder case. Slam dunk, if I ever saw one.”

“I don’t know if you’ve ever actually seen a slam dunk. Didn’t you use to hang out at the golf courses instead?”

“That’s where the business is. It looks like you’re enjoying your work. The last time we spoke, when you were with Brickstein and Felder, you looked tired and worn out.”

“Family law. Divorces. After a while, it gets you down. Now, making sure that a murderer gets what’s coming to him, it’s certainly something I can get behind.”

“I actually have a question for you. Family law. I hope you haven’t forgotten too much of it.” Quickly, Tom described Sheridan’s situation, leaving out none of the facts. “Getting her daughter back means everything to her,” Tom said quietly as he finished the story. “What are her options?”

“Are you asking me as a former family law attorney or as employee of the state of New York?”

“Are the answers different?”

Gabriel nodded. “As a state employee, I’m obligated to tell you that the state follows due process, and that the processes were developed with a great deal of thought to the wellbeing of children and families. I also know, however, that ‘trust the state to do the right thing’ isn’t a mantra that fills most people’s hearts with confidence,” he added with a wry half-smile. “As a former family law attorney, I’d recommend she go on the offense. Make a case for herself before the state can make a case against her.”

“What’s the best way to do that?”

“Her story is compelling, even beautiful. Make sure it’s heard.”

~*~

“Nicole Lefton.” The sharp voice snapping off the name bristled with impatience audible even over the phone.

“It’s Tom Lancaster.”

“Oh, you.” The chuckle that followed hovered between a sigh and a shrug.

Tom knew Sheridan’s lawyer by reputation only. She was apparently one of the most talented in Mitch’s firm, a corporate attorney who was known as the barracuda for her ability to strip down her opponents to bones. Why she would work pro bono for Sheridan and the women’s shelter eluded him. “I’m calling about Sheridan.”

“I have about fifteen minutes of goodwill today. I can spare you five.”

Tom grimaced. Nicole was apparently as hard-assed as her reputation. “I spoke to a friend in the DA’s office, someone who has a unique perspective of family law as well. I’ve given some thought to Sheridan’s situation. I think I know how we can get her daughter for her.”

“I’m listening.”

And Nicole did listen in silence for the few minutes it took Tom to outline his plan. He did not have to go into the pros and cons; neither did he have to talk about the possible risks. As a lawyer, she knew.

“You realize this plan could backfire on you, professionally and personally,” Nicole said when Tom finally fell silent.

“As far as I’m concerned, it has already imploded personally.” Tom tried not to sound bitter and failed. “I’ve nothing more to lose there.”

Nicole huffed out her breath. “So it wasn’t a sham—your relationship with her?”

“Not after the first ten minutes.”

“I’m sorry it didn’t work out. Sometimes, it’s not meant to be.”

“It’s hard to accept the dictates of fate when I know my idiocy had a lot of do with the mess I made of things.”

“I think your sister had much more to do with it. Does she love Mitch?”

“I don’t know, and it’s none of my business.”

Nicole laughed, the sound without humor. “You made it your business.”

True. Tom grunted. And it was his job to untangle the chaos he had created. “Well?”

“Best plan I’ve heard so far—no skin off my back admitting it—but I don’t think Sheridan will go along with it.”

“Why not?”

“The risks.”

“At this point, she’s got everything to gain, nothing to lose.”

“Not the risks to her. To you.”

“Me?” He squeezed his eyes shut. His chest ached. Sheridan had cared for him, and he had broken her heart. What a damned mess. He gritted his teeth until his jaw hurt. “Forget about me. Are you in?”

“Yes.”

“Can you talk her into it?”

“I don’t think so, but her reaction will be far more authentic if she doesn’t know, don’t you agree?”

“Are you proposing to keep her in the dark? You’re her lawyer.”

“So, she’ll be lied to by lawyers. Not the first time, nor the last. And it will be for her own good. If people even remotely suspect that it’s a set up and she’s part of it, we’d have an even bigger mess on our hands.”

Tom pondered Nicole’s words. “All right. Let’s do it, then.”

“Odds of success: low. Odds of it blowing up in our faces: high. What are we waiting for?”

Something in Nicole’s self-mocking tone sparked Tom’s curiosity. “You’re taking risks, too. Why?”

“Do I need a reason?”

“I didn’t realize you did pro-bono work for the shelter. How long have you been helping out there?”

“As a lawyer, since graduating from law school, but for many years, I helped out in the kitchens or talking to the women, helping them write resumes, practice interviewing skills, or making household budgets.”

“I didn’t realize that.”

“In fact, it was your sister who introduced me to Mitch’s firm after I graduated from law school and started looking for a job. Didn’t think it would end up causing all kinds of problems.”

“You…” Tom’s head throbbed with the onset of a migraine. “Are you…?”

“Am I what?” Nicole’s tone was challenging.

“Hell, there’s no way to ask this politely, but are you the person Mitch is having an affair with?”

Nicole did not answer his question. She did not need to.


Chapter 11



 



The sharp ringing of her cell phone jerked Sheridan out of sound sleep. The past week had been absurdly difficult. Usually, the days between Christmas and New Year were filled with excitement and promise—a farewell to the old, an ushering of the new. Instead, she had been scrambling, reaching out to anyone she thought might put in a good word for her. No one, to her surprise, had turned her down. All of them, it seemed, welcomed the opportunity to speak up for her.

She had more friends and supporters than she realized.

Even so, she was not prepared for the voice that jarred her out of sleep. “Miss Vogel? I’m Tamara King from the New York Times. I would like to get a quote or two from you to supplement the article that is releasing this afternoon.”

Sheridan sat up straight in her bed. “The…the article?”

“Yes. We’ve already spoken to the New York Child and Family Services Division, as well as the district attorney’s office in Billings, Montana. Is it true that no formal charges were filed?”

“Formal charges?”

“Why did you choose not to file charges of sexual assault against your stepfather?”

“I…” Sheridan’s heart thumped so hard in her chest that for a moment, the only thing she could hear was the rushing of blood through her head. “I…don’t have anything to say right now.” She was saved by the beep of an incoming call. “I have to go. I’m sorry.” She pressed the button to switch the line. “Yes?”

“Brad Dillon from the Chicago Tribune. I’m interested in scheduling an interview with you. We’d like to get an exclusive on the biggest news to hit social media since the recent celebrity photo leaks.”

“Biggest news? I’m sorry, I just…woke up. I need a moment to figure it all out.”

“Certainly. I’ll call you back in an hour. I don’t mean to be pushy, but time is of the essence, especially with New Years tomorrow. We’d like to verify what we’re hearing from the various government organizations.”

Sheridan’s phone beeped again, and she pulled her cheek away to stare at the screen. Another incoming call, this time from Washington, D.C. What was going on? “I just need a bit more time,” she told Brad. She hung up on him and immediately called Nicole. “The New York Times and the Chicago Tribute just called me at home. What’s going on?”

“I take it you haven’t yet gotten your social media fix. Check it out…it’s huge.”

The massive lump in her throat made it hard to breathe as she snatched up her tablet and scanned her social media feeds. “Oh. My. God.”

The headlines leaped out at her. Sexual assault victim seeks to adopt the child she gave up.

The New York State is reluctant to allow Elyse Vogel to adopt the child she gave up, but provides no reasons to support its decision. Nevertheless, social and political pressure is mounting as support builds for the return of Frances to her birth mother.

Ms. Vogel placed Frances in the foster system for the good of the child, and has remained in constant contact with her daughter, through gifts and frequent outings. The report even featured a quote from Candace Brown, the foster mother. “Elyse is a huge part of Frances’s life. Frances always returns from her weekend excursions with her mother relaxed and happy, and she’s content for hours.”

The district attorney’s office in Billings, Montana, confirms that no charges have been filed against Fred Hendricks yet, but they will act on any such charges immediately before the statute of limitation expires. “We will not allow child predators to get away with such heinous actions, and we applaud Ms. Vogel’s courage in ensuring that her child would not endure the terror she did. We hope that the state of New York will give due consideration to the unusual facts around this particular circumstance when deciding upon Frances’s future.

Sheridan drew her breath in sharply. “When…did this happen?”

“Yesterday, late afternoon. It went viral overnight.”

“Oh, no…” She pressed her fingertips against her temple. “How could they find out? What’s going to happen now?”

“Now, you’re going to talk to the New York Times, the Chicago Tribune, and any other major newspaper that calls. In fact, come by my office by ten, and I’ll have the reporters lined up. That way, you don’t have to deal with them at your home or on your own. I’ll be with you the whole way.”

“But what do they want?”

“A story that tugs on the heartstrings. What you want—and what you need—is to not be just a piece of paper—a case number in the state’s computer. You want your name and face attached to your application to adopt Frances. You want your story to be known by everyone.”

“But that was what got me into this mess in the first place! The story got out.”

“Part of the story got out. The not-so-great part, which missed important context and backstory. The whole story is what makes it compelling. We have this one chance to make sure the state cannot say no to you without a massive public outcry, and we have to do it before people start taking off for New Year’s Eve. With the right momentum, we can keep this on the front page into the new year.”

“It’s absolutely crazy.”

“It’s a gamble, but it’s what we’ve got. Come by my office. Bring your photographs of Frances. Meanwhile, I’ll make sure the media reaches out to me as your lawyer. Let’s see if we can’t contain that chaos a bit.”

Sheridan disconnected the call and stared at her cell phone screen, at the near-constant stream of phone calls coming in and getting redirected to voice mail. It’s out there. She pressed her hand against her stomach. Our story is out there, Frances, and I don’t know what’s going to happen now.

~*~

The several hours Sheridan spent at Nicole’s office went by easier than she expected. Nicole had arranged for several newspaper reporters at a time—no exclusives were granted—and the message remained consistent with the fact sheet distributed to each reporter in advance. Digital copies of Sheridan’s photographs—a visual history of her love for Frances—were given to the media. The breaks were frequent and private, giving Sheridan enough time to mentally and emotionally regroup after each wringing encounter with the press.

It was after 6 p.m. when Nicole knocked on the door of the private office where Sheridan was resting. The lawyer wore a broad smile. “Finally, we’ve got a statement from the New York Child and Family Services Division.”

Sheridan shot to her feet. “What did they say?”

Nicole looked down at the tablet she held. “That the recent facts that have surfaced in your adoption case have made them aware of the complexity of the situation and they will consider them most carefully.”

“But that doesn’t say anything.”

“It’s legalese intended to cover their ass. They’re backing down and would like some space to do so gracefully.”

“Really?”

Nicole nodded. “To another lawyer, it’s practically a white flag.” Her phone rang and she glanced at it. “I need to take this. Just a moment.”

Sheridan nodded and accepted the tablet that Nicole held out to her. She read through the latest articles on the public uproar over a hardworking mother, who had turned her life around, facing down a heartless state in her quest to adopt her child. Smack in the center of the article was the photograph Sheridan had taken of herself and Frances on Christmas Day, when Frances wore her beautiful dress.

Sheridan saw the heartbreak in her own eyes. She had been convinced that it would be the last Christmas she would ever be allowed to spend with her daughter, but now, scarcely a week later, the situation seemed hopeful enough for her to begin dreaming again.

Vaguely, she tuned into the conversation in the background. “Yes, it’s excellent news,” Nicole said to the person on the phone. “Certainly exceeded my expectations. Nice work on your part…She’s all right. Hanging in there. It’s been a long day, but it’s certainly paid off…Yes, of course. Don’t worry about it. We’ll talk in the new year.” Nicole disconnected the call and sat across the table from Sheridan. She placed her cell phone on the table. “We’re done with the interviews for today. We’ve done everything we can to keep the momentum going through the New Year, and first thing, on January 2, I’d like you back in here. We’ll put together a plan to keep the social media pressure on the state. I’d like to accelerate Frances’s adoption before the people’s fickle attention shifts to something else.”

Sheridan nodded. “Yes, of course. Whatever it takes.”

Nicole smiled. “Now, let me go grab my things and I’ll give you a ride home. Would you like to stop for dinner first?”

“It’s New Year’s eve. Don’t you have anything planned?”

Nicole shook her head. “Not tonight, and the last party I attended was fairly explosive. I’m hoping to avoid any recurring chaos tonight. Be right back.”

She walked out of the room, and silence once more fell over the room. Sheridan’s gaze flicked toward Nicole’s cell phone and on a whim, she reached out and tapped on the phone icon to pull up the list of recent callers.

At the top of the list was Tom Lancaster.

Tom. He alone had known the whole story, of course, but why would he have had anything to do with it. What was it Nicole had said to him? “Nice work on your part.”

What had Tom done?

What had Tom done for her?

Slowly, a smile spread over Sheridan’s face. It spread until her cheeks hurt from the strain of the wide smile. It spread until the glow she felt on her face fully reflected the brightness in her heart. She took out her phone and stared at the one picture of Frances that she had not shared with anyone…the photograph of Frances, Tom, and Aria—with Tom between the two girls, his arms slung over their shoulders.

She had almost deleted that photograph—an image that mocked her shattered dreams after Tom’s betrayal. Her dreams, however, were picking themselves off the floor, repairing themselves—the broken pieces coming together once more.

She placed a call on her phone, and Candace picked up promptly. “How are you holding up, honey?” Candace asked.

“I’m all right. How is Frances?”

“Oblivious to all that’s going on, but perhaps that’s a good thing. I had my little piece to say when the press called. I think it’s awful what the state is doing to you. You’re the best mother Frances will ever have.”

“Oh, Candace. Thank you. I just can’t tell you how much…how grateful I am for everything you’ve done all these years, for Frances and for me.”

“We girls got to stick together, right?”

“Yes, absolutely. Actually, Candace, I was wondering if Frances could spend the night with me as we had originally planned? I’ll bring her back tomorrow by noon.”

“Yes, of course. I’ll get her ready. What time do you think you’ll come by to pick her up?”

“Within an hour?”

“She’ll be waiting for you.”

“Wonderful.” Sheridan slid her phone back into her purse and gathered her things. She was on her way out of the door when Nicole came back in.

The lawyer stared at her. “Oh, are you going out?”

“Yes, I am actually, to see Frances. To pick her up for her scheduled sleepover.”

Nicole smiled. “A week ago, I would have told you to keep your distance. Today, it’s a different story.”

“Yes, it is. Thank you for helping make it different.”

“My pleasure.”

“Did Tom have anything to do with it?”

Nicole didn’t miss a beat. “He had everything to do with it. It was his idea. Turns out, he knows lots of people who know lots of people, and it’s how things go viral.”

“Why didn’t he tell me?”

“A plan like that can backfire, and if it does, it usually happens on the person who instigated it.”

“Tom.”

Nicole nodded. “It’s no small thing trying to manipulate the governments of two states, but he knew people. He made a few phone calls, casually dropped a couple of facts, called in many favors, watched the tidal wave build, and hoped he would not be drowned in the process.”

“Could it have hurt his career?”

“It could have damaged his reputation and ruined his career. Lawyers aren’t supposed to be pulling the strings behind the scenes like that.”

“But he did it anyway. Why?”

Nicole shrugged. “I don’t know why. Lawyers, in general, try not to tell personal things to other lawyers. We’re too manipulative and far too likely to use what we know in unauthorized ways.”

“But not cruel ways.”

Nicole smiled faintly. “Some of us, like Tom, aren’t cruel. A bit clueless, sometimes, but never cruel. So, dinner another night?”

“Yes. When I legally adopt Frances, I will take you out to dinner.”

“Square deal.” The two women shook hands. “Have a safe and wonderful new year.”

~*~

Candace had Frances dressed and waiting by the time Sheridan pulled up in a cab. “Hello, sweetie.” Sheridan leaned down to hug her daughter. “We’re going for a party tonight. Are you up for it?”

Frances had no response—she never did—but her gaze flicked, for one unsteady moment, to the waiting cab.

“Thank you so much, Candace.” Sheridan hugged the older woman. “Have a great night, and we’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Sure thing. You take care, hon.”

Sheridan, with the help of the cab driver, got Frances into the vehicle, and then she gave the man the address of Tom’s townhouse.

“You’re the woman in the news, aren’t you?” the driver asked Sheridan, after several narrow-eyed glances at Frances.

“Yes, I am. This is my daughter, Frances.”

“Yeah, heard about your fight against the state. Bastards, all of them, trying to keep a good woman down. You show them now.”

“I’ll try.”

“So where are you headed off to?”

“To spend New Year’s Eve with a man who cares for both Frances and me.”

The ride across town seemed to take forever, and the cab pulled up in front of Tom’s townhouse well after 8 p.m. Sheridan paid the cab driver and then wheeled Frances to the front door. Her heart thumped rapidly and it seemed to her that even her finger quavered as she rang the doorbell.

What if Tom wasn’t in? What if he had made other plans for New Year’s Eve?

What if she had made a horrible mistake coming over without calling first?

She had her hand on Frances’s wheelchair, ready to turn around, when Frances made a sound that seemed more the usual blend between a grunt and a snort. Frowning, Sheridan leaned down and stroked her daughter’s hand. “What is it?”

Frances’s face contorted, her lips twisting with superhuman effort. Her breath wheezed out of her. It almost sounded like a recognizable sound.

Sheridan leaned closer, and Frances wheezed again. “Here.”

She pulled back and stared at her daughter. “You said something. Here?”

“Here.” Frances’s gaze flicked to the door before darting back to Sheridan. “Here.”

Tears clogged Sheridan’s throat. “Yes, here, sweetie. We’re here.”

The door opened, and Sheridan looked up to see Tom framed in the doorway. He was casually dressed in a sweater and denim jeans—clearly not planning a night out. Sheridan straightened and smiled at the stunned expression on his face. “You did invite me over to spend New Year’s Eve with you and Aria. I hope I’m not too late.”

“You’re here,” he murmured. The disbelief in his eyes gave way to joy. He turned and shouted over his shoulder. “Hey, Aria, can you grab more meatballs from the freezer? Sheridan and Frances are here for dinner.”

“Yes!” Aria’s whoop of happiness sounded from inside the house. She dashed to the door, and a smile flashed across her face. “We don’t have enough ice cream, but Frances can have your share of the ice cream, Dad.”

“That’s fine,” Tom said. “That’s love for you.” He slipped his hand around Sheridan’s waist and hugged her briefly before stepping around the back of Frances’s wheelchair to push her into his home. “I’m glad you’re both here.”

Yes, here. Sheridan basked in the warmth and love of his welcome as she followed Tom, Aria, and Frances into the house. We’re finally here, where we belong.

 


EPILOGUE



 



A shadow fell over Nicole Lefton’s doorway. “So, how is Sheridan’s case going?”

She looked up to see Mitch leaning against the doorframe, his hands jammed into his pants pockets. “The usual hoops and red tape, but nothing out of the ordinary. It won’t be fast—because no adoption in New York is ever fast—but the road ahead appears clear. Eight to ten weeks, and Frances will be home with her mother.”

“Nice work,” he complimented her.

“Thank you.” She smiled and turned her attention back to her computer monitor.

Mitch did not walk away. Somehow, she had not expected him to. He stared at the carpet, as if fixated on an invisible spot. “Are we done?” he asked, his voice pitched low.

“We were done on Christmas Eve,” she said, her tone carefully neutral.

He nodded. To her, the motion seemed slow and sad, but she wasn’t crazy or deluded enough to believe that he had been in love with her or willing to leave Charlotte for her. She hadn’t wanted permanence or his love, but for a while, it was enough for her to be excited by his ambition and thrilled by his business influence and political power.

But that game was done—the unintended damage certainly more than done—and it was time to move on.

Yet, late in the night, when the office was empty, when the people with families, with partners, with friends had left, it was hard to recall exactly why she shut the door on her affair with Mitch.

Companionship was companionship, even if it wasn’t ideal or intended for the long term.

Nicole released her breath in a sound that was almost a sigh as she slid her computer notebook into her business tote. She turned off the lights and closed her office door.

Her smartphone flashed an incoming text. Frowning, she glanced at the message from a number she did not recognize. Touch and go for a bit, but your dog is going to make it.

Not my dog; she scowled. That morning, while she had been on her way to work, a mutt had run in front of her car. She had slammed on the brakes, but her heart clenched when she heard the unforgiving thud of metal against flesh and the yelp of a wounded animal.

The phone flashed again. You want to see him? I can keep the clinic open if you want to come by.

She glanced at her watch. It was almost midnight. It’s not my dog.

But she had hit it. Fortunately, a veterinarian’s clinic was around the corner. She had rushed the whimpering dog there, and offered to pay for its care.

The best way to wash her hands of the responsibility was to pay the bill and have the vet either find a home for the creature or drop it off at the shelter. Might as well get it over with. Her To Do list did not have space for administrative hassles like stray animals, let alone any time for people like the rude man at the clinic that morning. He had probably been some kind of janitor or animal caretaker opening up the clinic before the other employees arrived. He had been horrid, mean, snide, and utterly unbearable.

Well, she probably didn’t have to worry about ever seeing him again. He didn’t look like the type who would be at work eighteen hours later.

A smirk twisted her lips. What was a half hour on top of an already absurdly long day? All it would take was thirty minutes of her life, and she would be rid of both the silly dog and that annoying man.

A heck of a return on my investment.

She sent a text—on my way—and strode out of her office, never imagining—not for an instant—how unconnected lives could change in just half an hour.
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Debra Martinez doesn’t believe in happy endings. Even if she did, she knows she doesn’t deserve one, not after betraying her best friend in the worst possible way. Eight years into single parenthood, her life is a grind of exhaustion in between spikes of fatigue—an endless struggle to make ends meet—until Sean Orr, Havre de Grace’s newest firefighter, shows her and her son, Aidan, a new and beautiful kind of “normal.”

But the happiness can’t last—not for Sean who is on the run from his past. When it catches up with him, will it bring Debra’s fragile normality crashing down around her, or will she find the strength to define her own happy ending?

 

“JILTED…dealing with cultural expectations brings a whole new twist to a love story.”

 

Jon Seifer's on top of the world with an undergraduate degree from a top college, a thriving alternative health business, and a breathtaking girlfriend, Anjali Bhanot.

Unfortunately, Anjali was, at birth, promised in marriage to a dashing man who holds a medical degree from Harvard Medical School, works as a cardiac surgeon at Mayo Clinic, and hails from the lofty Brahmin caste, just like Anjali. Everyone agrees—he’s perfect for her.

And why would Anjali—brilliant, talented, and an overachiever from birth—settle for anything less than perfection?

 

KINDLED

 

Nicholas Dragov, a principal dancer with the American Ballet Theatre, is the bad boy of ballet. On stage, his grand jeté defies the laws of physics and gravity. Off stage, he lavishes money on fast cars and fast women. His small-town roots are abandoned in the past, until a career-ending injury traps him back home, in the care of the woman who broke his heart.

Marisa Chantilly was Nicholas’s first dance partner, but he alone made it onto the world stage. In the eight years since they have seen each other, she has married, become pregnant, a widow, and a mother. Now, Nicholas is home, his beautiful body broken, and his attitude darker and deeper than a volcanic crater. A massage therapist, she knows how to work with sports injuries, but no amount of training or professionalism can help her endure the man who abandoned her when she needed him most.

 

LURED

 

When an accident cuts short Dr. Shannon Larson’s bicycle tour through Italy, she’s rescued by a brusque, career-driven American lawyer—the same kind of man who once broke her heart. A week in Brandon Smith’s company, however, convinces her that the similarities are superficial. Her Italian fling with Brandon becomes the highlight of her life, but can the glow of their holiday romance survive the harsh light of reality when they return to America and find themselves on opposite sides of the courtroom?

 

MALIGNED

 

Tom Lancaster, a single father not looking for a relationship, is reluctantly roped into investigating an escort responsible for wrecking his sister’s marriage, but instead of a sly and seductive siren, he meets the pretty girl-next-door.

Sheridan is an aspiring college graduate and influential fashion blogger. She also has secrets—shameful secrets, precious secrets—and a past that could shatter her carefree present and promising future.

When Tom discovers Sheridan’s secrets, will he trust only the facts he can see, hear, and touch, or will he be the first and only man to accept her for anything and everything she is?

 

NURTURED

 

High-flying corporate lawyer, Nicole Lefton, does not have any space or time in her life for distractions, but a car accident saddles her with the unexpected company of a large dog and the attentions of a handsome vet.

She refuses to allow her casual fling with Dr. Rico Vargas to blossom into something deeper, but Rico wears down her formidable emotional defenses with his wit and his gentleness.

Nicole is on the cusp of saying yes to love when a crisis in Rico’s family awakens the trauma of Nicole’s past and shatters her growing trust in Rico. Will the fragile foundations of their love survive the lingering shadows of Nicole’s broken childhood?
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Mistletoe Marathon - Blurb



 



Amber James has a plan: win the marathon, kiss the man of her dreams, live happily ever after. With only weeks to go until the marathon that will kick start her love life, she finds herself falling not for the man who topped her list, but for the man she hired to train her to win the marathon. Clint Avery is so far out of her league, she knows he’d never give an average girl like Amber a second thought, but then he kisses her and all her plans crumble in the most delicious way possible. She learns that Clint isn’t the man she thought, but complicated, vulnerable, and someone she doesn’t want to live without.

A combat injured soldier and recovering drug addict turned personal trainer, Clint Avery strives to be a good man. He agrees to train Amber for the marathon because that’s his job. She’s in it to win the race in order to gain her best friend’s attention, but the guy only looks at Amber like a sister, making him a fool. Clint keeps his own feelings for Amber under lock and key until an abandoned dog sends him into a PTSD tailspin. Amber handles his episode of rage and self-loathing like no one ever has and when he kisses her, he can’t reel in his desires. She gives up her mission of trying to win another man’s affection and gives herself to Clint, but as more rage and self-loathing surfaces, he knows he doesn’t deserve someone as extraordinary as Amber. Lucky for him, she’s a fighter, not willing to give up on him even when he wants to give up on himself.


Chapter 1



 



Amber James had a plan. So what if it required the planets to align, a virginal sacrifice, and worst of all, running. It was a plan, a solid, almost-infallible plan.

She’d be better off selling her soul to the devil, and she just might since that was Plan B. Plan C — to rework her list of potential perfect husbands — was a last resort if all else failed.

Plan A would work, it had to. With a first win under her belt, all her hard work was falling into place.

“A toast to Amber,” Clint Avery, her personal trainer, bellowed, holding up a dark beer and commanding the attention of everyone in the pub. “Today was her third half marathon and she finished first in the women’s division.”

Cheers echoed throughout Madigan’s and Amber gave herself permission to enjoy it. For the first time ever, she wasn’t the average girl with average grades, average athletic ability, average looks…

No, today she excelled. She was a winner for the first time in her life, with a trophy and everything, and no one could take that away from her.

“Amber, you worked hard, sister, you deserve this.” Pete Mitchell, one of her best friends and the man who had inspired her plan, handed her a beer, an amber ale, his idea of a joke since one, he didn’t drink, and two, her name was Amber. The whole sister reference made Amber want to hurl, but she took the offered glass and downed half in one go because, yeah, she did deserve it.

“You better watch out, man,” Aiden Black, her other best friend since second grade and boss since five months ago, teased. “At this rate, she’s going to be kicking your ass.”

“If she’s going to kick my ass, she’s going to need a better trainer,” Pete chortled.

“Your ass is mine,” Clint responded.

The two men could have passed for brothers, and she supposed they were, of sorts, having both served in the army and survived separate explosions, each of them losing a leg as a result.  They both still kept their hair cut in a military style, but their beards – Pete’s a dark blonde, Clint’s dark brown – revealed they were no longer in the military. Pete was the taller of the two, more slender, but they both had muscles en masse. Standing next to each other, they looked like a double dip of cookie dough ice cream covered in hot fudge and topped with whipped cream and a cherry.

“Boys, boys, boys, let’s dial back the testosterone. This is supposed to be about Amber,” Sadie McAllister added. Amber loved Sadie because she was relatively new to town and didn’t have to pretend to remember Amber from their childhood. Being average made Amber pretty forgettable.

“To Amber,” Clint repeated, and everyone else chimed in.

Amber finished the rest of the ale because she wasn’t allowed a double dip of cookie dough, and asked for another. A little bit of liquid courage was a good thing when keeping company with Pete. Her plan was to win the Mistletoe Marathon, Lilac Ridge’s annual race. It was tradition for the first man and first woman to cross the finish line to share a kiss under the mistletoe. Pete had won the marathon for the last two years and held titles from two previous years, before he had joined the army. Since Amber needed a husband and Pete topped her list of local bachelors who qualified as perfect husband material, her plan was to be the first female to cross the finish line so that he would have no choice but to kiss her under the mistletoe. Sparks would fly, passion would take over, marriage would be a natural transition, and her life would finally come together, wrapped in a pretty red bow.

Clint delivered the next ale. “Don’t overdue it, babe. You’ve got cross-train tomorrow and don’t want to do that with a hangover.”

“Cross-train? I thought the day after a race was supposed to be a rest day?”

Clint took a long drink of his own beer. “No rest for the wanton,” he whispered and winked. Clint, also relatively new to town and a trusted confidante, knew Amber’s plan. He thought she was crazy, but he kept her on task, at least with the training part of her plan. “You still have a marathon to train for and the clock is ticking. The first weekend in December is only eight weeks away. You need to break the fifteen mile goal next Saturday.”

“But—”

“Every week you’ve had a race, you’ve lost traction. The races are great for your motivation and to mark your progress, but the extra rest day is doing more harm than good. This week, we’re going to stick to the schedule, cross-train tomorrow, rest Monday, then back to running Tuesday.”

She hated running.

Ridiculous, yes, but running was the necessary evil to land the only man within a twenty-mile radius who qualified as perfect husband material.

“Slave driver,” she muttered.

Clint laughed. “That’s why I get paid the big bucks.”

No argument there. Amber could have gone on vacation with all the money she’d spent on training for this marathon. She’d tried to do it on her own with an app on her phone, but she lacked the discipline to stick with it. Clint not only kept her on task, but challenged her to dig deep and do more, work harder, beat her previous goals. She couldn’t have won the women’s division today without him there to push her.

He was also pretty nice eye candy. Even though he scored low on her list, it didn’t mean she couldn’t enjoy the visual stimulation while working toward her goal. She was a woman – a very wanton one – after all.

“I’m heading out, chickie,” Sadie said, giving Amber a hug. “I’ll see you Tuesday.”

Sadie was a runner too, but she preferred the shorter distances. Clint led a running group on Tuesdays and Thursdays. That’s how Amber had met Sadie, who had been in the group since moving to Lilac Ridge a year and a half ago.

“Call me if something happens,” Sadie whispered, also privy to Amber’s plan.

“I’m taking off too,” Aiden said. “With any luck, Courtney will be done with school work and still awake.”

Clint and Pete patted Aiden on the shoulder, wishing him luck.

“If you two are going to hang around, I’m going to hit the ladies’ room,” Pete said.

“I’ll hang out,” Clint drawled, sitting back in his chair.

Pete sauntered off, a slight limp in his gait. His leg was amputated just below the knee. He’d always been a runner and always fit, but long races took a toll on him now.

Maybe if she could get him alone, she could talk him into heading out, letting her give him a massage. Maybe a massage would lead to more and she wouldn’t have to win the race to gain his attention.

“That pretty blonde has been staring at you all night,” Amber said to Clint, nodding toward the woman at the bar who kept glancing over her shoulder. “You should go chat her up.”

“Your subtle attempt to get Pete alone?” he chuckled, not making a move.

Someone was always around. At work, it was Aiden, because, well, he owned the winery and Pete and Amber both worked for him. Pete preferred to run alone, but occasionally he joined the running group. With five to eight runners on any given night, she had little chance of alone time with the man, even if she could keep pace with him, which she couldn’t. Opportunities like this rarely presented themselves.

“I’m just saying, if I’m the only one left for Pete to drive home…”

“Then maybe he’ll drive you all the way home,” Clint finished.

“You men and your euphemisms. Go try one on her.”

“I’d rather try all my isms on you,” he said. “Maybe even a few -asms.”

Amber laughed. He was such a flirt. If she wasn’t so sure Pete was the one, and if she thought she had more than a one in a billion chance with Clint, she’d be flattered. “It’s no wonder you’re single with lines like that.”

“You love my lines, admit it.”

She should tell him to stop flirting because she wasn’t any good at it, but Clint put the O in H-O-T and Amber enjoyed the attention because she so rarely got any from men of Clint’s caliber.

Looking toward the bathroom, she noticed Pete chatting up a pretty brunette. Great, just what she needed, competition.

Clint followed her gaze when she sighed, shaking his head as he turned back to her. “Your subtlety isn’t working, Amber. Maybe it’s time to up your game.”

“I’ve tried to up my game,” she countered, a shiver racing up her spine at the memory of her feeble attempts to get Pete to think of her as something more than his good ole pal, or worse, as a sister. “I’ve invited him to dinner, invited him kayaking, even tried to share a room with him when we did that breast cancer run in Vermont. He doesn’t take me seriously.”

“And you really think a kiss under the mistletoe is going to change that?”

“Absolutely.” The confidence in her voice was a big, fat lie, and based on Clint’s expression, he knew it.

He took a long, slow drink, the intensity in his stare sending another shiver racing down her spine. Clint was the kind of man who could make a woman go up in smoke with just a gaze. Based on the tattoos on his ribcage, he’d done just that over and over and over. It’s one of the reasons he didn’t score high on her list. “I don’t get it. There are plenty of men out there. Why are you trying so hard to impress someone who doesn’t return your affection?”

Because Pete was perfect husband material. He had a good job and because Amber was the human resources manager at the winery, she knew exactly how much he made. She wasn’t superficial, but a good job and stable salary were important when starting a family, her ultimate goal. Which brought her to the genetic part of the equation. Pete was hot. He was on a different scale from Clint, who had the whole bad-boy vibe going on. Pete didn’t just look the nice guy part, he was a nice guy, always had been. He had a great family, too, and he was familiar. There were no unknowns with Pete, no surprises.

When she didn’t answer, Clint took her hand, his thumb caressing her knuckles. “Why not go out with me?”

She laughed, a spit your drink kind of laugh, so lucky for her, she hadn’t been taking a drink.

“Why is that funny?” he asked.

Amber pulled her hand away because even though she liked the attention, she didn’t want to give Clint the wrong idea. “We’re not really in the same league,” she admitted. Amber wasn’t even in the minor league, or hell, even little league. When it came to men and dating, she was on the biddy team.

“Are you playing on a girl’s only team?” he asked, brow raised.

“Of course not,” she chuffed. That would be her sister’s team. Amber preferred the co-ed team, not that she played often. She’d been sitting the bench most of her life.

“Then we’re in the same league, babe.”

They weren’t. Clint was gorgeous, experienced, the kind of guy who could have any woman he wanted. He was a shameless flirt and she’d heard Pete tell enough stories to know that Clint’s flirting scored him countless home runs.

“You’re very sweet and good for my self-esteem.” She sat up straight and took a drink when Pete made his way back to the table.

“Guys, this is Sam.”

“Hi, Sam,” Amber and Clint said in stereo as if they were in a group meeting.

“I hope you don’t mind, but I’m going to steal Pete for a while. He promised to buy me a drink.”

Amber did mind. She was making strides toward getting Pete to look at her as more than a friend. Sam threatened her progress. Of course, Amber couldn’t object. She had no claim on him, not yet, and what would she say, take me home instead? She wasn’t that bold.

So Amber didn’t say a word and Pete winked before following Sam across the bar.

“I’m going home,” Amber whined.

Clint shook his head. “Don’t let that,” he waved across the bar, “ruin the celebration. You owned that race today. You should be proud of how far you’ve come.”

“I am,” she whispered, but all her hard work would be for nothing if Pete didn’t get the message that she was doing all this for him.


~~~

“How’d last night go?” Pete asked as he came out of his room. He and Clint had been sharing an apartment for almost a year, but Clint was ready to find a place of his own. When Sam from last night made an appearance, all mussed and looking like a woman had gone a few rounds, Clint sucked in a long deep breath. Why Amber continued to waste time on a man who kept a revolving door of women stumped him. She deserved better, a man who would give her his full attention without her having to win a marathon to gain it. Clint wouldn’t mind being that man, but Amber had made it clear she had no interest in him.

“Oh, shit, you have a roommate?” Sam said, running her hands through her hair.

“You remember Clint?” Pete asked.

“Hi,” Sam said, trying to hide behind her long, dark hair, before turning her attention to Pete. “Do you mind if I grab a shower?”

“Not at all, end of the hall.”

Sam retreated into Pete’s room, coming out seconds later with her clothes lumped in her arms. After she disappeared into the bathroom, Clint shook his head at his friend. “You’re a dog.”

“That’s kind of the pot calling the kettle black,” Pete joked.

“How many times have I brought a woman back here?” Clint asked.

Pete shrugged. “You’re allowed to, you know. I figured you would have ended up at Amber’s last night. I cleared out so you could jump on the opportunity.”

“Amber?”

“She’s into you man, I can’t believe you haven’t noticed.”

He hadn’t noticed because Amber was actually into Pete. “I don’t think so.”

“No, she is. She talks about you all the time at work. Clint suggested this and Clint told me to try that, and Clint said the funniest thing the other day.”

“I’m her trainer.”

Pete patted him on the shoulder. “You’re an idiot.”

“Now that’s the pot calling the kettle black,” Clint jabbed. Amber was training because she wanted to get Pete’s attention. Apparently she needed to get a neon sign, especially if Pete thought Amber was into Clint.

“I’m just saying you should go for it. Amber’s great — smart, pretty. I trust you with her.”

Amber, Pete, and Aiden all had history. Clint had heard the story, both from Amber and from Pete. She’d moved to Lilac Ridge in second grade, a little redhead, her face covered with freckles, and shy as they came. Boys teased her and girls were mean, but Pete and Aiden took it upon themselves to protect her. She’d become like a sister to them, for Pete the sister he’d never had and for Aiden, the sister who didn’t steal his thunder.

After high school, Pete joined the army because he wanted to serve his country and get the hell out of Dodge. Aiden went out west to get away from his parents. Amber had gone to college, returning to Lilac Ridge to work at the winery in human resources. Aiden’s family owned the winery and when his father died suddenly earlier this year, Aiden returned to keep the family business going.

Pete had suffered a similar fate to Clint, a very intimate meeting with an IED that stole part of his leg. They’d met in rehab at Walter Reed Army Medical Center, Pete always talking about Lilac Ridge and what a great place it was and how he was looking forward to a simple life away from war and government service. Every night, Clint would prod his bunk mate for more details and it had become a nightly ritual, kind of a bedtime story. When Pete invited Clint to check it out, he’d jumped on the opportunity. He had no real home to speak of. His grandmother had died not long after he’d joined the army. His mother had taken off when he was a baby and his father had ditched him a few years later. If he had siblings, Clint had no idea who or where they were.

“Believe me, Amber’s not interested in me,” Clint said. He wanted to smack Pete upside the head and tell him to wake up, or be less subtle and just come right out and tell him that Amber thought Pete was perfect husband material, but he couldn’t betray the trust he’d earned with her.

“She got her eye on someone then? Tell me.”

“You’d have to ask her,” Clint mumbled. He wasn’t qualified to play matchmaker and even if he was, he’d make sure Cupid’s arrow sent Amber his way.

The shower cut off, the old pipes squawking and knocking. “What’s the deal with her?” Clint asked, nodding toward the bathroom.

Pete shrugged. “Not sure. She’s fun, but not much of a challenge.”

Clint got that. Being veterans with a disability, on top of being cut like a statue thanks to their commitment to fitness, made them magnets for easy women with little substance. It had been fun when Clint was first discharged, but got old fast. Now he wanted more, a woman who was smart and could hold a meaningful conversation, who didn’t bend to his will because she didn’t have enough confidence to stand up for herself.

Someone like Amber.


Chapter 2



 



Swim.

The four letter word on her phone’s screen made Amber want to chuck the stupid thing across the room, crawl under the bed, and assume the fetal position until this ridiculous marathon had passed and she had to resort to Plan B.

Hate U, Amber responded to Clint’s text message.

Be there in 10. Clint rarely used text-speak in his messages, yet he was still faster with his responses than anyone she’d ever exchanged texts with.

Because she paid him the big bucks, as he’d said last night, he always picked her up on Sundays to take her to the gym. His training regimen had her alternating between the exercise bike, yoga, and swimming on cross-train day.

She loved the bike. It didn’t require her to stick her ass in the air or wrap herself into a pretzel. It also didn’t require her to put on a swimsuit that showed too much skin and clung to every single curve and roll.

Today should have been a bike day, but since he’d already squashed the post-race rest day, he was on a power trip, exercising his fitness dictator authority to force her to do more things she didn’t want to do.

Sunday also meant picture day, the worst of all the horrors in Clint’s I will transform you fitness program.

It reminded her of that Rocky movie, where Drago proclaims, “I will break you.”

Clint had broken her, no doubt about that, but in doing so, he’d built her up, giving her the confidence she needed to stick with her plan and not curl her lip in disgust every time she looked in the mirror.

That didn’t mean she wanted to wear a swim suit in front of Adonis himself.

The first time she’d done laps, she’d almost drowned. Clint, in swim shorts, standing on the edge of the pool, arms crossed over perfect pecs, a thin trail of dark hair leading to the promised land…

So out of her league.

Not that Pete was in her league, but he was a lifelong friend, someone who had protected her from day one, and best of all, he was familiar, safe.

Clint, not familiar, not safe. Not perfect husband material.

When Clint said he’d be there in ten, it meant he’d be there in five and at the ten minute mark, he’d be dragging her sorry ass out of her apartment, so Amber packed her suit, grabbed a towel, and filled a water bottle, tossing in a slice of lemon to make it taste less…average, just like her.

The bonus, lemon helped kick start the metabolism, so, yay, healthy too!

When she stepped outside her apartment building, Clint was already strutting up the path with God-like strides, a man on a mission.

“You ready?” he asked, looming in front of her on the pebble-stone walkway.

“I was born ready,” she lied, stepping around him and heading for the muscle car that oozed as much testosterone as the man who drove it.

She waited while Clint opened the door, because even though testosterone leaked from every pore, he was always a gentleman. He closed it once she’d dropped into the bucket seat and then he moved around the car. Amber wrestled with the seatbelt, clipping a twisted and mangled mess into place while he chuckled from the driver’s seat.

“Your car intimidates me,” she snarled, inviting him to shut up.

“It’s a car. It’s a solid piece of precision machinery, designed to get you from point A to point B safely,” he said, his expression so serious she almost bought it, hook, line, and sinker.

“You are so full of shit,” she said.

Clint winked and started the engine, revving it up before he put it in gear and spun away from the curb.

“It’s also meant to get you to your destination in style. Nothing beats a ‘69 Camaro.”

“I don’t know anything about cars,” she admitted. She had a Honda, bought it used. It was affordable, reliable, and only required her to stick the key in the ignition, turn it, and push it into Drive or Reverse. She got it serviced every 3000 miles because the mechanic stuck a sticker on the windshield to remind her.

“Trust me, this is the cream of the crop.”

Right, because Clint was cream of the crop. Of course he’d drive a car of the same mettle.

“So, since today should be a rest day, I think we should do the bike.”

Clint laughed. Laughed. “The bike doesn’t push you. It’s too easy. You need to be challenged, babe.”

He always called her babe and it shouldn’t send her guts into a frenzy because he might call all of his female clients babe, but every time he uttered the one syllable, four letter word, all fluids rushed to one central area and heated to a boil that would have her failing the clear panty challenge, if she was juvenile enough to succumb to such a stupid thing. She’d brought a clean pair, to put on after the swim, you know, just in case.

“I’m paying you, remember,” she added. “What if I don’t want to swim today?”

“You are paying me because you don’t want to swim today. Swimming will push your cardio and muscular endurance and it’s low impact. It’s the perfect post-race cross-train.”

“You suck,” she muttered, trying to figure out how she could get from the locker room to the water without him seeing her in a swimsuit. Then exercising the same strategy when the workout was finished.

“Fact,” he replied, and that four letter word should not have made her all warm and fuzzy.

Clint was not on her agenda. Pete was.

Clint was dangerous. Pete was perfect husband material.

Amber would do herself a favor to remember that.


~~~

Clint had to remind himself no less than forty-four times that he was a professional, hired to take Amber to the next level and beyond, to ensure she achieved her goal.

The next level had nothing to do with his dick, nor did it involve his client naked and willing.

No. He was being paid to train Amber for a marathon, not to teach her the finer details of bedroom operations.

He didn’t normally get in the water while she was swimming laps, but today not only called for a little self-preservation — there was no way to hide a raging boner in swim trunks — but also required him to push Amber outside the comfort zone she clung to.

The physical comfort zone. As in exercise. Not sex. He was not being paid to push her outside her sexual comfort zone. He didn’t need to be paid to do that. His boner proved that.

Clint had volunteered for the army. He had volunteered to pose nude for the fundraising calendar. He was not ashamed of his body, so the calendar was a no-brainer.

He had not volunteered for anything else in his life, but every cell in his body waved a volunteering arm when it came to Amber.

Yeah, he wanted to push her to her limits, find out what made her sigh and gasp and beg for more.

All that was counterproductive to what she wanted him to do.

Since his watch was waterproof, he reset it, ready to present the next challenge. “Stop pussy-footing around,” he said, his voice offering no sympathy as she took a rest at the end of the lane. “You want to win that marathon, you need to up your game.”

“I hate you,” she muttered, one of her favorite phrases. It held as much weight as you suck and bite me, both of which he’d be happy to oblige if she meant it outside the metaphorical sense in which it was presented.

“Hate’s a strong emotion, babe. Use it. We’re racing this lap. If you don’t beat me, you’ll be bobbing for five and treading for five.”

“Bring it,” she challenged, her confidence inspiring despite the facade. Amber was a fake it ‘til you make it kind of person. Not unusual for his clients, easy to identify, and just as easy to work with because they were predictable to a fault. He might be short one-third of a leg, but he had no doubt he could smoke her in a fast lap. He’d done it before because Amber’s bigger fault was giving up too soon.

“On your mark, get set, go,” he commanded, giving her a second or two to get moving before he pushed off. Clint had never been a swimmer, not even when his body was whole, but since his injury, he’d learned the value of pool time. Low-impact workouts in the pool had pushed him back to normal, then pushed him further, to become something better than normal, even exceptional. He’d grown accustomed to his various prosthetics over the past few years, the one he used for day-to-day activities and the others he used for running, gym time, biking. Pool time, though, didn’t require a prosthetic. Missing a foot gave him a disadvantage, like a dolphin lacking a fin, but strength and stamina, two things he had control over, compensated for that.

That’s why, even though he gave Amber a head start, he still beat her to the other end of the pool.

She scowled at him, but didn’t say a word as she swam out a bit and started bobbing. Five minutes later, Clint told her to switch and she started treading, watching the clock on the wall the entire time.

“Time for lunges,” he proclaimed when her five minutes of treading were up. He wasn’t at all surprised by her groan.

“Did Pete go home with that woman last night?” she asked, giving him a quick glance as he did a slow side stroke next to her. He had a prosthetic for swimming, but after yesterday’s long run, he needed a break from any artificial limbs and a little water therapy.

“Why didn’t you ask when I picked you up instead of stewing about it for the last seventy-five minutes?”

“You timed me?”

“I time everything,” he stated. As a trainer, he was always aware of the clock, but with Amber, he liked to place little bets in his head, to see if she was always so predictable. He lost on this one, figuring she wouldn’t say anything until the ride home.

“Well, if you’d just give up the information instead of making me beg for it…”

Oh, he wanted to make her beg for it. What he didn’t want to do was hurt her, but that was unavoidable now that she’d asked the question. “Yeah, he brought her home. She was still there when I left.”

“It’s your fault, you know. If you had left when he was in the bathroom, maybe it would have been me in your apartment this morning.”

They reached the end of the pool. “Backwards this time,” he directed, letting her knock a couple lunges out before he resumed his own strokes. “Did you know Pete thinks you’re into me?”

She lost her balance, almost going under, but Clint caught her arm and pulled her upright. Since he was balancing on one leg, they ended up smashing into each other, water splashing around them. Her breath hitched, the sound sending a surge straight to his groin. He backed off so he didn’t violate her space with his unwelcome, if not uninvited arousal. If she had any clue how much he craved her, she would fire him on the spot.

When she crossed her arms over her chest, it created a nice pocket of cleavage that didn’t help his cause. He hoped she didn’t glance down because now his boner almost reached out and touched her. Not even the ripples in the water could camouflage it. “Why does he think that?”

Clint took her annoyance as an opportunity to dial back his arousal. A few deep breaths, focus on her angst, and, well, shit, he was still sporting a painful woody. She needed to put her arms down and give the cleavage a rest. He crouched, getting better balance while he did a better job of hiding his body’s reaction to her. “You tell me. He says you’re always talking about me at work.”

That information had thrilled Clint earlier in a fleeting moment, but he wrote it off as trainer-client talk. Deep inside, hope still flickered, though.

A scowl joined her party of displeasure. “I talk about training. He runs, I run. It’s a conversation starter.”

That truth stabbed the arousal right out of him, the flicker of hope going up in smoke with it.

“Perhaps you need to do it without dropping my name.” Clint got back into position and nodded at Amber, who rolled her eyes, but resumed the backwards lunges.

On a normal day, he’d make her do another set, but when they reached the other side of the pool, he decided to give her a break. “Good job today, but you still need to work on the positive attitude. Your success is a result of your mental approach. If you hate the workouts, it’s going to impede your progress. If you embrace them, it’ll open more doors.”

“I was doing fine until you wanted to race,” she said.

Clint disagreed. “You were holding back. You’re always holding back. Maybe we need to start your workouts with some meditation, get your head cleared so you’re in the right frame of mind to maximize your workouts.”

“Meditation? You do that?”

“Yeah, Amber, even muscle-heads like me embrace the spiritual side of fitness.”

“I didn’t mean,” she sighed and shook her head. “Never mind. I’m going to do a few more laps. I’ll meet you outside.”

Amber always did a few more laps after dismissing him. He suspected she didn’t want him gawking at her while she got out of the pool. He’d been training her for over four months now and she still hadn’t gained any confidence with her body self-image.

“It’s picture day,” he said, pouring a little more gasoline on her annoyance. When she’d hired him, he laid it all out for her, how he operated, what he expected. Every Sunday he snapped a photo so she could see the physical transformation from week to week. He used Pinterest to share the photos with his clients, letting them decide if the board would be public or private. Most clients kept it private, but many opened it up once they achieved their goals. Amber’s remained private.

“I’d rather do that at my apartment,” she said.

“All right. I guess I’ll meet you outside then.”


~~~

Amber managed to get out of the pool with her remaining dignity intact, but she was ready for a pint of cookie dough ice cream by the time she shuffled Clint out of her apartment.

Thank God her sister was on board with that.

It wasn’t five minutes after Clint left that Sarah sauntered in, two pints in hand. “You’re a savior. He didn’t see you, did he?”

Sarah shook her head and handed over the pint of cookie dough. She’d gotten mint chocolate chip for herself. “I sat in my car until he drove off. We’re good.”

This was cheating, Amber knew it, but today was supposed to be a rest day and despite Clint accusing her of holding back, she’d worked her butt off in the pool. She earned the ice cream.

“How goes the mission?” Sarah asked. She was one of the few people privy to Amber’s plan. Clint, Aiden, and Sadie were the only others who knew.

“Pete took some skanky ho home last night.”

“Oh, ouch. That sucks. Anyone I know?”

Amber had seen the woman around and she always seemed to be with a different guy. “Her name is Sam. Tall, leggy, shiny black hair, red lipstick, perfect everything.”

“Definitely sounds like a skanky ho,” Sarah, the ever-supportive sister, chortled. “Maybe it was only one night.”

That didn’t help her cause. “Great, another notch for me to compete with. Pete, twenty-seven. Amber, zero.”

Sarah curled her lip. “Has he really been with twenty-seven women?”

Amber shrugged. “Seems like it, but who knows. It’s not like I’m keeping count, and honestly, I’m not sure that’s a statistic I want to know.”

She wouldn’t qualify Pete as a slut, but he was known to take a woman home every now and then. He didn’t brag about it, but it always happened after a race, as if it was a winner’s rite.

That was how Amber came up with her plan. While the ultimate goal was to win the Mistletoe Marathon so that Pete — who always won — would have to kiss her under the mistletoe, she’d hoped any win would give her a rite of her own. Maybe if Clint hadn’t lingered last night…

“Maybe I need to have a one-night stand,” Amber said, not liking the idea at all, “you know, to give me a notch on my belt. Maybe a little experience would push things along a little bit.”

She’d never planned to still be a virgin at thirty-four, but men made her nervous and she’d never been able to get passed that.

“I think that’s a fabulous idea. Maybe you can convince your trainer to work that into his training plan.”

Amber choked on a piece of cookie dough. “Clint’s not my type.”

“I hate to break it to you, Bam-Bam, but you don’t have a type. That man is a Greek God. You need to take him for a spin and let me know how he is.”

Raising a brow at her sister, Sarah shrugged her off. “What, just because I’m a lesbo doesn’t mean I’m dead. Men are still beautiful.”

Amber had been playing on the all-girls team for almost a year now, but she had yet to bring anyone home. Amber wouldn’t put it past her sister to be doing it as a ploy to get their mother off her back about babies. Now, all the whining was directed at Amber.

The bang at the door halted their conversation. “Come in,” Amber called, not willing to leave her cookie dough to answer the door. When Clint walked in, she tossed the spoon over her head and pushed the pint in front of Sarah.

“Speaking of,” Sarah crooned.

“Are you eating ice cream?” Clint demanded, still wearing his gym pants and the form fitting t-shirt that encouraged any woman with twenty-twenty vision to stare. Amber had changed into baggy sweats and an even baggier sweatshirt. She looked frumpy at best. Clint looked as yummy as the cookie dough. She hated him.

His training regimen included a nutritional plan, vitamins, supplements, the whole nine yards. It did not include ice cream.

“Sarah’s eating ice cream,” Amber said, hoping she hadn’t left any evidence on her mouth.

“Cheating and lying,” he grunted, “that’s a new low for you. Or maybe you’ve been cheating all along.”

The disappointment in his voice turned her stomach. Clint was what she needed. He kept her motivated, on track, and she had learned so much about health and fitness since she’d hired him. On top of all that, he was good company. “Come on, I can’t be the first client you’ve had who indulged in a little pick me up.”

“I thought you were better than that.”

“Clint, geez, you act like I just killed your puppy.”

“I don’t have a puppy,” he said, not at all playful. “I came here to show you this.” He handed her a picture, well, a picture with two photos. She recognized today’s because she’d just changed out of the shorts and tank top. “That’s four and a half months ago, they day you started training with me,” he said.

She looked like a different person, thinner, toned, and happy, which was saying something considering how much she hated having her picture taken.

“Wow,” Sarah said. “You’re like half the size you were.”

“Shut up,” Amber whispered. She wasn’t half the size, but the muscle definition had changed her appearance.

“I’ve got the numbers here too, all the measurements from that first day and the ones I took today, plus your pacing, from that first run to yesterday’s half marathon. I know you’re not a numbers person, but I thought the pictures would give you a good visual of how far you’ve come.”

She looked at the numbers, amazed at how much they’d dropped. She’d lost four inches around her waist. Four inches.

“See this?” he said, pointing at her running times. “It took you twenty-five minutes to run that first mile on that first day. Yesterday, you averaged nine and a half minute miles.”

“Wow,” she whispered, echoing Sarah’s sentiment.

“That’s all. I’ll let you get back to your ice cream.”

She didn’t want the stupid ice cream now. “Clint,” she called after him, and slid off the bar stool. After crossing the room, she stood in front of him, looking into his disappointed eyes. She couldn’t bear the disappointment, so wrapped her arms around him.

Amber wasn’t a hugger, but she’d hugged Clint after her first 5K and after every race since because she couldn’t have finished those races without his expertise and encouragement. “Thank you,” she said when his arms came around her.

“You’re welcome,” he grumbled.

“And I’m sorry,” she admitted. “I know I make it difficult. I’ll try harder.”

“I’m going to hold you to that,” he said, letting her go and stepping back.

“Should we pinky promise or something?” she asked.

“Not necessary. I trust you. See you tomorrow.” He looked over her shoulder and waved. “Bye, Sarah.”

After closing the door, she crossed to the kitchen area of her tiny apartment, grabbed the pint of ice cream, and tossed it in the garbage.

“Tell me again why he’s not on your list?” Sarah asked.

She didn’t want to explain to her sister once again that Clint was way out of her league. She’d seen the women he dated long before she’d hired him, all tall, leggy, beautiful. Amber couldn’t compete with that. To Clint, she was just another client, a long line of people who couldn’t be trusted not to eat ice cream on a whim.

“Seriously, Bam, he is into you. Forget about Pete. Clint is the guy for you.”

“He’s my trainer, Ratatat,” Amber replied, using the nickname that had stuck even after she’d learned how to say Sarah. “He wants me to succeed because I’m paying him.”

“You’re a bigger idiot than Pete,” Sarah said.

Amber shook her head. “I have a plan. Even if Clint was interested, which he’s not, he’s not perfect husband material.”

The spreadsheet she’d created to identify the right man for her had Clint scoring much lower than Pete. His job was less than stable, with clients coming and going as they either quit or met their goals. He was too hung up on his body for her taste. Both he and Pete had posed nude for that calendar a while ago, which would have been fine if it ended there, but Clint continued to work as a fitness model and was even on the cover of romance novels now. Amber wanted to live a simple life, with a man who didn’t put his naked body out there for all the world to see. She was nervous enough around men, she didn’t want to field questions about her nude model husband.


Chapter 3



 



When Courtney Daniel’s had asked Clint to meet her at the winery to discuss him managing her brother’s storage units, he didn’t hesitate. Courtney’s office was right across the hall from Amber’s. With any luck, he’d run into her.

He’d managed to get through to her on Sunday. Not only was she showing up for workouts with a positive, can-do attitude, but she was using the fitness tracking website he’d suggested, logging food, water, sleep, and exercise. She’d even plugged in her physical stats, going back to when she’d first started training, and including each weekly measurement. He didn’t weigh her because many of his clients gained weight as they improved muscle tone and lost fat, and that number often discouraged them, but Amber entered her beginning weight and her current weight. She claimed she didn’t have a scale, but the locker rooms at the gym had them.

Courtney met him at the reception desk just inside the front doors of the winery. “Clint, thanks so much for coming.”

“Thanks for the opportunity,” he said. He loved being a physical trainer, but some months it didn’t quite pay the bills. He had his retirement pay from the army, having been granted that when his career was cut short along with his leg, so that balanced things out, and he used the money he earned as a fitness model for fun, but he wasn’t building a nest egg fast enough. He had plans, to buy a house, get married, have kids. All that required money and a reliable income.

“We’re going to use the function room down the hall. I share an office with Aiden and it gets a little cramped sometimes.”

“Lead the way,” he said, keeping in step with her as they headed to the function room.

“I only ever dealt with the billing and payment part of the business, but there’s more to it than that, so we’re going to do a video call with Brent so he can clue you in.”

Brent was her older brother, the owner of the units. He’d gotten married at the end of the summer and was currently in Wyoming with his wife Tristin, a traveling nurse. Brent was looking for someone to manage or buy the storage units. It seemed they both needed each other.

Just as they were about to turn left, Amber came out of another office down the hall, stopping when she spotted Clint. “Hey. What brings you to Black Vines?” she asked, putting her sexy shoes in motion again. They were strappy, high, the kind that made a man want to do things to a woman, very dirty, erotic things.

Because they lifted her several inches off the floor, they made the muscles in her calves flex, as if inviting Clint to caress the tension out of them. Just above the knee, her legs disappeared beneath a skirt that could have been a little tighter, but that wasn’t Amber’s style. The loose fabric intrigued his imagination, made him curious what was beneath. Of course, he’d seen her in a swimsuit, so he knew every curve, at least with his eyes. He’d love to know them with his hands and mouth too.

“Clint’s buying my brother’s storage units,” Courtney said before Clint could answer. “Sorry, I should let you answer. I’m just so excited. I hate the storage units.”

“I’m just taking over management for now,” he corrected. “If it’s a good fit, then I’ll buy them.”

“Oh, wow, that’s great,” Amber said. “And you’ll be doing all of us a huge favor if we don’t have to listen to Courtney complain about them anymore.”

“They’re really not that bad,” Courtney insisted, giving Amber a look that said shut the hell up. “I’m just busy trying to finish school and with everything I do here.”

“As long as no one is storing IEDs or mines, it’ll be fine,” he joked. “Hey, you want to grab lunch when I’m done?”

The rapid blinking and head shake made him chuckle. The woman was so easily flustered, it was charming.

“I brought lunch. Grilled chicken and lightly sautéed veggies tossed with quinoa and olive oil. I didn’t bring enough for two.”

He was happy to see she was following the meal plan he’d put together for her.

“Oh my God, Amber. Give yourself a break and enjoy lunch in the restaurant for a change,” Courtney cut in, giving Clint a little nudge with her elbow.

“I’m sure they have something on the menu that’ll be an adequate substitute,” Clint added.

“Uh, ok, sure, that’d be great. I should be back in my office, which is just over there.”

“Yeah, I know where your office is,” Clint chuckled.

“Right, okay, well, have fun talking storage units.” She gave them a wave and ambled off.

“She looks great. I’d hire you to train me, but I hate exercise,” Courtney laughed.

“That’s the reason most people hire me,” he replied, following her into the big room. He’d been around the winery a few times with Pete, but he’d never been in this function room. The back wall was all windows, overlooking the vineyard. The wood was all finished in dark cherry, the black marble floor like a mirror. Tables had been pushed to the sides, but one remained in the center of the room near the windows, a laptop already open.

“I’ll just get Brent on the line,” Courtney said and started tapping away on the keyboard.

“Hey Tweety,” Brent said when he answered the call. Clint had met the man a few times, but never spent much time with him. He had his share of tattoos, and small gauges in his ears. His face took up the whole screen.

“I hate it when you call me that,” Courtney sighed. “Clint has a date with Amber for lunch, so let’s not keep him too long.”

It wasn’t a date. Amber never would have agreed to it if she thought it was a date, but he wasn’t about to get into a debate about it with Courtney and Brent.

“All right, well, let me start off by saying this isn’t rocket science, but it can be a pain in the ass,” Brent started. “People pay late if they pay at all. You’ll get used to the excuses real fast. I give them three months. After the fourth month, I cut off their lock, put on my own, and send them an eviction notice. From that point, they have thirty days to get with me — or you — to clear out the unit or pay up. If they don’t, it’s up to you to clear out the unit.”

“Sounds easy enough,” Clint said.

Brent and Courtney both laughed. “You’re going to learn real fast two things about people,” Brent explained. “Number one, they're ass-holes. Number two, they are disgusting. You wouldn’t believe some of the shit they put in a storage unit.”

It couldn’t be bad compared to some of the shit holes he’d seen in the Middle East.

“Brent has held yard sales at the units, filled his truck and brought it all to the junk yard or recycling center, donated things. You get to make the call on how you want to handle it when you have to clean one out.”

“Got it,” Clint responded. “You got security cameras on site?”

Brent nodded on the screen. “Yeah, infrared. Courtney has the information for the contract on those.”

They went over more logistics and financials, all of it pretty straight-forward. Like Brent said, it wasn’t rocket science.

“Hey, man,” Brent added when they were wrapping up, “if this works out, I’ve got some apartment buildings I might want to offload too.”

“Let’s see how this goes first.” With a full bill of clients at the moment, Clint didn’t want to take on too much. He’d gotten a surge after the nude calendar went on sale, so he expected them to peter out as the novelty of his naked ass wore off, but so far it was keeping him busy and paying the bills. The storage units shouldn’t take too much of his time, but he wanted to be sure it wouldn’t interfere with his clientele.

When the call ended, Courtney walked him out of the function room. “Enjoy your lunch with Amber. Talk about something interesting, not exercise and diet.”

Clint had no intentions of talking shop during lunch. The only time he ever saw Amber outside of her daily workouts was when their running group got together to celebrate someone finishing or winning a race. He was eager to talk about anything besides running and Pete.


~~~

It felt like a date. That’s why Amber was ready to crawl out of her skin. She didn’t date because she didn’t know how to relax on a date and always ended up making a fool of herself. She’d figured out a way around dating, or at least dating a stranger. Pete scored high because he was familiar, they were friends, so they wouldn’t have awkward silences when sitting across the table from each other.

“What’s good here?” Clint asked, peering at her over his menu.

“Everything,” Amber cooed. One of the perks of working at the winery was sampling the menu. She’d tried everything and didn’t even have a favorite because it was all so good. “I’m going to get the grilled salmon. Marie keeps quinoa in the kitchen, so you can substitute that for any rice or pasta.

“Sounds good. I think I’ll get that too. What do you suggest for wine with it? There are a few listed here.”

“You want wine?” she asked.

“We are at a winery.”

“I know where we are, but wine isn’t the only thing we serve here.”

“Well, I’m not going to have lunch at a winery and not enjoy a glass of wine. What do you like? Pinot Noir? Chardonnay?”

“I like the Riesling, but it’s a Thursday. I’m not supposed to drink on running days unless it’s after a race.” He’d not only written that out in the meal plan, but preached it whenever she said she wanted a beer. Amber enjoyed wine on occasion, but beer was her beverage of choice.

“Amber, it’s okay. If you want a glass of wine with your meal, I’m not going to hold it over your head.”

She smiled and breathed a sigh of relief. “Okay, that’s good, because if Aiden catches me eating in here and not having a glass of wine, I might get fired.”

When their server, Emily came, Clint ordered for both of them, including the wine, and even asked to have asparagus instead of the green beans listed on the menu – he knew asparagus was her favorite of all things green. He also ordered the avocado sushi roles as an appetizer.

“This place is really nice,” Clint said. “You like working here?”

“I do, especially now that Aiden is back. His dad was difficult to please, but Aiden let’s me do my job and gives me support when I need it. It’s good.”

“Have you always been in human resources?”

Amber shrugged. “Yeah, this has been my only job since I finished college. I really can’t see myself doing anything else.”

“Hey, look at you kids, having a nice lunch,” Pete said.

Amber blushed, feeling busted. Clint was just being nice asking her to have lunch with him. She hoped Pete didn’t think this was a date.

“Do you want to join us?” she asked.

“Oh, no, I’ve got plans. I was just walking by and saw you two, thought I’d say hello. Maybe I’ll see you tonight.”

Thursday meant running club. Pete hadn’t joined them in weeks. He ran in the morning before work. Amber had tried that, but it just didn’t work for her. She preferred the evening runs, even now that the days were getting shorter and they were running in the dark.

“See you,” Clint mumbled as Pete sauntered off.

“I hope he doesn’t think we’re on a date,” she murmured.

“Would it really be so bad, being on a date with me?” Clint countered.

Amber shook her head. He always surprised her when he took things so personally. “You know what I mean. If he thinks I’m interested in you, it just makes things more difficult.”

“I don’t get why you don’t just come right out and tell him how you feel.”

Because she couldn’t. Amber wasn’t assertive, never had been, and couldn’t be when it came to men. Her words got all jumbled, her brain fuzzy. It was the curse of being just an average, ordinary, invisible girl.

“Has he been with that girl from the other night again?” Amber asked.

“Which one?” Clint returned, and it felt like a deliberate stab. Clint wasn’t mean or vindictive though. He was driven, determined, and he pushed Amber in her training, but he wasn’t mean and wouldn't say something just to hurt her.

“Sam,” she said, a little venom in her voice. “The one he brought home after the half marathon. Have there been others?” Please don’t let there be others.

Clint shook his head and it looked like he was working real hard to suppress an eye roll. “I don’t want to get in the middle of this saga.”

It wasn’t fair for Amber to do that. Clint and Pete were friends, roommates. They’d been through a lot together, first physical rehabilitation, then drug rehab. “So the marathon is in ten days. I think I’m ready.”

“Amber, we’re at lunch, not training. I don’t want to talk shop.”

What else were they supposed to talk about? They always talked running or fitness or nutrition. Except when they talked about Pete, which they didn’t do all that often. “Let’s talk about you then,” she suggested. “You’re managing the storage units now. That’s great.”

“I’m hoping it will be. Can’t rely on this,” he motioned toward his body, “to keep the bills current.”

“I heard Pete saying you’re doing a lot of modeling, that you’re even going to be on the covers of some romance novels.”

Now he did roll his eyes. “Pete likes to run his trap.”

“So you’re not?”

“I am. Pete gives me shit about it.”

She loved to read and before she started running, that’s all she did, devouring four or five novels a week. She preferred thrillers, but enjoyed historical romances too. She hadn’t read many contemporary romances, but if Clint was going to be on the cover of one, she’d have to grab a copy. “Well, I think it’s exciting.”

His eyes brightened then, her body warming as if she’d just taken a shot of whiskey instead of a sip of wine.

“Yeah, it’s fun. I’ve worked with a few different photographers now. They all have different styles and ideas, but Skye will always be my favorite.”

Skye Everhart lived in Sunset Valley, also a combat injured veteran. Amber had met her a couple times. She was quiet at first, as if assessing the situation and people, but she liked to give Clint, Pete, and their other army friends a run for their money.

“What made you decide to manage the storage units?” she asked.

“Right opportunity at the right time. Brent was looking for someone and I was looking for something, so I figured I’d give it a go. He’s willing to give me a trial run before I commit to purchasing them, so it works out well for me. For him too, I guess, since he’s newly married. I wouldn’t want anything to take me away from my wife, if I had one.”

He’d never mentioned marriage before, so the statement surprised her. He came across as the kind of guy who liked the flavor of the month, but now that she thought about it, he hadn’t mentioned a girlfriend in the five months he’d been training her. Of course, there were all his tick mark tattoos. Rumor had it he had one for every woman he’d slept with. Amber had tried to count the marks when they were at the pool, but she couldn’t do it without staring and she didn’t want to give her personal trainer the wrong idea.

“How come you don’t have a girlfriend?” she asked.

“Waiting for the right woman,” he said.


Chapter 4



 



Clint always took Veteran’s Day off. He’d earned it and chose to do something he enjoyed, but with the storage units now under his management, he wanted to get a handle on that. He started the day having breakfast with Courtney to go over the books, then headed out to put a new lock on the unit that was past delinquent. Courtney said no one answered when she called the number, not even voice mail, and letters were being returned from the post office. She had a stash of locks and a pair of bolt cutters, all of which she was happy to hand over.

He was going to need a truck to empty this unit and future units that went delinquent. Clint already had his eyes peeled for a good deal on a used truck in case this worked out and he decided to buy the units, but in the meantime, maybe he could borrow his buddy Shane’s.

Pulling up to unit thirty-four, Clint killed the engine, grabbed the gear, and stepped out. Most of the units had locks similar to the one Courtney had given him, which, she explained, they advised all the renters to buy. The unit he was here for did not. It had a basic padlock, small, easy to cut through. Once removed, he slid the door open, his hand going straight to his face to block the smell.

“What the fuck,” he muttered, snagging the big flashlight off the ground and aiming it inside. Piles of shit — literally…feces — covered the floor, along with wet spots. His light passed over a bigger pile and that’s when he heard it, a whine, the most feeble sound, but one that brought the light back.

Two glowing dots and another whine told him everything. The fuckers who rented this unit had left a damned dog in there.

Clint had dealt with dogs like this in Afghanistan. Some were friendly, but he’d been bitten a couple times, so that made him cautious with this one. “Hey little guy, what are you doing in here?” he said in a gentle voice, letting the dog know he was not the enemy.

The dog whined and struggled to stand, whimpering as it did. It limped from the back corner of the unit toward Clint, tail tucked between its legs. About three-quarters of the way, it stopped and sat, staring with as much apprehension as Clint felt.

After grabbing his phone from his pocket, he crouched, another peace offering, and hit Courtney in his contacts. She hadn’t told him what to do if he found a dog in the unit. “Seriously, Clint, I’m not holding your hand every step of the way,” she answered.

“There’s a dog,” he said, trying to keep his voice low and gentle so he didn’t startle the little guy. “It’s emaciated. There are piles of dog shit all over the unit.”

“I really hate people sometimes. Do you think you can handle him? Is he aggressive?”

“Doesn’t seem to be. We’re kind of in a stand-off right now, trying to figure each other out.”

“If you can handle him, bring him to the Barn,” she commanded, referring to the animal rescue where she volunteered. “I’ll meet you there. But, hey, let’s keep this call going so I can call for help if he gets aggressive.”

“Great,” Clint muttered. “Stay there, little fella. I’m just going to grab a towel from the car.” Thankfully he had hit the gym before breakfast, so he had a couple towels in his gym bag.

Clint wasn’t too keen on putting the dog in his car. Who knows how long it had been in the unit. Its fur was likely matted with shit and piss, and man, if it had fleas. He couldn’t leave the pup there, though, not for another second. He’d sort the car out later. Yeah, he really needed an old beater truck.

“Ever find a dog in a unit before?” Clint asked Courtney.

“No, this is a first for me too.”

Clint set the phone on top of the bolt cutters he’d placed on the ground just outside the unit. He could use a shovel to scrape aside the shit on the concrete floor, and made a mental note to keep a shovel in the truck when he got one. For now, he stepped through the unit like it was a mine field, speaking gently to the dog as he approached.

The dog whined and cowered as Clint got closer, but didn’t appear to be aggressive. When he was an arm’s length away, Clint crouched again, hoping he didn’t fall on his ass and land in any of the shit that surrounded them. He held out his hand to let the dog get a good sniff. “Hey, fella. I’m not going to hurt you. I have a nice lady who wants to meet you. What do you say we go for a little ride and get you cleaned up and fed?”

The dog’s ears perked at the word ride and Clint took that opportunity to pet the thing. A scratch behind the ear and he was nuzzling against Clint’s hand. Being patient, Clint gave it a few minutes, talking and petting and doing the best he could to assess the condition of the dog. Matted fur covered a bony body, every gentle stroke breaking Clint’s heart. He’d had a couple dogs growing up, one of the few luxuries his grandmother could afford. An older woman living alone with a young kid, she’d always said how important it was to have a good dog. Because she couldn’t afford anything more, they’d adopted the dogs from a local rescue, one not unlike the Barn.

“You ready to go for a ride and meet the nice lady?” Clint asked when he was confident the dog had accepted him as a friend.

The dog cocked his head at the word ride again, so Clint held out the towel and let him sniff it. “I’m just going to pick you up, okay. Not going to hurt you.”

After wrapping the towel around the dog’s torso, Clint petted him a few more times before wrapping his arms around and lifting him. The dog weighed nothing and whimpered a little, but rested his chin on Clint’s arm as if they were long, lost friends.

He put the dog in the front seat because he couldn’t maneuver the seatback forward with the little guy in his arms. Once the dog was settled, Clint retrieved his phone, and stowed the bolt cutters, broken lock, and flashlight in the trunk. He opted to leave the unit’s door open. At this point, he didn’t care if he stunk up the whole lot. This little guy needed help and Clint wasn’t going to waste any time on logistics that didn’t matter.

“I’ve got him,” Clint said into the phone. “We’re heading to the Barn.”

After Courtney breathed a sigh of relief, he ended the call and got moving. Despite being emaciated, the dog seemed happy and alert, his ears perked as Clint started the car and got it rolling. Since the Barn was on the opposite side of Lilac Ridge, it took a good ten minutes to get there, having to follow the speed limit through Main Street and even stop for pedestrians and turning cars. A siren would be good, a way to clear the road so this little guy could get the help he needed, or hell, even a humvee would be great. People would move out of the way for one of those. When he wasn’t shifting, Clint kept a reassuring hand on the dog, talking to him the whole way.

Courtney met him outside the barn with a collar and leash, handing it over so Clint could take the reins, so to speak. The dog let him slip on the collar, but Clint wasn’t sure he could get out of the car and walk inside, so he lifted him up with more reassuring words and carried him inside.

“I called Clarissa. She’ll swing by as soon as she can to check him out.” Clarissa Dean was the local veterinarian. Clint had asked her out a few times after rehab, once he thought he could handle the dating situation, but she always turned him down. He’d learned later that her high school boyfriend had joined the army, so the fact he had served might be a strike against him. He’d taken it personally at first, figuring someone who had her shit together the way Clarissa did wouldn’t be bothered with a broken veteran and recovering addict, but with continued counseling after rehab, he had worked out all those issues. He liked Clarissa. She was a nice person and from what he heard, a great veterinarian. He was glad this little guy had her on his side.

“What can I do?” he asked, setting the dog on the grooming table.

“I’m to give him some water in a little kibble, then a bath. He seems to like you, so if you want to stay, that might help keep him calm.”

Clint wasn’t about to abandon the guy now. “I’ll stay,” he confirmed, nodding at Courtney.


~~~

“You are thirty-four years old, Amber Marie. If you don’t marry soon, all your eggs will have wilted and I’ll never have grandchildren.”

“Mom, stop being dramatic. My eggs aren’t wilting,” Amber responded. Wilting? No. Dying slow, painful deaths? Absolutely.

Her mother shoved a piece of paper across the oak dining table that had recently been refinished. There wasn’t a scratch on it now, and the paper slide across with the grace of a seasoned figure skater. “I made you a list of eligible and acceptable bachelors. The ones with the flower next to their names are from Lilac Ridge. The ones with little sunshines are from Sunset Valley.”

The list looked a lot like the one Amber had made for herself, because, well, the apple didn’t fall far from the tree. Michele James had taught her daughter from an early age to operate by lists and Amber couldn’t function any other way. Amber had evolved though, and knew her way around a computer. That’s why her list was a spreadsheet that calculated a score for each candidate.

Grabbing a pen from the drawer in the sideboard behind her, Amber crossed out the first name on the list. “Aiden Black is practically engaged, Mother. He is neither eligible nor acceptable.”

Michele, who sat directly across from Amber with a scrutinizing gaze, breathed a long sight and shook her head. “That young lady does not have a ring on her finger, so don’t count him out just yet.”

Aiden was also her boss and childhood best friend, so no, not going there. The childhood best friend thing didn’t have much impact on Pete making the top of the list, but Aiden and Courtney were great together, so Amber wanted no part in breaking them up.

“I don’t want to marry a policeman,” Amber said, crossing another name off the list. Sunset Valley’s police chief was easy on the eyes, even considering his broody nature, but Amber strived for a normal life, not one filled with worry that her husband might get shot because of his job.

“Luke Carbonneau isn’t a policeman, he’s the police chief. Much safer,” Michele countered. Still not safe enough, not for Amber.

“Pete Mitchell is perfect husband material,” her mother said, tapping Pete’s name on the paper.

Amber had already quantified this fact on her spreadsheet. He had a great job, a great sense of humor, a stable family, and he was familiar. Nothing scary about Pete. Of all the men on the list, he was the only one who qualified as perfect husband material. There was just one problem. “Pete thinks of me as a sister, Mom.”

“Well, put on something pretty and woo him to thinking otherwise. You’re not ugly, Amber.”

“Thanks, I think.” Compliments had always been like that growing up, a positive spin on a negative word. When she’d earn a B on a test, it was, well, at least it wasn’t a C or at least you didn’t fail.

Amber had tried putting on something pretty. She’d even gone a little overboard with a sexy red dress and strappy high heel shoes. Men always seemed to swoon over such things, but not when she wore them. Pete still looked at her like a sister. The kiss was the only thing that was going to work.

“All this running you’re doing, you should turn that into an opportunity. I’ve seen your trainer, ooh-la-la.”

“Ooh-la-la, Mom? Seriously?”

“What, I’m not going to call him sic, or whatever stupid word kids are using these days.”

Amber couldn’t disagree with that and when it came right down to it, Clint was definitely ooh-la-la. “Clint Avery is a playboy,” Amber uttered without a lot of conviction. Eye candy, yes, but the kind that would give you a cavity and force you to need a root canal after the first taste. That didn’t keep her from circling his name. The pen didn’t seem to want to stop either, circle after circle going round and round, urging her to reconsider his score on her spreadsheet.

Clint was different than she first thought. She only knew him a little before hiring him to train her. Whenever she’d seen him out, he was cocky, flirtatious, sometimes obnoxious. Now that she’d gotten to know him, she got to see a different side of him. Serious, focused, encouraging.

His reputation still put her off. He’d been with a lot of women, proven by the tally mark tattoos that adorned his rib cage. Amber’s experience paled in comparison to Clint’s. Even if she was interested, and she wasn’t, he’d never look at someone like her twice.

Her dad walked into the kitchen, which looked like was just a pit stop based on his exercise gear.

“How are two of my favorite ladies doing today?” Derek asked.

“Hi, Dad,” Amber said, standing to hug him.

“Amber’s still single. No hope of a grandbaby this year,” Michele huffed.

“Oh, I guess this is one of those egg-wilting conversations. That’s my cue to hit the court.”

“Want company?” Amber asked. She was horrible at racquetball, but it would be a good workout. Normally she loved rest days, but if she wasn’t moving, exercising somehow, improving, she was antsy. In the past, antsy equaled eating. After getting caught eating ice cream, Amber had no desire to see disappointment on Clint’s face again, or feel it in her chest.

“I’d love company, so long as you promise not to talk about wilting eggs or anything else that might give your old dad a stroke.”

“I promise,” Amber said, drawing an X over her heart. “I just need to swing by my apartment to grab some gym clothes.”

Michele wasn’t much of a hugger, but Amber wrapped her arms around her mother anyway, if only to torture her personal space a bit as payback for bringing up her lack of love life…again.

“You’ll come back for dinner,” Michele said during the reluctant hug.

Dinners at the James house involved an abundant amount of pasta and sauce that didn’t just stick to your bones, but to every fat cell. Amber needed to carb-load because she had a long run tomorrow, eighteen miles, her longest yet. She preferred to do it with healthier alternatives, like wild rice, mashed potatoes, and grilled chicken, because protein was important too.

“Actually, I have a date,” she lied. A date would be the only thing that would get her out of dinner.

“Oh?” her mother sang. “Who with?”

“I don’t want to jinx it. I really think this could be the one.”


Chapter 5



 



Two hours of pumping iron weren’t enough to work out the anger he’d been battling since leaving the little dog to get his rest. Most days Clint kept it all in check, the bitterness, the frustration, the loneliness. Today was not most days.

Clint had triggers, as did most soldiers with PTSD. Pain was a trigger, but not today’s. No, today’s trigger was stupid people.

Once he’d left the dog, the flashbacks kicked in. It started out innocent enough, to the first time his unit had cleared a building in an Afghan village and found a dog not unlike today’s pup. As soon as they entered the apartment, the dog bolted past them, never to be seen again.

That flashback morphed into the second time they found a dog in an abandoned store. That dog had been tied to a refrigerator and was in bad shape, completely covered in shit, emaciated, unable to stand. Their squad leader made the command decision to put the dog out of her misery since they didn’t have the resources to nurse her back to life. Clint was the lowest man on the totem pole and it was the first time he disobeyed an order. He’d been written up for it, but didn’t give a shit. He wasn’t shooting a dog, not even in an act of mercy.

The third time, the dog was angry and attacked without provocation. Clint suffered a nice bite even through his ACU, the nifty little acronym for army combat uniform.

Before he could protest, one of his brothers-in-arms shot that dog too.

Blood pulsed in his temple, heat surging through him still because being bit by a dog and seeing it shot were not the worst horrors he’d survived. His first tour, and even his second, were a cake walk compared to his third and last tour. He’d only been there three months when they went into a building that was rigged to explode. Three guys ahead of him were killed instantly, two more died in the hospital. The guy directly ahead of Clint lost both legs and the guy behind Clint lost an arm.

Clint was lucky. He’d lost a total of fifteen inches from calf to toe. He’d learned to not just live, but to function normally without that appendage. He had half a dozen prosthetics, for running, for normal activity, for swimming. If he was wearing pants, no one even knew he was missing part of a limb.

The memories though, they haunted him, came back with a vengeance when triggered, usually after the adrenaline of the trigger dissipated. That’s why he hit the weights hard. If he could get the adrenaline pumping again, maybe it would push out the memories and stop the red hot blood surging through his veins.

“Jesus, man, what is up with you today?” Pete demanded, following him out of the weight room.

Clint continued his march because he wanted to hit something and if Pete got too close…

“Clint, fuck, man, stop.” Mistake number one was when Pete put his hand on Clint’s shoulder. Clint had the fortitude to shrug out of it, but when Pete did it again, Clint lost his shit, doing an about face mid-stride and grabbing Pete’s wrist with one hand, while fisting the other, ready to deliver an upper cut to get his buddy to back off.

“Whoa,” Pete stepped back, holding his other hand up. “What has you so amped?”

Releasing Pete’s wrist, Clint fisted that hand. Manic breaths echoed in his ears along with the thump of his pulse.

“Take a breath,” Pete encouraged, “long and slow.”

They’d been through this drill in the hospital and in rehab, learning to deal with the triggers and PTSD. “I’ve got your six, man, come on, just breathe.”

Clint didn’t want to breathe, he wanted to punch something, someone, anyone.

“Punching bag? Racquetball? Yoga?” Pete asked.

Racquetball offered the biggest challenge, would push his physical endurance and concentration. He turned and headed to the courts, Pete in tow.

Most people would try to make him talk it out, but Pete was a brother-in-arms, fought the same demons, knew talking it out didn’t do a damn thing. Clint needed to fight it out. Getting physical was the only way to win the battle.

They hadn’t booked a court, and all three were occupied. The two people in the last court — well one person in there — stopped his forward momentum as if he’d just been ordered to halt.

Amber. The last person he wanted to see him in a fit of PTSD rage.

He spun around, crashing into Pete. “Hey, it’s Amber and Mr. James,” Pete said.

No shit, Clint thought, side-stepping to get around Pete.

“You don’t want to watch?” Pete asked.

“Why would I want to do that?” Clint demanded.

Pete raised a brow. “Because it’s Amber.”

“I don’t—”

“You like her, right?” Pete asked.

Clint shook his head. “You stupid son of a bitch,” he muttered, slamming Pete’s shoulder with his own as he bulldozed by.

“What was that for?” Pete said, catching up with Clint in a few strides. “Watching a hot woman always calms my rage.”

“If you think she’s hot, why don’t you stay and watch?” Clint snapped, turning down the hall toward the locker rooms.

“It’s Amber,” Pete scoffed. “She’s like a sister to me.”

He really was a stupid son of a bitch. If Amber gave Clint a second thought, he wouldn’t hesitate to give her everything she deserved. She was kind and beautiful and determined, at least most days. She had too many moments of self-doubt, but most of his clients did, so it wasn’t anything he couldn’t help her work through.

This thing with Pete though, how she was working so hard to try and get his attention in a not-brotherly kind of way, it was wearing on Clint.

“I’ve got things to do,” Clint said, busting through the locker room door.

“What things?” Pete said.

“Things.”

Pete shook his head. “I know the signs, man, and looking at you right now, it’s like looking in a mirror on my worst days. I’m not leaving you alone.”

“I’m hitting the shower and heading over to the Barn,” Clint said. He needed to check on the little dog, make sure he was doing okay.

“The Barn?” Pete asked.

“Yeah, the Barn. No drinking, no pills, no needles. I found a goddamn dog in one of the storage units today.”

“Oh, fuck.”

Oh, fuck was right.

Ten minutes later, they were heading out of the locker room, and while the heat in his blood had cooled a bit, it still pumped through his veins in double time.

They were near the end of the hall from the locker rooms when Amber rounded the corner, red-faced and covered in sweat. She stopped when she saw the two of them, her hand pushing aside a stray auburn hair that had escaped the headband. The fact it was a gesture inspired by Pete pumped up the heat in Clint’s blood again.

“Oh, hey,” she said. “I wasn’t expecting to see you guys here.”

“Just pumping some iron,” Pete said, flexing and kissing a bicep. The guy had no modesty or shame.

“I played racquetball with Dad. He kicked my butt.”

Mr. James came around the corner then. “Yeah, but if we were running a marathon, you’d kick my butt.”

“I’m not there yet,” she laughed.

“Bye, honey,” her dad said. “Enjoy your date.”

Her father headed toward the exit, leaving Amber blushing at the end of the hall.

“Date?” Clint and Pete asked in unison.

“A little white lie to get out of having spaghetti dinner at my parent’s house. I know I need to carb-load for the long run tomorrow, but it wouldn’t be very balanced.”

Shit, Clint had gotten so wrapped up in his rage, he’d forgotten about the long run tomorrow.

“We’re heading over to the Barn to check in on a dog Clint rescued today. You should join us,” Pete offered.

Amber’s face lit up, but if she knew Pete’s intentions, she wouldn’t be so thrilled. “I need to grab a shower. I’ll meet you there.”

“Sure thing,” Pete said, and nudged Clint’s arm after Amber passed.

Clint just shook his head. This was going to end in disaster, for all involved.


~~~

The dog was adorable despite his condition. Even sweeter was how much Clint loved the little fella.

Courtney had explained that Dr. Clarissa Dean, the local vet, had stopped by to check on him and was encouraged that he’d recover completely from neglect and starvation. Clarissa still wanted to see the dog at her clinic to do x-rays and run blood tests, as well as to administer vaccines. Clint had nodded, but relief had yet to make an appearance. If anything, he was even more angry.

“What are you going to name him?” Amber asked.

“Yeah, man, he needs a name,” Pete agreed.

“It’s not my dog.”

“Seems to me he is,” Pete said.

“And you’re his person,” Amber added.

Clint shook his head. “I’m nobody’s person.”

Pete put a hand on Clint’s shoulder. “You’ve been talking about getting a dog.”

Clint scowled in return. Amber could see the anger coming to a boil. She didn’t understand it, but had no doubt Pete was only making it worse. When his phone rang, she nodded for him to take it.

She didn’t say anything, just sat next to Clint and petted the dog, who was sound asleep in the kennel, a nice, soft blanket beneath him. Amber eavesdropped on Pete’s conversation. It didn’t take a genius to know it was a woman. It was even clearer that Pete wanted to meet up with her.

“Go,” Amber encouraged, starting to feel like her mission was a lost cause. What she needed didn’t matter right now. Clint was going through something, maybe a PTSD episode, and while she didn’t understand it, she wanted to help him. “Clint and I will keep watch here. Since there’s not enough room for three arms to reach into the kennel, there’s no point in you staying.”

“Right,” Pete drawled, smiling at Amber and giving her a wink before returning to his call. It should have hurt more to send him off to a booty call, but Amber didn’t feel anything, no regret, no sadness. “You good, Clint?”

“Yeah, I’m going to head out soon anyway.”

Pete looked to Amber for confirmation that she wasn’t going to leave him and she nodded, mouthing, “I’ve got him.” Pete gave her a firm nod and a smile and headed out.

It was almost a relief when he left and the air around them seemed to lighten, as if Clint was relieved Pete had left too.

“Let’s go for a walk,” Amber suggested. It was dusk and Amber hoped the cool November air would have a calming effect

“I don’t want to talk,” Clint groaned.

“I said, walk, not talk. Come on.” Amber grabbed his hand, not missing the energy that passed between them.

It was odd, something she’d heard about from girlfriends and read about in novels, but not something she’d ever experienced before.

His fingers tightened around hers as he allowed her to lead him out of the Barn. Jill kept the field cut to make it a nice place to walk the dogs that they rescued. There were trails in the woods, too, but since it was dusk, she didn’t plan to venture that far. She wasn’t sure if this walk would help, but didn’t think it would hurt.

“Why did you do that?” Clint asked as they crossed the field.

“Do what?” she asked.

“You know Pete was meeting a woman.”

Amber shrugged. “He was aggravating you. Letting him answer a booty call seemed like the best way to get him to leave.”

Clint chuckled and loosened his grip on her fingers, but didn’t release her hand. Amber didn’t mind. She hadn’t dated in a while, missed this sweet yet intimate connection. Even though it was just a friendly thing with Clint, she would enjoy it as long as it lasted, especially if it would help him work through his anger.

Making no attempt to fill the silence, Amber tried to remember some of the tips she’d read when Pete came home from the army. He’d been in denial about having PTSD, but it was clear he wasn’t the same person who had left six years before. His short-temper and abrupt mood swings were difficult to deal with, but it was the drug addiction that broke her heart. His father had given Clint an ultimatum, jail or rehab, and Pete had opted for the latter, thank goodness.

Clint stopped their slow stroll and lifted their hands, his finger caressing hers as he seemed to study every inch. “What are you doing?” he asked.

“Taking a walk with you,” she said.

He looked up, his brow furrowed so tight she wanted to kiss the tension away and that was the strangest sensation she’d experienced in a long time. Clint was her trainer, someone she hired to spend time with her. A man like him, so fit and confident, so gorgeous, he had women at his beck and call. He’d never be interested in someone as average as Amber, someone who couldn’t even manage to run a mile without paying someone to force her to.

“That’s not what this is,” he murmured.

Amber offered a friendly smile because she wanted him to know she wasn’t his enemy. “I’m not going to insult you by pretending to know what you’ve been through and I’m not going to disrespect you by pretending to know how to help, but if you tell me what you need right now, I’ll do my best to help you through this.”

“I just want to be left alone,” he mumbled.

Amber chuckled, which caused Clint to angle his head. “Why is that funny?” he growled.

“When Pete came home from rehab, he sat me down and made me promise not to leave him alone when he was hurting, no matter how much he insisted he wanted to be left alone. He said for an addict having a PTSD episode, being alone was the worst situation possible.”

“So you’re babysitting me. A pity walk.”

“No, I wouldn’t insult you with pity either. I’m just being a friend. Say all the mean things you want, but you aren’t going to scare me off. You’re stuck with me.”

“Stuck with you? Until when?”

Amber shrugged. She had no idea how long it would take to ensure he was safe from his own anger, but she refused to abandon him to it.

“You have no idea what you’re getting yourself into,” he warned.

“You’re right. You and Pete are the only two people I’ve ever known who went to war. Like I said, I’m not going to pretend to know how to help. You could make it easy for me and tell me what you need.” She kept her voice light even though blood pumped through her veins so fast it echoed in her ears. She was sure her face was flushed, but she couldn’t back down, couldn’t give him any indication that she doubted her ability to help him.

“You’re not going to like what I need,” he said, his voice deep with warning.

Every hair on her body stood on end, anticipation thickening like an early morning fog. If he was going to say he needed drugs, she would insist he didn’t, he’d been clean for so long. Exercise was his outlet, so they could go back to the gym, go swimming or play racquetball.

Something, anything, to keep him from making a bad decision.

When he pulled her against his body and his free hand wove into her hair, that fog surrounded them and sucked the breath right out of her. His gaze narrowed in on her lips and being the stupid girl she was, she licked them, because as much as her hand had missed being held, her lips were parched for not having been kissed in so long.

Their mouths crashed together, Clint pulling her to him as he dipped his head. Because of the anger he still hadn’t worked through, the kiss was harsh, hot, needy, his beard scraping her skin, his lips devouring her, his tongue pushing into her mouth and dueling with hers.

She shouldn’t like it or want more because this was just an outlet for his anger, but Amber couldn’t keep herself from enjoying the connection. Heat consumed them, pushing the cool November air away. It was only when her free hand slid up his arm that he stepped back without warning, cursing as he tugged his hand from hers. The cool air against her hot mouth brought her back to reality, leaving her feeling a little desperate and empty. Her body wanted more, wanted to feel his mouth again, his arms wrapped around her, his solid body against hers.

All those rogue thoughts were dangerous because Clint wasn’t the type of man who would be interested in someone like Amber.

“You shouldn’t have kissed me back,” he grunted and stormed off toward the barn.

“Would you rather I kicked you in the gems,” she said, stepping it up to catch up with him.

“This isn’t a game, Amber. I’m not a nice guy.”

“Right now, no, you’re not and if you kissed me like that to try and scare me off, well, it didn’t work.” No, it only cranked up the heat that had been burrowing into her heart and body since the moment she grabbed his hand.


Chapter 6



 



He never should have kissed her. She had asked him what he needed and he couldn’t speak the words, so he took what he needed with no regard for her feelings.

Clint cared about Amber. Just because he was toxic right now didn’t mean he wanted to hurt her.

“We have a long run tomorrow,” he grumbled as they walked at a fast clip across the field. “You should go home and get some rest.”

“We need to eat,” she said. “Your place or mine? I was planning to make chicken burritos.”

The woman was determined, he had to give her that. He didn’t want to go back to his place. It was too familiar and wouldn’t do anything to eradicate the memories waging war in his head. “Yours.”

When they reached the Barn, he didn’t go back inside. The dog was fine, there was no reason for Clint to check on him again. Instead, he got into his car and followed Amber to her apartment so that he would drive at a reasonable speed.

Clint had been to her apartment a couple times, most recently when he caught her eating ice cream after a workout, but he’d never spent any time there. This whole thing with dinner, he knew it was a pity party, and after that kiss, he was just tormenting himself further. Amber wanted Pete. She wouldn’t let him kiss her like that again, wouldn’t let him take her to bed and do all the things he’d been fantasizing about for the past couple months.

She smiled as they came around the cars, meeting on the walkway and heading to her apartment. She rented the first floor of a refurbished Victorian. After leading him up the front steps, she unlocked the door and stepped inside.

He liked her place. It was cozy and nicely decorated, not too girly. His blood had calmed, the pulse no longer throbbing in his temple, but the heat hadn’t quite simmered yet.

People could be total ass-holes. That dog did not deserve to be abandoned and locked in that unit. Clint couldn’t stop thinking about the dog’s fate had he not checked the unit today.

“You want to handle the grill or the stove?” Amber asked as she tooled around in the kitchen. “Yes, you’re helping,” she added and gave him a wink and a smile.

That smile was like a blast of warm air, reminding him of his lips against hers, his tongue in her mouth, and all the heat rushed south.

Yeah, he shouldn’t have kissed her, but hell yeah, he wanted to do it again. “I’ve got the grill.”

Her grill was gas, but it was still cooking over open flame, much more manly than slaving over a stove.

She pulled two chicken breasts out of the fridge and handed them to him. “Seasonings are up there. I’ll get going on the beans and rice.”

“Good meal before a long run.”

“It’s from your meal plan,” she said.

“Glad you’re following it,” he said. It had taken countless hours of research to develop a meal plan for a marathon runner. Clint didn’t mind a good run, but before he’d started training Amber, he’d only ever run a few miles at a time.

“I hope it helps me survive.”

She was ready for the twenty miles. It would be her last long run before the marathon in a few weeks. She had a great pace in the half marathons and if she stayed with that, she had a chance of winning the women’s division, but Clint didn’t want to give her any false hope. It would be her first marathon, so that didn’t play in her favor.

“You’ll do great,” he offered.

They went about their duties, Clint prepping the chicken in a taco seasoning he found in the cupboard, Amber boiling water for the rice and heating up the black beans.

It was all very domestic and he was grateful for some space when he stepped out on the back porch to grill the chicken.

Since Amber had no interest in him, it was just torture to be in such close quarters. Even though the chicken didn’t require constant supervision, he settled into the chair, letting her have reign of the kitchen until the chicken was done.

When he stepped back inside, she acted like he hadn’t been avoiding her for the last twenty minutes. “We can eat in the living room. I’ll put a movie on.”

She was good at this, dealing with his bullshit attitude. She didn’t force him to talk, didn’t give him choices. The way she directed him wasn’t bossy, which would have pissed him off. Instead, it was matter of fact, as if he already knew he was supposed to do these things and she was just reminding him.

So he took his plate and cran-apple juice and moved to the living room. She had one recliner, which she plopped down in, and a couch. It was a smart move, not giving him an option. If she had sat on the couch, he’d have to decide whether to join her or keep his distance. This way, he had no choice but to stay out of her space — or maybe she had opted to stay out of his.

“Any requests?” she asked as she started scrolling through the menu.

“Something funny,” he suggested. He couldn’t deal with anything combat right now, and a romance might encourage him to pull her out of that chair and sit on his lap. Comedy was safe.

She settled on Galaxy Quest. They enjoyed their meal with a healthy dose of laughter. When Clint finished eating, he got comfortable, removing the prosthetic and lying back. He didn’t fight the fatigue dragging his eyelids closed. With no interest in going home, if Amber would have him, he’d be happy to sleep on her couch all night.


~~~

Clint had encouraged her the entire twenty miles, but Amber still wanted to throw up. They’d started out slow, increasing the pace with each mile just like she would need to do for the marathon in a couple weeks.

Pete had started out with them, not acknowledging the fact Clint never went home last night. Then again, maybe Pete hadn’t either, so wouldn’t have known Clint stayed at Amber’s. Anyway, he’d run the first couple miles with Amber and Clint, but his pace had always been faster and he didn’t, or couldn’t, hold back any longer.

Amber didn’t mind. Ever since her visit with her mother yesterday, and maybe even before that, she’d been thinking more and more about Clint. Then he’d kissed her and even though it was because of a PTSD episode, she still couldn’t stop thinking about it.

“We’ve gotta walk it out,” Clint said when they finished the twentieth mile. They’d been at it for three and a half hours, but they had another thirty minutes of walking. Clint didn’t keep her in the dark about anything in the training program. He laid it all out, not just what she had to do, but why. After a long run, if she didn’t keep moving, she would be sick as all the blood rushed from her extremities into her core. Walking eased the surge, allowing the blood to return to a moderate flow throughout the body.

“That pace wasn’t fast enough to win the marathon,” she said as they stepped it out.

“No, but you still have a few more weeks of training,” Clint responded.

In truth, she wasn’t sure she wanted to win the marathon and she was looking for permission to throw in the towel. Of course, she was talking to the wrong person for that. Clint never let her quit. In fact, he made her want to win.

Winning the Mistletoe Marathon meant she’d have to kiss the male winner. That had been her goal, but as they approached Pete, who was walking in the opposite direction, a big smile on his face, she couldn’t see herself following through. Every day, Pete proved he was not perfect husband material. As he did, Clint became a man Amber desired more and more.

If only he saw her as something more than a client. “What if I said I don’t want to run in the marathon anymore?” she asked.

“I’d ask you why?”

“Well, maybe I’m not interested in achieving that goal anymore.”

“Hey, guys,” Pete said, turning to walk with them. “How you feeling Bam-bam?”

“Like I want to hurl,” she admitted. She’d long ago given up telling him not to call her by the nickname Sarah had given Amber when she was born.

“It was a good run then,” he laughed.

It was a good run, difficult at the end, but she’d finished, running the full twenty miles, her furthest distance yet.

“How about you, man?” Pete asked.

“I’m good,” Clint said, but his gait wasn’t quite right. He wasn’t limping, but something was off.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“Great,” Clint said. “A little sore, that’s all. I’ve never run that far before either.”

He was so fit, Amber always forgot he hadn’t run like this before she asked him to train her. He’d told her Pete was better suited for it, but Pete had been the one to suggest Clint. She should have known then that winning Pete’s affection would never happen. If he’d been interested, he would have trained her, or better yet, asked her out.

“Well, I’m going to leave you two to it. I’ve got plans,” Pete said.

“Another date?” Amber asked.

“Something like that,” he chortled. “Later, guys.” He spun and headed back toward the parking lot where they’d all parked to start the run.

The rest of the walk was eerily quiet. Even though Amber said she was good and didn’t think she was going to hurl, Clint made her walk the entire thirty minutes. They both scoffed down an energy bar and a bottle of Gatorade, but Amber was dying for a long, hot bath and a good meal.

Since she’d ridden with Clint, he drove her home, but Amber didn’t want to be alone and she got the idea he didn’t either. When they got to her apartment, she hoped he’d accept her invitation. “Why don’t you come in and I can massage your leg for you,” she said.

He raised one eyebrow, but Amber shook her head. “I can tell you’re hurting. Let me help. I’ve got this nice massage oil with peppermint and eucalyptus. It feels great after a run. I also plan to call Vinnie’s Pizzeria for the barbecue chicken pizza.”

“Sounds good to me, but I need to run home and grab a shower first. Meet you back in here half an hour?”

“Perfect,” she said.

“Oh hey, Amber,” he called through the window.

She stopped and turned. “Yeah?”

“You don’t have to give me a massage.”

“Yes, I do,” she said. He’d done so much to get her here, to twenty miles. The least Amber could do was offer a little relief from his pain.

Her steps were light as she walked up the path to her apartment. It didn’t feel like she’d just run twenty miles. It felt like she had a date and Amber had to remind herself Clint was just a friend, her trainer, and way out of her league.

But…he was coming over to hang out with her, just the two of them, eating pizza and doing the whole massage thing.

Instead of a hot bath, she took a cool shower because she was so amped up, she needed something to bring her temperature down. This wasn’t a date, there wasn’t going to be sex, but still she sprayed on some of the sexy body spray Sarah had bought her for her birthday a couple months ago. There were condoms, too, and a sex toy, because Sarah couldn’t stand that Amber was still a virgin.

The sex toy intimidated her, much like men did whenever she got far enough to even contemplate losing her virginity, so it was still in the package, tucked in the back of her underwear drawer. That’s where she’d stuffed the condoms too.

A few minutes after she called for pizza, and mozzarella sticks too, because she was craving them, a knock at the door sent butterflies swirling in her belly. “Not a date,” she whispered as a reminder.

She opened the door and Clint stole her breath. He wore a plain red shirt that fit him like a second skin, and faded jeans she’d seen him in a million times. His hair was still damp, like hers. He held out a bouquet of flowers. “These are for you.”

Flowers? For her? But… “Thank you. What are these for?”

“I haven’t thanked you yet, for last night. No one’s ever handled me as well as you did.”

Amber took the flowers and shook her head. “I didn’t handle you.” God, she hoped he didn’t think of her that way. She was just being a friend, ensuring he had whatever it was he needed.”

“Took care of me, then,” he said. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Come on in. The pizza should be here soon.”

He stepped in and closed the door. “I also want to apologize,” he grumbled.

“No need,” she said. “I can’t even imagine what you’ve been through.”

“Not that, I mean, about kissing you.”

She turned and looked at him, smiling to hide the disappointment. “No big deal. I know you were just trying to scare me off. I haven’t even thought about it.” Except for every second since it had happened.

“Right, well, I am sorry.”

So that was that. A little piece of her had hoped that he might think of her as more than a client. After all, he’d trusted her to “handle” him last night. She had to remind herself that men who looked like Clint didn’t go after average women like Amber.

She put the flowers in water, Clint hanging out in the kitchen, watching her like a hawk. Amber kept busy fussing with the flowers, then grabbed plates for the pizza, and napkins, and poured a couple beers, because she deserved one after a long run and you couldn’t have pizza without beer.

Just when she’d run out of things to do and was deliberating faking a bathroom stop, there was a knock at the door. Clint got there before she did, taking the two boxes and paying the delivery guy.

“Dinner was supposed to be my treat,” she said when he closed the door.

“Last night was your treat. Tonight it’s mine.” He signaled for her to return to have a seat at the table.

Her stomach grumbled, reminding her she’d been starving an hour ago — for carbs and protein, not for this hunk of man who had no interest in her.

Amber sat down and dug in, devouring the first slice in about three bites. Then she went for the mozzarella sticks. Clint chuckled and shook his head.

“Don’t judge. You’re the one who told me to eat whatever I craved after a long run. Today it was cheese sticks.”

“As long as I don’t catch you sneaking ice cream after tomorrow’s cross-train.” Humor echoed with the words, but after disappointing him after the last race by gorging on cookie dough ice cream, she hadn’t touched the stuff, hadn’t wanted to.

“I promise,” she said, dipping the fried mozzarella in the marinara sauce before devouring that too.

When they’d consumed every delectable bite, they each finished off their beers. “That was so good,” she moaned.

“Sure hit the spot,” Clint agreed.

“Now it’s time for your massage,” she said. “Did you bring shorts, because the jeans make it a little difficult to massage your leg.”

Clint shook his head. “I told you, you don’t have to give me a massage.”

“But I want to,” she replied. Not being an amputee, Amber couldn’t imagine the challenges he faced. He ran twenty miles with his athletic prosthetic. Even though it was built for that activity and he was in stellar shape, the pain had to be different than anything she’d experienced.

They both stood, but Clint boxed her against the table. “I don’t think I can handle your hands on me, not without wanting more than just a massage.”

She swallowed hard, intimidated by his strength and terrified at the meaning of his words. “I, wha-, I don’t understand,” she stuttered.

“Kissing you last night, I didn’t do it to scare you off. I lost control, took advantage of you because I couldn’t stand another second of not knowing what your lips felt like. Tell me to go to hell, Amber, and I’ll walk out of here right now.”

“I, no, I…” she shook her head, wishing she knew how to handle herself around men. “Don’t leave,” she whispered, forcing herself to hold his gaze even though she wanted to look anywhere but at him.

He lifted her onto the table, moving between her legs, his arms sliding around her back to hold her right where she was. She thought she might die waiting for him to kiss her but then he lowered his mouth to hers and she lost herself in the sensation of his firm yet tender lips, sweeping across hers in a tentative dance until she opened her mouth and push her tongue past his lips. He groaned, the vibration hitting her tongue and echoing all the way to her toes.

She’d been kissed before, but the way Clint kissed her was how she'd dreamed it should be, so passionate, so…incredible.

Amber needed to touch him, to feel those strong muscles beneath his tight skin. His shirt was only tucked in at the front, so she slid her hands under the fabric on the sides. He groaned when she made contact, the heat from his body igniting a fire in hers. With one arm, he tugged his shirt over his head, giving her complete access to his amazing torso.

His mouth resumed its claim on hers, the kiss no longer gentle but hot and ferocious, as if he couldn’t get enough of her, just like she couldn’t get enough of him.

She wanted this, him, everything, before she once again chickened out or before Clint had second thoughts. He didn’t know about her status, would want to talk about it, which would only make her not want to be with him. Like it had with all the men she had left behind.

Fumbling with his belt, her desperation made her clumsy, but Clint took control, like always, and opened the thing before tugging her shirt off.

“Please keep kissing me,” she urged, a little self-conscious about sitting on her table in a bra.

The left side of his mouth lifted, the sexy and cocky slant sending a rush of fire to her very core. “You have a beautiful body, Amber. Let me look at you for a change.”

He was the one with the beautiful body, but she wouldn’t argue. For whatever reason, this gorgeous man was focused on her. It wouldn’t last, not more than a night, but at the moment, she didn’t care. She resisted the urge to squirm under his heated gaze, not wanting to ruin the moment with her lack of confidence.

His fingers moved across her chest, along the top of her very basic bra. “I’m sorry I didn’t wear something a little more sexy,” she muttered, embarrassed she hadn’t dressed for the occasion. If it didn’t turn him off, he’d soon find out her panties were just as boring.

“I’m not. You don’t need fancy underwear to look hot.”

Amber couldn’t help the smile. Clint always made her feel good, pumped her up during workouts and races. She shouldn’t have doubted he would do the same now.

His fingers left a trail of goose bumps in their wake, from one breast to the other, then down the center of her torso until he reached her jeans. He flicked the button open with incredible dexterity, his mouth curving even further. Amber leaned forward, using two hands to open his jeans. She beat him to the punch, lowering his zipper before he could manage hers.

“Lift up,” he ordered, his voice thick with gravel, which proved to be a potent aphrodisiac given how tight her insides clenched with anticipation.

Fighting the butterflies, Amber gripped the table and lifted up, once again embarrassed by her no-fuss, skin-colored cotton undies.

“Do you want to move this to the bedroom?” Clint asked, tugging her pants down and tossing them aside.

Amber shook her head. She always chickened out in the bedroom. Right here, in the kitchen, sitting precariously at the edge of the table, it was perfect, not intimidating.

“Dirty,” he growled in approval.

She liked that. No one had ever called her dirty before. He moved back between her legs, reaching around to release her bra, then tugging her panties down, forcing her to bend one knee and then the other to be rid of them. Her face burned, but that little growl that rumbled in his throat pushed aside her apprehension. He pulled the wallet from his back pocket and extracted a condom before tossing the wallet aside and pushing his pants and then his very sexy, very shiny, and very form-fitting boxer-briefs down.

She had seen him naked, mostly, but only images and never the full frontal. He was hard everywhere, smooth skin, tanned with no tan lines. She didn’t want to contemplate how that was possible.

While his gaze roamed her body, he rolled the condom on. She needed him to kiss her, to distract her from what was about to happen. Scraping her fingernails over his abs and up his chest, she eased around his nape and pulled him to her until their mouths fused and their tongues danced again.

His hands wandered her skin, his palms brushing over her nipples and the fingers of one hand staying while the other hand continued south. She knew what he’d find when he got there because she’d been wet and ready from the first moment he kissed her.

Clint teased and played, driving her wild with his fingers and his mouth. She was already breathing heavy when he tugged her to the edge of the table, but as he positioned himself between her legs, her breath caught in her chest.

“I’ve got you,” he whispered before kissing her chin and neck and pushing inside.

“So tight,” he groaned.

“Sorry,” she mumbled, praying he didn’t stop.

“No, you feel good, perfect.” He eased out and pushed in a little further, this time lifting his head to look at her. The knowledge there threatened to unravel the passion between them, so she pulled his head down again, crushing his mouth with hers and thrusting her hips to take him the rest of the way. It hurt, but she kept moving her hips and the pain subsided, giving way to the most incredible feeling.

Clint gripped her ass, positioning her where he wanted and tugging her to him in rhythm with his thrusts. Everything tingled, from where he was inside her to the tips of her fingers and toes. Even her face tingled, like it did after one of those therapeutic spa treatments.

Ducking his head, he sucked a nipple into his mouth. Her hips bolted off the table as if connected by a string, the pressure between her legs building into something that was so much more than she’d ever imagined. Amber gripped his shoulders as he moved in and out, her heavy breaths now pants mixed with moans as the pleasure consumed her.

His hand moved down, his thumb circling her clit. “I want to watch you come,” he said, his voice so thick it almost didn’t sound like him. “Oh, God, Amber, I need you to come.”

Clint’s grunts echoed in the kitchen, the perfect harmony to her pleasured moans. She’d orgasmed before, but never like this, with a man moving inside of her. It was amazing, the pleasure immeasurable and as she reached the peak, she cried his name, begging him not to stop and then begging him to come inside her because she wanted him to experience the same pleasure.

He groaned and cursed with his own release while Amber still rode hers out.

Smiling as he rested his forehead against hers, Amber wished she could somehow capture this moment, in a picture or in a song, maybe a poem. She was sure countless songs and poems had been written about this kind of…encounter, but none of them could do justice to what just transpired. “That was unexpected,” she said, kissing him with her tingling lips.

“Did I hurt you?”

Amber shook her head. “Not at all.”

“Amber,”

“Shoosh,” she said, placing a finger over his lips. “Don’t ruin it.”


~~~

While Clint took care of the condom, Amber escaped to the bathroom. She insisted she was fine, but if his suspicions were right, well, shit.

It had been a long time since he’d been with a virgin, a damn long time. Amber was so beautiful, he couldn’t imagine how she’d waited so long, and if she had waited so long, why now? Why him?

And why on the kitchen table? He was a selfish bastard, that’s why. He wanted her any way he could have her. Instead of taking her to bed and making love to her like she deserved, like he’d fantasized about, his control had snapped and he’d taken her without any romantic notions.

She couldn’t be a virgin. No way.

She’s not anymore, genius.

Clint shook his head, hoping to quiet the voice inside. He shouldn’t jump to conclusions. They were adults, they just needed to talk about this.

When Amber returned from the bathroom, she was wearing her shirt, but no jeans and no bra. He wished she was in his t-shirt, leaving her beautiful scent on his clothes as his own sent mixed with hers.

“So,” he started, trying to man up and toss the grenade, “is there something you want to tell me?”

Amber shook her head and smiled. “Nope.”

Her voice was too cheerful and innocent, as was her expression. Red flags were flying everywhere.

“Amber, just tell me, was that…”

She looked at him, her brow raised, not at all interested in throwing him a life jacket.

Shit. “Was that your first time?” There, the man finally made an appearance. Why was such an easy question so hard to choke out?

“First time what?” she teased but Clint wasn’t feeling playful. He needed to know.

“First time having sex?”

The playfulness left her face. “Was it that bad?”

“God, no. It was incredible.” Even though he spent more time than he should thinking about sex with Amber, he hadn’t come here tonight expecting things to play out like this. Except for when he was on the express train to rock bottom, Clint was a man of action. He’d been ignoring his feelings for Amber for too long and with her losing interest in Pete, Clint saw it as an opportunity. Still, he hadn’t been planning to seduce her, but damn, he wouldn’t take it back.

Red colored her creamy cheeks. “I thought it was incredible too.”

Good, at least he had that going for him. “So, was it your first time?”

“Why is this so important to you?”

“Why can’t you just answer the damned question?”

“Yes, it was my first time,” she held up her hand when he opened his mouth, “and before you say another word, I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want you to coddle me or run away or do something that would make me chicken out.”

Clint cursed and shook his head. He was such an ass-hole. Amber deserved better than a quick bang on her kitchen table.

“Here we go,” she muttered.

“Here we go with what?” he demanded.

“With the ego trip, another reason why I didn’t tell you.” She was pissed off now, the playfulness and post-orgasmic glow a distant memory.

“I just stole your virginity on your kitchen table,” he defended. “I should have taken you to bed, made love to you…”

Her hand was up again, cutting off the rest of his reverie. “You didn’t steal anything. Most people lose it in the back seat of a car, so I don’t see why the kitchen table is such an issue.”

“Because it was your first time, Amber. It should have been special,” he argued.

“It was special. Then you had to start talking and ruin it. Now I’m just another notch on your rib cage.” She pointed at his tattoos, the ones everyone thought proclaimed the number of women he’d been with. Clint let people think that because he didn’t give a shit what people thought of him.

Except Amber.

Since he was screwing the moment up by talking, he closed the space and put his arms around her, no easy task since her arms were folded across her chest. He wanted to apologize, for being an ass, for taking her virginity — because he certainly didn’t deserve that honor, but as her arms relaxed and went around him, he decided to keep his stupid pie-hole closed.

The problem is it wasn’t his M.O. to shut up. When he had something to say, he said it. Letting Amber think she was a notch would eat away at him. She needed to know the truth.

“Get dressed,” he ordered, maybe a little too sternly, but he didn’t want to leave room for argument. “I want to show you something.”


Chapter 7



 



The quiet car ride seemed to take forever even though he only lived a few miles from Amber. She still stewed and he didn’t dare utter any assurances, not until he could show her the proof that she wasn’t a conquest.

She didn’t wait for him to open the door when he parked and walked with her arms still crossed. The apartment he shared with Pete was the second floor of an old farmhouse in a part of town that no longer had any farm land. The postage stamp back yard came complete with a white picket fence. It was comfortable, but had never felt like home. Clint didn’t really know what home should feel like since he hadn’t had one since Gram died shortly after he graduated basic training.

“Have a seat,” he said once inside, using a more gentle tone so he didn’t keep ordering her around.

He went into his bedroom and retrieved the album from on top of his dresser. Taking a seat next to Amber on the couch, he opened the album across their laps.

“You scrapbook?” she asked with a hint of amusement.

“My skills are limitless,” he responded, which earned him a smile. The tension that had been growing between them seemed to scatter and he smiled back.

“I never doubted that.”

Hopefully, after he shared his journey, she wouldn’t doubt him. It was always a risk to let someone get this close, but he couldn’t seem to get Amber close enough.

He flipped to a few pages in. “This is my first time doing physical therapy,” he said. He was in shorts and a t-shirt, but it was obvious his body had gone soft.

“You look like you’re in pain,” she said.

“I was. I can’t even begin to describe how much PT sucked. They give you pain meds, but it’s never enough.”

He flipped the page, to pictures of him celebrating his release from the hospital. “This is where my deterioration starts,” he said, pointing at the image, then flipping the page again. “You can see it more clearly in these. It was a rapid progression into addiction. I was all in, the drugs, women, being a complete waste of life.”

“You survived hell,” she offered. “The physical pain of losing your leg, the emotional pain that comes with something like that.”

He didn’t want her making excuses for him. The fact was, he never got the help he needed while he was in the hospital, nor after he’d been discharged. Clint thought nothing could be worse than being abandoned by your parents, but he was wrong.

“When Pete told me he was checking into rehab, I thought it was my only chance to climb out of the shit hole I’d fallen into.”

“I remember when he did that. He’d hit rock-bottom.”

“I was right there, lowest I’d ever been in my life and given the fucked up hand I was dealt, that’s saying something. I think those ninety days in rehab were harder than the time I spent in physical therapy.”

“That’s when you got into physical fitness?” she asked.

“Yeah. One of the counselors was a runner. He got us started, but running wasn’t enough for me. I wanted more of a challenge, to be better than I was. I’ve got a hold on it now, but some days the demons get into my head and I just want to throw in the towel.”

“I can’t even imagine what you’ve been through. You lost so much.”

“I lost fifteen inches of my body from shin to toe. A lot of guys lost way more than that. Too many lost their lives. Missing less than a third of my leg isn’t that big a deal.” He’d gotten accustomed to it. Five years now he’d been clean, and he’d been living seven years without the rest of his leg. He could barely remember what it was like to not have to put the prosthetic on every morning.

He flipped the page to a picture of him getting the first two bullet tattoos over his rib cage. “This was the day I left rehab. If you look closely, you’ll see they are bullets, not tick marks. Each one represents a month that I’ve been clean, another month when I’ve dodged the bullet of addiction.”

“Oh, God, I had no idea…I just assumed…I mean, the rumors…”

“It’s easier to let people think they mean something else.”

“I’m such a bitch,” she whispered before turning to him.

“You’re not a bitch,” he assured her.

Amber shook her head. “If I’d known, I never would have said…”

“It’s okay, you didn’t know. You honored me tonight,” an honor he didn’t deserve, but one he wouldn’t take back. “I trust you, Amber. I care about you. That’s why I wanted you to see all this.”

“Thank you for telling me, for sharing this,” she said, her hand brushing over the album.

Clint had grown accustomed to people’s assumptions. He only let select people into his inner circle. Most of the time, he didn’t give a shit if people thought he was a player, but he needed Amber to know he wasn’t. He needed Amber to know everything.

Jesus, he was falling hard. He didn’t know if she was falling too, or if tonight was just a seized opportunity. Too much of a coward to ask how she felt about him, he placed the album on the table and pulled her to him until she was straddling his lap. “I want to make love to you, in a bed, slow and long and completely.”

Pink covered her cheeks, but she didn’t back away, didn’t shake her head. “I want to be with you again,” she whispered.

Clint loved her vulnerability, something she hadn’t shown when they were in her kitchen. He lifted off the couch, holding her tight as she squealed. Pain shot up his leg as he worked to keep his balance, but the way she clung to him made it worth it. She was so light in his arms, but he knew her strength, had witnessed its growth and even though her motives for getting into shape might have been misguided, he loved how her confidence had grown.

He was going to love discovering every little thing that made her moan and sigh, but most of all, call out his name.

“I still owe you a massage,” she said when he placed her on the bed.

“You don’t owe me anything, babe.”

“You’re limping,” she pointed out.

“We’re going to be horizontal as soon as I get you undressed.”

“Stubborn much?” she laughed.

“Focused,” he countered. His pain didn’t matter. All that mattered was showing Amber how special she was.


~~~

When Amber slid out of Clint’s bed the next morning, she was surprised she could even walk. He’d been slow, almost methodical, in his pursuit of her last night, kissing every inch of her, making her crazy with need, and driving her over the edge again and again. He was still sound asleep, as he should be given how focused he’d been. Even when she tried to give him a turn, he’d kept the focus on her, making Amber wonder how she’d gone so long without.

It wasn’t just the sex, though, it was the man. He’d made her feel special, first by trusting her with his past, then by pleasuring her like she was the only woman on earth.

She still hadn’t given him a massage, but breakfast in bed seemed like the least she could do.

She grabbed his shirt off the floor because she loved how it smelled like him, but even more, she loved the thought of being wrapped up in something that belonged to him.

Amber forgot Clint shared the apartment with Pete until she reached the living room and found him in there reading the newspaper. “Good morning,” he said, his smile holding way too much knowledge.

Okay, so yeah, she had just come out of Clint’s room and she was wearing Clint’s shirt, and well, nothing else. It didn’t matter that Pete was one her of best friend’s, it was awkward.

She swallowed the lump in her throat and pretended the situation was normal. “Good morning. Thought I’d make breakfast. Want a couple eggs?”

Pete laughed. “No, I think you two need all the available protein.”

Her face burned with embarrassment. Even if she could have, she didn’t make any effort to be quiet last night. Pete hadn’t been there when they arrived and he was the last thing on her mind when Clint was having his wicked way with her.

Unable to toss a clever comeback his way, she turned and headed into the kitchen. Unfortunately, their apartment was all open, kitchen to living room, so she couldn’t escape his amused gaze.

“Staring is rude,” she said.

“I’m happy for you, Bam-Bam,” he said. “It took you two long enough.”

Amber furrowed her brow. “What do you mean we took long enough?” After all, she’d been trying to win Pete’s attention and affection, not Clint’s.

“I know about your list and while I’m flattered to be on it, I’m not the right guy for you.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she lied, but the blush most likely gave away the truth. How in hell did he know about the list? Oh, if Aiden ran his trap, she was going to kill him.

“It’s not a state secret,” he muttered. “You know what a small town this is. I was beginning to think I’d have to lock you two in a room together to get you both to figure it out.”

“Figure what out, exactly?” she inquired.

“That you’re perfect for each other.” Pete said it so matter of fact that Amber almost bought it, hook, line, and sinker. The facts hadn’t changed, though. Clint was still out of her league physically. He had a perfect body and proved last night he was Adonis in the sex department too. Amber was a work in progress, probably always would be since she wasn’t a fan of exercise and loved things that were bad for her. Ice cream. Beer. Pasta. Bread.

Clint preached all things in moderation but Amber wasn’t good at that either. She liked to indulge.

After finding the eggs in the fridge, along with salsa, cheese, and tortillas, she opted for a breakfast burrito. Today was cross-train day but Clint had become unpredictable with that, so she had no idea what he had in store for her.

Sex probably wasn’t an option. Too bad.

“Is this going to be a regular thing, you sleeping over?” Pete asked.

Amber couldn’t answer that, so she whisked the eggs and pretended not to hear him.

“You know I’m not the ignore him and he’ll go away kind of person,” he reminded her.

“I’m making breakfast right now. I don’t have time for an inquisition.”

“It was a simple enough question,” he countered.

There was nothing simple about it. Things had happened so fast, Amber hadn’t a moment to think about what came next. She didn’t even know if Clint wanted a relationship.

“Ammmmberrrr,” he hummed.

She poured the egg mixture into the pan and turned. “Back off. It’s none of your business.”

Amber didn’t inquire about his love life. He had no right to inquire about hers.

“I live here, so yeah, it is my business.” His voice was teasing, but Amber didn’t like it, so she went back to ignoring him, scrambling the eggs and getting everything else ready for some high protein goodness.

As she wrapped the eggs in the warmed up tortillas, Clint came into the kitchen, a smile lifting his eyes. “Good morning,” he said.

“Morning,” she responded before he moved around the island and nuzzled her neck.

“Good morning,” Pete called from the other side of the room.

“Did you hear something, babe? Like the buzz of an annoying little bug that needs to be squashed,” Clint said, kissing her neck and tickling her with his beard in the process.

“I can’t hear anything when you do that,” she giggled.

“I was planning to have you for breakfast, but this’ll make a nice appetizer,” he said.

“Is that our cross-train for today?” she asked, hopeful.

“Just a warm-up. You still have a marathon to train for.”

“You two do realize I can hear every word, right?” Pete asked.

She continued to ignore him, as did Clint.

With her goal of kissing Pete at the end of the marathon now off the table, Amber didn’t see the point in continuing to train for it, but she couldn’t mention that to Clint again with Pete watching them like they were the latest episode of Game of Thrones.

“I was going to serve this to you in bed,” she whispered, not comfortable with Pete being privy to the intimacy of this exchange.

“Sounds good. Allow me.” He scooped up the two plates and opened his arms, signaling Amber to lead the way. She continued to ignore Pete, relieved when they got into the bedroom and Clint closed the door.

Clint devoured his burrito, waiting patiently for Amber to finish hers before he moved the plates to the dresser and stalked back across the room. He wore nothing but gym shorts, but he shed those when he reached the bed. He also shed the prosthetic and hopped onto the bed next to her before rolling to his side.

“Now it’s time for breakfast. As much as I love seeing you in my shirt, you need to lose it.”

She smiled and complied, but decided to tease him a little first, slowly sliding one arm out, then the other, then inching the shirt up, up, up, until all that was left was to slide it over her head and toss it on the floor.

“No panties. Nice touch.”

Had she known Pete was in the living room, she would have put on panties and jeans, but she liked the way Clint looked at her.

With his hands positioned on her hips, he moved her across his body as if she was light as a feather. “I’ll take that massage you insisted on. Hands, mouth, whatever you like.”

“I had a therapeutic massage oil at my apartment.”

“Night stand drawer has what I usually use on my leg. Should do the job everywhere else too.” He was quite suggestive, his smirk letting her know he had no interest in a leg massage. Amber wasn’t overly experienced in this area. She’d been intimate with men, but never like this and she didn’t want to disappoint Clint.

“If you think any harder, babe, your head is going to explode.”

“I’m sorry, I’m just, I’m not as experienced as you.”

“Last night was the first time I was with you, just like it was the first time you were with me. We’re on an even playing field here.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I need your hands on me, Amber. Experience is irrelevant.”

“How do I know what you like and what you don’t?” she asked, feeling stupid and naive.

“That’s part of getting to know each other. You have to explore, experiment, and believe me, if I like it, you’ll know. Come here.” He tugged her down, his strong, rough hands sliding across her back as his mouth covered hers. He kissed away her insecurities, warming her from top to bottom and encouraging her hands to explore and experiment. She reached between them, circling his length and stroking. “Show me how you like it,” she said, feeling bold because from the beginning he had instilled a confidence in her she’d never before been able to get a grip on.

His hand covered hers, twisting as she moved up and down his length.

He groaned in response, releasing his grip on her hand and sinking into the mattress. Amber sat up, another bold move, but she had to see his beautiful body, watch his response to her touch. As his breaths grew ragged, she increased her pace, his hips moving in rhythm with her strokes until he startled her by sitting up.

“I want to be inside you when I come,” he murmured, reaching toward the nightstand. A minute later, he rolled a condom on, fell back onto the pillow, and tugged her up his body, positioning her right over his erection.

“Don’t worry,” he said when her breath hitched. “I’ll show you.”

He eased her down and he slid in as if they had done this countless times. The sensations overwhelmed her, her sex gripping him, nipples tingling even though he hadn’t touched her there.

With his hands on her hips, he moved her where he liked. Amber moved with him, letting the pleasure take over. Clint let her take control, his hands teasing her breasts now, his eyes so intense she worried she might spontaneously combust.

She leaned forward, resting on her forearms so she could kiss him. His groan vibrated against her tongue, urging her to give him more, to show him as much pleasure as he’d shown her. Holding her so tight she could barely move, Amber circled her hips around him, shocked at how good it felt. “Just like that,” he grunted against her mouth, so she kept at it, her own release building so fast she couldn’t have stopped herself from crying out if she wanted to.

For the record, she didn’t want to.

Clint came too, holding her, grunting her name, making her heart race and twist and turn.

She hadn’t expected this, to not just fall into his arms, but the impending fall of her heart that had started long before he’d even kissed her. She nuzzled against his neck, trying to catch her breath while praying that this was the real thing and not just some casual fling for the man who held her body and her heart.


Chapter 8



 



Sunday was sister day, so after a workout in the pool, Clint dropped Amber off at Sarah’s instead of bringing her home. He’d kissed her into a frenzy before saying, “I’ll talk to you later,” and driving off like James Dean in his muscle car.

“Were you just making out with your hot trainer guy?” Sarah asked after Amber floated to the top of the stairs. Sarah rented an apartment over one of her colleague’s garage.

“Were you just spying on me?” Amber responded.

“Hey, I heard that beast of a car roll up and I was curious. Then you two practically swallowed each other’s faces.”

The smile crept across her face, a blush following it. It was mild for mid-November in northern New Hampshire, but Amber’s body temp had been running like summer heat ever since last night. She unzipped the wool coat and stepped inside Sara’s apartment.

“Oh my God! Did you…” Sarah squealed.

Amber nodded her head, a giddy giggle preventing any words from forming.

“Oh, Bam-Bam, yay! Finally.” Sarah hugged her, as if proud Amber had achieved some great feat. She supposed losing her virginity in her thirties qualified.

When Sarah let her breathe again, she gave Amber the once over. “You do have a certain glow. It looks good on you.”

That certain glow had to be from the physical satisfaction of last night and this morning because her heart was tumbling over and over, worried what his confusing farewell meant. Did he want to talk to her later or was that just something people said?

You’d think at thirty-four, Amber would have all this stuff figured out, but it was as foreign to her as anyplace outside North America.

“You’ve got that look,” Sarah said. “Take off your coat, let’s have sister talk.”

Amber hung her coat on the hook just inside the door before heading for the large sectional sofa Sarah had gotten during a closeout sale at a furniture store in Sunset Valley. The loft was all open with a small kitchen built into one corner. Sarah had a bar table at one end of the apartment near the kitchen, definitely too high to have sex on. Bay windows behind the table and on the direct opposite wall behind the sofa allowed in plenty of light, as did the four sky lights overhead. The bedroom was walled off to create a private space, and the bathroom was built right next to it. It was a cozy place, roomier than Amber’s apartment.

Dropping onto the sofa, Amber stared out the skylight over her. Clouds were moving in, threatening snow. She hoped snow wouldn’t fall until after the marathon. She’d never trained in it, so had no idea what to expect if she had to run in it.

“So is this a fling or the real deal?” Sarah asked.

Unsure how to answer, Amber sat up and shrugged. “I have no idea. I’m not good at this stuff.”

“Well, what did he say when he dropped you off?”

“He just said talk to you later, nothing earth shattering. But last night and this morning were amazing. I mean, he told me things, very personal things and he was mad I didn’t tell him about my status before we did it.”

“Well, men and their egos,” Sarah murmured.

“That’s what I said.” Then Clint had made her feel special, not just with his affection, but by trusting her to know the truth about his past and those tattoos.

Sarah crossed the room, a pint of ice-cream in each hand.

Amber shook her head. “None for me.” The race was too close and even though she was considering backing out, she couldn’t deviate from Clint’s meal plan until she was officially done. She paid him for the month in advance, so she would at least continue training through November, even if they switched it from marathon training to basic fitness.

With a chuckle, Sarah did a one-eighty and put both pints back before leaning into the fridge. “Are cukes and guac approved by your trainer?” she asked over her shoulder.

“Clint,” Amber corrected, earning another chuckle from Sarah. “And yes.”

With the cuke, a knife, and a bowl in hand, Sarah took a seat next to Amber. “You have it bad.”

Amber wanted to deny it. Her plan was imploding and she didn’t even know if Clint wanted what she did. If she hung in there, he could break her heart, but if she called it quits before even giving him a chance, she’d be breaking her own heart. “He’s different than I thought.”

Taking the knife and cuke, Amber got to slicing. Sarah was famous for being dangerous with a knife, having more scars on her hands than anyone could count.

“That’s a trap, you know. They’re all different when they’re trying to get you into bed.” Such a cynic. It’d been almost a year since Sarah’s last serious relationship ended and it was shortly after that when she came out of the closet. Amber still had suspicions that her sister was faking the lesbian thing, since she hadn’t introduced anyone to the family yet.

“He had a PTSD episode the other day after he found a dog in the storage units,” Amber said, setting the cuke slices on a coaster…all except one. She dipped that into the guac and enjoyed the guilt-free flavors. “He’s got this vulnerable side. It was surprising since he always comes across as this confident, commanding soldier.”

It had melted Amber’s heart to see him like that and even this morning after their swim, when he’d been one hundred percent focused on the workout, he admitted he was going to check on the little dog today.

“You need to be careful. PTSD is no joke. I’ve heard of a lot of relationships ending because it impacts the partner so much. You don’t want to get sucked into that drama.”

Amber wouldn’t label what Clint had displayed as drama. She’d spent a lot of time with him over the last five months and even though most of that time centered around workouts, he had become a friend. He never seemed to carry any drama with him. He was either focused on fitness during the workouts, or he was a funny, light-hearted guy who loved to laugh and joke around.

“A couple weeks ago, you were encouraging me to go for it,” Amber reminded her sister.

“A fling, Amb. I was encouraging you to get physically involved so you could get over the hurdle of losing your virginity. I’m not sure getting emotionally involved with someone like that is a good idea.”

“Someone like that? You’re judging him? You don’t even know what he’s been through, what he’s survived.”

“I’ve heard the stories—”

“Rumors. You’ve heard rumors. Don’t believe everything you hear,” Amber warned, her patience at an all-time low.

“I’m just trying to look out for you. You’re my little sister. It’s my job.”

“I can take care of myself,” Amber sighed.


~~~

Clint had done the smart thing and told Laura Anderson he needed time to think about her offer. If it wasn’t for Amber, he’d have jumped on it without thinking twice. Multi-day, multi-location photo shoots paid well and he loved to travel, so all that added up to a win.

The weekend of the shoot, however, caused a major dilemma. If he did the shoot, he’d miss Amber’s marathon, the race he was now contemplating running in so he could kiss her at the end.

It was a desperate dream. He didn’t have the experience or the pace to beat Pete. The man was born a runner and even if Clint had specifically been training for the marathon and not just training Amber, winning still measured low on the probability scale.

Even if he didn’t want to run in that race, he needed to see Amber through it. He’d been training her for five months now, for this specific purpose, and even though her motivation had changed, he didn’t want her to quit now.

But, man, he could sure use the money and the exposure. Shoots like this would lead to more shoots. He could use the additional income stream. Living with Pete wasn’t so bad, in fact, it was better than most of the living arrangements he’d survived in the army, but Clint wanted his own place, a house. He wanted all the responsibility that came with it, and the life, too: a wife, kids, a dog.

It was all long overdue.

Pushing out of the car, he started up to his buddy Chad’s house. Every couple weeks, a few combat-injured veterans got together. It was a support group without feeling like a support group. This week they were allowed to bring their SO’s, but despite the amazing night he’d spent with Amber, he wasn’t sure if she was his significant other.

He wanted her to be. He wanted everything, all the things she wanted, and he wanted them with her. Her running was all about landing the perfect husband. While Clint liked Pete, loved him like a brother, he’d never understood Amber’s desire. The other day when she’d said she didn’t want to kiss Pete anymore, Clint did a mental happy dance. He hadn’t wasted any time showing her how he felt and it had been amazing, though if he’d known she was a virgin, he would have taken a step back. Maybe it was good he didn’t know, because taking a step back would have taken all his willpower.

“Dude, it’s about time you showed up. We have a situation,” Chad said when he answered the door.

That was never good. Clint followed Chad into the living room where he found Pete and Shane sitting on the sofa and Chad’s wife, Maggie, pacing the room with their infant son, Xander.

Skye was missing.

Shit.

“What’s going on?” Clint asked, taking a seat next to Pete.

“Skye’s drinking,” Shane said. “Noah called me. She won’t talk to him, won’t even look at him, he said. He was calling for reinforcements.”

“What was the trigger?” Clint asked.

“He’s not sure. She went out to take some pictures this morning while he worked with her brother at the orchard. When he got home, she was a six pack in.”

“What about pills?” Clint asked. Since no one else was chiming in, he figured Shane had already provided the sitrep - or situation report in the civilian world - to everyone. Pills would be the lesser of the evils. Skye had even used heroine once, but her family staged an intervention before it became a habit or worse, addiction.

Shane shook his head. “Noah said her pupils were normal, but we all know it’s not a long path for her to get there.”

Clint understood that slippery slope. He’d tried to kick his addiction a few times, but it always pulled him back under. It wasn’t until rehab that he learned the skills necessary to stay clean.

“We should head over there,” Pete suggested.

“You don’t want to make her feel like you’re ganging up on her,” Maggie cut on. “You guys can be pretty intimidating.” They were all fitness junkies because it helped keep them from falling back to the junkies they’d once been. Pete and Chad were runners and Shane was into cross-fit.

“Noah asked us to go over. He thinks a group intervention is exactly what she needs,” Shane said.

“It worked when their families did it,” Pete said.

“Let’s move out,” Chad commanded.

“I’ll ride with you,” Pete said, coming alongside Clint when they got outside.

Clint hoped this was to strategize how to help Skye and not for Pete to give Clint shit about Amber.

“I’m surprised you didn’t bring Amber today,” Pete said before they reached the car.

“She spends Sundays with her sister,” Clint retorted.

“You two just messing around or is this the real deal?”

Clint turned on his friend, his best friend, who also happened to be Amber’s best friend too, and previously the object of her affection. He had no idea where he stood with her, but he wasn’t just messing around. “For me, it’s the real deal.”

“Good,” Pete said, grabbing Clint’s shoulders. “You fucking hurt her and you’ll have to deal with me and Aiden. I don’t care if you can bench more than me, I’ll fight dirty to beat your ass if I have to.”

“If I hurt her, you have my permission to fight dirty.”

They got in the car and drove to Sunset Valley where Skye and Noah lived. Clint and Pete had been there plenty of times since Skye had a studio in the basement. Pete’s suggested strategy was to threaten to strip down unless she talked. Even though she’d seen them both completely naked, and Chad and Shane mostly naked, while shooting the fund-raising calendar for the service dog organization Shane worked with, it still made her uncomfortable and they loved to harass her for it. Clint wasn’t sure that was the right strategy and hoped Chad or Shane came up with something better.

Noah opened the door for the four of them. The concern weighed heavy on him, dark circles around his eyes, slumped shoulders. “She’s pretty pissed off right now. I dumped the rest of her beer and won’t even let her use the bathroom in privacy. She thinks I don’t trust her.”

“You’re doing all the right things,” Chad encouraged. “If you want to take a break, we’ll see if we can get to the bottom of it.”

Nodding, Noah stepped through the door. I’ll be out here on the porch.”

They all patted his shoulder but not one of them could truly sympathize with the man since they’d walked in Skye’s shoes, not the caregiver’s shoes. It had to be hell for Noah because even recovering addicts didn’t — couldn’t — make things easy on their loved ones. The PTSD never really loosened its grip enough for anyone to have it easy.

Clint pulled Skye out of the recliner where she stewed and wrapped his arms around her. It was a total invasion of space, but he’d observed Noah and Skye together enough to know she liked being held. Of course, Clint was just a stand-in, not the man she loved, but he took the chance maybe it would help.

She didn’t fight him, instead her arms went around his back and clutched the shirt at his shoulder blades. “Take some deep breaths, Intel,” he encouraged, aware she was holding her breath. She’d been in military intelligence with the army and they all liked to give her shit about it, so he used her nickname to help lighten the mood.

Every soldier with PTSD coped with an episode differently, but Clint had found no one liked to talk it through. Since his last episode was so fresh in his mind, and how Amber had handled him, Clint didn’t want to push Skye to talk, but offered it up anyway. “You’ve got your guy so worried, I think he might have a stroke,” he said, his voice light. “You want to tell us what happened?” If she hadn’t been drinking, he would have suggested they hit the gun range to shoot some paper insurgents. That was always good therapy, but not one Clint ever thought about in the midst of his own episode. No, when the PTSD sucked you in, all you could do was think about how much you hated yourself, how you should have died out there, not walked away a lesser man — or in Skye’s case, woman.

“I can’t talk about it without hurting Noah,” she said, releasing his shirt and stepping back.

“You’re hurting him by not talking about it,” Chad said. “I pull that shit with Maggie all the time. Not sure why she sticks with me, I don’t deserve her. Believe me though, it hurts her less when I do talk it out.”

Skye shook her head. “This is different. It’s…it’s Rafe.”

A slow ache settled into Clint’s chest and gut. Skye had lost her man in Afghanistan in the same explosion that left her with physical and emotional scars. Lieutenant Rafe Warren had just asked Skye to marry him and she’d said yes. She was driving the humvee when they hit an IED, and blamed herself for the deaths of Rafe and the two other soldiers in the vehicle.

Clint understood. He’d been one of the few survivors of the explosion that took his lower leg. Countless times he’d worked it through in his head what he could have done different to prevent all those deaths, and all those scenarios only fueled the survivor guilt.

“Tell us,” Shane encourage. “We’re not your enemy and we’re not your boyfriend.”

“Thank, God, right? I mean, you couldn’t handle all this,” Pete joked, motioning to his body.

“You’re not all that,” Skye grunted.

“She’s right about that,” Clint agreed.

Skye moved to her camera bag, pulling out the thing with its extra-long zoom lens. She handed it to Clint, who had insisted she be on the receiving end of some shots, so he’d figured out how to work it. Skye was a beautiful woman and proved very photogenic with her own brooding nature when she was struggling, or with her playful smile when she was having a good day.

“I survived the anniversary of the explosion without any drama, but this sends me over the edge?” She swiped at tears as Clint turned the camera on and set to viewing the images.

It was a man and woman, the woman with fiery red hair not unlike Amber’s, the man on one knee, a ring between his fingers. For a moment Clint pictured himself and Amber in this situation, Clint down on his good knee, Amber glowing just like this woman. The shots were fantastic, with Starlight Lake and the cloudy sky in the background.

“Did they hire you to take these?” Clint asked, passing the camera off so the other guys could browse them.

Skye shook her head. “Bad timing on my part. I just happened to be there.”

“If you weren’t such a stalker,” Chad laughed. Skye had taken pictures of Chad running in the same manner. She was a gifted photographer, both in the studio and outside. Clint had learned she preferred to take pictures when people were unaware. She was good at giving commands and direction, but even in the snapshots, you could see the difference, as if her passion was fed right through the camera and into those images.

“I know I should stop invading people’s privacy, but they looked so happy. I wanted to share in it. I didn’t realize he was going to propose and I never would have guessed how it would affect me.”

“Things okay with Noah?” Clint asked.

Skye nodded, a smile creeping across her face. “Yeah, I just, you know, sometimes I still feel guilty, alone.”

Everyone grunted and nodded before Clint chimed in again. “Show him the pictures, Skye. Talk to him. He loves you, he’ll understand.”

Skye gave him a sideways glance. “When did you get all relationshippy?”

The other guys laughed because Skye was right, Clint never offered relationship advice. Since he wasn’t in one, he didn’t feel like he had any right. Amber changed all that. He wasn’t sure where they stood, but if he had his way, it would be a relationship, exclusive.

“He finally took the plunge with Amber,” Pete said.

Congratulations and “about time” comments started flying and Clint wondered when they’d all become privy to his love life. Yeah, he’d wanted Amber since he’d started training her, but since she was after Pete, he’d kept that bit of intel to himself.

They all agreed to order pizza and brought Noah in from the cold where Skye actually did talk it out with him, and like the stand-up guy he was, he said he loved her and understood, and that he respected her feelings for Rafe.

It all made Clint miss Amber, but she was hanging with her sister and he wasn’t going to be the guy who ditched his buddies because he wanted to spend time with his woman.

Yep, his woman. He was there already.

After dinner, they all scattered. Skye was in good hands with Noah and seemed to have come out of the episode. Pete rode back with Chad to grab his truck, leaving Clint to his own devices. It was getting late and he didn’t want to be the guy who just dropped by for a booty call. He had no idea what to do with himself, so decided to call Amber before he headed out. At the very least, he owed her the courtesy of a phone call. With any luck, she’d invite him over.

She picked up on the second ring, her voice the sweetest sound he’d ever heard. “Hey, babe,” he said. “How was your day?”

“It was good. How about yours?”

He wanted to be honest, to not keep anything from her. “Mine was a bit tumultuous. Skye had a PTSD episode and got drunk, so we staged an intervention before it got out of hand.”

“Oh, Clint, I’m so sorry. Is she okay?”

“Yeah, she got through it. I had a call for a photo shoot, too.”

“Well, that’s great, right?” she asked.

“It would be if it wasn’t the same weekend as the marathon.”

“Oh,” she sighed. “You shouldn’t let that stop you.”

“We’ve been working long and hard for this marathon.”

“I know, but everything’s changed. I mean, it has changed, right?”

“Well, I hope you’re not doing it to get Pete’s attention anymore,” he said.

“I already told you I’m not.”

“I don’t want you to quit, Amber. You’re motivation has changed, but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t follow through.”

“I know, I’m just…” she paused and he wished he was there with her, to pull her into his arms, to encourage her to keep going, to kiss her until she wasn’t thinking about the marathon anymore.

“So what are you up to?” she asked.

There it was, the opening he’d been hoping for. “Nothing. I’m still in Sunset Valley, was going to head home, I guess.”

“I just got home. If you want to stop by…”

“Thought you’d never ask. I’ll see you soon.”


Chapter 9



 



Laura Anderson was one persistent photographer. When Clint called to decline her offer, she offered to pay him double. He explained it had nothing to do with money, that he had a conflict that weekend. A few days later, she called back, still offering double, but proposing the weekend before the marathon. Next weekend.

Clint agreed because he couldn’t turn down that kind of money. Friday and Monday were rest days, so Amber would only have to manage the eight mile run on Saturday and the cross-train on Sunday without him.

He’d let her know later when he took her out to dinner. It was a rest day. They had a twelve mile run tomorrow, much shorter than last week’s twenty-miler. She’d rocked that and now that she wasn’t determined to win the marathon, he was feeling confident about her performance.

Amber worked every other Friday and today was her on day, so Clint decided to hit the Barn after his last client. Visiting the pup had become part of his daily routine. Sometimes he went between clients, sometimes before meeting Amber for her training, sometimes after, with Amber joining him. So he shouldn’t have been surprised when Jill sat him down to complete the online adoption paperwork.

“The dog is yours, but we still have to do the formal paperwork.” She put air quotes around paperwork since they’d gone paperless and did everything on the computer.

“I never said I’d adopt him,” Clint pointed out.

“We need space and you clearly love that dog. I own this place and I’m not even here as often as you are. Save yourself the trouble of driving out here and just bring the sweet boy home.”

“I haven’t cleared it with my landlord,” Clint said. Hadn’t cleared it with Pete either, though he didn’t think his roommate would object.

“I know your landlord. He has no issues with dogs. Fill out all the fields in green and use the Stylus pen to sign at the bottom.” Jill wasn’t taking no for an answer.

“Digger?” Clint asked, reading the dog’s name on the screen.

“You are welcome to name him something else, but we name all the fur babies here. It’s not a prison camp with numbers.”

Clint completed the form and signed, not because he felt pressured by Jill, but because he did love the dog. Things with Amber were great, and he almost had enough for a down payment on a house. Of course, with his V.A. benefits, he didn’t need a down payment, but he wanted one nonetheless. It showed commitment, something that was as important to him as independence.

“I hear you’re dating Amber,” Jill said when he handed the tablet back to her. It was a small town, but Amber worked with Courtney, who volunteered here at the Barn and lived in the old farmhouse on the property. Of course news would spread. “I’ve been trying to get her to adopt a dog too. We do gift card drawings every month for our friends who give referrals. Could be worth a dinner for two at the Hale.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Clint said. The Hale was pricey, but Clint could swing it for a special occasion. He’d been thinking of taking Amber there to celebrate completing the marathon, which was only two weeks away.

Courtney came out from the back with Digger on a leash, the little guy wagging his tail and turning in circles as soon as he saw Clint. He’d gained weight, had all his shots, and was given an all clear to be adopted. The people who had rented the unit seemed to have fallen off the face of the earth, but the police said they’d let him know if they were found.

“You want to go for a ride, boy?” Clint asked, crouching to accept a few kisses and to scratch the dog’s ears. It was amazing how a dog could survive such neglect and abuse and still be so lovable. Clint could stand to take a lesson.

Courtney held a plastic shopping bag. “His bowls and toys and enough dog food to get you through the night. There’s a folder in here with his shot records, rabies certificate, and a list of things he likes, including the food we feed him. If you switch the food, it could upset his stomach, so we recommend sticking with this diet.”

“Got it,” Clint confirmed, taking the bag and the leash from Courtney. Both women said their good-byes to the guy before Clint headed out.

He didn’t feel right leaving the pup alone to take Amber out. He hoped she’d be game for a night in. Since she was still at work, he sent a text, letting her know about the change of plans.

She responded with a smiley face. Now he had to figure out what to cook.


~~~

“Oh my God! You adopted him?” Amber squealed, crouching to pet the dog. “Did you name him yet?”

“They named him Digger at the rescue. I’m not sure I want to change it. He’s been through enough,” Clint said, crouching next to her. “Mmmm, you smell great.”

Her whole body went gooey and she almost fell over when she looked at him. He had that hungry look, that look that told her she wasn’t going to get much sleep. She loved that look.

“Hi Digger,” Amber said, nuzzling the dog instead of the man. She’d nuzzle the man later. “What made you decide to adopt him?”

“Jill didn’t give me a choice. I think she’s tired of me hanging around the Barn.”

“I’m sure she’s happy you gave him a forever home.” The dog was lucky, getting what Amber had been looking for, for so long, a forever home with a good man. She still wanted that, but wasn’t sure if Clint was the right man. So far, everything was perfect, but she’d learned long ago that perfect never lasted long.

Clint got to work in the kitchen while Amber cuddled in the chair with Digger. “Hope you don’t mind spaghetti for dinner?”

“Sounds great,” she said, enjoying the view. It should be illegal for faded jeans to fit a man so well, that worn out t-shirt too.

He set the water to boil and put some chicken in a pan because she knew he liked to keep the carbs balanced with protein in a meal. With her race only two weeks away, a race she was now running for herself and not for Pete, Amber was aware of every calorie she put into her body, ensuring it served some fitness purpose but she was already having fantasies about ice cream sundaes and banana splits when the race was over.

“That photographer called me again today,” Clint said after pouring the sauce in the pan with the cooked chicken.

“Again?” Amber shouldn’t be jealous, after all, this woman was a professional and wasn’t trying to get into Clint’s pants. No, she was just trying to get him out of them.

“She changed the date of the shoot, to next weekend.”

“And you’re going to go? The weekend before the marathon.” Even though she’d told him he should go during the original date, he had said no, that his commitment was to her and the marathon and he wouldn’t miss seeing her cross the finish line. His insistence had been a huge relief because Amber didn’t think she could finish without his encouragement and coaching.

But the weekend before? It didn’t seem like any less of a blow, especially when he’d be posing nude for a woman she didn’t know.

“It’s a lot of money. With this payout, I’ll have enough for a down payment on a house. Friday is a rest day, Saturday is only an eight mile run, Sunday is cross-train, and Monday is another rest day. You’re more than capable of doing all that without me.”

Yeah, capable, but she didn’t want to do it without him.

“Shit, you’re pissed. I screwed up, didn’t I?”

For such a strong, confident man, this vulnerable side of him always surprised Amber.

“No, you didn’t screw up. It’s fine. I’ll be fine.”

“Fine. That’s a red flag, equivalent to pulling the pin on the grenade but not yet releasing the spoon.”

“I have no idea what that means,” she admitted.

“It means the grenade hasn’t blown up yet, but it will, right in my face.”

“I don’t want to be the kind of girlfriend who keeps you from pursuing your dreams,” Amber said.

A smile broke the worry marring his handsome face. “Girlfriend, huh? So, we’re official? Exclusive?”

The blush escaped before she could attempt to fight it back. This is where things usually went all wrong. She said something that scared a guy off or did something that made his ego make an appearance and in turn, prompted Amber to make a quick exit. “Is that what you want?” she asked.

Clint’s smile melted her panties, threatening to take every other piece of clothing with it. He crouched next to the chair, his hand moving around her nape, possessive, strong, telling her everything she needed to hear.

“Yeah, babe. That’s what I want.” His mouth lowered, a slow, sweet, and yet passionate kiss brushing her lips and making her already gooey body go molten in a nanosecond. Pulling back not even an inch, his gaze burned into her. “Is that what you want?”

“Yes,” she breathed, wishing she wasn’t so awkward with men, especially this man.

“I love that sexy, breathy thing you do, but Amber, I need you to be sure.”

Yep, there was that vulnerable side again, the side that contradicted his strength and confidence. She swallowed and took a deep breath, preaching silently that she was a woman old enough to handle the demands of a real relationship. “Yes, Clint, I want us to be exclusive. I mean, I thought we were. I mean, I wasn’t…” Oh, Amber, shut up now.

“You’re cute when you get all flustered.”

Cute. She could live with cute. It beat being labeled silly, or ridiculous, or immature. “I think I could fall for you,” she said, her eyes going wide as soon as she said the words.

It was stupid stuff like that which had kept her single and a virgin all these years.

Clint didn’t frown or furrow his brow or hightail it out of there. No, the amazing man he was cupped her face and smiled even more, if that was possible. “I think I could fall for you too. I’m already half way there.”

Her heart flipped, and her belly turned, and well, she might have had to fight off a little nausea because it was everything she wanted but everything she had no idea how to handle.

“So about the photo shoot,” he said, his thumb stroking her cheek.

“I can handle the training on my own for that weekend. I’m just not sure I’ll survive Thanksgiving, though.”

His gaze narrowed. “What’s going on for Thanksgiving?”

She shrugged. “Just the usual, dinner at my parents’ house. My mom won’t take my eating plan into consideration at all, so there’ll be lots of things on the table I can’t enjoy.”

“It’s Thanksgiving, babe, you can cut yourself a little slack.”

Amber giggled. “You’re giving me permission to cheat?”

“On the program, yes, for one day only.”

“What are your plans for Thanksgiving?”

“I always go to Pete’s,” he said.

“Oh,”

“But I’m open to other offers,” he added.

Amber wasn’t sure if it was a good idea to invite him to Thanksgiving dinner. Her mother could be brutal with her interrogation. It had been the catalyst for many of her relationships ending.

“Or not,” he grunted when Amber didn’t say anything.

“I’d love to have you join us, but my mother can be, well, a little overbearing. She wants grandchildren, like, yesterday.”

Clint laughed. “I’ve been to war, babe. I can handle a baby-crazy mom.”

“Okay, well, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


Chapter 10



 



Amber told Clint to arrive at two o’clock so he’d be there just in time for dinner and wouldn’t get cornered by her mother or sister while she was busy in the kitchen.

Michele handled the turkey, the stuffing, and the hors d’oeuvres, while Amber took care of the mashed potatoes, candied yams, and gravy. Sarah was mostly useless in the kitchen, so she was in charge of cranberry sauce, the kind that came right out of the can, and rolls, again, right out of the package.

Sarah and their mom were right into the wine, something Amber had opted out of. She and Clint had run first thing in the morning, but with the race so close, she didn’t want to introduce any alcohol into her system. There would be time for that after the marathon.

“I thought you invited your trainer?” Michele asked.

“Clint,” Amber corrected, leaving out the boyfriend part. Her mother knew because Sarah had a big mouth and would do anything to keep the wilting eggs issue on Amber. “I told him to come at two.”

“And here he is,” Sarah said, stretching to look out the window over the kitchen sink.

Amber took a few deep breaths. Everything was going to be fine. Clint had met Sarah, and her dad was pretty mellow. The only worry was her mom, but Clint claimed he could handle it. Amber just hoped she could.

She met him at the door, the smile creeping across her face and pushing aside her apprehension. He was so handsome, so sexy, and that smile, it melted her heart and her panties.

Clint didn’t seem to care that they had an audience. He stepped inside, closed the door, and pulled Amber into his arms as if he hadn’t just seen her hours ago after spending the night naked in her bed. It was the kind of greeting she could get used to. Digger whined, so after Clint planted a quick kiss on her lips, she crouched to give the pup some loving too.

“Mrs. James, it’s nice to meet you,” Clint said, holding out his hand.

“Oh, please, call me Michele. I mean, you might be my son-in-law someday.”

“Mom,” Amber groaned.

“Ignore her,” Michele chirped. “You were at the top of my list all along. I’m glad Amber listened to me.”

Clint winked at Amber, who counted slowly in her head, up, not back, despite feeling like she was inside a ticking bomb.

“I’m glad she did, too, ma’am,” he said.

“I’m not going to get you to call me Michele, am I, not with your military background.”

Clint chuckled. “It might take a while, but I’ll try.”

“No issue with that here,” her dad said as he came into the room. “Derek James, but you can call me sir.”

Clint held out his hand once again. “Nice to meet you, sir. Clint Avery.”

“Dad?” Amber asked. He never gave her dates — or boyfriends — a hard time.

“What? Your mother and sister can mess with him, but your old dad can’t?” Derek laughed and turned back to Clint. “Nice to meet you Clint. You can call me Derek, or sir, whatever makes you comfortable.”

“Roger that,” Clint said. “Is there anything I can do to help with dinner?”

“Everything’s ready except the gravy. We can all set the table while Amber gets that going.”

Clint gave her shoulder a squeeze and followed Michele’s orders, taking the opportunity to brush against Amber each time he passed by the stove. By the time they sat down to eat, she was as hot and gooey as the gravy.

The conversation heated up too because Michele had no tact. “So you know Amber wants to get married, right? Are you the marrying type?”

“Mom,” she groaned, but Clint gave her thigh a squeeze, a silent reassurance that he didn’t mind.

“Yes, ma’am. I’d like a wife and children someday, sooner rather than later. Amber and I aren’t rushing things, though.”

“So, you’ve left your old ways behind?” Michele said.

“Mom,” Amber groaned again.

“Don’t Mom me. I know how you are with men, Amber, and I’m not going to let you waste time. You said it yourself, that he wasn’t on your list because of, oh, what did you call him?”

Clint raised an eyebrow, one corner of his mouth lifted in amusement.

Because Michele would never let it go, Amber owned up to the truth — with a whisper, hoping Clint wasn’t paying attention. “A player.”

“That’s right. It’s so hard to keep up with the lingo these days. So, Clint, you’re not a player anymore?”

“No, ma’am. Amber and I already discussed this. I gave up that kind of behavior when I stopped doing drugs. I’m not proud of that time in my life, but I got through it and I like to think I’m a better man now, one worthy of your daughter’s affection.”

Okay, he was a charmer and it was Amber’s turn to not just give his leg a squeeze, but to lean toward him and kiss his cheek.

“Why don’t we just enjoy this nice meal, be thankful we can all be together,” her dad suggested. Amber wanted to hug him for it.

“Fine, but know this. I want grandchildren while I’m young enough to enjoy them.”

“Yes, ma’am. Understood.”

The rest of dinner was filled with conversation a little less annoying, as Michele continued to hammer Clint about his career. He breezed over the modeling part of it, talking more about the fitness trainer part and explaining his new venture with the storage units. A couple times Amber tried to push the focus onto Sarah to give Clint a reprieve, but Michele never took the bait.

When everything was cleaned up and Amber thought she might explode from all the food she devoured, her dad put an arm around Clint. “You like football, son?”

“Love it,” Clint responded.

“How about cigars?”

“I enjoy one on occasion.”

“Great. You can join me outside for one and then we’ll catch the game.”

Amber didn’t worry too much about leaving Clint alone with her dad since Derek was so laid back, but she felt obligated to invite herself. “Want me to come out too?”

Clint kissed her cheek and whispered, “Relax, babe. I’ll be fine. Enjoy your time with your mom and sister.”

Amber wouldn’t enjoy a second of the post-dinner analysis Michele would provide, even if it was in praise. She was trying to make her own decisions and while she wanted her parents’ approval of the man she cared about, she didn’t need it in the detail her mother was sure to offer.

She’d rather just slip off with Clint, back to his place or hers, it didn’t matter, and enjoy some alone time.


~~~

Clint had hit a roadblock in his modeling career.

Before Amber, he never had a problem stripping down and letting his junk hang out for anyone to see.

Now, he somehow had more modesty than he’d ever had in his life.

Laura snapped pictures despite his reluctance, evidenced by the churning motor of her fancy camera. These were supposed to be nudes, but Clint had yet to find the courage to lose his skivvies.

For the past few weeks, Amber was the only person who had seen him naked. Even though this was only a photo shoot, something he’d done countless times now and never with an ounce of modesty, he couldn’t quite bring himself to do the full Monty for a total stranger.

Laura Anderson was new to him, and new to the industry. She’d claimed as much when she contacted him, stating she’d been shooting weddings, family portraits, and senior portraits for a while, but was working toward something more prolific. Injured veteran photos were all the rage right now, something Clint had mixed feelings about. His need to serve and bring attention to veteran’s issues overruled his animosity toward those who conveniently supported from the comfort of their homes with only their credit cards, but didn’t make the sacrifice of serving.

Not everyone was made to serve. He knew that, worked hard every day to respect it. It was moments like this, though, when what he’d sacrificed was exploited under the goal of shedding light on what veterans endured and suffered, that the hypocrisy weighed on him. It was easy to overlook when he didn’t have anyone to care about, anyone to love.

Now he cared about Amber, maybe even loved her. It made this shoot the most challenging one he’d done.

His modeling career was new. It started in the spring when Skye agreed to do the fund-raising calendar and exploded once she started posting pics. Photographers contacted Clint. He didn’t ask for work. What had started as a volunteer thing became a nice supplement to his income, and now was building a nest egg.

Laura put the camera down. They were in a warehouse she’d staged for this shoot. She had lights set up, ropes for different poses, even a bed in the corner with red satin sheets.

All seemed a little erotic to him. Too erotic.

She unzipped her hoodie, revealing a tight-fitting tank top, the kind with spaghetti straps, and no bra beneath, given that there wasn’t a second set of straps and her nipples stood at attention.

“Hot in here, don’t you think?” she asked, once again picking up the camera.

She looked cold, as cold as Clint felt.

Laura wasn’t shooting his junk, just the rest of his body, so it didn’t matter that he was shriveled up like a prune. Didn’t matter except for his pride.

He’d never done a shoot without at least half a chubby. He liked being naked, liked flaunting his body. He’d worked hard to get where he was, deserved the lingering gazes. Only now, the only lingering gaze he wanted was Amber’s and she was two time zones away.

Fuck it. If they finished this shoot early, maybe they could hit the next location today instead of tomorrow and he could get home a day early.

Dropping his drawers, he tossed them out of the frame and took up a pose that protected his new-found modesty.

“Good,” Laura said, the camera clicking away as she moved around him. She gave him direction for different poses, occasionally adjusting his leg or arm to the perfect position. He’d had photographers touch him before, but with this woman, it seemed different, intentional without being necessary.

“Let’s do some shots on the bed,” she said, so Clint moved over to that corner of the room.

“How do you want me?” he asked.

She smirked, something a little sinister flashing in her eyes. He’d have to be more careful with his word choices. “Flat on your back, diagonal.”

She took a few shots from the edge of the bed, then swapped out the lens for something smaller and kicked off the fuck-me shoes that clicked with every step on the concrete floor.

“Just ignore me,” she said, but her tone suggested just the opposite, as if she was challenging him to try and ignore her. She stepped onto the bed, positioning herself directly over him, one foot on either side of his hips.

“Good, I like that, the brooding look. So hot.”

He was brooding because he was out of his element here, uncomfortable with her position, even more so when she tugged up her tight skirt a little and he could see where her stockings ended.

The woman was beautiful, sexy, but she couldn’t hold a candle to Amber. Despite how he felt, physiology took over, blood rushing south, his dick going full mast.

As Laura stepped away to stand at the corner of the bed, he was sure she purred. He’d heard that sound from plenty of women in his day, even before he’d fallen into drugs. As a young man and soldier, he hadn’t been as into fitness as he was now, but he’d been blessed with a fast metabolism and good muscle and bone structure. He’d always had a body women liked, and he’d used that to his advantage for a long time.

Clint put a hand over his erection, hoping she hadn’t snapped any full frontals before he covered up.

“Let me get you something,” she said, stepping off the bed and bending over to reach into a bag.

His dick jumped in approval at the view, but Clint forced himself not to stare at her ass. When she stood, he watched her from his peripheral vision move around the bed.

“Do you mind taking off your prosthetic?” she asked.

“Not at all,” he said. He’d done plenty of shoots where he took it off, so this wasn’t unusual, but her request still raised his hackles.

When he slid it off and the stump sock too, she put the camera on the bed. “Let me take that, get it out of the shot.”

Except when he was in the pool, the prosthetic was only ever an arm’s reach away, but she put it on the table a good twenty feet from the bed. It was one more red flag that he tried to ignore.

Returning to the bed, she climbed on again, this time on her knees, and placed the large piece of red satin she’d retrieved from the bag across his hips to cover his dick.

“Go ahead and move your hand,” she directed. “Let’s try one behind your head and the other stretched across the bed.”

He did as directed and she gazed at him a little too long, yet his dick wasn’t getting the message his brain kept sending. “I’m just going to adjust this,” she said, moving the smooth fabric so it teased and tormented him.

“You seem to like that,” she said and before he could respond, she straddled his hips and jerked her skirt up to reveal no panties. His instincts took over, lifting her off him and placing her on one side of the bed as he rolled to the other. Without his prosthetic or a crutch, he was left with staying here or hopping like a fool to the table to retrieve the fake limb and his clothes.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“What are you doing?” he snapped.

“You’re aroused, excited even.” She moved across the bed, her hands falling to his shoulders where she promptly started massaging his tight muscles. “We can have a little fun, off the books, of course. It might loosen you up a bit. You’re too serious. We could even do some erotic shots, you inside me, my mouth on you, yours on me. I’m game if you are.”

Clint shrugged her hands off him and stood, aware his bare ass was right in her face. He took one hop, then another, but the blood was pumping through him so fast and hot, he lost his footing on the next hop and went down hard on the concrete.

She chuckled and when he turned to glower at her, her hand was up her skirt, her teeth biting down on her lower lip.

Fuck, he needed out of here, now. He pushed himself up and managed to stand without a lot of grace, hopping the rest of the way across the room and sliding on the prosthetic to gain some balance before he put his clothes on.

“You leave now, the contract is void. And I get to keep the pictures I shot.”

Oh, hell no, he was not playing this game with her. He hit the recording app on his cell phone, gripping the device as he crossed the room. “You’re new to this, so I’ll tell you how this is going to play out.” Grabbing her camera before she realized what he was doing, he took out the memory card and shoved it in his pocket. “The contract is void. I don’t want your dirty money. You slander me online or anywhere, and I’ll file charges against you for sexual harassment and smear your name and reputation.”

“You won’t do that,” she said.

“Try me,” he challenged.

“I want my pictures. That’s my property.”

“You just violated me,” he growled.

Her mirthless laugh echoed in the warehouse. “Violated you? You were so hot for me you could barely contain yourself. I know what a man looks like when he’s turned on. Didn’t take much with you.”

“Is that what this is all about? You lured me halfway across the country because you want to fuck me?”

She smiled that sinister smile again, giving him all the answer he needed.

“That’s why you offered all that money and changed the date. Did you have any intentions of paying me?”

“Oh, honey, I was going to do you so good you wouldn’t want a penny. I still can.”

“I’m out of here,” he said, shaking his head. “By the way, I just recorded this whole exchange, so don’t even think about turning this on me.”

He stormed out of the warehouse only to realize he’d ridden over from the hotel with Laura — at her insistence. All part of her plan, obviously.

Clint hadn’t been modeling long enough to say he was a veteran in the industry. Until today, though, every photographer he’d worked with was professional, women and men alike. Not once did he feel violated like this.

He started walking down the road they came in, using an app to book an Uber. He’d head back to the hotel, shower because he felt dirty and disgusting, grab his shit, and head to the airport. He didn’t care if he had to sit there all weekend on stand-by. If there was a chance for him to get back to Lilac Ridge and Amber before his scheduled flight, he’d take it.


Chapter 11



 



Clint had been home for three days but Amber had yet to see him. After she’d run Saturday afternoon, seeing his car parked at his house when she drove home, she’d tried calling, but the call went to voice mail. Her text asking if he was home was answered with “Yes. Got shit 2 deal w/. Talk l8r.”

So she waited, all night Saturday, all day Sunday, missing her cross-train because she thought he would pick her up and he didn’t, and all day Monday.

Now it was Tuesday and Amber’s insecurity and self-doubt had taken a front row seat. The last time she’d seen him was Thanksgiving dinner and while it wasn’t a total disaster, her parents didn’t exactly make it a walk in the park.

“Hey, Amber,” Aiden said after knocking on the casing of her open office door. “We have a situation. Marie caught Drew in the register. Looks like he’s the reason cash has been short the past couple weeks. We need to fire him, but I’ve got an appointment with a potential vendor, so I need you to do the dirty work. He’s scheduled to come in at four. Meet him at the door and escort him to his locker so he can clear it out. Don’t leave him alone.”

Amber had fired people before. When Aiden returned to Lilac Ridge and took over Black Vines Winery after his father died, he’d cleaned house. Seemed most of the employees were stealing, many others not legal to work. Amber had known about the illegals because Neil Black had told her to look the other way or lose her own job. Despite all that experience, it was her least favorite thing to do as the human resources manager.

“I’ll ask Pete to hang out as back-up,” Aiden added.

Pete, the person she’d gone to great lengths not to seek out today. He would know what was going on with Clint, but a part of her, that insecure part, didn’t want to know. What if he’d met someone during that shoot? What if he’d realized he didn’t want to be with Amber?

“I appreciate that.” Despite avoiding Pete and the knowledge he might have, Amber wanted the back-up. Drew could be summed up with one word: dickhead. Courtney had flagged him after conducting his initial interview, but Aiden was so desperate for employees, he decided to give the guy a chance. Amber warned Aiden after Drew’s first day, when he treated Amber like dirt the moment he walked into her office to complete his hiring paperwork. Aiden promised to keep an eye on him, but he was so busy, it had slipped through the cracks.

“Does Courtney know?” Amber asked.

Aiden chuckled. “Yeah. She’s been singing I told you so all day. I might have to withhold sex to get her to shut up.”

Amber shook her head. “You know that doesn’t work on women, right?”

“It’ll work. She can’t get enough of me.” With that, he winked and sauntered off, leaving Amber to start the paperwork involved with terminating an employee. It took much longer than it should have because all that kept running through her mind was that maybe Clint was withholding sex, but why? What could have happened to make him want to avoid her?

By the time four o’clock rolled around, snow had started flying, adding further angst to Amber’s already dark mood. She’d been hoping Mother Nature would spare them until after the marathon. She hadn’t trained in the snow, had no idea what impact it would have on her ability or her pace. She wasn’t shooting to win now, just to finish, but she didn’t need the extra challenge or snow to contend with.

As she waited in the main foyer for Drew, Amber wondered where Pete was. If he was supposed to be her muscle, he should be here by now. Drew was late, something Marie had mentioned was common but failed to document. That made Amber crazy. She did her best to keep precise employee records because if an employee filed a lawsuit for wrongful termination, it was up to Amber to produce the evidence that it was justified. Of course, she’d never been put in that situation, but she’d read journal articles and blog posts. Luck favored the prepared.

At almost four-thirty, when Drew at last strutted into the foyer, Amber was livid. Yes, she worked until five, but she had better things to do than stand in the cold foyer.

“Waiting for me, doll?” he drawled. Amber’s skin crawled with every syllable.

“I’m here to escort you to your locker so you can clean out your things. Aiden’s aware you’ve been stealing from the register. Your employment here has been terminated, effective immediately.”

“Can’t prove jack shit,” he snarled.

“Yes, he can. I suggest you leave quietly or—”

“Or what?” he asked, stepping into her space. Amber took a step back because the man had a sinister air that intimidated the hell out of her. She didn’t think he’d do anything right here in the foyer, but she didn’t want to give him the opportunity. He stepped closer again, backing her against the vacant reception desk. “What are you going to do about?”

“She’s not the one you have to worry about,” Clint growled, appearing out of nowhere and tugging Drew back. With one hand secure at the back of Drew’s neck, Clint turned his attention to Amber. “What’s going on?”

“He’s fired. He needs to clean out his locker and leave,” Amber explained, trying to sound confident while feeling anything but.

“Which way to the lockers?”

Amber led them on, past the dining area and kitchen and into the employee area. Aiden had plans to make a private entrance so employees didn’t have to come and go through the main foyer, but he wanted to pay off some of his father’s debts first. Right now, Amber was grateful for the main entrance, otherwise Clint wouldn’t have stepped in when he had.

“This is fucking bullshit,” Drew muttered as he opened the padlock and the locker. “I didn’t do any fucking thing wrong. Bunch of pussy-ass women running this place. Can’t stand having someone with a dick who knows what he’s doing.”

He didn’t get a chance to close the locker, Clint did that for him before slamming Drew’s forehead into it. “You will not speak like that in front of her or any other woman, you got me?” Clint demanded.

Amber held her breath hoping this didn’t escalate into a full-blown brawl. Drew had nothing on Clint in size or muscle mass, and Amber had seen him with a black eye on two separate occasions, so she knew he got into fights. She’d never seen Clint get physical like this though, and that amped up her apprehension more than Drew’s attitude.

“You got me?” Clint asked again.

“Yeah, man, fuck, I got you.”

Clint released him and looked at Amber, the anger rolling off him. “You need anything else from him?”

Amber shook her head, ready for this scene to be over. She followed Clint as he escorted Drew out. She stopped in the foyer, but Clint stepped outside. A few minutes later, he was back, still looking angry.

“You okay?” he asked from a few feet away.

Amber shook her head this time. “You shouldn’t have touched him like that. He can sue the winery.”

“I don’t work for the winery, so if he has an issue, he’ll have to file charges against me.”

Maybe that was true, maybe it wasn’t. Amber didn’t know because she’d never read about that kind of scenario.

“Well, you still shouldn’t have done that, but thank you. He was a jerk.”

“I should kick Aiden’s ass for making you fire a guy like that without someone else around.”

“Pete was supposed to be here.”

“Then I’ll kick his ass.”

“You seem pretty pissed off,” she pointed out.

“You ready to go running?” he asked.

Amber took a deep breath, desperate for a little courage. “Are you having a PTSD episode? Is that why you’re so pissed? Why you’ve been avoiding me?”

Scraping a hand over his beard, he looked away as if contemplating how to answer. His head shook before he looked at her again. “I had a fucking shitty weekend, nothing to do with PTSD and I don’t want to talk about it. You have a race Saturday. You ready to train?”

Now Amber was pissed. Okay, he had a shitty weekend, but weren’t they exclusive now? He’d met her parents, for crying out loud, spent Thanksgiving with them. Didn’t that count for something? Or maybe this was where her inexperience making a show. Whatever she did now had the potential to make or break this relationship.

“No, I’m not ready to train. I’m ready for you to tell me what’s going on.”

“I said I don’t want to talk about it.”

“I heard you say that, but you March in here with anger pouring off you, after ignoring me all weekend. I think I deserve an explanation.”

“You’re paying me to train you—”

She put up her hand. “Don’t even go there. This has nothing to do with you training me. It has to do with us.”

“Then the you part of us needs to understand that the me part has a temper and sometimes I can’t reel it in. Now let’s go.”

“I’m not going. You don’t feel any safer right now than Drew did when he had me cornered.” If anything, this was worse because it wasn’t just this moment that was threatened, it was everything they’d shared, the future she thought they had.

His other hand raked through his beard this time as he looked up at the high ceiling and whispered, “I would never hurt you.”

She wanted to believe that. He’d never physically hurt her, that she did know, but shutting her out like this, not trusting her enough to tell her why he was so angry, it hurt as much as any man had ever hurt her in the past.

“It’s snowing. We should skip the run today,” she suggested.

“It’s going to snow all week. You need to run in this now if you expect to run in it Saturday.”

Shaking her head, Amber crossed her arms, closing herself off. “I don’t see the point.” Her voice echoed in the foyer.

“The point is you’ve been training for months, you need to see this through, for you.”

“Why is this so important to you?” she asked.

“It’s my job,” he murmured after a long pause.

“Right, so we’re back to that. Well, you know what, you’re fired.” That seemed to be her thing today, so why not go with it. “I’m done running. I don’t want you to train me anymore.”

Amber stormed past him toward her office. She’d have preferred to leave the building, but she needed to put Drew’s employment folder away and grab her things from her office. She wouldn’t get far without keys.

Clint didn’t follow her. She took a minute to catch her breath and wipe away the tears streaming down her cheeks before stepping back out. When she reached the foyer, Clint still loomed, his foreboding presence filling the large area.

“You’re not quitting,” he said.

“I just did.”

He made no move to block her as she stepped by, but turned and kept stride with her and of course, being the gentleman, he opened the door.

“Amber,” he pleaded as they made it outside and she focused on getting down the steps that led to the parking lot.

“It’s simple, you talk to me, I’ll train. You act like a jerk, I’m done.”

“I don’t do ultimatums,” he growled.

“And I won’t be ignored. You were back Saturday. I saw your car at your house.”

“I had stuff to take care of.”

“And that’s fine, but a call would have been nice, some sort of explanation.”

“Jesus, fine, the truth is, that photo shoot was a crock. The woman only wanted to have sex with me. So I spent the whole weekend trying to figure out if she can take legal action against me for breach of contract.”

Amber stopped midway down the steps. “Breach of contract?”

“Because I left and I took the memory card from her camera with me. I’ve been toxic all weekend because I felt violated and used, and instead of scoring a good take, I’m out several hundred dollars. I didn’t want to be around you like that.”

Oh, God, Amber couldn’t imagine how terrible that must have been, but one important question lingered unanswered. She wanted to trust him, needed to trust him, so she left the question where it was. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “Can she take action?”

“She can, but she won’t get anywhere. I used the recording app on my phone to record her true intentions. I’m protected, but it doesn’t erase what happened. And no, I didn’t have sex with her.”

“I know—”

“Do you? Because the doubt is written all over your face like a neon sign.”

“No, I—”

“It’s fine. I’ve got that bad reputation that I let people believe. Hard to trust a man lugging that shit around.”

“Clint, I—”

“I’m going for a run.” He stepped off, getting three steps down before his prosthetic slid out from under him and he went down with a bellow and a string of curses.

Amber hustled down to where he was sprawled out, moaning in pain. “Are you all right? What can I do?”

“I’m fine,” he growled, but the pain on his face told her otherwise.

“Are you going to be stubborn about this? Let me call—”

“Do not call anyone,” he ordered, pushing up with another string of curses. As he started to topple over again, Amber moved under his arm, bracing his strong body as best she could.

“Fuck, I think I broke my leg,”

Calling an ambulance would be the smartest thing, but he was stubborn and had already made it clear he didn’t want outside help. “Sit back down. I’ll go get the car.”

She didn’t give him time to argue, moving out from beneath his arm. He dropped onto the steps, Amber moving off to get the car. When she returned a few minutes later, she helped him up and to the car. Amber stood straight, her posture rigid, to support his weight and strength. 

“Back seat or front?” she asked.

“Front,” he grunted.

She thought he’d be more comfortable in the back, but didn’t argue. Clint wasn’t the kind of man who was ever helpless, and she was sure he didn’t like feeling that way either. She would do whatever was necessary to get him to the hospital without bruising his ego.

Clint lowered himself, pain marring his face, and lifted his leg with his hands as he swung it in. He pulled the door closed, not even letting her do that, and she rushed around to the driver’s side.

When they pulled onto the road that would lead them toward town, Clint groaned. “What the hell is that smell?”

The embarrassment rushed through her, warming up her chilled body. “Sorry, I’m not sure. I can’t find the source.” The car had smelled bad for over a week. She’d searched under the seats, in the trunk, but nothing. All of her sneakers were accounted for, but given the way the dryer liked to eat socks, she couldn’t be sure that was the source.

“You might want to set fire to this thing, get yourself a new car.”

Amber was glad he was able to joke around. Maybe it was a distraction technique or maybe the pain wasn’t as bad now that he was in the car. The next ten minutes they rode in silence, Amber concentrating on keeping to the speed limit even though she wanted to put on her hazards and speed through town.

When she pulled up to the hospital, Clint put his hand on hers. “Don’t let them give me narcotics. I don’t care how much pain I’m in, no narcotics.”

Amber nodded. “I promise.”

Clint nodded back before opening the door. She went around to help, but he was already upright when she got there. “I should get a wheelchair.”

“No,” he said.

“It’ll be less painful for you,” she insisted. “I’m not strong enough to carry you all the way in.”

Spying a couple wheelchairs just inside the doors, Amber went in and grabbed one, Clint leaning on the car, angst pouring off him as she wheeled it over.

He got in with a grunt and a few more curses and Amber pushed him to the check-in desk. Thankfully there was no one else waiting.

She had to move the car and when she rushed back in, Clint was gone.

“I’m with Clint Avery,” she told the receptionist. “He just went back.”

The receptionist signed her in and took her back to the emergency care area. Amber knew where Clint was based on his echoing voice.

“I’m a recovering addict. You can’t give me narcotics,” he said slowly, enunciating each syllable as if he’d said it a dozen times before and no one was listening.

Amber stepped behind the curtain to find a nurse making a note on the computer set up on the rolling cart. “What can I do to help?” she said, focusing on Clint.

He shook his head. “Make sure they don’t give me narcotics.” His voice was commanding and filled with frustration.

“I promise,” she assured him again.

The nurse said she’d be back and walked away, leaving Amber alone with Clint and unsure what to do. He’d already been pissed off before he fell. She felt responsible. If she’d just agreed to run instead of insisting he give her an explanation, this could have been prevented. “Do you want me to call someone else to stay with you? Pete or one of your veteran friends?”

“If you need to bail—”

She held up her hand and shook her head. “I don’t need to bail. I’m asking what you want. I want to stay, but you’re mad at me, so I don’t think I’m helping the situation at all.”

As Clint opened his mouth to speak, another nurse came in. He rolled his eyes and Amber expected him to repeat his statement about no narcotics.

“Mr. Avery,” the nurse started.

“Clint,” he corrected.

“Clint. I’m Jamie.”

“How many damn nurses are going to hand me off today?” he growled.

“You’ve got me for the long haul,” she said, smiling.

“So you drew the short straw?”

“No, I volunteered. I’m the senior nurse in the ER today. You’ve intimidated all the fresh blood and everyone else is busy, so I offered to step in and make sure you get the best care possible. You should know I served in the Marines for four years, one of those in Iraq, so a retired army grunt doesn’t scare me.”

“Jarhead? Are you even smart enough to be a nurse?”

“You’ll find out, now, won’t you?” She winked at Amber and turned her attention back to Clint. “Shall we talk about pain management?”

“I don’t want narcotics,” he said, this time not enunciating like he had before.

“So I’ve heard. We have two options for non-narcotic pain management. Option one is a shot of Toradol. We can also do an IV of Tylenol. This is a relatively new option but we’ve seen great success with pain control.”

“I don’t want an IV. Give me the shot.”

“With pleasure,” she said. “I’ll be back in a few.”


Chapter 12



 



The shot turned out to be a shot in his ass, fitting since he’d been acting like one ever since seeing Amber cornered by that ass-hole at the winery. The pain meds didn’t improve his attitude. In fact, since all he wanted to do was hurl and go to sleep, he didn’t see his attitude improving any time soon.

“I’ll let you get some rest,” Amber said when he was all settled in his super uncomfortable hospital bed. The X-rays confirmed he’d broken his femur and he needed surgery, so he was looking at two or more days in the joint.

Just like old times.

“You’re leaving,” he sighed more than asked. It was the wrong thing to say with the wrong connotation attached to it. He wanted her to stay, well, he would want her to stay if he deserved her, but he didn’t.

“I’m staying, for as long as they’ll let me.”

“What if I don’t want you to?” he asked.

“I’m not leaving you alone,” she huffed, finally losing her patience with him. “I’ll call Pete or one of your other friends if you want, but I will not leave you alone.”

He was already alone, whether she stayed or not. The rage had gotten the best of him for too many days, and now that helpless feeling he’d struggled with for so long after losing his leg fueled the anger. Amber was the only target. She didn’t deserve it, but he didn’t have the fortitude to keep it leashed.

She stood there, just out of his reach, but well within his view, looking at him with a hope he would only squash.

“If you’re waiting for reassuring words, I don’t have any.”

“I’m not,” she said, a lie, because the hope she carried was as prevalent as Clint’s anger.

“This is who I am, Amber. I’m carrying a lot of shit I can’t always manage.”

“I get that,” she said.

“I don’t think you do.” No one did, at least not anyone who hadn’t survived what he had. PTSD, losing a leg, the addiction that sometimes still taunted him.

He’d chosen the shot because an IV required a needle in his arm and he knew even for just the moment it would take to get the tube in and the needle out, all those times he shot up would come back, reminding him what a quick fix the heroine had been, how it numbed the pain and clouded the loss, and lulled his give a shit-o-meter to zero. He’d loved getting high, leaving it all behind, for at least a little while. Until a little while wasn’t enough and he didn’t just need a fix, but constant escape…and when he’d fallen so far into that he wanted out, but couldn’t find the strength. He’d been scraping money together when Pete called. Clint had been just sober enough to grasp that rope and hang on until he got to rehab.

“You stick around, you’re going to be a target,” he warned, the last courtesy he would offer.

“I’m not leaving,” Amber said, her voice making no invitation for an argument. “If you have an issue with that, you’ll have to figure out how to deal with it, but I am not the type of person who walks away from someone I care about.”

“I don’t need your pity.” The longer Amber stood there, waiting for him to say whatever it was she wanted to hear, the more it delayed the inevitable. He hadn’t taken the needle, but the situation still ignited the memories, all of them festering and stewing in his gut, waiting for that alone time so self-pity and loathing could claim him and remind Clint of everything he’d lost and the person he’d never be.

Clint turned away from Amber and peered out the dark window of his private room. The light in the distance illuminated the large snowflakes. When he’d gone to the winery, he’d been dressed for running, but wasn’t expecting snow. Those massive granite steps that led up to the main building of the winery got slippery fast. Maybe if he hadn’t been moving so quickly, or if the steps hadn’t been solid granite, he wouldn’t have broken his leg.

This was going to cause problems with income. He wouldn’t be able to train anyone, not even Amber who had just four days until the marathon. That nest egg he’d been building for the last few years was going take a hit. Fortunately his medical expenses were covered by Uncle Sam. It was the least the V.A. could do after he’d sacrificed his leg and career in service to his country.

Yep, there it was, the bitterness that lingered a pace behind him on good days and marched alongside him, calling cadence on the not so good days. The army was Clint’s intended career, something he could do to better himself, to make him a man his grandmother could be proud of. He’d lost that opportunity, had it ripped from him along with his leg. Not that it mattered, Nana had been dead a long time now, even before his first deployment. Thank God she hadn’t been alive to see his fall into the darkness.

When the plastic creaked on the chair in the corner of the room, he resigned to the fact Amber wasn’t leaving. Anger and relief danced around in his chest. He wanted her to stay, needed her to stay, but if she did, he’d just drag her into the darkness with him.

He could make her leave, say all the cruel things bubbling up from the poison brewing inside him. He had yet to meet a woman who could withstand his verbal beatings. She didn’t deserve it, just as he didn’t deserve her. Eventually she’d reach her quota of shit she could take from him. Maybe not today or even tomorrow, but it would happen because everyone he loved left him.

His mother. His father. His grandmother. His brothers in arms.

Everyone.


~~~

When they took Clint in for surgery, Amber left, first going to Clint’s to check on Digger again, just as she had last night after Clint fell asleep. Then she headed to the winery. She had a bone to pick and two men to pick it with.

Lucky for her, they were both standing in the foyer at the winery when she arrived.

Marching right up to Pete, she fisted her hand. He turned, a welcoming smile on his handsome face. She caught him right in the eye, knocking that smile right off.

“What the fuck!” His voice, along with Aiden’s, echoed in the foyer.

“Amber, Jesus,” Aiden added, stepping between her and Pete before she could get another shot in. Aiden wasn’t exempt from her anger. She pulled her arm back, ready to strike him too, but he caught her hand. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

“You are,” she responded before nodding at Pete. “And him. Where in hell were you last night when I had to fire Drew? You were supposed to be here.”

“Oh, shit, what did he do?” Aiden demanded. “Did he hurt you?”

“No, but only because Clint showed up. Clint, who slammed Drew’s face into the lockers, and then who broke his leg going down the steps out front.”

“Wait, what?” Pete asked. “Clint broke his leg?”

“Which you would know if you ever answered your phone. I hope she was worth it, whoever your flavor of the week is.”

Pete pulled his phone from his pocket and peered at it for a while. He’d find several missed calls and text messages. “You didn’t leave a voice mail?” he asked.

“It’s full, you idiot. What’s the point in having it if you don’t know how to use it?”

“Shit, where’s Clint? What happened?”

“He’s in surgery right now. Broke his femur.”

“Left or right leg?” Pete asked.

“Left leg.” The one that hadn’t been amputated. He was in for a struggle. Most of the time, you wouldn’t even know he had a prosthetic, but lately his amputated leg had been bothering him. He tried to hide it, but Amber spent enough time with him to recognize the difference. Now he would have to rely on that amputated leg. The doctor’s said it was a four to six month recovery from a broken femur. Clint hadn’t responded to that information, just scowled, his arms crossed, shutting out the world.

“They didn’t give him narcs, did they?”

Amber shook her head. “No, he was adamant about that.”

“I’ve gotta go,” Pete said to Aiden.

“Yeah, man, go,” he said to Pete, who wasted no time in leaving. Then Aiden turned to Amber. “You okay?”

She shook her head again. “No, I’m not okay. I’m sick of bull-headed men, you included. You will never put firing someone on me again, got it?”

“I’m sorry, I thought Pete would—”

“Well, he wasn’t and I won’t do that again. I’ll quit first. I hear Austin Hale is hiring an H.R. person.”

“That’s not funny,” Aiden said.

“I’m not trying to be funny,” Amber responded. “I’m serious, Aiden, firing people is no longer part of my job description. I’ll do all the paperwork, but you get to do the dirty work.”

“Okay, fine. Are you sure you’re all right? Drew didn’t—”

“No, he didn’t touch me, but if Pete had been here, Clint wouldn’t have had to step in and maybe…”

God, it was all her fault, Clint getting pissed off and storming down those steps. Last night’s snow had been wet. Mixed with the granite, it was a lethal combination.

“I’m sorry, Amber, what can I do?”

“I’m taking a sick day, maybe two. I need to go for a run, clear my head, figure out what to do.” Because that’s where she was at, lost in the drama she’d created. She shook out her hand, moving her fingers despite the pain. “If I broke any bones, it’s getting filed as workman’s comp.”

“Where’d you learn to hit like that?” Aiden asked, amusement softening his expression.

Amber wasn’t amused, she was hurting, and not just her hand. She wanted to be with Clint, to just be there when he woke up so he wasn’t alone, so he could keep festering or he could talk. She didn’t much care — okay, well, yes, she did. She wanted him to talk, to confide in her, to love her. Based on how he was last night and this morning, that all seemed like a long shot.

“I have no idea. I’ve never hit anyone in my life.” Her hand ached, but she couldn’t worry about that now. She needed to run, to grab a shower, to get back to the hospital. “Can you ask Courtney to check on Digger?”

“Yeah, no problem.”

Amber didn’t just need to run, she wanted to run. She’d been training this whole time for Pete, to win the race so he’d have to kiss her, and ultimately fall in love with her. That was until Clint had kissed her, or really, before he had. Amber stuck out the training because Clint insisted, but now with the race only a few days away and today being her last day to run before the pre-race rest and carbo loading days, she realized it was no longer about any man. She had to run in the race, not win it, but to prove she could, to prove to herself she wasn’t just an average woman.

Maybe somewhere along the way, she’d gain a little perspective on how to prove it to Clint too.


Chapter 13



 



Clint had spent the last two days since surgery in and out of sleep thanks to the pain meds. Yesterday he’d proven he could get around with the crutches. It put a little extra strain on his stump, but he could power through it. He’d powered through worse before they decided to amputate. This was a cake walk compared to that.

He was never alone. Amber spent a lot of time in the chair in the corner, not talking, probably waiting for him to set the stage. He couldn’t find the right words. When she wasn’t there, he knew just what he wanted to say, to thank her for staying by him, to tell her he loved her. The words never came when she was there, though, the coward doing what he did best, retreating instead of advancing.

When Amber wasn’t there, someone else occupied that damn chair. Pete, Shane, Chad, Skye. Even Maggie and Noah took their turn. They all talked to him, asked how he was doing, annoyed the hell out of him.

Not Amber. She didn’t say a word, just looked up and offered a warm smile before going back to the book he didn’t think she was reading. She didn’t turn the page all that often. Maybe she was just a slow reader, maybe she was distracted.

Maybe she was trying to figure out how to tell him to go to hell. He deserved it.

This morning he was greeted by the amused smiles of Shane and Chad.

“Good morning, sunshine,” Shane quipped.

“Sleeping beauty finally awakes,” Chad added.

“Neither of you kissed me to wake me up, I hope,” Clint said.

“Nah, we leave the smooching for your girl. Feisty one you’ve got there,” Chad said.

“Organized too. Has a whole schedule planned out to babysit your ass. Made us all sign up for times so she could ensure you weren’t alone.”

Clint chuckled. Amber and her lists. She loved them, lived by them. “Why isn’t she here?” he asked. Because she had been, every morning when he woke up, her beautiful smile was the first thing he saw.

“Marathon,” Chad said, checking his watch. “Starts in an hour.”

“Really?” Clint hadn’t been sure she would follow through. Her motivation had changed and it seemed at every turn, she was finding an excuse not to run.

Right, finding an excuse not to run in the marathon…and she hadn’t run from him either, even though she had every right to.

“She muttered something about stupid, stubborn men and that she needed to do this for herself,” Shane explained. “She’s a red-head and like Chad said, feisty, so I kept my trap shut. Did you see what she did to Pete?”

“The black eye?” Clint asked. Pete said he got into a fight at the pub over a woman, that the other guy looked worse and Pete got the girl. Clint should have seen it for the bullshit it was.

“Seems your girl clocked him one. Something about you stepping in when Pete was supposed to be there and that’s how you ended up like this. Pete won’t give a straight story and Amber won’t confirm anything, so no one knows for sure.”

“She decked Pete? In the eye?” That didn’t sound like Amber. Yes, she could be feisty, but she had a quiet restraint, something Clint admired since he struggled with keeping his rage under control at times.

“Hang on to her,” Chad encouraged. “That woman’s got your back.”

Clint had done everything to push her away because he didn’t deserve her, but damn, he wanted her. The fact she hadn’t run proved her strength. “I need to get out of here. I want to be at the finish line when she crosses.”

His surgery involved inserting a metal rod in his bone. The incision hurt the most and the brace to immobilize his leg was a pain in the ass, but he’d been through worse. He’d convinced the doc he didn’t need to check in to rehab and that he’d be more comfortable in his own bed.

Problem with his own bed was it being on the second floor. Going up and down the stairs was going to be a challenge.

“I’ll go talk to the nurse,” Shane offered, “see if we can’t get you the hell out of this hole.”


~~~

Amber dug deep for a little more steam. According to the last marker, she had less than a mile. She wasn’t in first place, that much she knew. That was fine since she had no intention of kissing anyone except Clint, and that was only if he still wanted to kiss her. The past week had been hell, more so on him than her, but she refused to walk away without giving what they had a fighting chance.

She just hoped he wanted to fight for it too, because in the last few days, he’d given no indication that he still wanted her.

When she rounded the last bend, Pete jogged toward her, turning as soon as he spotted her and letting her catch up.

“You got this, Bam-Bam,” he encouraged.

“I’m going to die,” she grunted.

“Not an option. Oh, hey, I’ve got No Legs on speaker phone.”

“Fuck you, Black-eye,” Clint said from the phone Pete held up. “Hey babe, Pete’s right about one thing, you got this.”

“I don’t ever want to run again,” she said and she meant it. Twenty-six point two miles? What had she been thinking?

“Let’s not think about that. Focus on the goal. You should be able to see the finish line.”

She could see it but it didn’t seem to be getting any closer. “Where are you?” she asked, her feet somehow moving faster at the thought that maybe he was there waiting for her.

“I’m here, babe, waiting for you to cross the line. I know you can do this.”

He hadn’t sugar-coated a single minute of her training, no point in starting now, but she wondered if there was another line he wanted her to cross, the one he’d put between them. Amber was desperate to cross it and had been holding back to respect his space, but he was here now, waiting for her. She needed to cross that line and be with him.

Amber pushed her shoulders back and straightened her spine, pretending every muscle wasn’t ready to disintegrate at the thought of running another step.

“Come on, that’s it, you’re getting closer now. Step it out,” Clint encouraged. Pete kept pace with her, not a challenge for him given how many marathons he’d run in his life. Didn’t matter that he’d had a leg amputated, he still smoked everyone when it came to running.

She searched the finish line for Clint, not seeing him until he stood from a chair.

“You see me?” he asked.

She couldn’t talk anymore, her feet propelling her forward, her lungs ready to explode in the cold air. It had snowed last night, but the highway department and race volunteers had done a good job of clearing the route to make the race safe.

“That’s it. You got this,” Clint said as Pete upped his pace, moving just ahead of her. “Fifty more yards. That’s nothing.”

“Bite me,” she snarled, not sure if she was saying that to Pete who smirked at her over his shoulder, not even winded, or at Clint for pushing her. She’d never pushed this hard, but she was almost there and the man she had grown to love was encouraging her on, waiting for her just feet away.

If he could be here, with a broken leg just a few days after surgery, she could finish the race.

With Pete at her side and Clint leaning on crutches, Amber pushed across the finish line, her breaths more like grunts, her heart pounding so loud it echoed in her ears, her lungs screaming for air.

She didn’t care about any of that. Just him. She stopped in front of Clint, who shook his head. “No, babe, you gotta walk it out or you’ll be sick.”

She didn’t care about that either.

“Come on,” Pete said, tugging on her arm. “I’ll do the cool down with you. He’s not going anywhere.”

She stepped it out because she didn’t want Pete to drag her. Instead, Amber followed Pete’s lead, moving in a slow jog around the parking lot that served as the start and finish line for the marathon. The adrenaline must have kicked in, because she somehow found the strength to keep moving. She kept her eye on Clint, who kept his on her as she circled the lot, jogging several laps before slowing to a walk.

Clint joined them when the walk slowed to a stroll. “Give us a minute?” he said to Pete.

“Absolutely. Great job, Bam-Bam.”

“You can call me that if you want, but I can’t promise you won’t end up with a black eye to match the other one.”

Both men laughed before Pete said, “I can still out run you.”

That he could, but it was one more thing she didn’t care about. She’d just finished a marathon. That was no small feat.

“I did it,” she whispered to Clint.

“You sure did,” he said, so much happiness in his voice, it kicked her heart into high gear.

Runners were still coming in. She checked her watch, it had been twenty minutes since she finished. “You’ve got at least ten more minutes before I’ll let you sit,” Clint said.

“Slave driver,” she joked.

“Just protecting what’s mine,” he said.

She looked at him, raising her brow, hoping he heard her silent question.

“I’ve been an ass and I’m sorry for that, but I can’t promise I won’t get that way again. It’s who I am and it’s not something I have a lot of control over.”

“I know that. I’m not asking you to change, just to let me in.”

“Fuck it,” he muttered, coming to a stop and resting on the crutches to take her hand. He kissed it, the warmth of his mouth and gaze shooting through her. “We should keep walking, but I can’t wait to tell you this any longer.”

“Tell me what?” she asked.

“I,” he scraped his other hand through his hair and looked up at the cloudy sky while sucking in a long breath. He let it out and looked back at her. “It shouldn’t be so hard to say it, but I’ve never said it to anyone and you’re so damn beautiful and strong and…”

She cupped his cheek with one hand, loving the scrape of his beard against her palm. “I have something to say too.”

Clint shook his head. “No, I need to…Amber, I love you.”

At that moment her breath lodged in her chest, pushing her racing heart against her rib cage. His eyes widened, as if he’d just made a mistake, but Amber shook her head. “I love you too. That’s what I wanted to say, that I love you.”

He pulled her against him, his mouth covering hers in an unforgiving kiss that had her knees giving out. She hung on to him because even with a broken leg and a prosthetic, he still had more strength that she ever would.

When her body was all hot and eager for him to touch her everywhere, he released her, a satisfied smile lifting his eyes. “I’m not easy to be with and I’ve got a long recovery, but when I’m able to get down on one knee like a man should, I’m going to ask you to marry me. Consider yourself warned.”

“When you’re ready to do that, I’m going to say yes. Consider yourself warned.”

Pete came running over, still full of energy. Amber had energy too, but it wasn’t the adrenaline of finishing the run. It was all about the man holding her in his arms.

“Here you go guys. The true winners of the Mistletoe Marathon.” He held a sprig of mistletoe over them. Amber chuckled as her gaze focused back on Clint who had the look of a man who wanted more than just a kiss under the mistletoe.

“I’m going to kiss you again,” he said.

She didn’t wait for him, but moved in and pressed her lips to his, holding on to him as tight as she could. It was her first kiss under the mistletoe, but with any luck, and all their love, she knew it wouldn’t be the last.


Epilogue



 



Getting married after running a marathon might seem crazy to some people, like her sister, and her parents, and well, everyone else, but for Amber, it was perfect. After all, it was the Mistletoe Marathon that had brought her and Clint together.

It had taken nearly six months for him to fully recover from the broken femur, but once he got the all clear, he started training for the marathon with Amber, just as they had when she’d hired him. This time, she was the one pushing him and not letting him quit.

They made a great team and now that they’d finished the Mistletoe Marathon together, just as they finished all their races — together — it was time to make together forever.

“You could have gotten married on a beach, somewhere exotic and warm, but no, you had to get married in the middle of winter,” Sarah, her maid of honor, moaned.

They hadn’t gotten married someplace tropical because it was summer when Clint proposed. As promised, as soon as he was able to get down on one knee, he popped the question, at sunset, along Starlight Lake, during one of their runs. Amber suggested they elope, but Clint wanted a wedding with their friends and family all there. So they’d planned a December wedding, to coincide with the event that had inadvertently brought them together. “Technically, it’s still fall. Winter solstice is three weeks away.”

“Technically, it’s still fall,” Sarah mimicked. “I look hot in a strapless dress. Strapless.”

“You’re wearing a strapless dress,” Amber reminded her.

“Right, with a rabbit skin over the top of it to cover up all my good parts. I really hate you.”

“I really hate you too. Now, shut up and step it out. I’m ready to become Mrs. Amber Avery. Remember, today is about me, not you.”

“Oh, little sister, it’s always about me, and you’ll always be Bam-Bam.” Sarah hugged her long and hard and Amber was sure she felt a tear drop slide down her back, but Sarah would never own up to shedding tears. With a sniffle, she released Amber and fussed over her for a minute, smoothing her dress and placing rogue wisps of hair until she was satisfied Amber looked perfect.

Their dad waited outside the door to the bridal suite at the winery. Amber thought it would be weird to get married where she worked, but when Clint said he wanted her to relive the memory every day when she walked by the function room, she knew it was the perfect place.

“You ready, carrot-top?” her dad asked, holding out his arm. Everyone had a nickname for her, it seemed, but she’d liked Clint’s best. He’d called her babe from day one, even before they fell in love, but ever since that first kiss, every time he said it, it made her all warm and gooey inside.

“I’m ready, Dad. Are you ready?”

“I’ll never be ready to give my baby girl away, but Clint is a good man and he makes you happy, so I’ll do my best to let you go.”

“I’ll always be your baby girl.”

“Good, but do me a favor and don’t wait too long to give your mother a grandchild, okay? She’s making me crazy.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Amber said. The truth was, they wouldn’t have to wait long, only about eight more months if the pregnancy test she’d taken yesterday morning was accurate. Clint was through the roof, well, so was Amber, but they decided to wait, to get everything confirmed, and to enjoy their wedding, before they let anyone else in on that little secret.

They opted not for the traditional wedding march, but for a live acoustic version of I Can’t Help Falling in Love With You because the song spoke to both of them and the love they shared. Tears welled as she turned into the large hall, Clint so handsome in his army dress blues, Pete standing as his best man next to him, dressed in the same uniform.

“Wow,” she whispered.

Her dad chuckled. “Good looking fella you have there.”

Clint was more than good looking, he was handsome and sexy and hot as anyone she’d ever seen. He smiled as they walked down the aisle and Amber wished she was running the last mile of a marathon because the last mile was always the fastest mile and she was eager to get to her groom. When her father handed her off, Clint cleared his throat and said, “Thank you, sir,” never once taking his eyes off Amber.

“You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” he said, stepping right up to her as if he intended to kiss her.

“I was thinking the same thing about you, except handsome and sexy, not that you aren’t beautiful because I think you are, but…” Okay, time to stop yammering. She took a deep breath and smiled. “You look amazing.”

Clint leaned in and Amber closed her eyes, but before his lips brushed hers, the minister cleared his throat.

Amber opened her eyes to find Clint’s gaze searing into her. She knew that look. It held so many promises, the dirty kind, the kind she loved, and the anticipation raced down her spine. Clint recognized it and smiled, taking a step back and nodding at the minister to get started.

“Dearly beloved…”
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Invitation To Christmas - Blurb



 



From one Holiday Season to the next…

Tom Fontaine kissed Jordyn Bailey last Christmas. By next Christmas he’s determined to convince her they can be more than friends…one holiday at a time.

But their parents are engaged…

For Jordyn keeping secrets in a family determined to mesh their lives is all kinds of crazy and dating her soon-to-be stepbrother is all kinds of wrong. But if they’re careful and keep their attraction under wraps maybe it will burn out and they can be friends.

With Christmas approaching again Tom must convince Jordyn to admit the truth and finally become family. Of the marrying kind…


Chapter 1



 



Christmas Day, Vancouver Island, Canada

Tom Fontaine wanted his father back at work, plain and simple. He had big plans to expand Fontaine Homes and he needed his father there to do it with him. He grabbed his first coffee of the morning and heard his grandmother call from upstairs. “Did I miss them?” she asked.

“Yes, they just left.” His dad and his new girlfriend were on their way to serve up Christmas breakfast at a shelter.

New girlfriend. Shit. His mom had only been dead six months. What was up with finding a new woman already? And in Nanaimo of all places. It was pretty, but still, it was a backwater tourist town perched on the edge of Vancouver Island. In Canada!

“Shoot. I wanted to ask Miranda if she minded my getting started on dinner.”

“It’s six a.m. There’s lots of time. And they’ll be back before noon.” He poured her a mug of coffee, added her dose of sugar and cream and then held it out for her as she rounded the bottom of the stairs toward the living area.

“Christmas dinner cannot be left to the last minute.” She accepted the mug, took a sip and sighed in appreciation. “Thanks.”

“You look happier than I’ve seen you in months.”

“I slept all night through. Meeting Miranda and seeing the effect she’s had on your dad eased my mind. I haven’t felt this good since your mom got sick.”

He’d tossed all night trying to come up with an argument against his dad seeing Miranda. There wasn’t one he could think of that didn’t make him sound like a whiny kid. “It seems too soon. Too fast.”

Gran patted his arm. “When it’s right, it’s right. And I miss your mom too, but your dad’s suffered long enough. If Miranda can bring him back to life, back to us, then I already love her.”

“But I need him back home. I want to expand and I can’t do it alone. It’s his business so there’s only so much I can cover.” He’d learned a lot about leading crews and managing projects in the past six months, but he could only stretch so far.

“It’s Christmas morning, we’ve just met your dad’s lovely new lady and she’s opened her home to us. We showed up on her doorstep, worried about Kirk and now—well—she’s a wonderful, caring woman your dad is very taken with. We need to respect that.”

In the face of her warmhearted acceptance, he caved. “You’re right. About everything.”

“I try to see the bright side. And your dad did say he’d be home for New Year’s so give him Christmas without pushing him to return for good.”

He nodded. “You’re right again. I’ll try.” But it grated.

Gran wore a new red Christmas sweater, like always. This year’s version had snowflakes and glitter. “You look very Christmassy. Aunt Joan again?”

“My sister knows what I like. Remind me to get a photo later so I can send it to her. She’ll like knowing I wore it today.”

“We’re on our own for breakfast.” When his mom was alive, Christmas breakfast was a big deal. She made everything from pancakes to eggs with thick-sliced ham.

“That’s fine. We’ll manage.” She looked through the cupboards and found oats. “Great. I’ll make porridge.” She looked at the label. “From scratch.” She smiled. “No instant stuff,” she said happily.

What a strange six months they’d all had. His mom had passed away and his dad had gone darker than anyone could have foreseen. He took to the water in his boat and finally drifted ashore in Nanaimo. They’d only had sporadic contact until Miranda had woken him from the grief that had gripped him.

Once Gran had learned about Miranda, there was no keeping her home for Christmas. She insisted on coming here and there was no way Tom could let her travel from Washington State to Canada alone.

Gran patted his shoulder, bringing him out of his thoughts. “Kirk’s still figuring out how he’s going to live without your mother. Miranda may be the answer.” Her voice went softer than usual. “You may have to accept her permanently.”

He shook his head. “That’s not the problem. I don’t want him hurt if this doesn’t work out. Not after the way he reacted to Mom’s death. He couldn’t take it.” And he wanted to get moving with his plans for Fontaine Homes. To his grandmother, he said, “I’ll get the milk. The porridge looks ready.”

Like every bowl of porridge she’d ever made him, she sprinkled a little cinnamon on top. Maybe things weren’t as messed up as he thought.

When they finished eating and clearing their dishes, Gran showed him how to peel vegetables. “You need to know how to do more than empty a salad bag into a bowl.”

“I take and bake pizza.”

She dug into a drawer, pulled out a vegetable peeler and passed it to him. “Get started on the carrots.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Don’t ma’am me.” She bit her lip. “Am I that old?”

She was only seventy. “Of course not.” He kissed the top of her forehead. Until him, most generations of Fontaines started families young. Early twenties, tops. He was twenty-seven and not looking for anything more than a good time. Yet.

He’d settle down when the right woman came along and not a day before. There was no way he’d fall as fast as his father did. Kirk had been a quick start with his mom and again with Miranda. Tom preferred to take his time.

He set a bunch of carrots on the counter and started hacking at them.

“Not like that,” she said, “like this.” Gran took the peeler and showed him how to peel correctly and handed it back.

~ ~ ~ ~

Jordyn Bailey was one minute late for the ferry. At the ticket booth, she gripped her backpack like a life ring. “You have to let me on. Please.”

“Rules are rules.” The cashier pointed at the sign that said foot passengers had to be there ten minutes before sailing.

 “It’s Christmas, and my mom doesn’t know I’m coming,” Jordyn said and shoved money at the cashier through the hole in the glass. “Please help me get home for Christmas.”

The woman relented with a smile and slid a boarding pass through. “Merry Christmas,” she said.

“It will be now. Thanks.”

If only she’d decided to end things with Evan last night. But no, it took waking up on Christmas morning without her mother before she realized what a colossal mistake she’d made. Over the last few weeks Evan had managed to convince her that spending Christmas with his parents and not including her mother was the right thing to do for their relationship. To her shame, she’d gone along, afraid that demanding both sets of parents meet over the holidays would rub Evan and his parents the wrong way.

Bah, humbug. Evan had been miserly with his kindness, his affection, his time and most especially his encouragement when it came to her dreams. She dashed along the walkway that led to the ferry waiting rooms. If she’d come to her senses yesterday she’d have been in Nanaimo last night.

Jordyn took a seat by a window and settled in to check the texts that had been coming in to her phone exactly twenty minutes apart. A sure sign they were from Evan.

 

“We can talk about this. Call me.”

Then…

“The silent treatment? Really?”

Next…

“You’re ruining everything with my parents. They’ll never forget this.”

And finally…

“Don’t bother calling. We’re done.”

 

“Yes, that’s what I said this morning,” she muttered. “We’re done. Clearly you weren’t listening, like always.” Apparently she was still supposed to be as concerned with Evan’s parents as he was. Never going to happen. Not when he’d manipulated her and denigrated her dream.

Evan had talked her out of joining her best friend, Krista, in a business Jordyn was certain they could make successful. When Krista Johnson had approached her with a partnership offer Jordyn had been excited and wanted to jump in with both feet. Evan had convinced her not to, saying she didn’t have the right skillset or experience or head for business. Hah!

Never mind, she thought. It was Christmas and she was going home.

But first, she had a call to make. “Merry Christmas!” she said when Krista answered.

“Merry Christmas! You’re calling early.” Krista sounded happy and Jordyn could tell she was walking. The background Christmas music was suddenly cut off so they could talk. “What’s up? Did Evan and his parents give you a moment to breathe? Or are you hiding in the bathroom?”

“Very funny. There’s a story there, but I’m not calling about my ex and his family.” She paused to let the full effect hit her friend.

“Your ex? Are you okay? What happened? You dumped him, right?”

She heard the happiness in Krista’s voice and let it roll over her. Had no one in her life liked Evan? Apparently not. Amid the pile of questions that poured out of her friend, she targeted one to answer. “Yes, I dumped him, but I’ll fill you in after the holiday. I’m calling to know if you’re still open to that partnership you mentioned. I’m ready now, if you’ll still have me.”

After that it was a blur of excited comments and quickly drawn plans for a painting company run by women for female clients to start. She’d majored in marketing with a business minor. Jordyn’s heart raced with the possibilities.

All the doubts that Evan had nurtured drifted away in the face of Krista’s rampant enthusiasm. They decided to work out the details of their plan after the holidays. The New Year would be fantastic for both of them.

“You’re going to your mom’s for Christmas after all.” Again, Jordyn heard a note of approval. Krista hadn’t had a mother since she was seven and got exasperated with Jordyn whenever she detected Jordyn’s impatience with her mom. Krista just didn’t get the mother/daughter thing and sometimes Krista was right. Jordyn should appreciate her mom more.

“Yes, I want to check out this man, Kirk Fontaine. He showed up out of nowhere, lives aboard his boat and doesn’t appear to want to leave. He claims to be a custom home builder, but if that’s true, how can he take weeks off? He’s been in Nanaimo for over a month, doing nothing.”

“Maybe it’s a slow period and he’s taking a break.”

“Mom says his wife passed away a few months ago.”

“That would explain his need to get away and have time to himself. My dad’s only option was to find the bottom of a bottle to hide in. He waited for me to go to bed at night and then he’d drink himself into oblivion. I’d find him in his lounger in the morning.”

“Oh, Krista.” There were no words to convey her sympathy.

“It’s okay. I learned to make coffee and breakfast and have it ready for him when I shook him awake. He loved it and after a few months the bottle disappeared and he’d sleep in his bed. I still made breakfast every day because I realized that he took care of everything else.”

“He loves you.”

“Since my mom died, there have been lots of women. Some were really great, others not so much, but he always put me first.” She cleared her throat. “Go easy on your mom about this man. She’s a smart lady and if he’s no good, she’ll see it soon enough.”

Her mom was a vibrant, vivacious widow and financially comfortable. “She’s only forty-seven, and a great catch. But what if she gets hurt?” Kirk had latched on to her wonderful mom and had begun to cling like a barnacle to Miranda’s good heart. “What if he’s using her to get over his wife?”

“Deliberately? I don’t think grief works that way. And neither does love. If he loved his wife, your mom cannot replace her. It would have to be a different kind of love, wouldn’t it?”

“I guess.” But the idea that her mom could replace her dad was ridiculous. Krista was right. This would have to be different.

“Maybe it’s convenient for both of them or maybe, just maybe, it’s important to them. Either way, girlfriend, it’s not your business. Just take it easy and see how things go.”

Jordyn nodded but she still had reservations about her mom seeing this guy. “I’ll keep my eye on things, but first I need to apologize for being so dense about Evan. I think my mom had him figured out weeks ago, but she never butted in, not even when I let him talk me into uninviting her for the holidays.”

“Wow. Your mom’s really smart. She respected you enough to let you figure it all out on your own and she gave you the time to do it.”

“Yes, she did.”

“Way better than badgering you.”

“Yes. Better than badgering me.”

“And?”

“I’ll give her the same respect.” It was the least she could do. “Happy now that you’ve made your point?”

“Go home and enjoy your Christmas.”

“Thanks, Krista. I love you, you know.”

“Of course.” With that Krista hooted with laughter and disconnected.

Obviously, if there was something really fishy with this Kirk, Jordyn would speak up, but otherwise, she wouldn’t interfere in her mother’s relationship.

Jordyn smiled at a mop-haired little girl who giggled at her over the back of the seat ahead.

“Pfft,” she blew a raspberry and the little girl blew one back, which started a contest that got louder and gigglier until every child nearby joined in. One day, she’d have a little girl just like this one.


Chapter 2



 



The cabbie stopped at Jordyn’s mother’s townhouse condo on Nanaimo’s waterfront. As she walked to the back hatch, she heard a car horn toot. She looked up, saw an old family friend and waved. She wished Bert a merry Christmas.

As she walked along the waterfront promenade toward her mom’s front door, Jordyn lowered her expectations for a private conversation. Kirk had been invited for Christmas even though they’d only known each other a couple of weeks. No wonder, since you pretty much ditched her for Christmas. Number one on her agenda for the day was apologizing to her mother. Big time. Surely Kirk wouldn’t be glued to her side all day.

If the timing seemed right, she might mention her plans for the launch of her new partnership with Krista. Except she’d need to have fifty million answers to her mom’s questions. Her parents had run a bar for years and her mom would ask all kinds of things Jordyn wasn’t prepared for.

As she walked up the short walkway to the front door and saw the Christmas wreath on the door, she was reminded that today was not a day for business. It was a day for family, feasting and the warmth that comes from being together.

Besides, she’d have enough to explain about leaving Evan without adding a business announcement to the mix.

Miranda had her hands full mentoring a young woman in a craft business at the moment. As difficult as it might be, Jordyn decided to keep her career news to herself.

She unlocked the front door to the sound of Bella scrabbling along the hardwood floor barking a warning. She immediately dropped to her haunches to accommodate the loving dark-gray poodle cross’s need for a belly rub. When she was done, Jordyn rose to full height to survey the townhouse.

The house smelled of roasting turkey and Christmas carols played softly in the background. Her mom was supposed to be at the shelter dishing up breakfast. So who had the music on?

An older woman with stylish white hair rounded the kitchen island, wearing Miranda’s Christmas apron. The stranger held out her hand and produced a wide, friendly smile. “You must be Jordyn?” At her nod, the woman went on. “Your mother said she wasn’t expecting you. We’re the Fontaines. I’m Kirk’s mother, Joyce, and this is his son, Tom.”

“You’re here for Christmas?” She shook Joyce’s hand and did a double-take on his son. Whoa. Some men were too perfect. Tom Fontaine was one of them. “Kirk’s with my mom at the shelter? I was going to surprise her.” Instead, she was the one trying to take all this in. Her mom was having Christmas with strangers.

“That’s right. They’ll be home in a couple of hours or so.”

Tom Fontaine gave Jordyn a heart-stopping smile. He had a jaw like cut diamonds and his dark-colored hair glinted with strands of auburn.

“Nice to meet you. Merry Christmas,” Tom said in a voice that belonged next to a woman’s ear under rumpled sheets. He had a tiny shred of carrot peel on his cheek. Her fingers itched to smooth it off. A handsome man who helps in the kitchen. Her knees wobbled.

“Pleasure’s mine,” she murmured. Instead of shaking his hand, she bent to pet Bella who danced at her knee, apparently happy with all the visitors, even if two-thirds of them were complete strangers.

Tom took her bag and she led the way upstairs. Once there she noted the sleeping arrangements. Tom was using the sofa bed in the third bedroom-cum-office where Miranda had her desk and laptop. Joyce was set up in the guestroom, where Jordyn usually stayed. She had nowhere to put her belongings.

Joyce spoke. “Tom and I can move back to the hotel. Your mother insisted we stay here. I’m afraid we sprung this visit on them at the last minute and—”

“It’s no problem. I’m sure the hotel’s full today.” All of her mom’s guest beds were being used. Which meant Kirk was sleeping in her mom’s room. Things just got more complicated and she wasn’t sure how she felt about this evidence that a man had taken her father’s place. “I’ll use the sofa in the living room.” 

“No, I’ll take the sofa,” Tom said. “I can sleep anywhere. Mind if I leave my bag here though?”

“I hate to be disagreeable on our first meeting, but I insist on the sofa. It’s long enough for me, but you’re too tall.” She looked at Joyce.

“Please put your bag in the guest room with mine,” the older woman said with a smile.

An hour later, Jordyn felt much more comfortable with Joyce and Tom being in the house. Her mom had invited them and it was clear they were good people. They had spontaneously confirmed everything that her mom had said about Kirk. He was grieving when they met and he was the founder of Fontaine Homes. Tom had stepped in when his dad needed time off.

This morning Joyce had started cooking the Christmas meal and was teaching Tom some mad skills in the kitchen. He took on the chores with an easygoing manner that made Jordyn warm to him. Not only was he handsome and smart, he was funny, helpful and kind to his grandmother. Their close relationship charmed her.

She decided to set the table rather than crowd into the kitchen prep area.

“If we cook extra today tomorrow’s dinner will be easier,” Joyce said with a smile. “The twenty-sixth is the cook’s day off and your mom will appreciate doing nothing more than warming leftovers.”

“Boxing Day is always more relaxing than Christmas,” Jordyn admitted as she realized her mom had forgotten to retrieve her holiday dishes from the storage locker. She was still using her everyday china. “Tom, could I borrow you for a trip to the basement? I need to get a few things and one box I’m after is heavy.”

“I’m here to serve,” he said with a quick scan of her features, the third in as many minutes.

She gave Tom her best smile as she led the way down to the storage lockers under the townhouse complex.

~ ~ ~ ~

Damn straight Tom followed Jordyn downstairs. She’d arrived like a Christmas angel bringing good news and cheer. Aside from being drop-dead gorgeous and appealing as hell, he wanted her take on what was happening with their parents. She could have information he needed. Maybe he’d even found an ally in his quest to convince his father to come home. His grandmother was smitten with Miranda and would be no help in Tom’s cause.

He followed Jordyn out the basement door that led to the underground parking for the condo. “It seems we all showed up unexpectedly,” she said as she took him to a corner of the structure. She unlocked a door. The storage locker was plain, stacked with boxes, an old stationary bike, and odds and ends. The light was a bare bulb encased in wire that lent an over-bright glare to the room.

“Mom mustn’t have had time to get all her decorating done. Partly my fault for not planning this trip better.”

“I should tell you there was no stopping my grandmother from visiting. She’d have come up here alone and I couldn’t let that happen. Besides, I’d like to talk some sense into my dad.”

She froze with her hand on the padlock to a storage unit. “Sense?”

“Every time I tell him it’s time to come back to work, he hedges.” He leaned in to catch a whiff of her light scent. Vanilla and something flowery. He drew it in, let the flavor linger on his tongue. A kiss would taste like heaven. She turned at that moment and sucked in a tiny breath as if she’d heard his thought.

He toyed with the idea of leaning in and taking a kiss from her soft pink lips. “What are we here for?”

“The box I need is there,” she said, pointing out a carton under a couple of others. “It’s full of heavy dishes,” she said in a breathy voice that revved up the air. They could have been in a harem from the steam between them.

To clear the sudden tension he hefted the box she wanted to chest height. “Anything else I can take?” God, she’s lovely. She had her mother’s height and shape, long legs and elegant hands, but her hair was brown, not blonde. In this glare he saw strands of gold and red mixed in. He already knew she had hints of mahogany in her dark eyes.

“Actually, you can set it back down for a moment.”

He did as she asked. “What’s up?”

“This thing with our parents.” Her eyes shifted downward as if she wasn’t sure if she should continue. He stood quiet and waited. “What do you make of it?”

He blew out a breath. “Dad made it clear that I should butt out,” Tom said agreeably. “But if you want my opinion, I’ll give it to you.”

Her eyes clouded in concern. She nodded. “Tell me.”

“My mom passed away six months ago. Dad went dark, like scary dark, and drifted around on his boat. A couple of months ago he washed ashore in Nanaimo and never left. Meeting your mom was the best thing that could have happened to him.”

“But?”

He shrugged. Time to be practical and honest. “There’s no way this thing will last.”

At the startled look in her eyes he backtracked. “Although he likes her a lot.” His dad was lonely and grateful for a friend. “It’s really good of your mother to take my dad in. She seems like a great lady.”

“My mom likes him, too.” She let her gaze linger on his and he knew he’d read her right. She liked what she saw. She put up her hands in surrender.  “And I agree about this not lasting. They’re both lonely and, um, need something…” Her voice trailed away as her brows dropped into a light frown.

“It’s weird to think of my dad with another woman.” A small bite of anger rose at the short time it had taken for his father to find a new woman. His gut rolled with the punch of emotion. “She’s only been gone six months.”

She blinked at his tone. “It’s not very long,” she said in sympathy. She set her hand on his forearm and squeezed in a feminine show of support. Some women used touch when it came to emotion, so he covered her hand and felt a spark where their hands met.

She pulled back. “But we can’t interfere.”

“I don’t have time to wait for him to come to his senses. He’s coming home for New Year’s and I want it to be permanent. I’ve got plans in place that I need his help with.” He’d worked his ass off to line up more builds and contracts. Without his father, Fontaine Homes would not become the largest custom home builder in the state.

 “You think you can talk him out of being with my mom?” She gave a little snort. “In my very recent experience I’ve learned that people need to reach their own conclusions when it comes to the heart.”

The heart? As far as Tom was concerned, this thing with Jordyn’s mom was all about sex. His dad was lonely, Miranda was available. Once he got Kirk away from her, his dad would get his head on straight. He could find someone closer to home to scratch his itch.

But Jordyn needed to think this was more than an easy fling, so he threw her a bone. “They can do the long-distance thing.”

“I tried that once. Total waste of time and energy.” She grinned. “Like most of my relationships.” Her laughter held a sour tinge.

He stored that note of bitterness away to be examined later.

“Well,” she said with what he’d call a study in disinterest that did not invite questions.

She poked around some boxes wedged into the corner and bit her plump lower lip. “Here are the rest of the decorations I wanted,” she said and picked up two of the smaller boxes.

Grabbing the carton containing the dishes, he waited while she locked the storage unit behind them. As they headed through the garage Tom enjoyed the view of her walking away. She moved with purpose and poise and looked great in her tight jeans and long red sweater.

She hesitated with her hand on the townhouse’s basement door. “They don’t realize that this is a transitional relationship. One of them will be hurt when the other moves on.” Her face looked bleak.  

“I don’t think there’s a damn thing we can do about that. Someone’s headed straight for hurt.” But it wouldn’t be his dad, because he couldn’t possibly be that deep into Miranda. “It’s too soon for my dad.”

“Maybe. But can you please wait until tomorrow to ask him about coming home for good?” She looked up at him, her lovely face showing concern. “That way we all get to have a merry Christmas.”

“Of course. No business talk today.”

“Funny, I made the same decision myself.” She smiled and led the way inside.

She sure was good to watch walking upstairs.


Chapter 3



 



An hour after her private chat with Tom, Jordyn put the finishing touches on the table settings. She was a little shaken at the vehemence in his tone when he spoke about their parents being together. It didn’t seem like he had an axe to grind, but like a lot of grieving people Tom was having a hard time accepting a new woman in his dad’s life.

She understood the feeling because thinking about Kirk sleeping in the master bedroom gave her hives. That was her father’s place, even if he had been gone for two years. And with Tom wanting Kirk back at home and working again, she decided to let her mother come to her own conclusions about being with a man who had one foot out the door.

Joyce was giving Tom instructions on something in the kitchen, the carols played softly in the background and the table looked festive. All in all, the day was shaping up to be interesting to say the least. Strangers in her mom’s house, Evan out of her life and a brand new venture with her best friend. The New Year would dawn fresh and bright with promise for her.

She didn’t feel the same thing was in store for her mom. Whatever happened with Kirk, Jordyn would be there for her.

A sound from the basement door alerted them that Miranda and Kirk were home from helping at the shelter. “Mom? Is that you?”

“Yes, Jordyn, it’s us.” Her mom sounded rushed and happy. “We saw Bert on the way in and he told us you were here.”

There came another murmur of voices as the newcomers fell into a deep conversation before coming upstairs. Silence for a moment and the sound of their footsteps as they came upstairs.

Jordyn and Tom shared a mutual glance of agreement to not talk business and then stood back from the stairwell to give their parents room. Joyce put down the potato she was peeling and wiped her hands in anticipation of the greetings.

As soon as her mom got to the living area Jordyn rushed over to hug her. “Merry Christmas, Mom,” she said. Her mother’s worried expression as she returned the greeting said it all. Jordyn leaned in close and whispered, “I’m fine.”

“I see that,” her mom whispered back. “You’ve been busy,” she accused, and included Tom and Joyce in the comment. They laughed.

“I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve taken the liberty of starting on dinner,” Joyce said. She still wore Miranda’s Christmas apron and held up a vegetable peeler.

“Mind? Of course not. If you’re pitching in then I’ll have time to make dessert.”

Tom shook his head. “No thanks. Dad and I will take care of dessert. I heard talk of a cheesecake. Dad says you can even make those without baking them.” He held up his tablet and flashed a picture from a recipe website. “We bought the supplies yesterday,” he said.

“So did we.”

“Then two it is,” Tom laughed with another glance at Jordyn. Their eyes locked for a moment and her heart thudded. It would be a shame not to get to know him better.

Kirk stepped forward to introduce himself. She shook his hand. “I can see Tom in twenty years,” she said with a smile for both men. There was no question why Miranda found Kirk so attractive. These Fontaine men had killer good looks that could ruin a woman’s best intentions.

Tom set to work with his father on the cheesecakes. While Kirk explained how powerful her mom’s stand mixer was, Miranda poured tea for the women.

They sat in front of the fireplace to relax and get acquainted while the men worked. “This is my kind of Christmas,” Joyce said. “People pitching in, the smell of amazing food coming from the kitchen, the companionship of those we love.” She gave Miranda a pointed look.

Miranda’s face went pink, but she turned toward Jordyn. “Care to explain what brought you home?”

Joyce’s head tilted in curiosity.

“This was a last-minute decision. One I’m very happy to have made.”

Her mom nodded. “We can talk later,” she said, looking relieved.

Joyce looked from Jordyn to Miranda and back again. “I have to check on the men anyway,” she said and made to rise. “I’ll leave you two alone.”

“No, please stay,” Jordyn said. “It would be good to have a stranger’s perspective.” She cleared her throat. “My boyfriend of a few months wanted me to meet his family over the holidays. They flew in a couple of days ago and they seem okay.” That was the short version, but it would do for now.

“Not exactly a ringing endorsement,” Miranda said. Her gaze lit with curiosity.

“Don’t get me wrong, they were nice enough.”

“Hm. Those are hardly warm and fuzzy adjectives for people,” Joyce said.

“The thing is, they have very traditional ideas and once Evan told them a few things about my family, they made it clear they only wanted to meet me on this trip. Not my mom.”

Joyce’s eyes went wide with surprise. “Oh dear, I’m at a loss. And you were all right with this?” She blurted the question but looked immediately contrite as if she’d overstepped.

Jordyn waved her hand in dismissal. “I thought he was the one,” she explained, feeling the pinch of guilt. “But late last night I realized how selfish he was. What kind of man would deny my mom an invitation to Christmas?”

“So you gave him the boot?” Miranda asked in a relieved tone. “On Christmas morning?”

Feeling guilty, Jordyn nodded. “The timing’s lousy, but that doesn’t change anything. I’m done. If he could be this mean-spirited before we take the next step in our relationship, then I can only imagine what he’d be like later.” She blinked back embarrassed tears, all but forgetting that Tom’s grandmother sat in avid attention.

Miranda settled back in her seat. “You were right, of course, and it would have made for a terribly awkward time if you’d stayed and pretended through the day. This way Evan’s with his family and will get the support he needs.”

“I hope so.” She did feel bad about the timing, but painful decisions didn’t always come at convenient times. “Mom, I’m sorry about going along with him about your visit over Christmas. Maybe I was worried about turning thirty alone. Maybe I was fooled into thinking his education made him a good catch. Maybe I was lonely.” Sorry excuses for being cowed into going along with him and his demanding, holier-than-thou parents. “He said he wanted children soon and I just went along because I want to get on track with that part of my life.”

Her mom smiled at Joyce. “My daughter has always been a planner and likes to have a clear path to her goals.”

“Ah! I see. Just when we think we have our path sorted out, life has a way of giving us a fork in the road.”

Miranda set aside her teacup and gave Jordyn a level look. “If you’re not heartbroken, you’ve made the right decision.”

“Loneliness is no reason to chain yourself to anyone,” Joyce said with a wistful sigh. “That’s a route too many take.” Her smile was gentle, kind, and understanding.

“I’m so glad I came home,” Jordyn said. “I need this.” Downtime, Christmas, friends, family, and Bella on her lap.

She looked up at the men in her mother’s kitchen. Tom was discussing business and Kirk was telling him to leave it for another time. Tom had mentioned he and his dad had butted heads when he was growing up. Now she could see why.

Tom was a lot like his father.

Jordyn responded to take-charge men. She’d thought Evan was a man who could lead, but she’d misjudged. Manipulating was not the same as making the best choices and going with them. Whining was not the same as taking responsibility for mistakes. Pouting was not the same as learning from mistakes and moving forward.

After a long study of Tom Fontaine she returned to the conversation only to find her mom and Joyce sharing amused glances. “What? Did I miss something?”

“No, sweetie, we don’t think you missed a thing.” And then the other women laughed.

Hard. Really hard.


Chapter 4



 



With the scent of roasting turkey filling their noses, everyone gathered in front of the fresh-cut Christmas tree. Jordyn had elf honors and handed out the gifts. She and her mother had mailed their gifts to each other and Jordyn had left hers at home. “Sorry I forgot it this morning because things were frantic and raw as I was leaving.”

Tom’s eyes glowed with interest and curiosity, but Miranda patted her hand. “When you’re leaving a relationship a Christmas gift should be the last of your concerns. You’ll open it when you get home. I can tell you what it is if you’d like.”

“No, I’ll wait. I get to anticipate it for that much longer.” Jordyn enjoyed watching everyone else open their presents. Kirk gave her mother a lovely sapphire necklace that complemented her blue eyes. Her mom had miraculously had time to shop for her sudden and unexpected guests and gave Joyce a lovely infinity scarf.

Tom’s questioning interest in her glowed from across the room. She hadn’t planned on coming home, and yet, she’d showed up as suddenly as the Fontaines had. Her mom had been solicitous and the women had huddled over tea and spoken quietly. With her mom spilling the beans about Jordyn leaving a relationship, he must have put all the pieces together and realized she was suddenly single.

She didn’t know how she felt about him knowing.

But maybe—just maybe—a little excited anticipation flowed through her mix of emotions. All of which proved to her that Evan was most definitely not the man for her; not if she could be interested in Tom only hours after ending things.

Tom opened a small card from her mom and then held up an online gift card for e-books. “Thanks so much, Miranda, I’ll put this to good use. There’s a fantasy series I enjoy and a new release coming up.”

His comment led to a three-way conversation about books between Jordyn, Tom and his grandmother. Joyce passed along her favorite romance titles and Jordyn noted them on her phone.

“I love a good romance,” Joyce said. “Stories with lots of tension and warm characters take me away from all the sadness in the news.”

“I agree,” Jordyn said. “There’s nothing like stretching out on the sofa with my e-reader and a cup of tea.” She shared a companionable smile with Joyce.

“Now that Kirk’s given me a tablet, I should be able to read on that, right?” Joyce asked.

Tom jumped up, jogged upstairs and returned with a tablet. “Here, Gran, let’s get you started buying right now.”

Jordyn gave Kirk and her mother an absent-minded wave when they left to walk Bella. For the next twenty minutes or so, Tom’s head leaned close to hers as they joined together to teach Joyce how to search for and buy her favorite authors’ books. Tom’s musky cologne seeped into her conscious and made her feel warm and comfortable, as if she’d stepped into a cozy room. Evan had smelled of hard edges and frenetic motion as if he couldn’t ever settle.

“My ex hated that I enjoyed reading,” she said. “It bored him when I read and he told me he’d rather jab out his eyes than read a book. He actually made me feel guilty for my Sunday afternoon quiet times.” She frowned.

Joyce tsked and patted her hand. “Good riddance,” she said with a sly glance a Tom. “You’re well shut of him.”

Tom turned his head, his eyes so close to hers she read his very soul. Desire darkened his gaze and she cleared her throat to remind him they weren’t alone. Evan never looked at me like this. The shocking realization made her pull back. How pathetic that I clung to him for so long. 

She checked the time. “Mom and Kirk have been gone awhile. The timer on the stove is about to chime.”

Tom stood. “I’ll pull the turkey out of the oven so Gran can check it.”

“You go ahead,” his grandmother said. “I’d like to finish reading this sample of E.C. Sheedy’s latest. She writes great suspense with enough romance to keep things spicy.” She glanced up, gave them an absent smile and said, “I’ll be two minutes. Plenty of time to check the bird.”

~ ~ ~ ~

Tom had two minutes in relative privacy with Jordyn. A lot could be said in that much time. Tom wanted to hear more about how single Jordyn was. She could be: recently single, single but pining, committed single. Then there was relieved single, lonely single and serial single. There were lots of levels to being single.

When they were in front of the oven he faced her square on. “You walked out of a relationship recently?” Just being this close brought his body to rigid attention. Everything hardened as he watched her eyes measure his intent.

She lifted her chin. “This morning, actually.”

Raw single. The worst kind. She was vulnerable, likely hurting and unsure if she’d done the right thing. Not ready for the chase. He knew guys that would jump all over her, but he stepped back. “That’s rough.” He tried to look sympathetic but wasn’t sure he could pull it off. All he could think was how strong she looked in her conviction.

“I called him first thing before his visiting parents were up and we talked it out.” She bit her lip the way she had in the storage locker. “I don’t know why I’m telling you this. We just met and this is very personal.”

“You know why I’m asking.” He brushed the underside of her jaw with his knuckles. He wanted to kiss the startled look off her face, wanted to cup her head and hold her still for his mouth. “Let’s take a walk after dinner. Alone.”

He caught a brief nod and what he hoped was a shiver of anticipation. “Good,” he said and slipped on the oven mitts.

As he lifted the heavy roasting pan out of the oven, he heard his dad and Miranda return. The moment with Jordyn was lost, but he’d got what he wanted: more time alone with her.

Gran arrived to check the turkey, so Tom opened the fridge to look at the cheesecake he’d helped make. “I think it’ll be okay,” he said. “But hey, I’ll eat it even if it’s not perfectly chilled.”

“Step away from the fridge, son, or be trampled.” His father nodded toward Miranda as she waited with a determined glint in her eye.

He surrendered his space to Miranda and watched in amazement as the women took over and set to work on the final touches of the meal. With precision, the bird was tested and covered with foil to rest while vegetables and a casserole were dealt with. Miranda slid a tray of rolls into the oven for warming and more delicious scents filled the air. His stomach rumbled in joy.

Dinner was a delicious combination of new friends and family and great food. He made sure to sit next to Jordyn and pass her everything she asked for. The beets meant a gentle brush of her fingers while the heavier bowl of whipped potatoes gave him the chance to clasp her hand while she reached to take it from him.

He seized every opportunity to lean his thigh against hers and to readjust his napkin while skimming her knee. Heat flared wherever he touched her and their walk upcoming alone in the dark tantalized.

She had the prettiest flush on her neck and her cheeks were full of high color.

Not only was the meal delicious, but the anticipation of their time alone was haute cuisine.

“Mom, are you with us?” Jordyn asked Miranda during a lull in the meal. “You seem distracted.”

Jordyn’s mom looked at Tom’s dad with a happy, secretive smile. “Go ahead,” Kirk said. “I can’t wait for them to know.”

Miranda cleared her throat and set her hands in her lap like a giddy girl. Her eyes shone bright as a Christmas star as she said, “Kirk’s asked me to marry him and I said yes.”

In the stunned silence that followed, an ice shield dropped between his seat and Jordyn’s. Gran was the first to react with a happy clap of her hands and a rush to get up and kiss Miranda’s cheek in cheery acceptance. “This is the best gift!” A babble of voices rose as everyone talked at once.

Everyone but Tom. He tried to wrap his head around the news, but his thoughts stumbled and pitched.

Jordyn’s cold shoulder continued as she stiffened. “Mom, um, this is great?” Her voice came out jerky, but he couldn’t help but hear the question.

Her mother smiled and had tears in her eyes as his father rose to stand behind her. Cupping her shoulders, he stared at Tom. “Son?”

Silence enfolded the table as all eyes turned to him. He felt their expectation, their desire for him to give his blessing. Miranda seemed poised to flee if he didn’t accept her, while his father looked ready to spit nails if Tom didn’t say something nice.

“If you’re ready for marriage, Dad, I’m happy. But does this also mean you’re ready to come back to work?”

“My son, focused and determined to keep his eye on the prize,” Kirk said. He kissed Miranda’s cheek. She looked dismayed by Tom’s response and a dark suspicion curled in his belly. His dad went on, “We’ll be making changes in my working life.”

Miranda looked down at the table while his dad glared back at him.

“What kind of changes?”

“Miranda and I want to travel more and our plans will mean I’ll be away for three to four, maybe more, weeks at a time.”

“Okay,” he drawled the word into a question.

“A couple of times a year.”

~ ~ ~ ~

An hour later, all the well-wishing over with, Jordyn caught Tom staring at her and gave him a brief, private nod. It was time to go out with him for a walk. Best to get it over with, she supposed. She clicked her tongue at Bella and the little dog jumped to her feet, wiggly and excited at the prospect of another walk. “I’ll take the dog this time, Mom,” she said as she set the dishwasher to run.

Kirk had Miranda wrapped in a hug near the fireplace as they dreamily watched the flames dance. Snuggled up that way, they looked happy and content and very committed to their marriage plans. She hadn’t yet had a chance to talk with her mom alone, but there’d be plenty of time for serious discussions in the coming weeks.

Her mind still reeled from all that had happened in one day. She’d walked out of Evan’s life, began a plan to start a business, and met an extremely attractive man who may very well become a stepbrother. And her mother was marrying a man she barely knew.

This was a Christmas for the record books.

Tom spoke up. “I need to get some fresh air. Mind if I join you?” he asked, his voice dripping innocence.

She shrugged. “Sure.”

“It’s still snowing,” Joyce said as she looked out the living-room window. “I think I’ll stay here as much as I’d like to stretch my legs. Miranda and I can talk about wedding plans.”

Tom groaned softly as he slipped into his jacket. Only Jordyn could hear him and she gave him a sharp look. Given his reaction to his dad and her mom dating, it shouldn’t surprise her that he’d have some doubts about this sudden marriage, but surely he could keep his disappointment to himself for a few more hours.

It was Christmas night, a time for reflection and rest after a busy day.

She clipped Bella’s leash to her collar and stepped out into lightly falling snow. It wasn’t cold enough to stick to the pavement, but it was lovely to see it fall. “It’s beautiful,” she said as she stepped down to the short path to the promenade that ringed Nanaimo’s harbor.

Slipping out of the short gate, she and Bella waited while Tom caught up. The promenade was lit by decorative street lamps and the snow looked like moving lace curtains as it fell in the circular streams of light. Big fat flakes landed on her hair and eyelashes. She tipped out her tongue to catch some and tasted the bite of cold as they landed. “At least something’s normal today.”

“It’s like a tsunami of happy in there and I’m not sure what to think anymore.”

“This is not what I thought of when we talked about our parents earlier,” she responded.

He nodded in agreement. “I don’t know what they’re thinking. How the hell are we supposed to build Fontaine Homes into the largest builders in the state if Dad’s not there half the time? Long vacations twice a year? That equals months away.”

“I thought it was lovely that he wants to spend time traveling, but I can see why you’re concerned. Expanding a business must take a huge effort on everyone’s part.” She thought of everything needed to get the painting business up and running and all she could think was how exciting it was. She couldn’t wait to get started. “You must be reworking all your plans.”

 “It won’t be easy sticking to my timeline. This has thrown me for sure. He thinks I messed up with a big decision, but now, I’m more convinced than ever that I was right. If he leaves me in charge then I’m in charge. This coming and going and waffling about where he is will be a problem. ” He walked ahead because Bella stopped to sniff a lamppost.

When he realized he’d overshot her, he turned and stood with his arms out at his sides. “It’s not that I don’t like your mom,” he said. “She makes my dad laugh in a way I haven’t heard since my mom got sick. But they’ve known each other less than a month. Hell, we just found out about your mom last week. What if they’re making a mistake because they’re lonely?”

She’d had the same thoughts. “It’s a surprise for everyone, even them I think. But they’re not getting married right away. If this is a mistake, they’ll figure it out.” She and Tom had their own thinking to do. Until the wedding announcement they’d been flirting like crazy, but now? “You realize that when they marry, we’ll be—”

“Related?” He cut her off. “Yeah, stepbrother and sister.” He stopped and clasped her by both shoulders. They stood in the shadows between streetlamps so she couldn’t read his expression in the low light. “Before that happens, I want to kiss you. Just to see what we could have had.”

She tilted her face up to his. “I’m curious, too. And confused. Maybe we shouldn’t.”

He leaned back. “Okay.” He nodded as if to reinforce the decision. She hated the idea of not knowing though.

“Oh, to hell with it. We’re not related yet.” And she rose up, tucked her body close to his and kissed him. Shock turned warm as their lips melded in the chill. His arms enfolded her and he tilted his head into the kiss.

Oh. No.

A sexual thrill chased a zippy butterfly of lust down to her low belly. This was not supposed to happen. She leaned in closer for one long moment of honest desire, but then her good sense returned and she pulled back.

“You were not supposed to taste that good,” he muttered. His eyes went sex hot and she forced herself to step away again to catch her breath.

“You were supposed to feel like a brother or a buddy.” Not like a man who wanted her.

Bella’s little feet bounced off Jordyn’s knee reminding her that they were out on the seawall to walk. “This can’t happen again. I’m to blame for this one, but it’s over and done.”

“And?” He looked a little dazed.

“And we have to dial back to … friends.”

“As friends we can exchange numbers, right?” His eyes took on a predatory gleam and she blinked to clear the vestiges of feminine desire out of her own.

“Right. As friends and potential relatives we should exchange our contact information.”

“In case we want to talk.”

“Or text,” she said. She’d keep her contact limited. How hard could that be? This was simply a minor attraction that would blow over before the holiday was over. She’d reacted to Tom because she’d broken it off with Evan. She smiled with relief. “We may need to text about the wedding and stuff,” she agreed, reluctant to promise more.

He dug his phone out of his pocket and passed it to her. She did the same.

They were connected now. Like friends.

To get her mind off the kiss that would never be thought of again, she searched for something else to talk about. “Since your mom passed away you expanded Fontaine Homes? While your dad was away?”

“On his boat, yes. I had no choice. Mom was sick for a long time and the business suffered. By the time I got more involved in running things it was dig in hard or end it. Now we have jobs and contracts lined up through summer and more to book when I get home.”

“If I were to tell you that I’m going into partnership with a girlfriend in a painting business would you give me some advice?” The idea to ask him had popped into her head and she went with it. “My mom is good with business, but she’s my mom. And with the wedding and everything, I’d be better to keep this news to myself until things settle down and I’m further along.” Miranda was also busy mentoring a young woman. Jordyn wouldn’t want to take time away from a struggling craft artist trying to get established.

Tom gestured for them to walk back the way they’d come. Cool logic replaced warm intimacy as he asked questions. She answered everything she could. “You’ll need to get the partnership agreement in writing,” he said. “Go to a lawyer.”

 “Of course.”

“Clearly outline your expectations and responsibilities. And make sure you both live up to them. I’ve run into a problem with our carpenter, Cade Devine, because he refuses to accept my authority. He’s been with the company for years and can’t take orders from someone he still sees as a kid. So define your roles and stick to them.”

“I should take notes.”

“I’ll send you information.” The snow had stopped falling and the clouds moved to reveal a brilliant array of stars. “I see why my dad washed ashore here. Nanaimo’s harbor is spectacular and the view is amazing.” In the distance, glimmering between two harbor islands, were the tiny lights of Vancouver.

“Yes, we’re a little-known gem and I think half the population wants to keep it that way and the other half wants family to join them here. The city’s growing, but the charm’s still here along the waterfront.”

On the way back to the townhouse she explained what else he’d find along the seawall promenade. She kept the topic light and friendly and hoped that they could continue along the same vein.

The more she thought about their parents marrying, the more she realized she and Tom needed to remain friends and only friends. Too much was at stake. “This is nice,” she said, referring to the ease between them.

“The small talk, you mean? Yeah, way better than the alternative.” His voice went heavy with meaning.

“It’s for the best,” she said. “A relationship between us isn’t what our parents need right now.”

“But what about what we need?”

She laughed. “We satisfied our curiosity and we’re moving on.”

“You may be satisfied but I’m not,” he murmured.

She pretended not to hear him. It was better that way.


Chapter 5



 



Valentine’s Day, Vancouver, Canada

Jordyn stretched and rolled her shoulders. She’d been sitting at her laptop for hours working on the final details for the website. Her phone vibrated with a text.

She smiled when she saw the name. Tom. Of course. He called and texted regularly.

 

“You’re alone tonight?”

“You know I am.”

 

She loved that he always texted in full sentences with no emojis. His texts held more nuance than most people’s.

Jordyn knew more about his character than he suspected. She was aware when he had come to accept and admire her mom. He had come to terms with his dad’s new life and had adapted his business plan to incorporate their parents’ travel plans. He’d taken on the mantle of authority at Fontaine Homes and had grown into his permanent role.

She hadn’t set eyes on him since December when he’d left Nanaimo. Their friendship had grown in the interim via texts, emails and the occasional video chat. Tom had become her business advisor and sounding board and even Krista loved his advice. The man knew exactly what they needed to learn and how to coach them toward the best decisions.

And he’d never once talked down to her. He had no idea he’d exposed so much of his true self. She wondered just how much she’d exposed to him. She texted him back.

 

“You’re alone too? What happened to what’s her face? Delilah?”

“Her name’s Delinna.”

“Sorry, I’m tired and lonely. I totally forgot Valentine’s Day. Until I heard from you I didn’t even care.”

“Really?”

 “Pathetic, right?”

“Never pathetic. Driven, ambitious, and smart about your priorities.”

“Aww, that’s sweet.”

“Delinna found true love elsewhere.”

“Sorry to hear that.” (But she wasn’t.)

“Since it’s Valentine’s Day I thought I’d give you a gift.”

“No way.”

“Look outside.”

 

Her condo was on the first floor and she had an overlarge outdoor patio space that faced the street. Ringed by a cedar hedge, the patio also had a short iron fence. At this time of year she rarely sat outside, but she kept a couple of lawn chairs out there for the odd sunny patch in the afternoon. Vancouverites knew to take advantage of any bit of sun through the winter months.

She walked to the sliding patio doors and turned on the outdoor light, fully expecting to see a delivered package in front of the door. Instead, she saw Tom sitting in one of her chairs. A backpack sat on the concrete beside him.

Delighted, she unlocked the door and slid it open. “What are you doing here?” To see him in the flesh made her heart trip into overdrive and her knees weaken.

He stood and picked up his backpack. “I thought I’d keep Valentine’s Day with you instead of us each being alone eating cold spaghetti. This way, we can go out for hot spaghetti.”

All she could think was how good he looked and how smart and sexy and kind he was. Her resolve to keep to being just friends shook like a palm tree in a hurricane. “Hot spaghetti?”

“Know any good restaurants that we don’t need reservations for?” He took a step toward her and raised his arms for a hug. His expression promised to keep it innocent.

She closed the distance and obliged him, taking a strong sniff of his aftershave and melting into a pool of want. After they disengaged she welcomed him into her living room. She took his coat and hung it in the hall closet. “Good restaurants that don’t need reservations on Valentine’s Day,” she repeated. “I think that counts as an oxymoron.”

“Know any good takeout places then?”

“Lots.”

“That’s all I ask.”

She patted her messy hair and looked down at her stained t-shirt and holey sweatpants and grinned. He’d taken a couple of long looks at her while cataloguing everything she wore and still hadn’t gone screaming into the street. “Korean, Greek, Japanese, Italian? We have anything you’d like.”

“How about pizza?”

“There’s a great Greek place that serves fab pizza a couple of blocks away on Davie Street. We could pick up Greek for me and pizza for you. Believe me, you’ll be happy.” She plucked a menu off her fridge. “Take a look while I go change and we’ll call in our order for pick-up.”

~ ~ ~ ~

Tom kept the mood light and his hands in his pockets as they strolled to get their takeout. The neighborhood was older with small apartment buildings and huge shade trees. Buds were forming and with sunnier days and warmer air, blossoms were on their way. He wasn’t sure what had spurred him into this crazy impromptu visit except that he’d wanted to see her. Video chats had only teased him. He’d fallen for her warm smile, lively eyes and sharp humor.

Simple, except that their parents’ wedding plans were moving forward and that put a hell of a damper on any romantic choices he and Jordyn might otherwise make. She hadn’t mentioned their friend status since that first time in December and he hoped that this visit would help take them to a different level. He wanted her more now than when they’d met.

As they strolled through the quiet neighborhood, he encouraged her business plans. Things were shapely up nicely. “When we get back to your place you can show me the final touches to your website. We’ll work on ad copy too, if you’d like.”

“I’ve been watching what you’re doing with Fontaine Homes. Your site’s good. The language is clear and your purpose defined. If you wrote all that then sure, you can chime in on ad copy.” She gave him a bright smile. “I’m sure your dad appreciates all your help.”

“He does. Now that he’s been back at work for a while things are good. I think Dad needed to see me in action.” Things had worked out well since Christmas and his plans were falling into place.

He stepped closer to her side to avoid an oncoming group of people. When he leaned in he caught a whiff of her unique scent. He drank it in. “Is Krista okay with me making suggestions?”

“Krista’s thrilled.” She bumped his shoulder companionably. “You two should meet while you’re here.” He hoped that meant she’d like him to stay in Vancouver for the night. If he was really lucky she’d realize he didn’t have a hotel to go to.

“Good idea. Maybe tomorrow if she’s free.” Damn, he wanted Jordyn to himself, but friends would meet other friends and if that was what she wanted then he’d do it. He was beginning to think he’d do anything for Jordyn. Seeing her on his laptop screen had become his reward at the end of each day.

They approached a busy street with more traffic and lights at the intersection. “It’s not far now. The restaurant’s across the street.” She stepped to cross the road and a car roared around the corner. The driver swerved to avoid her.

Tom grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her back just in time. He held her against his chest. “You okay?”

“Yes, thanks. I guess he didn’t see me until the last second.” She leaned against him for an extra moment. “I’m a little shaky,” she said. He turned her to face him and held her tight to ease her trembling.

“Better now?” he asked. She tucked her head under his chin and he enjoyed holding her again the way he had in Nanaimo when they’d shared that powerhouse kiss.

He wanted to put his fingertip to her chin and tilt her face to his. He wanted to kiss her. She parted her lips in what he hoped was invitation, but he didn’t accept.  Instead, he set her away from him. “I think we need to get our food and go home.”

The next time he kissed Jordyn Bailey it would mean something more than thanks for getting me out of harm’s way, buddy, friend, or stepbrother. Damn.

~ ~ ~ ~

Jordyn sat on the floor beside Tom. The sofa was at their backs and their legs stretched out under the coffee table. The food containers were half empty, but Tom hadn’t slowed down on his pizza. “This is fantastic,” he said for the third time.

“I’m glad you like it.” She opened her laptop so she could show him her final tweaks to her website. Tom poured her a glass of decent Riesling. It wasn’t great pizza wine, but she’d been so frazzled by the hug on the street corner that she’d totally forgotten to suggest a quick stop to buy a red. When he’d held her she’d hoped for more than a reassuring hug, in spite of her intentions to keep their visit innocent. She was so confused about what she really wanted that it was easier to not decide.

She nibbled a bite of her chicken souvlaki and watched Tom take the pointy end of his pizza slice and take a bite. “You were right about the cooked tomato slices,” he said around a chew. He swallowed. “Sorry, bad habit to talk with food in my mouth. Gran would skewer me for that.” He plucked a fresh slice of tomato and held it toward her mouth.

She melted at the idea of him feeding her. Leaning forward, she opened her lips and he placed the succulent tomato between them. She closed her eyes and felt him move closer. “Thank you,” she whispered and then pulled back the way he had out on the street. He’d been right to step away.

Kissing Tom Fontaine again would be really stupid. Things were fine between them as friends. That was all they could ever be.

She cleared her throat and pointed to the screen. “I’m wondering if this headline works. What do you think?”

“It draws attention and, yes, if I were repainting I’d want to know about the most up-to-date color choices and that my painter is current on everything that’s new and hip.”

“Thanks, I’ll leave it as is then.”

Her phone buzzed that a text had come in. She checked the screen. “It’s Krista.” She set the phone down.

“You should take it. We can set a time to meet with her tomorrow.”

She read the text. “She wants to take me out to teach me about pricing jobs. She’s got a lead on a small one and the prospective client agreed to see us both.”

“Perfect. I’d be happy to hang out while you’re with the client and meet Krista afterward. What time?”

“Eleven.” But if they agreed that mean he’d have to spend the night in Vancouver.

“Don’t you have to head back tonight?”

He shook his head. “I’m all yours.” The heat in his gaze seared into her chest and her breathing tightened. Where was he planning to stay? And what would he think of Krista? Uneasy disappointment plucked at the idea of Tom meeting her. She was gorgeous and smart and funny and her smile lit up her face to angelic, when she was anything but.

Some of her distress must have shown on her face. “I’ll get a hotel room.”

“Or you can sack out on my sofa,” she blurted. “It’s getting late and since it’s a romantic holiday night the hotels will be full.” She pushed on. “These back cushions come off so it’s wider than it looks. It’s not bad for sleeping.” Quit babbling!

A hotel would be the sensible choice, but with Tom good sense fled to corners unseen. She didn’t question why he hadn’t booked a room earlier. It didn’t matter. He was here and willing to spend the night to meet with her business partner to help them even more than he had already.

“If you’re sure,” he said. He looked amused and smoothed his thumb across her furrowed brow. “Since we’re almost related, you’ll be safe.” The place where he touched warmed, as did the rest of her face. The man was potent.

“Related, right.” She would not be ravished in the night. “You’ll be safe, too,” she promised vaguely. She texted Krista back and then turned off her phone. She was in no mood to answer questions about Tom being here.

~ ~ ~ ~

The next morning after their appointment Jordyn shared a video she took of them going through the process of estimating. It was a simple job so they were able to offer a price immediately.

The women were giddy from success. They’d secured a two-room paintjob with the dangled carrot of the rest of the interior in a three-bedroom townhouse. The homeowner was giving them a chance even though they were new in the neighborhood. But Krista’s experience was crystal clear as soon as she talked about her work.

Tom was surprised by the dynamic Krista Johnson. It was clear she knew how to lead a crew. Energetic and smart, she said what needed to be said in quick, short bursts. If you didn’t keep up, she didn’t wait. She went into too much detail about the process of painting—things the homeowner didn’t need to know or would even care about.

These were not good traits in a salesperson.

She needed Jordyn’s people skills to turn prospects into clients. Jordyn put customers at ease, made them feel good about their color choices and knew how to steer them toward closing the deal before they knew it. She was a soft, but very effective, sell.

“Great idea to video the appointment,” he said as he watched the women on Jordyn’s tablet. “Krista did a great job on the estimate and Jordyn closed the deal like a pro.”

Both women grinned and looked puffed with pride. “Thanks, I knew we’d be a hit,” Krista said. “I sometimes get carried away and oversell a job. I get anxious.”

“Yes, you do,” he agreed. “Too much information can be just as bad as too little. You need to gauge what your prospective client wants to know.”

Krista colored. “Jordyn’s better at that than me. That’s one of the reasons we’ll do well. Jordyn took a little convincing, but once we get some word-of-mouth, I’m sure we’ll get busier.”

“Spring’s coming and you’ll be painting exteriors soon. You have enough trained employees?”

“We’re working on a hiring plan,” Jordyn said. “Krista’s dad has some of her equipment in storage. Once we get good people trained and the equipment from him we’ll be ready to go.”

They talked for another hour. “One more piece of advice,” he said, as Krista reached to gather her purse and cell phone.

“Yes?”

“You’ve got experience with this, Krista, but Jordyn needs to know that some customers want to micro-manage the job. If you get that vibe in your meetings you can cut and run or price the job higher, depending on your tolerance for aggravation.”

Jordyn frowned while Krista nodded. “Been there, done both. I prefer to cut and run but with a start-up we may have to kiss ass.”

Tom checked the time and then stood to leave. “I’d best get going. I have a date with Miranda to show her some of our recent builds.” He headed for the door and his backpack. Jordyn followed slowly.

He turned to face her while slinging his pack over his shoulder. “Thanks for letting me use the sofa.”

“That’s what friends do.” She gave him a quick smile and rose to her toes to buss his cheek in a friendly way. Not the kiss he’d hoped for, but he needed to leave her wanting more. Going too far or pressing her too hard would only hurt his cause.

~ ~ ~ ~

Jordyn turned around to find Krista staring at her. “What the hell, Jordyn? Why didn’t you tell me how hot he is for you?”

“We’re friends, nothing more.” She battled a twinge of glee that he hadn’t succumbed to Krista’s magnetism. He’d treated her like a professional and nothing more than Jordyn’s friend.

“Yeah, so I heard. Look, a guy doesn’t come all the way up here from Bellingham just to hang out with a friend and give business advice. And you know damn well we don’t need any anyway.”

“What was I supposed to do? Turn him away?”

“Depends…” she drawled to a stall.

“On?”

“Whether or not you think this thing will burn out on its own or if it needs to be doused.”

She walked past her friend and fell with a thump onto the sofa. “What do you mean by doused?”

“If you pour enough water on this the fire will die. Why not sleep with him and get it out of your systems? Set the ground rules upfront. That way, it’s no harm no foul.”

“That is the worst idea you’ve ever had.” And typical of Krista, who was easy and carefree about relationships.

Sooner or later this crush on Tom would blow over and they’d move into a family relationship that would last for decades. At some point they’d be an aunt and uncle to each other’s children. It would be playing with fire to tempt fate.

Wouldn’t it?


Chapter 6



 



Easter Weekend, Vancouver

The weeks between Valentine’s Day and Good Friday had blown by in a whirl of visits from Tom, her mother alone, and her mother with Kirk. Wedding plans filled the hours she wasn’t working at her day job and doing everything she could to build the business. Krista was run off her feet supervising the jobs and Jordyn was handling most of the estimates and sales on her own at night and on weekends. Life was crazy hectic and Jordyn loved it.

Her favorite visits from Tom were the ones he made without telling the family. Alone together, they could be themselves and indulge in light flirting. When the rest of the family was around, they kept up a distant and cool front. At least they tried. Many times they’d been nearly caught in white lies about how much they knew about each other’s lives. She often bit her tongue to keep from asking for updates on some of his more difficult projects. Jordyn still hadn’t shared her new business with Miranda and Kirk, so that was another secret they shared.

In her quiet moments before sleep, Krista’s suggestion burnt through her resistance to a no-strings buddy sex run with Tom. The more she thought about it, the more she wanted to discuss it with him. The idea had rooted and grown so it invaded her waking and working hours.

Today was one of his private visits.

And the day she would finally speak to him about Krista’s idea.

~ ~ ~ ~

Tom parked in the stall next to Jordyn’s vehicle in the underground parking garage. Parking in Vancouver’s West End was at a premium and renting out parking stalls was an easy way to make spare cash. She’d rented the spot from her neighbor because of the high number of visitors she had every month. He’d offered to pay for the extra parking but Jordyn insisted it was the least she could do for family.

He gritted his back teeth. He still wanted her so bad he could taste it. But she held on to the notion that this thing between them would blow out like a candle in a draft. The longer he knew Jordyn the more he understood that candle would always burn.

Family or not. It wasn’t as if they were real step-siblings who’d been raised together.

He hefted his backpack and the takeout bags from their favorite restaurant and headed to the exit that led to the elevator. She knew he was there and his belly tightened in anticipation.

It was time they talked about where this friendship was going, and he hoped it was to bed.

~ ~ ~ ~

Tom’s knock on her door came hard and quick, like always. Jordyn smoothed her new low-cut t-shirt and fluffed her hair in the hall mirror before going to the door.

Stomach muscles taut with tension, she flung open the door. The scent of her favorite meal assailed her nose. “You picked up dinner. Thank—”

He cut her off with a kiss on the lips, a far cry from their usual quick pecks. She leaned in for more as he dropped his backpack and the takeout bag to the floor.

Overcome, overjoyed, thoughts failed as Tom’s mouth hardened against her lips. He tasted of mint and vibrant man and made her want more.

Vaguely aware of Tom kicking the door shut behind him, she sought support and found the wall at her back. She pulled him to her, grabbing and taking and with a moan realized she needed to hold him, feel him against her, so she held his shoulders in place. For a breath it was enough, but soon her nipples rose, breasts filled as desire overwhelmed. Tom pressed in closer and gathered her into his arms.

She clung and nuzzled and nipped and tasted his chin, his neck, his flesh. So good. This kiss was way more of what she wanted. In a flash she knew why he’d given her his advice and time. Krista was right.

It was all for this.

And she fell for it, into it, giving him all her pent-up desire and need. Tom Fontaine had seduced her into being more than friends and she went along as if this was what was right.

And God help her, it was.

Her phone rang from the living room. “Ignore it.”

“Yes,” she said on a breath against his mouth. “Yes,” she repeated, meaning more than the answer to what he’d asked. She kissed him back and then led him to the sofa.

They stretched out together and he covered her, nuzzling at the vee of her t-shirt. She shuddered at the feel of his light bristles against her soft flesh and moaned with a fully feminine response. In her deepest belly, down low where her moistness rose, a tiny ember set her aflame.

“Jordyn.” His voice was calm and in command, pulling her back to reality.

“Yes?”

“Is this what you want? That we become more than friends?”

She popped open both eyes. “Yes. I want this.” In the cooler moment her mind skipped to her real-world concerns. “But I don’t want to hurt anyone or mess up the family dynamics when it’s over.”

He pulled back and she saw his eyes gleam with heat and male focus. “Over? You mean tonight over or over over? Because I want more than tonight.”

Something inside her shifted and trilled like a bird in spring time. Come, be my mate for now, until now doesn’t work anymore.

“I want more than tonight too. But we live in different countries and have plans that keep us apart most of the time. I’m crazy busy and once our parents are married they’ll be traveling and you’ll have to step up with Fontaine Homes even more than you already have.” Long distance was too difficult to work, but at least they’d have the “for now” part.

He settled into a sitting position and she joined him, finger-combing her hair in frustration. “We need to talk,” he said. He ran his hand through his hair, leaving tufts.

She didn’t want to talk. She wanted to be swept up in passion so she could pretend she’d been overcome by lust. But she nodded in agreement. “Yes, we need to set clear boundaries.”

“Clear, right,” he said. His eyes glowed with a man’s need and her heart jackhammered in response.

Her phone rang again. His neck flushed with the interruption. He’d been more than ready to take her on the sofa. And she’d been more than ready to be taken. He nodded for her to check the phone. “It’s my mom. More wedding stuff I guess.” She looked to him for guidance.

She thought about seeing Tom at the wedding and pretending there was nothing between them. Impossible. She was a lousy actress and a worse liar.

Her mom would see through her in a heartbeat, especially if this thing with Tom had run its course and one of them had been hurt. The shine fell away from the wedding day.

“Take the call,” he said as it rang for the third time. “I need to wash up after my drive anyway.” He rose to his feet and then leaned down for a brief, but very hot, kiss before he left her.

Her mom chatted about flowers for her bouquet while Jordyn struggled to sound interested. But eventually, her mom wound it all down. It wasn’t that she needed Jordyn’s opinion on anything; she just wanted to say it aloud to confirm she’d made the right choices. Jordyn did much the same thing with her business decisions. It was only this thing with Tom that she dithered about.

“Oh, and while I’m thinking of it, Kirk wants to tell you we’re having a family barbecue for the May long weekend; it’s Memorial Day here and Victoria Day at home. So you can come here and we can horseback ride. Kirk has a couple of horses boarded at a nearby stable.”

“Sounds great.” But even to herself her voice sounded distant. She dragged in a deep breath. It wasn’t only at the wedding where she’d see Tom. It was every family gathering from here on in. The sound she heard in her head was an avalanche of lies tumbling in on her.

“Are you okay? You sound out of breath.”

“I’m fine. I’m just back from grabbing takeout.”

“You’re working too hard. You need to take a break and go out. It’s Easter weekend. Surely you won’t be working?” Her mom had agreed wholeheartedly that Evan had been the wrong man, but lately Miranda had been hinting that it was time to date again.

And it was well past time Jordyn got laid. She gave an involuntary shiver when Tom walked back into the room. Whatever lay ahead of them she would damn well have tonight. To her mother she said, “No, I won’t be at work.”

To steer her mother away from Jordyn’s lack of a love life she changed the subject. “Are you still planning to surprise Kirk with a honeymoon in Italy?”

“Absolutely. He doesn’t want to know where we’re going until we’re heading to the airport.” Kirk had promised her mom that they’d travel in three- or four-week chunks of time and the honeymoon was just the start. While they were away, Fontaine Homes would fall to Tom to manage.

“I’ll be sure not to let it slip.” But she just had. Tom was smiling at the tidbit about an Italian honeymoon. She motioned a key turning a lock on her lips at him. “Are you stopping in here on your way home from Kirk’s?”

“Probably. I’d like to find a dress. Will tomorrow afternoon work for you?”

Her heart sank. She stared at Tom and waved her hand in desperation for him to listen. He tilted his head. “Sure. We’ll shop for a dress tomorrow. It’ll be fun.” Tom nodded that he got the message. He’d have to leave before the afternoon. She gave a theatrical shrug. She managed a quick goodbye and hung up, keeping her gaze locked on Tom’s.

“Keeping this secret will be tough,” he said. “My grandmother’s like a witchy woman with me and women. She always seems to know when I’ve got something going on.” He feigned a shudder.

Jordyn chuckled. “I hear you. With the wedding plans I’ll be seeing more of my mom, not less. She says we’ll dress shop tomorrow afternoon but I know she’ll grill me about men and my apparent lack of dates.”

Tom frowned in thought. He was so damned appealing. She wanted him so bad.

This man had her mind in a muddle and her heart open to possibilities, not to mention all her other parts dancing. She could be in real trouble here. She liked him. She liked everything about him: his ambition, attention to detail, his business acumen. He’d shown himself to be kind, thoughtful, and now, sexy as hell. The full package. Their texts, emails and video chats had turned into something of a social life and she’d looked forward to hearing from him every day.

Technically it might not be dating, but she’d become emotionally engaged as she’d shared everything with him. He’d been helpful, smart and full of enthusiastic suggestions.

And tonight, she wanted to share her body with him. She set her palm to his cheek. “If you want to leave now I’ll understand. We’re taking a risk that one of us will be hurt and that could get awkward with the family. Neither of us wants that.”

~ ~ ~ ~

Tom settled on the floor and then pulled her to sit next to him. He ran his fingers through his hair, unsure how to broach his idea. “We could set ground rules. No expectations, for one.” He set his palm over hers and held her gaze.

“You want that? Just sex? With no strings?”

“It’s already more than that, but I want to do whatever it takes to make you okay with us being together.”

Before he could reach for her, she rose. “I’ll get the food.” Her retreat gave him a moment to think. She was not ready to go public, and he wanted her on firmer ground when this all came out. If he let her tell their family this soon, this thing might disappear before they even got rolling.

After retrieving the takeout bag from the entryway, she reheated it in the microwave and served it on plates. Tom grabbed the cutlery and napkins from her kitchen.

They used the coffee table for a dining table.  After a few bites she set her fork down. “Would it be terrible if we told them?” she asked on a sigh.

 “Are you ready for the questions?” he asked. “The whispering? Their speculation about every time we’re together? My grandmother’s a bulldog in disguise. She won’t let up. Hell, she’s the one who got me to surprise Dad by showing up at your mom’s on Christmas Day.”

She blinked and gave him a nod. “Our lives would be a living hell.” From all their conversations he’d surmised that relationships meant more than booty calls for her. And he was already all in for this one. She covered her face with her hands as if what she would say next was a tough admission. He waited in silence to give her time to collect herself.

“Okay, I’m ready.” She sucked in a big breath. “Tom, I’m thirty.”

“I’m twenty-seven. Three years is nothing,” he said. “Not in anyone’s world.”

She shook her head to silence him. “I thought I’d found the father of my children in Evan. I want children in the not-too-distant future.” She bit her lip and fell back against the sofa. “There, it’s out. I want children soon.”

He hadn’t seen that coming. “I don’t think about kids.” He was so surprised he didn’t weigh his words before speaking. “I mean, in a few years, but not yet.” Her expression cooled.

“You’re twenty-seven and a guy with ambition. I’m sure you have no ticking clock for settling into a family, but mine’s only on hold. I have to be honest and tell you that once this painting business is up and running, I’m looking for someone to spend my life with. If that means walking away from us, then I’ll do it.”

He had no doubt. He pondered everything she’d said for a long moment. “Okay. I get that right now we’re in different places with the larger life plan thing. It’s best to be honest and you’re being brutal here. I promise not to have hard feelings if you have to move on.” He’d worry about the family planning decisions when the time came. Right now, he wanted her to get comfortable with being with him. First things first.

“Sorry, but this is best.” She looked relieved.

“Agreed. And don’t be sorry.”

She smiled. “That’s a Canadian thing.” She crossed her arms over her knees and sighed regretfully. “Just a couple of years ago I’d have jumped into this with you without a care. But turning thirty and walking away from Evan made me think harder about what I truly want.”

He chuckled and drew her close. “So we’re going to do this?”

“All night long,” she replied with shaky confidence.

She settled into his arms and so he could hold her. Her nipples tightened into buds he felt through his shirt. He slid his chest across hers to increase the friction. She slid her hand to his waist and he guided her to his erection.

“All night long,” he repeated.

He kissed her deep and hard and shoved the coffee table halfway across her living room. “I’m kissing you here,” he said and bussed her lips. “And then I’m kissing you there,” he said as his hand moved to her crotch.

~ ~ ~ ~

Jordyn went wet in an instant. Open and heated, her core melted as Tom worked her blouse buttons.

When his lips found her nipple she sighed with the rightness, the sheer delight of having Tom suckle her. Desire swooped in and stole the last of her breath as she, too, dealt with the buttons on his shirt.

Skin. Hot skin. Hot skin with a sprinkling of chest hair. She kissed his sternum and drew in the unique scent of man, soap and sexy pheromones.

He kissed her belly, sucked her navel ring gently then nudged at her lacy panties. She hooked her thumbs into the lace and tugged them down just enough.

In one swift move, Tom rose to his knees, gathered her up in his arms and carried her to the bedroom. “This is too good for the floor. I want you in a soft bed.”

“It’s ready.” She’d turned back the covers and left a soft bedside light on. “All night long,” she said.

He growled in sexy fun and followed her down.

“You have an early drive in the morning,” she said before she lost coherent thought. “Remind me to set the coffee maker for seven a.m.”

Her heart went pit-a-pat while she tugged off every last stitch of clothing. Naked, she rose to her knees on the bed while she watched him yank his jeans down his long legs and kick them off. He joined her and they faced each other.

Tom slid his hand to test her juicy readiness. She widened her stance to give him room to work his magic. She shuddered at the command in his touch. He wanted her and she wanted him in the most elemental way.

She clasped his penis and stroked him. He smeared her juices across his tip and then settled her on her back. Raising her knees she spread for him and sighed as he set his mouth to her.

Long strokes of his tongue took her higher and higher until he slid a finger and then another inside. The rush of orgasm came in a madness that stole her breath as she groaned and thrashed against his mouth.

Before she could gather a thought, he was digging into his jeans pocket. When he found the packet of protection he held it up. “Ready?”

“More than ready.”


Chapter 7



 



Tom rolled the condom on with a tremor in his hands. Jordyn had blown his mind with her honesty and sexual openness. She made no effort to hide her need or pretend she didn’t want what she wanted. And she wanted him.

Her smoky desire enticed him down to her and he kneed her legs open to position himself. “You’re sure?”

“I’m sure. Now, Tom.”

He slid into her in one long stroke and settled into her heat. He gave her a moment to adjust, but she didn’t take it. Instead she moved and sought more, clasping him with her legs, wrapping him in her arms and setting her lips to his neck and lightly nipping. A full-on body hug that captured him completely. He drowned in Jordyn.

She twined her legs behind his knees and held him as he bucked and rocked. “I don’t want to hurt you.” He wanted to slow his pace, hold out for long enough to take her to the top again.

“Do me like you mean it,” she said and bucked harder.

A chuckle rose from his chest. “You’ve got it.” Anything for her. He’d do anything. He kicked into high gear, grinding and pumping as she called out for more. She cried out as her inner channel spasmed around him. He held her in place, pressing his pubis to hers for as long as she needed.

As her last spasm slowed, his tension snapped and he filled her, arching and grabbing and slamming against her. She crooned as he came in a rush he’d never had before.

When the storm passed, he smoothed hair away from her face and kissed her gently on the lips. “You okay?”

“Wonderful.” She hugged him close again, but the tension was gone and her eyes filled with affection instead of feminine need. He rolled to his side and draped a leg over hers.

“Pretty damn hot.” Who was he kidding? He’d just had the best time of his life. And he wanted more. Greedy bastard. “What was that you said about all night long?”

“I did say that, didn’t I?” But her eyes glowed and teased. “I’m up for it—are you?”

“I’m up.”

She slid her hand to his cock and smiled enticingly. “I have more condoms.”

“So do I.”

By morning, they’d used every one.

~ ~ ~ ~

At seven a.m. Tom woke to the distant burble of coffee brewing. He still reeled from the sex they’d shared, all four bouts, but more than the physical euphoria, he felt swamped by Jordyn’s honesty.

If this had been any other woman, Tom would’ve bailed at the first mention of the biggest of the big words: kids. He respected her for knowing what she wanted and going for it. In a city like Vancouver, she’d have no problem finding the right guy just as soon as Tom was out of the picture. Her desire for children brought its own pressure and upped the ante between them. He was in no way looking to start a family yet. He had plans for more years of fun before settling down with children. Aside from his wanting to enjoy life, children needed more than a father who was consumed by his career. Tom planned to work hard and play hard until the time was right for him to settle down.

For now, all he wanted was Jordyn; looking too far into the future would kill things between them.

If she decided it was time for her to get serious about a family, he’d let her move on. She deserved her dreams and he’d never hold her back.

Jordyn stretched and rolled over, eyes wide with happiness to find him still in bed. “G’morning. I’d ask if you slept well, but we didn’t sleep much.” She raised her head. “Coffee’s ready.”

She kissed his shoulder and made to rise, but he grabbed her elbow and tugged her back to lie beneath him. “I should have squirreled away a fifth condom.” When he kissed her, he felt her melt into it, fluid and accepting. “You’re enough to keep me in bed all day.”

“I wish.” She sighed and rose to lead him into the kitchen. She slipped a satiny robe on but left it open. The peek-a-boo she played as she moved around the kitchen made him grin. She was fun to be with, fun to talk to and a lot of fun to look at.

They had fresh coffee and a couple of croissants. “This isn’t enough fuel to make up for last night,” he said.

“There’s a diner on Denman. They have big breakfasts and lots of good, strong coffee.”

“My kind of diner,” he said. They showered quickly together and kept an eye on the time as they headed out for breakfast.

“Joe’s service is fast so we don’t have to rush. There’s no way my mother will be here until at least noon.”

“Which means if we pick up protection, we’re good to go?” He marveled at the level of comfort he felt being with her. For a first morning-after, he felt remarkably easy.

She stopped walking, reached for his hand and kissed his knuckles. “I’ll eat light,” she said with a come-get-it smile.

He chuckled and wondered how the hell he’d got so lucky. “Us hanging together like this after a night like we had is weird for me. I’m not a guy who usually stays for breakfast and plans on a morning with a first-time woman.” He usually took longer to feel this comfortable with anyone. But during these past weeks Jordyn had blown through his natural defenses and he’d surrendered happily.

“Are you saying you’re a player?” She dropped his hand and looked at him curiously. “Because if you are, I never picked up on it.” Her face showed her disappointment.

“Not guilty.” He felt his neck heat. “But I can’t seem to stick with anyone for longer than a few weeks.” Their texting and emailing and phone calls since Christmas had tested the limits of his involvement time-wise. “I get distracted by work and I let things slide to the point where when I finally do call again, she’s moved on. Sometimes they accept my apology, but sometimes they’re too pissed to talk to me.”

“So if you let things slide I’ll know the end is coming.”

His chest hurt, felt raw, because he hated the idea that a project at work would take him away from her, but brutal honesty was just that: brutal. Sometimes it hurt both parties. “I guess.”

She nodded. “Okay, then. We both know where we stand. I’ll move on when I’m ready and if I see you sliding away, I’ll let it happen. No hard feelings.”

“Agreed.”

“And our families will not know any of this.”

“Wanna take a blood oath?” he said, mimicking a kid.

“Nah, I think a pinky swear will do it.” She took his hand again and led him toward Joe’s Diner, where she ate light.

~ ~ ~ ~

Jordyn kissed Tom goodbye and leaned on the doorframe to watch him walk down the hall to exit the building. Because her building was built on the slope of a hill, he waited for the elevator to take him up to the ground level. When the doors opened, Krista exited the elevator with her head down looking at her phone. Tom let her walk by without interruption. Jordyn took that to mean he was serious about not going public.

When Krista saw Jordyn in the doorway, she turned back quickly to catch a better look at the man she’d brushed past. She waved. He waved back and the doors closed.

She pivoted and stalked toward Jordyn. “So he’s why you haven’t answered my texts? I didn’t know he’d be here this weekend.”

Jordyn grinned and denied the heat that rose from her chest. “Yes, he’s the reason I ignored you. You have to keep this to yourself because nobody knows he was here.”

“Wow, I’d ignore the whole world, too.” Her eyes danced with delight; a nightclub floorshow of happy.

“Not that you’re my whole world, but yes, I ignored you. It seemed appropriate.” She stepped aside and let her friend into the condo. “What’s so important that you needed to come over? I’d have got to your texts eventually.”

“We’ve got our first exterior job,” Krista said. “I was talking to a server last night and he said his sister has just moved into a new place. He wants to spruce it up for her but doesn’t have time.”

Talking to a server was code for Krista hooked up. With her rich chestnut curls and long-limbed grace she had no problem finding good-looking men to scratch her itch.

“Is it big?” She held up the coffee carafe and Krista helped herself to a mug out of the cupboard. Like sisters, they each knew their way around the other’s kitchen.

“Yes. She’s from a small town and is nervous of having a male crew because she lives alone.”

“When did you tell him we’d be there to give a quote? My mom’s arriving within the hour.”

“I’ll do the quote.” She tested the coffee with her tongue and then slid the mug into the microwave oven for a warm-up.

“Yuck, I hate when you do that.” She should have made a fresh pot when they returned from the diner but she wasn’t thinking clearly. Tom had that effect on her.

“Hey, when you grow up on construction sites you drink anything. The fact that this was made today makes it ambrosia.” She made a show of smacking her lips. “But forget all that and tell me about Tom. Will there be more time with him?”

“Ah.” She sighed. “That’s the million-dollar question. I hope so, but we haven’t made plans. Turns out he wants no strings attached. Just like you suggested.”

“Hah! I’d say that ship has sailed. And you have that afterglow that makes most women think long term.”

Jordyn shook her head. “It’s stupid to think about more with him. We’re both too busy, live too far apart and will be related in September.” She couldn’t believe she’d even talked about kids. But it was clear he’d gotten her message. She wanted to settle down, so this was definitely a short-term thing.

“Step-siblings created in adulthood don’t count as siblings. It’s not as if you grew up together. You’re both fully functional adults whose parents just happen to be engaged.”

“Break-ups can be hard on family members. People get attached to their children’s partners and miss them when they’re gone. Except Tom wouldn’t be gone and neither would I. We’d have to see each other at every family event. Tom and I are connected and socializing is unavoidable.”

“You really like him,” Krista said in a surprised tone. “Like seriously like him.”

Jordyn scrunched up her face and then hid behind her hands. “I do! And I think he feels the same, but oh, wow—if we break up—when we break up—how will we handle it?”

She hated the idea of pitying looks from her mother, and Tom’s grandmother would want to spoil him. Kirk might take a dislike to her. Her mom would for sure freeze Tom out. “What the hell have I done?”


Chapter 8



 



May Long Weekend, Bellingham, WA

Tom opened his condo door and grabbed Jordyn’s hands. Tugging her into his entryway, he pressed his mouth to hers and took. She shuddered against him and sealed the kiss. Her purse fell off her shoulder as he slipped the buttons on her blouse. She groaned and leaned against the wall, holding him tight to her. “Happy to see me?” she asked as she unzipped his fly.

“Ecstatic,” he replied against her lips. She slipped her hands down just enough to free him.  He exposed her already-damp thong. He moved aside the narrow strip of lace and plunged into her in one long push. Flesh parted and enveloped him in wet, soft heat. She groaned and pumped against him.

Bareback. Hallelujah.

“Better, way better.” Her eyes widened with the stretch just before he kissed her.

Clean medical reports and a renewed birth control prescription meant they could have this naked connection. One step closer to—

Thought dissolved as he lifted her to his waist and their joining deepened. Fast, hard, they took and gave to each other. Orgasm clawed at his lower back. “Go, go, go,” he grunted.

She let out a small whoop. “Already there.”

And she was. Her inner muscles clasped him tight as she climaxed and pressed her lips to his neck to keep from screaming from release. The tension in her body eased as he pulled out to his tip. “My turn,” he groaned, and slammed in to the hilt.

“Yes!” She rocked him as he shuddered against her while she crooned his name. The roar of release rose from the base of his spine and rushed to his head. He shattered into her and rode his climax to the end. Her voice eased through him as he came back to the here and now.

As his legs weakened she obliged by sagging to the floor with a soft sigh. He followed her down.

She smiled deep into his eyes with a sexy humor her loved. “Aww, you missed me,” she teased.

“More every day,” he said. The stark truth of his words mowed him down as he leaned against the wall next to her. “I didn’t mean to attack you at first sight. Are you all right?”

“More than all right. I’ve been wet all day just thinking of you, I mean—this.”

He bussed her lips. She still held on to the idea that they had no strings while he was starting to want strings as thick as rope.

“I think of you too, not just this.” He slipped his hands to hers and interlaced their fingers. “I’m glad you were able to come down early. Your mom expects you tomorrow night?”

“She does.” A whole night with her. Bonus.

“My father thinks I’ve gone to a bachelor party and figures I’ll be hung over all day tomorrow so they won’t expect to see me.” To keep from grabbing her again he picked up her suitcase and ushered her into his living room. They’d stolen more time together than he’d hoped for. “Close your eyes,” he said, excited to show her his condo for the first time. He’d done a lot of renovations to bring it into this decade.

She did as he requested and he led her gingerly into the living area. “Okay, you can look.”

“Tom, it’s lovely,” she said as she turned in a slow arc to take in all the space and improvements. He’d updated the kitchen completely and added a stunning electric fireplace in the wall between the living room and master bedroom. “The fireplace is so romantic.” She bent over to peer through to the bedroom. “Sexy, too.”

“Thanks. It’s home.” But he was pleased with her comments. “Tonight we’ll break in my new bed.”

“You bought a king?” She blushed like a virgin as she looked through the fireplace again.

“You roll around a lot. I thought you’d like having the room.” Her bed was queen sized and more suited to her smaller bedroom.

She kissed him on the mouth with eager intent. “You’re very sweet and thoughtful. But I don’t see why we have to wait until later.” Her tongue sweetly begged entrance. He opened and she took his mouth in demand. When she grabbed his hand and led him into the bedroom he allowed her to steer him to the bedside.

“Now what?” he chuckled at her determined expression. She sucked her lower lip into her mouth and shoved him until he capitulated and fell backward onto the bed.

“Grrr, you’re mine, all mine.” She growled and yanked his jeans open. He obliged by lifting his hips and allowing her to pull them down to his knees. After that, thought blurred as Jordyn had her way with him shamelessly, ruthlessly … lovingly.

Her mouth music played over him, delighted him, shattered him.

In the massive shower he’d had installed it was his turn. He set Jordyn on the shower seat, draped her legs over his shoulders and brought her to ecstasy with his mouth. The water rushed over them as she cried out his name.

After they dried off, Tom told her to close her eyes again while he left to get her present. “Open them,” he said and held up her ice-blue monogrammed robe. “For you when you visit me.”

“Oh, Tom. It’s lovely.” She reached to touch the soft Egyptian cotton. “It’s gorgeous.”

“I hope you like it. Robes are bulky to pack and I want you to feel at home here.”

“I love it,” she said with a soft glow in her eyes. He held it open for her to slip into. When she did he hugged her close and watched her expression in the mirror as she luxuriated in the soft, warm terry. Their eyes met in the mirror and he never wanted the moment to end. He nuzzled her hair until she turned to kiss him a very thorough thank you.

Afterward they snuggled on the sofa, each wrapped in a robe, and Tom drew her close. Holding her, he tucked her head under his chin and sucked up the feeling of having her in his arms. “I missed seeing you last weekend. Missed you like hell.” She’d had to finish a painting job with Krista and interview more prospective employees. He cleared his throat. “This is crazy, what we’re doing.”

“Sometimes I feel like a teenager sneaking around and other times I feel as if we’re doing the very best thing.”

“When does it feel like the best idea?”

“When Krista breaks it off with her man of the month. Then I think that keeping this from our family makes sense.”

“That’s supposing we’ll break up too.” There, it was out, the idea that what they had might stick. “But we’re exclusive now and we’re growing closer, not further apart.”

“And that doesn’t frighten you?” she asked.

“Not at all, you?”

“Maybe a little.” But her eyes said it frightened her a lot. He couldn’t see a way to reassure her with words. All he could do was what he’d been doing: show her his commitment.

Tom’s door buzzer rang from the lobby. Jordyn jumped to her feet. “Who could that be?” But before he could reply, she dashed into the bedroom. “I’m getting dressed,” she called.

He answered the insistent buzzing and loud male voices hooted and hollered from the lobby. “Hey, Fountain! Let us in! We’re partying!”

“Hey, guys, I’ll be down in a minute. Hang on.” He released the button. “I bailed on them when I knew you’d be here a day early. I’ll go down and get rid of them,” he apologized as he hurried to dress.

“No, don’t ditch them. I should go,” she said, her face flushed and her movements jerky as she went for her suitcase. “We really need to talk some more, but this isn’t the time. Your friends are here.”

“It’s the stag for my buddy, Jay.” Damn, he’d told the guys he wouldn’t be joining them. But he should have known this might happen. They’d planned on this bash for weeks.

“Let them in and I’ll go to your dad’s a day early. I’ll surprise my mom. She’ll be happy.” She already had her hand on her luggage. Her hair looked sex-mussed and adorable but no way would he tell her that. Whatever makeup she’d had on was gone and she was still the most beautiful woman he knew.

“Don’t go.” The buzzer rang again. Tom answered only to hear more yelling. “Fountain! Fountain! Fountain!”

“Shut the hell up and I’ll let you in.” To Jordyn, he said, “You can meet them and I’ll send them on their way.” He buzzed them in, half dreading and half excited to have his best buddies meet Jordyn.

“Bad idea.” She shook her head firmly. “But I have to ask about the nickname before they get here.”

He laughed. “There was a time I could drink a fountain full of beer. At least that’s what they said. I’m not sure I can remember, though.”

“College,” she said with a conspirator’s grin.

He gave her his best imitation of an innocent face.

“I don’t want to put a damper on anyone’s good time and you need to be with them. Your friend is getting married. You don’t want to miss out.” She grabbed her purse and wheeled her suitcase to the door. “Have fun and I’ll see you at your dad’s tomorrow.”

“But I can get rid of the guys for now and meet up with them later.”

“They’re here now.” She kissed his lips lightly. “And I should be gone when they walk in.” She opened the door and stepped into the hallway. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Something wasn’t right with her, but he didn’t have time to figure out what had gone wrong. The elevator chimed its arrival. She hurried toward it with her phone in her hand. A boisterous group of partying men piled out of the elevator and into the hall just as she put the phone to her ear.

“Hey, beautiful!”

“Where’re you going, gorgeous?”

“Hey, Fountain, you never said you had such a hot neighbor. Sizzling!”

~ ~ ~ ~

The chorus of good-natured, half-drunk compliments made Jordyn laugh. “Party on, boys,” she said as the elevator doors closed to whisk her away from the only man she wanted to have think she was sizzling.

They were exclusive now, Tom had said. She’d agreed to the blood tests because he’d asked. She’d never wanted to have that kind of faith in a man before. If he said they were exclusive then she believed him. Also, he wanted her to feel at home at his place and had given her that gorgeous robe. Could this fling they were having grow into something real?

Maybe, but she still had reservations around their different stages of life. The loud party of buddies made it clear Tom and his friends were still deeply into the wildness of their twenties.

Once outside she called her mom. “Hi, I decided to leave today instead,” she said. “I’m almost there.”

“But you said you’d be tied up at work.”

“About that. I’ve got some news for you. I’ll explain when I see you.” It was time to tell her about her new business. She blew out a big breath and collected her thoughts. If she got her mom and Kirk to focus on her work life, maybe she could convince them not to ask about her personal life.

~ ~ ~ ~

Two hours later, she realized she hadn’t anticipated her mother being hurt by her business secret.

Miranda didn’t complain or whine about not being informed, but her eyes spoke volumes. They were sitting in front of Kirk’s massive stone fireplace enjoying the view of Mt. Rainier in the distance.

 “So, you’ve got lots of work lined up?” her mom asked in a tentative tone, as if she needed confirmation—again—that Jordyn wouldn’t end up declaring bankruptcy.

“Lots. Word-of-mouth is gaining momentum. Women are calling every week just from my neighborhood.”

“Krista is taking on new crew?”

“Yes. We’ve just hired two new single mothers. I interviewed them last week.”

Miranda nodded. “You’re not having issues with them being on their own with children to raise?”

“We found a brand new daycare with spots to fill. Since we had six children to place there we got the moms a small discount.” Krista was seeing to the day-to-day running of the painting crew and was more hands-on, but that would change when Jordyn quit her day job.

“You’ve arranged daycare for your employees? That’s good.” She nodded and flashed Jordyn a brief smile. “This sounds as if you and Krista are fully committed.”

“I’ll be even more committed when I leave my job next week.” The bomb dropped into the air and she waited for the explosion.

Her mom narrowed her gaze, thought for a moment and then said, “You’ve thought of everything. If your timing’s right and your bills are being covered by the business and you’re of more value being involved in the everyday running, then you should quit.”

Pleased by her mom’s show of support, a huge weight rose from Jordyn’s shoulders. “Thanks. I’m happy you’re not disappointed. It was hard not to include you in my plans, but with your new relationship and the wedding and—everything—it seemed like bad timing for me to toss a new business into the mix. Besides, Krista and I are a great team.”

Miranda swung her feet up on the sofa and plumped a throw pillow under her elbow. “I knew there was something going on behind the scenes with you, but I figured you’d tell me when you were ready. There’s never been any point in pushing you, Jordyn. You push back.”

Jordyn laughed at the description of their relationship. Unconditional love, tempered with a full understanding of each other’s foibles. “Maybe we’re more alike than we know.”

“Maybe.” Her mom’s smile turned affectionate. “I’d wondered for a while if it was a man, but it’s been long enough that you’d have told me by now. Unless, of course, you’ve let Evan back into your life?”

She shuddered with revulsion. “No.” Her face heated and her mother’s steady look unnerved her. “Not Evan.” To cover her lie of omission she stood. “Care to take Bella for a walk with me?”

At the word “walk” Bella jumped down from her comfy spot on Kirk’s favorite chair and danced on her hind legs. Crisis averted for now.

Comparing Evan to Tom was like comparing overcooked fast food to gourmet cuisine.

At the change of subject, Jordyn received a sidelong, speculative glance from her mother, but nothing more was said about Evan or men in general.

Not that Jordyn didn’t do a lot of thinking on their walk. Thankfully her mom grasped that she needed some quiet time and they walked in silence.

Tom seemed convinced that things were moving toward long term for them, especially now that they were exclusive. It’s true it was a new step in their hidden relationship. Ordinarily, she’d be happy to take this step, but with Tom it felt dangerously close to showing that they were important to each other. Every step that brought them closer together also brought them closer to exposure to the family. She groaned inwardly. In spite of their best intentions to keep things light, they both seemed to want to get serious.

And serious to Jordyn meant marriage and children in the next few years. Was Tom really thinking that far out? Being three years older was no big deal at any other point in their lives, except now. If she agreed to wait until Tom was ready for children, she could be thirty-five or older. Already she knew women in careers who were having problems conceiving and they weren’t much older than her.

As much as she wanted to confide and get her mother’s straightforward opinion she just couldn’t risk revealing that it was Tom she was talking about. Just the fact that she’d want to keep his name to herself would tip Miranda off that the nameless man was someone she knew.

It wouldn’t be much of a leap for her mom to see what was happening.


Chapter 9



 



Mid-afternoon the next day Tom arrived looking as if he’d lived up to his nickname of Fountain. Hungover, subdued, and pale, he headed for the coffee maker as soon as he arrived. He took a big mug, drank it all at once and then set it on the granite counter overlooking the great room. “Don’t ask.” He looked sheepish and his father laughed.

“Jay’s the buddy getting married? I’m a bit surprised,” Kirk said.

Tom nodded and winced. “She’s pregnant and Jay says he’s happy.”

“But Jay was more into the chase than being caught.”

“He was, but she’s having twins and they’re his so I guess that’s that.” Tom shrugged and reached for the coffee pot again.

Jordyn heard the words and the underlying message. Tom’s friend Jay had been trapped into a marriage he didn’t want and Tom had negative feelings about it.

While Tom wanted her to feel at home at his place, he wasn’t ready to settle into a marriage and family. She let her hope for a life with Tom slide into her vault of broken dreams.

Miranda looked thoughtful. “Not every marriage that starts that way is a bad go. My husband and I were very much in love in spite of all the dire predictions from both families at the time.” She’d been seventeen when Jordyn was born and barely married given the months of discussion and worry from her grandparents. “Have they known each other long?”

Tom rubbed his temples and Jordyn felt a twinge of sympathy. She reached for her purse to dig out a pain reliever.

“Jay and Mahra have been friends since high school. They never dated until recently. They always seemed to grate on each other, but maybe that was because Jay was always with another girl.”

Kirk grinned. “There, see? He finally saw the light. If I remember her, Mahra’s a nice girl from a good family. Jay and Mahra know each other in the way that old friends do. Underneath it all, they share the same values, and even the same friends. They’ll be fine. Your mother and I were. We had you in our first year of marriage. It wasn’t always easy but it was fun.” He smiled a private smile as happy memories took hold. And so ended one of the longest pronouncements Jordyn had ever heard Kirk utter.

“Here you go,” Jordyn said and offered Tom the hangover relief he seemed to need. He cupped her hand and then plucked the pill out of it with his other hand. A brief connection, a little heat and his eyes caught hers. The gleam she saw in them made her smile. From here onward, she’d remind herself every day that this heat between them would end.

It was too late to pretend that the end wouldn’t hurt.

“Dinner,” her mom said, “will be served at seven. Kirk, please crank up that monster grill.”

~ ~ ~ ~

Tom’s headache eased up a few minutes after he took Jordyn’s pain reliever. He shot her a grateful glance. He’d missed her last night and it had driven him nuts to be with the guys when he could’ve had a whole evening with Jordyn. The more he saw her the more he wanted to see her. Mid-week was killer lonely, no matter how many times they held video chats. He hoped she realized how much he missed her.

She’d said once that long-distance relationships were a waste of time and energy. She was right. They were wasting time apart when they could be together more. All she had to do was agree to tell the family and move in with him.

At least part-time. Or during the winter months when their exterior painting jobs were on hold until better weather. Their go-to excuse for time alone jumped at his knees asking for an ear scratch. “Hey there, Bella, want to go for a walk? I could use some fresh air.”

“Want company?” Miranda asked with a smile. She rose to her feet.

“Oh, sure,” he said. He glanced at Jordyn. “Anyone else?”

“I’ll come,” she said and walked toward the front hall closet. “I’ll grab our jackets.”

Miranda waved her hand. “On second thought, I’ll stay here.” She tried to hide an amused glance at Jordyn. “I should start on the scalloped potatoes. I miss Joyce today. We work well in the kitchen together.”

His father snorted. “She’s with that guy she met at the dog park last month. Bella made nice with him and bang, now my mom’s got a gentleman caller.” His face twisted into a grimace. “Don’t know what she sees in the guy.”

Miranda rolled her eyes. “Seriously? Bryan’s a nice man who’s kind and thoughtful. What’s not to like?” With that she moved into the kitchen and patted his father’s butt on the way by.

These casual shows of affection proved that Miranda and Kirk belonged together and Tom felt a stab that he and Jordyn couldn’t show the family the same damn thing. He glared at Jordyn and headed out the front door.

She followed closely with Bella. After she closed the front door, she caught up to him with brisk strides. “Your gran has a man in her life?”

“Yes. Bit of a surprise because she hasn’t dated anyone since I was in high school, but she seems to like him.” He shrugged.

“So the glare you gave me wasn’t about our parents or her?”

He stopped and opened the gate to the road. “I didn’t realize I was glaring. Sorry.” He glanced back and saw his dad and Miranda through the window. They were in the kitchen sharing a kiss. “Look how happy they are,” he muttered.

“Yes. Mom’s happier than I ever expected to see her. When my dad died she was shattered.”

“The roughest part is there’s nothing you can do to help,” he admitted.

They reached a line of second-growth cedars that stood like sentinels along each side of the country road. When he knew they wouldn’t be seen from the house, he pulled Jordyn into his arms. “I want to tell them about us. I want to show everyone how happy we are.” Miranda’s tap on his father’s butt had illuminated the difference between a secret fling and a real above-board relationship. “I’m tired of hiding, Jordyn.”

 “Tom, I think it’s more important than ever that we keep things quiet. At least until after the wedding.”

~ ~ ~ ~

Jordyn had left no room for argument and she thought she and Tom would spend the rest of the day in their corners, angry. But that’s not what happened. Tom was his usual funny, sexy self all through dinner. His easy attitude lightened her mood. He successfully avoided discord while surrounded by curious family members and charmed her in the process.

She helped clear the dishes and tidy the kitchen. As soon as the chores were done, Jordyn’s phone vibrated. She dug it out of her pocket. Tom had texted her.

 

“The wedding is on July 3.”

“Okay…?”

“So buy a pretty dress.”

“You’re asking me to Jay & Mahra’s wedding? It’ll be full of your friends.”

“Exactly. But no family.”

 

Jordyn glanced around the room but didn’t see Tom anywhere. He must have gone outside.

“Is that work?” her mom asked.

“No, it just feels like it,” she quipped. “This guy won’t take no for an answer.”

“Is this a problem? Is he pestering you?”

“No. It’s not like that. I like him, but we’re both really busy and our careers need to take the front seat for now.”

Miranda nodded. “Make time for yourself, Jordyn. Your father and I made the same mistake and I ended up alone and regretting so many times we put off fun things. Most of my memories are about us saying we’d take a holiday or do things later. Later didn’t come.”

“Maybe you’re right.” She did a rapid calculation. July first was Canada Day and it was a Thursday. She might be able to make it a long weekend. Definitely worth a try. She texted him back.

 

“I’ll be your plus one.”

“Good. Now tell your mom you need a nap.”

“Why?”

“I’m in the guestroom.”

“You’re so naughty.”

“This offer will last for 10…9…8…”

 

“Oh, wow. I’m not feeling all that great. I need to lie down.”

“Tummy?”

“No, just exhausted from work. You know how it is. I pushed too hard.”

“Yes,” her mom said slyly. “Starting a business and keeping it a secret must be exhausting.”

Jordyn blew her a raspberry. “Pretty much, yes.”

Her mom laughed. “Go get some rest. Kirk and I are taking the horses for a ride.”

“So you’ll be gone awhile?”

“At least an hour, maybe two.”

“Thanks!” She took off for the hallway that led to the bedrooms.

“What for?”

Jordyn looked back and read humor in her mom’s face. “Um…the advice?” She blew out a breath. “Yeah, that.”


Chapter 10



 



Canada Day & Fourth of July - Bellingham

Saturday afternoon on July third and all Tom could think of was Jordyn. Weddings were always romantic and he hoped tonight would ease her mind about staying involved with him. The more he saw of her, the more he wanted to see her.

It was an addiction he didn’t want to end.

But before he could meet her at his place he had one more short meeting to deal with.

“Time to clear the air,” he said to Kirk and their lead carpenter, Cade Devine. He squared his shoulders and faced Cade in the half-finished kitchen of their newest build. It had been months since Kirk had stepped in and smoothed over Tom’s error in letting Cade and his crew go. Firing one of the best carpenters in the state was one boneheaded move and he wanted to own up to it. “I overreacted when you ignored my suggestions.”

Cade dropped his brows and nodded once. “I ignored your orders when I should have taken the time to explain why you were wrong.” He lifted his hardhat and then scrubbed his hand across his scalp. “A couple of times.”

Tom’s hackles rose, a combination of pride and ego offended. “In your opinion, I made some wrong choices.”

Kirk blew out a heavy breath. “Look, Cade. I put a load on Tom he shouldn’t have had to carry alone, but what’s done is done. And Tom, you have to remember that Cade met you when you were my little tag-along on job sites.”

Cade grinned. “God, you stuck to your old man like glue until you saw me using my chop saw.”

He remembered. The thing was loud and sprayed sawdust. Fascinating for a boy. Cade became his instant hero for handling that powerful blade. “You made me sweep up the mess on the driveway.”

“Had to keep you from putting your fingers anywhere near anything that could cut them off.”

And he finally got it. He’d fired Cade for ignoring his authority, while Cade was just having a hard time aligning that ten year old he remembered with the interim man in charge. They’d both wanted Kirk back on the job and took it out on each other.

“I apologize for firing you. I should’ve stepped back.”

Cade stuck out his hand and Tom took it and pulled the carpenter in for a chest bump.

Kirk smiled and slapped them both on the back. “Fine. Now can we get the hell back to work? I’ve got a wedding and honeymoon to get through and the good weather’s not going to last forever.” They had at least three projects to get to lock-up stage while the weather held. Tom hoped for twice the work this time next year.

Cade hollered for the crew and headed out to the front yard, leaving Kirk and Tom on their own. “I’m promoting him—no, wait—what would you think about offering Cade a promotion to project manager?”

“If you plan to be gone for extended periods and I want to expand then we’ll need him to take on more overseeing. Works for me,” Tom said. “And thanks for asking my opinion.”

“With Cade’s wife taking off for Los Angeles he’ll have to hire a live-in housekeeper and he’ll need the extra money. Not to mention a live-in will mean he’ll be available for longer hours occasionally.”

“He’s got a tough go with three little girls to raise alone. First she left the house and now the state? Why?”

“If Cade wanted us to know his business he’d have said so. She’s gone and the girls are better off with one sober parent. That’s all I know.” His dad frowned.

Cade had a hell of a load at home and now he’d be taking on more at work. Now that he knew what Cade had been dealing with, he felt like an ass. “I never should have fired him. What the hell was I thinking?”

His father nodded. “You weren’t. You let your ego get in the way. Lesson learned.”

His father was not going to bust his balls for this misstep anymore. Tom was happy to put it behind him. But he had a feeling there would be more lessons coming his way as business ramped up.

He was ready.

Cade’s family issues rankled him. He knew the man was a good dad, he’d brought his little girls to see some of their projects. They were bright, pretty children full of laughter when they were with their father. Hard to imagine their mom leaving them, but then, he’d never met Cade’s wife.

When he thought of kids he thought of Jordyn. She’d be a great mother someday. He heard a saw rip into lumber from out front of the house. Someday, he’d bring his own kids to the jobsite and they’d be as happy and as fascinated by the tools as he’d been.

Life with Jordyn would be good. Very good.

~ ~ ~ ~

The bride wore white. Jordyn wore an eggplant-purple off-one-shoulder dress that complemented her skin. During the ceremony, Tom held her hand, their fingers interlaced. When the groom said his vows, Tom lifted her hand to his mouth and kissed her knuckles.

Her stomach filled with fluttery wings that beat their way to her heart. Damn the man, he knew how to play her. Cheesy, that’s what this was, and she was falling for it.

Still, it was a lovely ceremony in a beautiful country church filled with family and friends of the ecstatic couple. Who wouldn’t be touched?

They’d arrived ahead of the guests because of Tom’s ushering duties and she’d noticed a few people sizing her up. Mostly women. They were curious about Tom’s date and wondered who she was. She’d already made him promise that he wouldn’t say how they knew each other. They’d agreed to say they’d met through mutual acquaintances and since she lived in Vancouver, their relationship would be given little notice.

It was the only way she could bring herself to come to this very public date.

No one here would ever know they would soon be related. Or, at least, that’s what Tom had said.

At the reception dinner was long over and the dance floor filled when Tom excused himself to see some buddies. Jordyn took the time to retire to the ladies’ room to freshen up. On the way past a rowdy table of laughing, joking people she overheard a drunken female voice. “So that’s her? Tom’s date?”

Jordyn hesitated for a second, but chose to move on. She didn’t know any of the couples seated there even though Tom had made an effort to introduce her to everyone he cared about in the crowd. Clearly, whoever these people were, they weren’t important to him.

As she washed her hands in the ladies’ room the door opened behind her. She looked up to check the reflection. She smiled and went to the hand dryer.

Over the roar of the hand dryer, the younger woman spoke. “You seeing Tom Fontaine?”

This time, she accompanied her smile with a nod of affirmation. She removed her hands from the stream of hot air so the roar would subside. “Tom brought me, yes,” she replied.

The woman hardly looked old enough to drink, but it was clear she’d had a few shots. The table had been littered with the small glasses.

“I’m Jay’s sister,” she announced. “And I’ve known Tom all my life.” She patted her chest. “All of it.” She was trying really hard not to slur and Jordyn felt a pang of sympathy.

“Okay.” Jordyn went to move past.

“No, wait,” she said in a determined tone. “You should know Tom’s been waiting for me.”

“I’m sure he knows you’re here,” Jordyn offered in conciliation. “But I’ll tell him if you’d like.”

“No, not here.” Her hand rose and she waved it up and down to indicate the here and now. She leaned close to Jordyn, who was very tempted to steady the girl by the shoulders.

Jay, the groom, might be her older brother, but he was too busy celebrating with his bride to take care of his little sister. “What’s your name?”

“Maisie.”

“Well, Maisie, why don’t I walk you back to your seat and go get Tom for you.”

“I want him.” She nodded and then swiped a hand over her updo. “He’s waiting for me to be old enough. Well, I am now, so you can just shuffle off.” Her fingers waved bye-bye.

Sympathetic to the crush, Jordyn leaned in and cupped the girl’s shoulders gently. “It’s time to head back to our seats.” Maisie’s parents couldn’t be far. She’d hand Maisie off to her mother or father and keep this whole conversation to herself. Drunken confessions in the ladies’ room were not meant for public consumption.

Except when they reached the table of laughing friends, Maisie announced everything: her love for Tom, how he’d always wanted her, how he’d only been waiting for her to grow up and how Jordyn was way too old to make Tom happy.

The group fell to silence as Jordyn struggled for something to say. It was clear she was a few years older than this group, but she was hardly too old. These were college-age students, barely old enough to legally drink.

“I finally figured out why she looks so familiar,” Maisie called out over the silenced table of wedding guests. “She looks just like that woman who’s marrying Tom’s dad. Must be her kid. So this is a pity date. Tom was just being nice to her.”

A couple of women at the table groaned and one rose to guide Maisie to her seat. She cast Jordyn an apologetic glance. “She’ll be sorry in the morning,” she said quietly.

“I’m sure she will be.” Jordyn stalked back to her seat, hoping that Maisie would forget about Jordyn’s resemblance to her mom.

Tom was standing at their table with another woman who looked at her with daggers in her eyes. Great. Round two. Tom introduced her as Mac, but she looked nothing like any Mac Jordyn had ever seen before. Petite, slender and black-haired, Mac eyed Jordyn with a dismissiveness usually reserved for bitches of the highest order.

Jordyn felt the sting but slid her hand into Tom’s. “Lovely to meet you and all of Tom’s friends.”

“I’m Danny’s plus one. We’re not dating,” she said directly to Tom.

Tom nodded and squeezed Jordyn’s hand. “Jordyn and I are heading to the dance floor. See you around, Mac.”

Then it hit her. “She’s an ex?” she asked softly as they stepped away.

“Sort of. We had a thing for a couple of weeks. No big deal.”

“She may be Danny’s plus one, but she came for you.”

He pulled her into his arms for a slow dance. “No, she came for her next guy. Mac’s been making the rounds. Danny’s toast already.” He frowned. “Thing is, I think he really liked her. Mac’s funny and sweet when she wants to be but once she sees you’re interested, she bails.”

“And since you lost interest first, she’s in pursuit.” It was not a question. Jordyn was certain Mac still wanted him. “I thought I’d escaped all the dating drama when I walked away from Evan.”

Tom turned to look back at their table, where Mac was talking with Tom’s buddy Danny. She had one hand on his forearm, the other on his backside. Her face shone up at his in welcome. “She looks plenty interested in Danny right now.”

But Jordyn knew it was all a show for Tom’s sake. Mac seemed willing to string Danny along if it meant getting Tom interested again. It was no wonder Jordyn had taken to calling her social life “The Dating Wars.” The drama was epic. She was so very tired of it and here she was, in the thick of it with Tom.

“And Maisie?”

Tom laughed. “When did you meet her?”

“She followed me into the ladies’ room,” she said on a dry note.

“She gave you the sob story? How I’m waiting for her? She was eleven and one afternoon while Jay and I were shooting hoops in the driveway I told her she was my girl and I’d wait for her to grow up. Jay thought it was hysterical and so did I. Especially since Jay and I were both lusting for Jenna DiMarco. I only said it so she’d leave us alone. In fact I think it was Jay’s idea.”

“Well, she still believes it and we have a problem with her.”

“How so?”

“She realized I look like my mom. Is there a chance that she’ll tell your dad we’re together?”

Tom stopped dancing and held her closer. “Would that be so terrible?”

Yes, now more than ever.


Chapter 11



 



August long weekend, Vancouver

Tom’s face was wreathed in weary disappointment on Jordyn’s laptop screen. “I’m damn tired of this,” he said with some bitterness. “What’s it matter if we go public now? We’re together and committed to each other.”

“I’m afraid, okay? Afraid. If the family knows about us they’ll have expectations that we may not live up to. Your dad will hate me if we split and my mom will freeze you out if she thinks I’m hurt. And who knows what your gran would say.” The thought of disrupting the family harmony weighed heavily on her heart and mind. Didn’t he see how wonderful everything was? Their parents were happy together after they both suffered terrible loss. His grandmother had opened herself to a new relationship.

And everyone got along and liked each other. She didn’t know very many families that could say the same. “I just don’t believe the timing is right for us to make an announcement.”

Tom didn’t have an issue with what people thought. “If we break up, they’ll get over it. It’s not as if they’ll never see one of us again. The family will still be part of both of our lives.”

He just didn’t get that seeing him as the years rolled on would continue to hurt. Much better for her to have private pain than sympathetic looks and pity.

“And again,” he said, “you’re supposing we end up apart. This is getting old, Jordyn. Really old.”

The discussion ended when Tom hurriedly put an end to the chat. She figured it was so he wouldn’t say something he’d regret. He’d been more frustrated with her than she’d seen before.

They’d been going in circles anyway, getting nowhere. And Jordyn accepted responsibility for that. She hadn’t been totally honest.

The next day at their usual noon meeting, Jordyn sat across from Krista in their favorite coffee shop and took a sip of her latte. “And you’re upset, why?” Krista asked.

“During our video chat last night Tom didn’t want to hear about our family again. He thinks I’m putting too much emphasis on what they’ll think.” She repeated much of the conversation from the previous night.

“And this woman who realized your connection to Kirk’s mom? The one from the wedding? She still hasn’t outed you?”

“No, she hasn’t told Kirk about us.” But that threat still hung over Jordyn’s head like a storm cloud. When would it rain down on her?

Krista narrowed her eyes. “No wonder Tom’s frustrated with you. Telling your parents isn’t the real issue. I know you better than that.”

“That’s the problem with best friends you’ve had too long. They know you too well.” She shifted in her seat. “I want marriage and children. I’m thirty now and I’d like to have a family at least started before I’m thirty-five.” It took time to build a relationship strong enough to withstand the pressure of careers and children. She’d already seen families go down in flames because of hasty decisions. That was one thing she and Evan had agreed on.

She nibbled her Nanaimo bar, a chocolate, coconut and custardy confection that put her hometown on the map. “I love these.”

“So does the rest of the world,” Krista said tartly. “Speaking of love, has that word come up?”

“No. And it won’t. Tom’s twenty-seven and not in the same place I am with the idea of settling down. And he shouldn’t be. I don’t want to pressure him about a future.” She knew what she should say: that she would let Tom go. It wasn’t right to hold onto a man who didn’t want the same things she did.

“So does he hate kids or something?”

“No. I mentioned them and he said he’d like them further down the road. But how much further? I don’t have that kind of time.”

“So you’re dumping him.”

Jordyn stared at the tabletop, picked at her napkin. “I think that’s best for both of us.”

“Bullshit.” Krista leaned toward her and lowered her voice. “Jeeze, Jordyn. You’re telling yourself you’re dumping him for his own good. Yeah, that makes sense. Were you even planning to tell him the truth?”

“You mean point out that I’m older than him? That my biological clock is ticking?”

“You’re not old. There’s plenty of time for babies.”

“Not if I have to wait for him to decide he’s ready. That could take years longer than I have.” She cupped her belly for emphasis.

Krista frowned. “That’s crazy. You haven’t discussed this with him. What if Tom’s perfectly happy at the idea of settling down with you?”

She told Krista about Tom’s buddy getting married because twins were on the way. “Tom seemed disappointed at the idea that his player buddy was being roped into a marriage he didn’t want.”

“But you said he was feeling pretty rough from the night before. Maybe he just felt sick and you misinterpreted.”

“Except that at the wedding, it was clear Tom and his friends were still very much into all the drama that comes with dating.”

“What you call the Dating Wars.”

“Oh, I’ve banged this drum before?” she drawled.

“Okay, his buddies and their women are still figuring themselves out. That’s what people do in their mid-twenties. But from everything you’ve told me, Tom’s already done that.”

She was probably being unreasonable. But a lot was at stake. “I’ve never told you this, but my mother had me really young. By the time my parents wanted to have more children, my mom had developed complications that made it next to impossible to conceive. They accepted things the way they were.”

“And you’re worried you’ve inherited these complications?”

Time had become a precious resource. No matter that she had no symptoms and no indications that she may have problems, she still worried. “I may not have as many fertile years as the average woman.”

“And waiting for Tom to be ready for a family seems like a waste of time.”

“It’s not right to hurry him. I’ve seen families fall apart when both partners aren’t fully committed to raising children.”

“For a woman who likes to think she’s open and candid, you sure don’t open up with Tom. You need to have this conversation with him. Not that I’m not happy you came to me, because I’ve got your back, but seriously.” She swooped her plastic spoon around the leftover milk foam and licked it with a satisfied sigh. “You need to talk to him.”

“I will.” But it wouldn’t be the conversation Krista thought it should be. Her heart bled with the decision.

There was something off about Krista today and Jordyn decided to play tit-for-tat in the BFF department. “What’s been eating you the last few days? You’re off your game.”

“I ran into someone the other day and I’m not sure why it bugs me.”

“A man?”

Krista actually flushed a brilliant shade of pink. She leaned in. “I met him a couple of years ago. He was so hot I couldn’t keep my hands off him.”

“And now?”

“He wants an estimate and I don’t know if I can do it. Be alone with him, I mean.”

She wasn’t sure what the problem was. Krista lived a hit-and- run lifestyle. As in hit the sheets and gone before dawn. Still, if she didn’t want to be alone with the guy, it was up to Jordyn to help her out. “Then I’ll do it. You’ve taken me out a few times to show me how to price out a job, so let me handle it.”

Krista’s face turned obstinate. “No. I can do it. I’ve got to learn to separate business and pleasure anyway. Now’s as good a time as any.”

“Given that the majority of our clients are women, I doubt that’s been a problem.”

Krista snorted in as ladylike a way as she could. “Exactly. This will be a good test.”

“How’d he find us?”

“His sister liked the job we did on her kids’ rooms so much we did the family room. Remember she kept adding work as we went?”

“Yes, I do. Back at the very start. She kept us working when we would’ve been slack. Nice woman.”

“Nice woman. Hot brother. Who’d have thought I’d run into the guy again? It was one night three years ago.”

“He remembered you?”

“Oh, yeah.” Krista’s color rose again. “One of the only times I stayed for breakfast.”

~ ~ ~ ~

Tom cleared the border and headed toward Vancouver. It was great that Jordyn had cleared her schedule to have one night with him. Their visits seemed more and more rushed all the time. The travel time back and forth was tough when they both had crews to check on and jobs to sell. People looking to build homes or paint them tended to want weekend appointments. No doubt about it, the long-distance thing with Jordyn was wearing on him.

Ninety minutes later, he wished he hadn’t come.

“Explain this to me again, because I am completely fucking confused.” Tom tried to make sense of the jumble of words coming from Jordyn’s tear-streaked face. She looked like a woman in pain and he couldn’t grasp her reasoning. Logic seemed not to be a part of this conversation.

And he needed logic.

“You’re not in the same place I am. I saw that at the wedding. All your friends, the people you know are still searching for where they want to be when they’re all grown up.”

He tried not to be insulted—no, fuck it—he was. Insulted to his boots. “What the hell does that mean? I’m running a company, crews, and men. I make decisions every day that affect our bottom line and my employees’ lives.” Echoes of his arguments with Cade rang through his head. He’d fired Cade for what he’d considered lack of respect.

But breaking up with Jordyn? No way. He reached for her shoulders and held her gently. “I can’t figure out where this is coming from.”

Jordyn straightened away from him. “We knew things would end when we started this. Now’s the time.”

“I don’t want to end it.”

“I’m ready. We said we’d be honest.” Her eyes hardened.

“So this is a clean break?” he asked. “No trying again or backsliding?”

“A clean break,” she said.

“If that’s what you want.” He had his doubts they could stick to it, mostly because he didn’t want to.

“This is for the best. By the time the wedding comes, we’ll both know I’m right.”


Chapter 12



 



Labour Day Weekend, The Wedding, Nanaimo

Jordyn watched from beside her mother as Bella trotted to the front of the living room where everyone waited. Kirk bent down to her collar and slipped the rings off the loose knot. Bella sat when he gave her the signal and he and Miranda exchanged rings while speaking their deeply personal vows.

Jordyn blinked back tears of joy to see her mom and Kirk look so happy and full of hope. She kept her back to the crowd as Kirk kissed his bride and turned to the family, holding her mom’s hand up. “I’ve got her now and I’ll never let her go.”

She swiped at the moistness on her cheeks and faced the boisterous group of guests. Tears of joy—that’s what rolled down her face. Way better than all the desperately lonely tears that she’d been shedding in the weeks since her breakup with Tom.

This was the first time seeing him since she’d torn them apart. Daggers sliced into her chest as she realized the bride and groom had moved into the room, leaving her facing Tom. A muscle in his jaw jumped as their eyes met. He’d had his hair trimmed and let his sideburns grow since she’d seen him.

He looked away and moved quickly through the others in the living room. He joined Cade by the front window. He held himself stiffly, but even from here she could see a dark flush rise from his neck. She swiped more tears away and caught a look from Joyce. She gave the older woman a shaky smile.

Her mom’s best friend, Karyn, held up a bottle of champagne. “Who’s empty?” she asked. Jordyn picked up a flute and held it high. Karyn stepped over to her. “What’s up, Jordyn? You’re putting on a happy face but even I can tell you’re not feeling it.”

“Is it that obvious?”

“Obvious your heart’s in pieces? Of course. I know the feeling all too well.” Karyn had been divorced for years and had dedicated all those years to her daughters.

“Mom told me you’re trying some internet dates?” She needed to change the conversation or burst into tears.

“And I’m getting my ass kicked at that game,” Karyn said. “There’s not a lot of interest in thirty-something single moms with muffin tops.”

Jordyn laughed because she was supposed to. Karyn was always self-deprecating but funny and sweet. Her mom loved her and so did Jordyn.

“Why don’t you sidle on over to where Tom’s chatting with that gorgeous hunk of man and talk to him?”

“Tom?” She nearly broke the stem of her champagne flute. “He’s, uh, not really my kind of guy. And he’s younger.”

“You’re hardly old. Tom’s a full-grown man from what I can see. Even next to that gorgeous hunk of man.” Karyn waggled her eyebrows.

“Ah, now I get it,” Jordyn said around a smile. “You’d like me to introduce you to that gorgeous hunk?”

Karyn smoothed her tight wrap around dress that showed off her curves. “Do you know him?”

“Cade Devine, he’s the project manager for Fontaine Homes and a good friend of Kirk’s.” And it broke her to think about walking over there as long as Tom stood with Cade.

Karyn sighed. “Even his name’s sexy as sin.” She huffed out a deep breath. “Oh my God, he’s looking over here.”

Jordyn smiled a broad invitation to Cade and waved him over. He abandoned Tom in a blink and made straight for the women, his gaze roving over Karyn. “Hi, Jordyn,” he said in his deep rumble, but his eyes never left Karyn’s.

Jordyn stepped back out of harm’s way because the sexual electricity from these two could light up the whole waterfront. She made a quick introduction and left them to find their own way with each other.

After a quick trip to the upstairs bathroom to refresh her makeup and convince herself she could get through the rest of the party, Jordyn returned to find the toasts had begun.

“My turn,” she called out and held up a freshly filled glass. “To my mom and Kirk. May they love every moment of their continuing journey. Life is full of surprises and you two finding each other is one of them. One of the very best surprises that could have happened. Cheers!”

After everyone had offered their best wishes, Jordyn joined Karyn and her mom as they chatted.

“You came on your own. I thought you’d have brought a date,” Miranda said to Karyn.

“Weddings make for weird dates and I didn’t want to deal with any of that.” Karyn glanced at Cade, who quickly looked away.

“Cade seems very nice,” her mom pressed. “He’s handsome, successful and apparently very good with his hands.”

“The champagne’s gone to your head,” Karyn drawled. “Have another.”

“I meant as a carpenter. He’s a good carpenter.”

“Right, that’s what you meant.” Karyn blew out a breath. “I know you mean well, but we’ve already chatted.”

“You have?”

“You think I didn’t see an age-appropriate gorgeous man in the room on first glance? Damn straight. I walked over and introduced myself.”

Jordyn chuckled at the white lie.

“And?” Her mom leaned in for the full story.

“I don’t date single dads. Between my two and his three, we have five, count ‘em, five”—she held up all her fingers on one hand—“daughters between us. As much as I think we both felt the zing, that would be mayhem.”

“I see.” She hesitated for maximum effect. “Still if the zing is there maybe you could enjoy each other’s company for the weekend,” Miranda said. Karyn’s eyes went wide at the suggestion. But just as quickly, she set them on Cade.

“Excuse me, but my weekend just got a whole lot busier. My girls are with Max.”

“That’s what I thought,” Miranda said with a light shove to Karyn’s shoulder. “Get moving.” She laughed as Karyn walked with intent purpose across the room toward Cade.

Jordyn sipped more champagne then said, “Matchmaking?”

“Not at all.”

“Well don’t try it with me.”

“Never.” Her mom kissed her cheek. “I love you, sweetie.”

“I love you, too. Now go put Kirk out of his misery and tell him where the honeymoon is.” Even saying it reminded her of sharing the tidbits of information with Tom as they’d hidden their relationship. Her chest hurt with the memory.

Her mom called for everyone’s attention. “I’m sorry we have to duck out earlier than any of you expect, especially Kirk, but we have to get to Vancouver airport for an overnight flight to Italy.”

Kirk looked totally shocked. “Venice? Rome?”

The rest of the announcement faded away to background noise as Tom caught her attention. He smiled as if they could have a private moment in this crowd and she knew he was thinking of their time together as well. Too soon, his eyes darkened with loss and the moment passed.

Too much. The pain of seeing him was too much and it was plain that she’d hurt him, too. She closed her eyes and willed the unhappiness away until later. Until she could be alone to nurse it.

Tom’s grandmother called to the happy couple, “You won’t want to come back from Italy. But I’m sure you’ll return in time for Christmas.”

“Is that an invitation?”

“Of course! We’ll have everyone home for Christmas.”

And so it would begin: every family event or holiday or meal would be spent with Tom. They would be polite, cool acquaintances who smiled, nodded and never truly engaged. ‘Til death do they part.

~ ~ ~ ~

Canadian Thanksgiving, October, Nanaimo

Jordyn was a no-show at her mom’s place. Miranda said she was swamped at work, even on Thanksgiving. Tom sent her a picture of Jay’s newborn twins.

After a moment, he saw one happy-face emoji from her with no comment.

She’d insisted on a clean break and that was what she was sticking to. He’d agreed with her in the heat of the moment but without realizing it, he’d counted on these family celebrations to warm things back up between them. He’d had high hopes for the wedding but that had been a complete bust. Jordyn had left just as soon as she could politely exit. In the rush of seeing his dad and Miranda off at the airport, he didn’t see her leave.

Everything had been so good between them. He still couldn’t figure out what he’d done wrong. The line of bull she’d given him didn’t sit right. Just because his buddies were still partying hard didn’t mean Tom wasn’t ready to settle into a relationship.

~ ~ ~ ~

American Thanksgiving, November,  Bellingham

Jordyn skipped another Thanksgiving celebration by heading to Las Vegas for the weekend with friends. Tom wondered what kind—women or men?

Damn, he’d have to wait until Christmas to see her.

No problem. She was worth waiting for.

Worth fighting for.

Since most of his relationships petered out for lack of interest, he wasn’t sure of the protocol in this situation. His buddies would only laugh if he admitted he missed her like hell, and he certainly couldn’t talk to his father.

This whole family relationship mess they were in was a pain in the ass, just as she said it would be. Everyone around him was happy while all he could do was stew about missing Jordyn.

If she didn’t accept her invitation to Christmas, he’d take a direct approach and show up at her door. That plan had worked for Valentine’s Day, so it would damn well work again. 


Chapter 13



 



Christmas Eve, Bellingham WA

Tom stretched to the top of the fresh-cut Scotch pine tree and fastened Gran’s angel. His mom had always used a star for a topper. No matter. Gran’s house smelled like ham and scalloped potatoes and pie. The same meal his family had had every Christmas Eve since he could remember.

Except for last year. The Christmas he’d met Jordyn.

The final notes of “Good King Wenceslas” faded away and the doorbell chimed a new arrival. His stomach knotted as his dad, Miranda and Jordyn bustled in the door in a flurry of greetings while Joyce took their coats.

Tom turned to face Jordyn and the Christmas music and family voices fell away. Her face flushed but she wouldn’t engage with him. His heart clamped mid-chest as he drank in the sight of her.

Amid the questions about traffic and the weather, no one noted the silence between him and Jordyn. They’d each frozen, like figures in a tableau: her, by the door, holding bags and presents, he by the decorated tree, waiting, watching…hoping.

It seemed she wasn’t up to easy small talk either.

Dad, Miranda and Gran moved toward the kitchen with the food Miranda had brought. Jordyn still hadn’t moved, maybe even hadn’t breathed while she held still.

“Here, let me get those,” he offered and moved quickly across the room. He reached for the brightly wrapped boxes and cheerful bags and deliberately brushed his fingers over hers as he took two of the stacked boxes.

The heat where he touched her was like a sucker punch, sudden and painful.

She jerked away as if she’d felt it, too. Good. He wanted her to feel something, even if it was pain at seeing him again. He was lost without her and damn it, he was hurt enough to want her to know what it was like to yearn for someone who didn’t want you.

A man could only take so much before taking control of a situation.

In business he was in charge, so he was determined to use that same go-get-it attitude with Jordyn.

~ ~ ~ ~

At first touch of Tom’s hand Jordyn wanted to grab him and drag him off so she could share all the small details of her life that they used to share. All too soon Tom turned to place the boxes under the Christmas tree. She watched the smooth play of muscles in his back as he bent to the task. “I’m happy to see how well you look,” she said. “And I love the new beard.” It was much darker than his hair and gave him a rugged look.

He scrubbed at the bristles and grinned. “I just got lazy.”

Of course he’d look great. He’d moved on. She hadn’t had so much as a text from him since Canadian Thanksgiving.

She bent to put the rest of the gifts she carried under the tree. “Your dad says you’re doing wonderfully with Fontaine Homes. They returned from their honeymoon to more clients and contracts than you’ve ever had before.”

Tom nodded. “Nice to hear you asked.”

She bit her lip. She hadn’t asked about Tom. But Kirk was a proud father so he’d gushed about Tom’s success every time she saw him. Her step-dad had no idea how painful it was for her to hear news of Tom. How could he? She’d avoided every family holiday gathering since the wedding.

Her mother had been quietly curious about her avoiding the rest of the family, but hadn’t asked a single question. Maybe she’d picked up on the strain between Jordyn and Tom at the wedding and had chosen a diplomatic way to calm the waters. Don’t ask and the problem could sort itself out. This was a new approach for Miranda, but for everyone’s sake, Jordyn hoped it worked.

So far, though, her belly was upside down, her heart was in her throat and tears threatened just to look at Tom.

The doorbell rang and from the kitchen Joyce called out. “I’ll get it. That’s Bryan. Everyone be on your best behavior, he’s shy.”

Jordyn shared an amused glance with Tom that took her back to before they’d parted ways. They silently waited for their turns to be introduced to the man that had captured Tom’s grandmother’s heart.

An hour later Bryan had settled in and seemed as if he’d always been part of this strange blended family. Coming together as adults meant that this family gathering contained no baggage from years past. While they didn’t share long-ago memories, everyone seemed willing to look ahead to many years of support and good times.

No baggage, except, of course, Tom and Jordyn had created a baggage car full of pain and disappointment.

Jordyn’s worst fear about getting involved with Tom had come true, except, after close study, she realized Tom was suffering every bit as much as she was. Under his smile, his eyes seemed dull and unhappy. His face looked drawn. It pained her that her decision to end things had come at such a cost. She was a wreck and Tom didn’t look much better.

They awkwardly circled the room, drank their eggnog like dutiful partygoers and sang along with the music as required.

Shortly after Bryan’s arrival, Cade brought his three daughters in amid an explosion of oohs and aahs about how big they were getting. Cade was a man on a mission to learn how to braid hair and use pretty hairclips. Jordyn pitched in with his youngest girl and soon had him twisting her thick ropes of hair into a basic braid.

Joyce smiled at his efforts. “Did you know there are videos online to help teach you these things?”

“Who’s got time? Besides, it’s only when a woman’s around that this one will sit still long enough for me to try.”

Half an hour later Karyn arrived with her two daughters. “Max will have them over New Year’s,” she explained in a rush. “The ferry from the island was hella busy and the drive down was hectic.” She shoved a hand up in surrender. “And don’t ask about the wait time at the border crossing.”

Miranda hugged her. “I’m so glad you made it in time for dinner. Thanks for coming.”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Karyn responded with a guilty glance at Cade. She flushed when he looked back at her.

Joyce stepped in and hugged Karyn and the girls. “I’m so glad everyone’s here. This will be a real Christmas to remember.” She clapped her hands. “And now I’d like to introduce you all to a Fontaine family tradition.” Her eyes glowed with delight. “Immediately after dinner, we’re going caroling. I’ve already printed out song sheets for all of us.”

Jordyn sat next to Tom, and smiled at his surprise. She missed him more all the time and in spite of their awkwardness, she wanted them to get back to being friends.

Everyone settled to their meal of Christmas ham, Joyce’s scalloped potatoes, fresh green beans and cauliflower. Miranda had baked an apple and a lemon meringue pie. Jordyn had brought Christmas pudding.

Cade and Karyn sat next to each other and were flanked by their respective daughters.

“Last Christmas Eve we had all just met and Miranda fed us lasagna,” Tom said. “It’s been an interesting and hectic year.” He bumped Jordyn’s knee with his and sent her mind whirling with all his hidden meaning. She knew what he was up to. Tom wanted to remind her of all the other times they’d sat next to each other; how he’d teased her with light touches and slow caresses under the table. Her face heated at the memories and he gave her a secret, sexy smile.

She melted to see it again. “Interesting year, yes,” she agreed. She’d fallen in lust and then love and now she struggled with her decision to end things. While she’d had some vague notion that she could find the right man, her heart told her that she had already let him go. She blinked back tears and fought with herself. Had she been wrong to let Tom go? Was she being selfish to think only of what she wanted?

But she knew what it was like to be railroaded by someone else’s expectations, and forcing Tom to toe her line was unfair and would only lead to heartache later. Pressuring a man into having a family he wasn’t ready for seemed like a disaster waiting to happen. But still, the warmth of Tom’s knee pressed to hers made her think of pressing all of herself close to him; made her want to press naked against him, to feel him move inside her once again.

Kirk held up his wineglass. “It’s been a fantastic year,” he said. “A toast to second chances at love and having the guts to go for it.”

“Hear! Hear!” said Bryan with a slyly endearing look at Joyce. “Life sure does surprise me sometimes. Grabbing on to the blessings offered isn’t always easy, but I’m glad to have had this chance with Joyce.”

“Oh, Bryan,” she responded and leaned over to kiss his cheek.

Jordyn blinked with the power of love swirling in the room between both older couples. They’d found each other when they’d opened themselves up. If any of them had remained closed off, they wouldn’t be here, enjoying this lovely Christmas Eve dinner with their new loves.

As she glanced around the table, she noted that Cade and Karyn seemed to be locked into each other’s gaze. Karyn looked ready to cry and then sipped at her wine like it was her last. Cade had a muscle jumping in his cheek while his knuckles turned white on the stem of his wine flute.

Hmm. 

People assumed romantic love was for the young, but she’d just had a tremendous lesson. Love comes to those who’re open to it. It sneaks in where you least expect it, or washes over you like a tidal wave, or grows day by day from friendship and respect. But no matter how love arrives, people must be open.

With Tom she hadn’t been open. Not completely. She’d kept part of herself apart from him, refused to see him as the man he was. Every kindness he’d extended, every bit of help he’d given, all the advice he’d offered had been with an open heart, but she’d kept her blinders on.

Tom was the man she wanted, in every way, every day.

Tom’s leg pressed the whole length of hers and she pressed back. She was afraid to look at him in case she blurted out all that she’d learned. It wouldn’t do to bare her soul in front of the family. This declaration had to be made in private. She slipped her hand into his and held on tight.

He jerked in surprise and his neck reddened as he rubbed her hand up and down her thigh. Tension emanated from his body into hers.

Or maybe it was excitement.

All she wanted to do was get him alone so she could apologize and tell him all that was in her heart.

She loved him and even if he wasn’t ready to be a father yet, he’d get there in plenty of time. And if he didn’t, that would be okay too, because life with Tom was what she wanted. “After dinner, Tom and I will take Bella for a walk,” she blurted into a lull in the conversation.

Her mom froze with her hand reaching for the bowl of cauliflower. Miranda’s eyes darted to Joyce’s.

“Thank God you two are talking again,” Joyce said. “Whatever happened between you, it’s time to clear the air.” She took a slice of ham and passed the platter as if she hadn’t just shocked the table with her comment. “And it will have to wait until after the caroling.”

There seemed no way out of this Fontaine family tradition. “I’m an awful singer,” Tom said with a sidelong glance at Jordyn.

His grandmother passed the potatoes to Bryan. “That’s why we always make you stand at the back, dear,” she said blithely.

“Tom,” Kirk said, as if he hadn’t heard a word of the conversation. “How’s Jay adjusting to life with twins?”

“He’s loving every minute,” Tom replied. “He’s exhausted all the time but says they’re sleeping a little longer between nighttime feedings. Whatever that means.” Tom shrugged at the mysteries of fatherhood.

Kirk chuckled. “Yes, that’s about right. It’ll get better.”

“And Mahra? How is she coping with twins?” Miranda asked.

Jordyn could barely follow the conversation. It came to her that everyone but Bryan was aware that she and Tom had had some kind of relationship. But they’d been so careful. By the time she came back to the conversation it had moved on to the new parents’ relationship.

“They’re happy,” Tom said with a grin. “Jay’s a new man and he makes me want to be where he is. I’m looking forward to being a tired dad someday. If I get my wish this Christmas it will happen sooner rather than later.”

At his words, Jordyn lost her grip on her fork and it clattered to her plate, bounced off the rim and sailed to the floor. She bent to retrieve it and banged her forehead against Tom’s as he went to fetch it for her.

Joyce laughed. “You two are killing me. Go talk things through and don’t come back until you’ve sorted everything out. Whatever it is, we’re tired of all the pussyfooting around.”

Miranda cleared her throat. “Agreed.”

Kirk put his fork down. “Are you two saying I’ve missed something?”

Miranda and Joyce laughed into each other’s eyes. “Of course you have.”

Jordyn rose. “Far be it from us to ruin your meal.” Embarrassed, surprised and excited, she looked down at Tom.

Tom pushed his chair away from the table and stood beside her. He took a good grip of Jordyn’s hand and towed her along like a barge behind him. He grabbed their jackets from the hall closet. “We’ll be back in time for dessert.”

“And caroling!” Jordyn said with her heart in her throat. She quickly joined Tom by the front door and raced outside with him.

~ ~ ~ ~

Once the door closed behind them, Tom turned to her. “Jordyn, there’s no way I’m going back in there until we’ve cleared the air.”

“They know,” she said. “They’ve been laughing at us all this time.” She stepped close to him, slid her hand to his cheek. He turned his lips to her palm and kissed her there. “Oh, Tom. I messed up.” She thought of all the apologies she needed to make and stalled out because there were too many to count.

“I love you. Let’s start there.” He clasped her hand and tugged her down the steps to the front walk.

“I love you, too,” she said. “I love you so much I didn’t want to pressure you into anything you didn’t want or anything you’re not ready for.”

“What is it you think I don’t want? Because I’m struggling to figure that out. I’ve been struggling for months.”

Her belly slipped low and went squishy as she tried to put her feelings into words. Nothing she thought of sounded adequate, but she had to try. Tom’s face reddened as he waited. “I-I thought it made sense at the time, but now I feel like a fool.”

“I’m here, Jordyn, and I’m listening. I love you and you love me. In the long game that we’re in these short months won’t matter. Tell me.”

He wanted a much-deserved apology and with his assurance, she felt stronger. “You’re in your twenties and your friends are still single and partying. Mostly,” she said when he opened his mouth to speak. “Jay and Mahra are the exceptions.”

“No, not the exceptions. They’re my gold standard. They have what I want, what I thought I was building with you.”

“Really? You’re certain?” She still needed the confirmation.

“Kiss me, Jordyn, and you’ll know how sure I am.”

She smiled and walked into his arms. The kiss came fast and hard, full of all he promised and more. Jordyn melted against him. She gave him her heart and soul and opened to the love he poured into her. “I love you,” she said again.

“Thank God. I got my Christmas wish.”

“I didn’t want to pressure you the way Evan had pressured me. Forcing someone to go along with a big decision doesn’t seem like the way to begin a life together. I’d been on the wrong side of that and it changed me. When I saw how young and carefree your friends seemed, I decided that was where you wanted to be, too. Then you talked about Jay being roped into marriage and children and…” She trailed off.

But he picked up her thought. “You assumed Jay would be unhappy and feel forced into fatherhood? What you don’t know is Jay and Mahra have circled each other since high school. She was always the girl for him, but Jay was scared spitless that they were too young to know what they wanted. She got pregnant the first time they were together. To outsiders it seemed too much too fast, but not to them.”

“I assumed.” She saw her error now. “I should have been more open with you about my fear of pressuring you.”

“And I should have pushed you to explain instead of giving up.”

“But as you say, these few weeks apart are nothing when it comes to our long game.”

“Long game means for life, right?” he asked. “Because I want to marry you and father your children. Will you marry me and mother mine?”

“Yes.”

“As much as I want to start on that baby thing right now, this minute, I think we need more privacy.” He turned her toward the living room window where every single person in the house stood watching them.

As Jordyn took it all in, a cheer went up inside and her mom, his dad and grandmother, and their friends all did fist bumps in the air. The front door opened and Kirk and Miranda stepped outside. “It’s about time you came to your senses,” her mom called. “Now that things are settled, Joyce wants us all to go caroling.”

Jordyn kissed Tom with a brisk buss to his lips. “It’s Christmas Eve. I can’t think of a better way to celebrate the season, can you?”

“Only with this,” he said and pulled a ring-sized box out of his jacket pocket.

“You didn’t—” she uttered breathlessly.

“No, I didn’t,” he cut her off. He opened the lid to reveal an empty velvet ring cushion. “I want you to pick out the ring you’ll be wearing for the rest of your life.”

~ ~ ~ ~

Jordyn stood with Tom with their arms linked and sang the words to “Silent Night.” She fought the emotion the Christmas carol always brought. The words, so sweet, the love so pure, the memories of Christmases past so sharp always brought tears to her eyes. Tom held her close and warm and sang softly under his breath. She’d have to work on him to raise his voice next time.

One of Karyn’s little girls took Jordyn’s other hand and she bent to pick her up so she could see the sprinkle of bright Christmas stars overhead.

Tom smiled deep into Jordyn’s eyes and there, right there, she saw her future shining bright and true.

Love. It was love she saw.

And it was a long game.

 

The End
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All I Want for Christmas - Blurb



 



When Charlotte Palmer misses her pre-Christmas flight to the Midwest for her sister’s wedding, she’s forced to drive two thousand miles with wanderer and rock musician, Ryan Wheeler. But the two have very different ideas about road travel.

As maid of honor, Charlotte must be home for everything from the dress fittings to the bachelorette party. Without question, she cannot miss the wedding or Christmas with her family. The countdown clock is ticking.

 

Only child Ryan plans to take his time sightseeing in the good ‘ole US of A in order to avoid midnight mass and the holidays at home. The only reason he’s going back is to break some news to his parents—news they definitely are not going to like.

But when sparks fly between the pair, and Ryan’s dad winds up in the hospital, Charlotte and Ryan discover their journeys have changed. And maybe what they wanted for Christmas was in front of their eyes all along. But will it be too late?


Chapter 1



 



Charlotte Palmer wonders why she wore wedge sandals. Sure, they’re cute and two-toned, and the ankle straps accent her legs. But 1) she’s now running through Phoenix Sky Harbor International Airport after an excruciating and toe-tapping wait in the TSA line and 2) she’s heading to a climate where UGG boots are more practical.

Charlotte’s bag rolls behind her as she dodges the Christmas crowds who seem to have no sense of urgency. As she swings right, she brushes up against a travel store with the cutest chameleon knickknack in the window. It is multi-hued and wears a Santa hat. It would make a nice Christmas gift for…well, herself. Part of her knows she must have it; the other needles her to get to the gate on time. She pauses for only a moment—just one—but then takes off to her destination. Sheesh, why couldn’t she be on time for once?

Glimpsing the clock on the departure board, she knows she needs to hustle. B23? B23? Where is gate B23 anyway?

She spies the signage overhead and jumps on the moving sidewalk. Somehow—by Murphy’s Law or some such luck—Charlotte winds up behind a wall of people who decide that walking is not only counterproductive, but sacrilegious.

How does she get off this thing? She’d consider jumping the railing, but in addition to those heels, she also wears a skirt.

“Excuse me,” she says, trying like mad to push through. But it’s no use. She’s in for the full ride, and it feels like ten minutes tick by before she reaches the end. Charlotte opts for the non-moving walkway now where she can maybe—just maybe—pick up some time.

Charlotte’s calves cramp, but she rushes a little more. The gate numbers climb, she’s almost there. The seating area is cleared out, the plane likely boarded. She spies the agent, ready to approach so the woman can open up the doors to let her on. Then she sees the television monitor behind the airline employee: Milwaukee. Flight 921. Departed 9:40.

She pulls out her phone. The actual time is 9:50. Ten damn minutes.

She falls into a chair and winces as she massages her ankle. What to do? What to do? This is not good. Charlotte kicks her roller bag over, but doesn’t bother to prop it back up. Instead, she types into her phone.

Charlotte: Missed my flight. I promise I will get there. 

Kendra (Sister): WTH? You cannot, CANNOT, miss my wedding.

Charlotte: I won’t. 

Kendra: Or the rehearsal dinner. 

Charlotte: I’ll get another flight. 

Kendra: Or my bridal shower. It’s in 2 days, ya know. 

Charlotte: I know. 

Kendra: And my fitting is tomorrow. Get a flight!

Charlotte closes out her messages, picks up her bag, and rolls it behind her as she limps up to the counter.

“What are my chances of getting another flight to Milwaukee?” She bites her pinky finger, and then stops when she realizes she’s possibly eating chips of fingernail polish.

The agent stares for a long moment.

“Well, it’s Christmas.” The woman types into her computer. “You could fly stand-by.”

Charlotte blooms like an evening primrose.  

“But there’s a long wait list.”

“How long?”

“Amusement park long.”

Charlotte wilts.

“There’s nothing you can do?” She reaches into her purse.

The agent narrows her eyes. “Are you trying to bribe me?”

“No.” She pulls out her phone, considers the question. “Would that work?”

“No.”

Charlotte gets jittery. She can’t keep her body still.

The agent tilts sideways and looks behind Charlotte where a line is forming. “If you don’t want to be added to the stand-by list, would you please step aside?”

Charlotte catches the impatient travelers behind her—the ones who actually arrived early and are looking to check into the next departing flight. She steps aside and moves over to another plastic chair.

She’s back to her text messages.

Charlotte: I missed my flight. 

Amber (BFF): Big surprise. I told you to get up earlier. 

Charlotte: What am I going to do?

Amber: Stand-by?

Charlotte: No good. Wait list from hell. 

Amber: Bus?

Charlotte: Seriously? Can you see me on a bus?

Amber: No.

There’s a pause in the texting, then…

Amber: There may be be another option. 

Charlotte: WHAT IS IT?

Amber: There’s a guy in my business class. I think he dated Lucy for a while. Name’s Ryan. He’s driving to Milwaukee. Like today. Let me see if he’s still here. Any way you can get back to campus ASAP?

Charlotte: Okay…?

Charlotte retraces her steps through the airport and takes an Uber back to the university.

Ryan.

He better still be there.  

Better not be a psycho.

 


Chapter 2



 



Ryan Wheeler meanders out of his apartment building with a guitar case strapped across his back. He pops the trunk on his car and fits the guitar beside a duffle bag, and then pulls the hatch down and closes the trunk.

That’s when he sees her, standing in his personal space.

“Can I…help you?” He lifts an eyebrow to a brunette girl-next-door. He sweeps her sassy haircut, her hoop earrings, and—definitely, definitely—her shapely legs. His attention momentarily flits to the roller bag resting behind her like a shy dog. But then he trains his eyes back on her.

Charlotte checks her phone. “Are you…Ryan?”

He squints. “Maybe.” He takes another drag of her appearance, relishing her looks like the cigarettes he gave up a few months ago. “Did Jared send you?”

“Jared? No. I don’t even know who Jared is.”

Ryan tips back against the car and crosses his arms over his chest, assessing this woman. She looks pretty pure and sweet, but his mind can’t help but imagine what lingerie she’s donning underneath that blouse and skirt. Then he scopes out the luggage, wondering what exactly is inside.

“Didn’t Amber call you?”

Amber? Ryan flips through the picture book of his memory for a residual hint of the name. Was that the girl he met in the bar the other night? Though he got her digits, he certainly didn’t give his own away. What a texting nightmare that would be.  

He rests the pad of his thumb against his chin, considering. “Does she look anything like you?”

Charlotte’s face tightens. “Maybe she sent you a text?”

“Amber…” He picks through his mind. “Does she work with Party Dancers?”

“Party Dancers?”

Ryan nods toward the roller bag. “You’re a stripper, right? That’s why you’re here—to give me a show before I head off for the holidays?”

Charlotte takes a step back, almost tripping over her feet. “Stripper?” She lays an offending hand on her chest. “You think I’m…a stripper?” Her tone clearly demonstrates how affronted she is.

“Well, aren’t you?” He raises an eyebrow.

“No!” She releases the handle of her bag to put her hands on her hips. “I’m here about the ride. To Wisconsin.” Now her tone is condescending. She takes a step or two toward him, and he backs up as much as he can now that he’s pinned to his car.

“Whoa! Hold on. It’s an honest mistake.”

Ryan’s phone rings and he holds up a finger to silence her, even though he was the one doing the talking.

Charlotte’s jaw goes rigid, her eyes slant.

“Hey, Todd.” He glances around as he listens, then his eyes connect with Charlotte’s.

“Who’s Charlotte Palmer?”

“I’m Charlotte Palmer!”

His attention shifts to her.

Ryan clears his throat and uses the phone call to meander around to the driver’s side. “Yeah, man. She’s here.”

Charlotte leaves her bag and follows him around the vehicle.

Ryan watches her while clinging to the life raft of his cell.

“Cute?” he says into the phone while giving her the up and down. “Don’t know about that.”

Fury plays out on her face. But she doesn’t move; instead, she waits for him to end his call.

“Oh…” he says to Todd, “so that’s Amber.”

Charlotte flays her arms as if to say I told you so.

Ryan’s demeanor wanes a bit. “So she’s not a stripper, huh?” He studies the pleats of her skirt.

“Forget it,” Charlotte says, marching around the car to retrieve her bag. “I’ll find another way.” She props the suitcase back up. “Maybe the bus after all.”

When she spins around, Ryan's off the phone, watching her. “So you need a ride to Wisconsin.”

“Needed. Past tense.” She rolls her bag away from him, scouting the campus parking lot for another alternative. When nothing presents itself, she reverts to her phone, punching words into a search engine.

A car horn sounds, making Charlotte jump.

A red Mustang pulls up alongside Ryan. A woman and her cleavage spill out the window. “Sure you don’t want to stay, Ryan?”

“Can’t.” His eyes shift to Charlotte, then back to the co-ed in the car. “Things to do, people to see.”

“Sure it’s not things to see, people to do?” she asks, giving Charlotte the head-to-toe.  

Charlotte rolls her eyes. “He wishes,” she mutters.

Ryan catches Charlotte out of the corner of his eye; a smile edges his mouth.

“Call me when you get back, and we’ll party.” She drives off.

Charlotte screws up her face as if she’s just eaten a lemon.

She returns to the matter at hand: finding a mode of transportation.

“Why is no one answering? Doesn’t Greyhound want my business? What’s the name of the passenger train?” she says mostly to herself.

“Amtrak.”

“Amtrak.” She thinks to call, but sets her phone in her purse. Then she drops down to the curb, knees together, and pouts. She gives Ryan a sideways glance as he double checks the tires, the outside of the car. He steps around to the driver’s side and opens the door.

“Good luck finding a lift to Wisconsin,” he says, getting in.

Charlotte says nothing. She plays with the pleats of her skirt. 

He starts the engine, gasoline filling the air.

Charlotte wiggles her hem down and stands up.

Ryan pulls forward and sticks his hand out the window. He gives her a wave as he rolls away.

Charlotte types madly in her phone, pulling her roller bag close like a security blanket.

Before Ryan pulls out of the lot, he circles back. He sets his tattooed arm on the ledge of the window. “If you head toward the freeway and do this,” he hitches out a thumb, “I’m pretty sure someone will pick you up, especially with that librarian thing you’ve got going on there.”

“First I’m a stripper, now I’m a librarian?”

“Put your hair in a bun, throw on a pair of glasses, and you could be one.”

“That’s so chauvinistic. With that criteria, any woman in glasses could be a librarian.”

Ryan cocks a naughty eyebrow. “Not a prudish one.” He clips his snarky comment short. “Merry Christmas,” he says, and then drives away.

“I am not prudish!” she shouts into his exhaust.


Chapter 3



 



Charlotte sits on a cement wall at the front of the university building, her roller bag flanking her ankles. She rubs her temple as if the act will conjure up a miraculous ride to Wisconsin. She has no idea what to do, so she texts Amber.

Charlotte: Your plan b ditched me. 

Amber: No way. He seemed so nice. And hot. But also nice. 

Charlotte inhales, dragon-like, through her nose.

Charlotte: So not nice. Questionable on the hotness factor since he was…so not nice. 

There’s a lull in her text messages. Maybe Amber has deserted her, too.

Charlotte: Plan C?

More waiting. Charlotte raises her eyes to take in the gentle sway of the palm trees as a warm, December breeze brushes the fronds. Dormant Christmas lights are wrapped around their trunks, waiting for the first signs of nightfall before they blink on in true southwestern fashion.

As much as she loves the desert, Charlotte wants to be home for Christmas with her family and their traditions, even with the wedding to interrupt the annual routine. She has to get back there or she’ll die from homesickness.

She dials her sister to break the bad news.

“Kendra?” Her throat is a choke. “I’m having trouble getting another flight out.”

“You’re kidding, right? Tell me you’re kidding.”

Charlotte bites down on her pinky finger.

“I knew this was going to happen. Did you wake up late? Take too long picking out an outfit? What was it this time?”

Is that really how Kendra perceives her—a bumbling undergraduate who can’t even manage her own time?

“I—”

“I should’ve asked Chloe to be my maid of honor.”

Ouch.

 “No. Not Chloe.”

“She can’t get another flight.” Charlotte hears her sister telling Roger, the fiancé.

“It’s not a big deal.” Charlotte laughs it off. “It’s just…I need to try another airline.”

“Another airline.” There’s a huff of disbelief.

Charlotte smiles at a passing student who warily eyes her.

“I’ll be there. I promise.”

Her sister heaves an audible sigh. “Just get here. Okay?”

“Okay.”

Charlotte’s text message alerts.

“Gotta go.”

Amber: I talked to him. He’s coming back. Gave him your number, just in case. 

Charlotte’s stomach falls. She does not want to travel with this wannabe rock star. But, really, is there any other choice?

Charlotte starts to type a response when a vehicle with a booming bass screeches into the lot and pulls curbside.

It’s him.

She cancels her message and crosses her arms, looking aloof.

Ryan gets out of the car, but he doesn’t approach. “You want to go to Wisconsin? I’ll take you to Wisconsin.”

Charlotte avoids eye contact with him, finding the street sign in the distance more appealing than anything he has to say.

“But there are rules.”

She reels toward him. “Rules?”

“Under no circumstance, whatsoever, are we together.”

She shrugs. That’s a given.

“Meaning, if I meet someone, you stay out of my way.”

“Meet someone?”

He throws out his hands in lieu of explanation.

Charlotte narrows her eyes. “Are you talking about sex? You plan on meeting someone on the way to the Midwest and have sex?” Her tone is a mother’s reprimand.

“Hey, I keep an open mind to anything unexpected.”

Visions troll through Charlotte’s head: rest stops and steamed-up windows and her waiting near the caged vending machines while Ryan gets it on with a stranger in the back seat of his car.

“That’s gross.”

“You think sex is gross?”

“No.” She ekes out the word.

 He rakes his eyes over her, settling on her legs. “With each passing minute, you fit the prudish stereotype a little more.”

Charlotte feels a blush rise on her neck. Soon it will make its way to her cheeks—a beacon of crimson. “I don’t think…” she gulps, “sex is gross. But meeting up with a complete stranger for a one-night-stand is…?”

He waits for more. “What? It’s what?”

Charlotte looks at her wrist where a watch should be, had she not been running too late this morning to put it on. “Are we going or what?”

Charlotte hops off the cement planter and grabs hold of her roller bag as Ryan steps away from the car and approaches her. Her sets his fingers over the handle, brushing his skin against hers. Charlotte goes rigid, lifting her eyes to meet his.

He’s even cuter up close than he was at a distance: strong jaw, long lashes, a hint of carved pecs and triceps. Plus, he smells of peppermint.

“I’ve got it,” he says, his eyes not leaving hers.

She relinquishes her suitcase, but hangs on to her purse. He pops the trunk and seamlessly lifts it, nestling the luggage beside a guitar.  

Meanwhile, Charlotte climbs in, scooting aside the antiquated CDs strew about the passenger’s seat, spilling on to the floor. The smell of French roast fills the close space.

Charlotte picks up a CD case and reads as Ryan starts the engine.

“Classic Polly and the Luminary Twilight?” She shakes it. “Never heard of them.”

Ryan yanks the case out of her hand and throws it into the back.

“Not your favorite band?” Charlotte asks almost in sing-song, taking in his profile: straight nose, solid cheek bone.

Before putting the car in gear, Ryan stares at her. “It would be a little egotistical if I said it was my favorite band—since it is my band.”

Charlotte’s eyes crawl up and down Ryan’s form. He fits the part: tattoos, corded bracelets, ratty jeans.

Revelation settles over her. This explains the instrument in the trunk. “You play guitar.”

He glances over. “No. I just like to hold it and pretend to play.”

She ignores the sarcasm. “Do you sing?”

“No,” he immediately answers. “Never.”

Charlotte unclips her seatbelt and reaches back.

“What are you doing?” His attention vacillates between her and the road. “Put that back on now.” He tries to grab hold of the tail of her shirt.”

“Hold on.”

“I said now or I’ll pull over.”

“What, are you my dad? Relax, will you?” She snags the music, eases back into her seat, and belts herself back in. She studies the case with renewed enthusiasm. Had she looked more closely before, she would have noticed him in the back cover photo with his guitar draped on a diagonal across his body.

“You have a girl in your band.”

“Aria.”

Charlotte brings the picture closer. “She’s gorgeous.”

“Oh,” he says, giving her a sideways glance, “she’s well aware of that.”

Charlotte squints to study the photo more closely. “Your lead singer is cute.”

Ryan says nothing.

As he merges onto the I-10, Charlotte pops the disc and pushes it into the player.

“No,” he says, hitting the eject button, “don’t do that.”

“Why not?” She gives his arm a playful shove. The muscle there is taut and toned. “Do you suck?”

He sends her a heated stare. “Not at music.” Then he quirks an eyebrow.

Charlotte puts a hand to her flaming neck, whipping forward to hide her embarrassment. She runs her finger over the words in the band’s name, then flips the case over to study the song list.

“Smitten,” she reads. “About one of your girlfriends?” She tries to summon courage in the shadow of her recent humiliation.

For someone who’s driving, he spends too much time staring at her. He opens his mouth to say something, but then stops. Instead, he grabs the item and sets it alongside his seat, growing unexpectedly silent.

“Band must be pretty good if you have a CD out.”

“Let’s say, we’re paying our dues.”

Charlotte clears her throat. Then she digs through her purse, pulling out a disc of her own.

“If we’re not going to listen to your music, then maybe we can listen to mine.”

“You’re in a band?”

She gives him a sideways glance. “No. But I am a musical theater major.”

“That explains a lot.”

She pretends not to hear while putting her disc in the player. The vehicle is immersed in Broadway falsetto. On high volume. Ryan immediately dials it down, but the gesture doesn’t matter because Charlotte compensates by launching into a vocal accompaniment to the tune.

He lets her finish the song—which seems to go on forever. Then he hits the eject button, handing the music back to Charlotte.

“Broadway,” he says, “is really not my thing.” He opts for the radio. The first station plays Jingle Bell Rock. Ryan makes to change the station, but Charlotte captures his hand before he does.

“Leave it, okay?”

His eyes glide to where she touches him. “Okay.”

Her palms go sweaty, and she pulls away.

He finds the road again. “Your voice isn’t half bad.”

“Gee, thanks.” She wipes her hands on her skirt.

“You’re hurt,” he says.

“No,” she pffts. “You’re one opinion. Fact is, I plan to be on Broadway someday.”

He steals a look at her. “Not the movies?”

She looks askance at him. “Movies? Really?” The words seem to leave the bitter taste of aspirin on her tongue.

He loses his courage to say what he truly meant to say. “You have a look is all.”

“Thanks? I guess.”

“It’s a good thing.” He steals a glance, and then directs his attention back to the road.

The land on both sides of the I-17 opens up to a rolling canvas of saguaro cacti, their arms extended in a gesture of surrender, as they leave the metropolis of Phoenix behind them in the rear-view mirror.

“Well,” Ryan says, “we better come to some consensus on music since we’ll be traveling together for the next few days.”

Charlotte drags herself away from the blur of desert landscape and faces him. “Next few days? What do you mean?” She holds the nail of her pinky finger between her teeth.

He rewinds the words in his mind in an attempt to unravel the confusion. “We’re driving two thousand miles. We’ll be together for the next couple days.”

Charlotte runs anxious fingers through her hair. “That’s not going to work for me.”

“Work for you?”

“I have an itinerary. An agenda. Plans. I’m thinking we could get in…some time tomorrow.”

Ryan guffaws. “Really. Because even at seventy-five miles per hour over the course of an eight-hour travel day, we’re looking at a few days.”

“Cute elementary math problem aside, surely we can make better time than that. Why don’t we just drive on through? Take turns.”

Ryan inhales his rising irritation. “First of all, we’re not driving on through. Mainly due to the need for a little thing called sleep.”

She throws her hand. “We can sleep in the car.”

Ryan keeps going, pretending not to hear. “Secondly, you’re not driving my car. For all I know, you’re an accident waiting to happen. You can’t even navigate the sidewalks in your shoes. How can I trust you to take command of my vehicle?”

“But eight hours? Can’t you drive longer than that? It’s not like you’re eighty.”

“Can. Choose not to.”

Charlotte presses her fingers to her temples and closes her eyes. “Think, think,” she says to herself.

She feels his stare.

“How about I promise not to sing any more Broadway tunes?” Her respiration picks up. She jiggles her leg.

Ryan notices her erratic behavior.

“What’s the rush?”

“The rush is my sister is getting married. I’m the bridesmaid. If the stupid plane hadn’t left without me, I’d practically be there by now.”

“Oh, the plane left without you.” His sarcasm walks the red carpet in a neon tuxedo.

 “I should be on my way to roses and tulle and girl talk with a glass of Sauvignon Blanc.” She snaps back to her reality. “Instead, I’m stuck here with you and your…” she searches for the words, “your…old-man need to be in bed by eight o’clock.”

“I don’t go to bed at eight, and I definitely am not an old man.”

“Oh right,” she says, her pinky finger setting on the edge of her lip, “we have to stop somewhere so you can find a hook up. Or a hook-er.”

“Hey! I don’t do hookers.”

“Whatever.”

“And, I’ll have you know, I’m interested in seeing the country on my way back to the good ‘ole Midwest.”

“Through fogged-up, backseat windows?" she says as an aside.

“Cute. But no. I want to get out, experience something new. Do I look like someone who enjoys the OYA experience?”

“OYA?”

“On your ass.”

“I’ll show you on your ass,” she says under her breath.

“Will you now?”

Charlotte purses her lips when she realizes her Freudian slip. “I just meant…” She doesn’t know what she meant.

“It’s okay to look,” he says.

“I’m not…looking.” Yet she runs a wandering gaze over the pocket of his thigh. He catches her.

Charlotte smells a hint of perfume from the heat of her pulse points. The curve of the high desert road has never been more engaging than it is right now—the sprinkling of ocotillo, the ground cover of creosote.

“Didn’t say I didn’t like it,” he says.

She reaches for the dashboard and dials down the heater.

“For the record,” he passes a loitering glimpse over the curve of her upper leg, “you don’t look like an OYA person either.”

Charlotte whips away, cracks the window.

There’s a moment of silence, and the wheels in Charlotte’s mind whirl. “So when you say see the country, what exactly do you mean?”

“This trip back to the Midwest…well, let’s say it’s not about the destination. It’s about the journey.”

More silence as Charlotte processes his words. “But if you had to describe what that looks like…” She lets her sentence drag.

“I want to go off route. Walk around. See things.”

“At rest stops, right?”

Ryan laughs. “What’s to see at a rest stop? People bathing in the sinks? No, I want to see America. Explore. Take the road less traveled.”

Charlotte’s shoulders slump. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

“I’m not.”

“While you’re on the road less traveled,” she says, “will you keep an eye out for a Greyhound Bus station?”


Chapter 4



 



Ryan hooks the gas pump back in place and collects his receipt. He glances around at the strands of evergreens, the flouring of snow on the San Francisco Peaks. Pine resin permeates the cooler temperatures of the high country. He takes in a lungful as if breathing for the first time. This is what the road trip is meant to be: taking in overlooked things, enjoying the nuances of a place. The smell of gasoline yanks him back, and he heads inside the mini mart.

The door chimes as he wanders in, scanning the place for Charlotte. She’s not hard to miss with her above-the-knee skirt and urban shoes. She’s out of place in the midst of all the flannel and blue jeans; stands out because she’s so damned pretty.

He meanders the aisles in search of her, but she’s nowhere to be found. A small part of him panics at the idea that she left him. Maybe he was too rough, his comments too suggestive. He just can’t help himself. If she weren’t so sassy and confrontational, he’d consider himself lucky to spend a few days on the road with such a hot little number. But Charlotte doesn’t seem like the one-night-stand type—the kind to love ‘em for a night (or a few hours) and leave ‘em.

He waits outside the bathrooms, hoping like hell she’s in there. He’d hate to have her catch a ride from a trucker or someone who doesn’t have her best interests in mind.

A woman exits the bathroom, and Ryan cranes his neck to see beyond. She gives him a questionable glance, but then steps through the mini mart and out the door.

“Boo!”

Ryan jumps, swings around.

“What the…?”

“Didn’t mean to scare you,” Charlotte says. Her arms are filled with packaged food.

“Where were you?” There’s a hint of worry in his voice.

Charlotte pays him a questioning and sidelong glance. “Getting snacks. I’m starving.”

Ryan plucks a bag of potato chips from her arms. “You know how many preservatives are in these things?”

She grabs them back. “Thanks for the advice, Dr. Oz.”

“Don’t they have anything healthier than…” he sweeps a package of peanut butter snack cookies from her stash, “this?” He sticks it on the shelf.

“What do you suggest?” She adds the cookies back to her pile. “We’re in a convenience store. Not health food central. This stuff is convenient for a reason.”

“And bad for you.”

“But it tastes so good.” Charlotte opens a Three Musketeers and takes a bite.

“I bet it does.” He studies her mouth. Then he looks to see if anyone’s watching. “You have to pay for that.”

“I will.” She scarfs down the rest of the candy bar.

“You’ll wind up paying for it in more than one way.” He follows her up to the cash register.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“All I’m saying is it’d be a shame if something happened to your…” he checks out her tight ass, and she catches him. His eyes drift upward to meet hers, “…ankles.”

As Charlotte waits her turn in line, she assesses the items in her arms. She decides to put a few things back, briefly meeting Ryan’s eyes. “I’m not as hungry as I thought I was.”

He grabs a bag of trail mix, steps in line behind her, and smirks.


Chapter 5



 



A map sits in Charlotte’s lap, but she’s distracted by her ankle. She massages it, desperate to remove her heels. While the shoes looked strappy and cute and flattering when she tried them on in the store, she now knows why they were in the clearance aisle.

Ryan glances over from his place behind the wheel. “Everything okay?” He shakes trail mix into his mouth.

“Fine.” She releases her ankle and focuses on the Arizona map, matching the route on the page to the highway sign reading I-40 to Albuquerque. They’re not making great time, but at least Ryan’s taking major highways instead of the back roads she expected to be on.

They pass a speed limit sign. 75mph.

Charlotte angles to her left to glimpse the dashboard.

“See something you like?” Ryan asks.

“Not much of a rule breaker, are you?” she says, ignoring him and reading the speedometer, which is right at 75.

He extends the bag of peanuts and seeds and basic bird food toward her. When she shakes her head, he dumps the rest into his mouth.

“I told you, I’m meandering.”

“While you’re…meandering, you could nudge it up a little. Maybe around eighty. An officer won’t pull you over for that.”

“This isn’t about rules or laws. It’s about the experience. Which you happen to be ruining for me.”

Charlotte rolls her eyes and returns to the map, lifting it to gain a better perspective. “I’m thinking we’ll aim for Oklahoma City tonight. That’s only another ten hours, so we should get in around 10:00pm. Early enough for you to get your beauty sleep and hit the road early tomorrow morning. I mean, I’ll miss the final fitting tomorrow. But at least I’ll be there in time for the bachelorette party.”

Ryan opens his mouth to speak, but then closes it. He manages to finalize his thoughts. “Do you want me to go over each thing you said point by point? Or should I lay it all out at once?”

“What?”

“Forget it.”

They pass a brown government road sign for Petrified Forest National Park. Ryan follows it with his eyes.

“I need to stop.”

“Again?”

“Yes, again.”

“It’s the coffee,” she says, lifting the empty travel mug and putting it back in the cup holder. “You should really stick with water.”

“Because that doesn’t make you piss. At all.”

He merges into the right lane and takes the exit for the park. “I’ve always wanted to see this place.”

“Wait! We’re just stopping for the rest room facilities, right?”

Ryan looks at her. He pulls up to the entrance booth and rolls down his window.

“Welcome to Petrified Forest,” the ranger says. “Entrance fee is ten dollars.”

Ryan digs in his pocket and peels off a Hamilton, handing it over.

“Do you need a brochure?”

Ryan and Charlotte answer in tandem.

“Yes.”

“No.”

The ranger is torn. Ryan extends his hand and receives the hand-out. “Thanks.”

“Yeah, thanks,” Charlotte says as she slides down in her seat.

Ryan snags a CD, pops it into the player, and cranks up the volume. He air-guitars to the rock music. As she looks out the window, the flat, desert landscape opens up to layered rocks, which look like a portrait sliced in bands of grays, pinks and tans. The bumpy nature of the terrain reminds Charlotte of a topography map. She sits up straight to take in the mesmerizing view.

“It’s…pretty,” she gulps, loath to admit it.

“See,” he nudges her in the arm. “Meandering.”

She shrugs, not wanting to relent too much.

Charlotte tears her eyes away for a moment and palms the brochure, unfolding it. She reads and studies the photographs.

“Look at this,” she says, grabbing hold of Ryan’s leg. She directs a picture his way. “There’s a place called the Painted Desert. It looks like a sea of red.”

He glimpses the placement of her fingers on his body and lifts an eyebrow. She notices his attention and rips her hand away. She clears her throat. “Will we pass this? While we’re here?”

“Pass by?” he says, taking the park map from her. “We’re so going there. But after we see the petrified wood.”

“What’s so spectacular about petrified wood?”  

***

Toppled trees with gem-like bases lie like soldiers strewn across a long-ago battlefield. The trail wends upward and into a puff of clouds that hover in a cornflower sky. Tufts of lovegrass, cheatgrass, and shrubs define the steppe biome, which gives rise to layered and hilly badlands. With her impractical shoes, Charlotte ambles along a series of makeshift steps, the fresh air filling her lungs, giving rise to something beyond herself.  

"This is both sad and amazing,” Charlotte says. She stops on the designated pathway along the half mile Giant Logs trail, looking out onto a sea of petrified wood, crystal fragments glistening in the Arizona sun. They sprinkle the terrain like breadcrumbs to the past.

“Sad? Why?”

Ryan stares at Charlotte beside him as if seeing her for the first time. The brown eyes, the light sprinkling of freckles across the bridge of her nose—a real turn on. He relishes her simple beauty and takes notice of how smitten she is with the landscape—a little kid who’s seeing something fascinating for the first time.

“Nothing lasts forever. Everything that was here when these trees were standing is gone. Don’t you find that sad?”

He shrugs. “All the more reason to enjoy the moment.”

He watches her, thinking. “When I was in elementary school, we played this game. Switch Sides If… You ever played it?”

She shakes her head.

“Boys stood on one side. Girls on the other. The teacher would say a statement. Something like, switch sides if you like hot dogs. It was a way to ease tension on the first day, make new friends.”

“Are you saying we should play the game? See if we can be friends?”

Ryan sets up a line of rocks on the trail with his boot. “You stay on that side. I stay here.”

“Who goes first?”

“I do. Ready?”

She nods.

“Switch sides if this is your first national park.”

Charlotte doesn’t move.

Ryan raises an eyebrow. “You’ve been to other national parks?”

“Grand Canyon.”

“Bet you didn’t hike in.”

“Bet you’ve never been to Yosemite.”

“Are we switching sides for that one?”

She nods.

Neither moves.

"I've been," he says. 

A couple strolls past them, gives a brief wave.

“Switch sides if you ever skinny dipped.”

They hesitate. Ryan is the first to step to Charlotte’s side. He stands near—a smug look on his face—until she minces away and heads over the rocky line he made.

“You?” he says. “You skinny dipped?”

She shrugs. “What can I say? I was young and in love.”

The word love catches him by the throat.

“Switch sides if you’ve ever been in love.”

Charlotte studies him before stepping over to his side. Ryan doesn’t move. He stands face-to-face with Charlotte. “Does Brianne Chavez count? We made it to second base.”

She gives him a light shove, and the contact stops both of them.

A wind picks up and blows wisps of Charlotte’s hair across her face.

Without thinking, he reaches out and brushes it back with his fingers. Her attention sweeps to him, and he realizes his senses are more acute as the golden brown of her hair dances across his fingertips. When they seemingly blow away like dandelion fluff, his hand remains in place, and he caresses the soft skin of Charlotte’s cheek with the back of his hand. She closes her eyes to his touch. Her lashes lift, and Ryan consumes her with his eyes, noticing the kaleidoscope of greens and browns in her irises. His fingers slip down toward her mouth, and his thumb grazes her bottom lip. Charlotte’s mouth parts ever so slightly. He could kiss her, right here in the midst of this dreamlike scape.

She steps toward him, ready to meet his lips with her own.

“Switch sides if you don’t want to switch sides.”

“What?” she laughs. But in that moment, pain spells itself out across her face as Charlotte grimaces. She stoops down and grabs hold of her ankle.

He takes hold of her elbow, helping her stay afoot.

“You okay?”

“These shoes,” she says, angry at them, at him, and perhaps the moment. She takes the one off and glares at it.

“Yeah, they’re more for the runway than the trail. Let’s get you back to the car.” He moves closer, having her lean into him. Ryan grabs her waist. Her hand is like a vice grip around his arm as he leads her down the paved path.

“Stop!” she says. “I need a picture.”

She extricates her phone from her purse and snaps a few photos, still clinging to her arm. She leans into him. “Smile,” she says, throwing on a dazzling grin as she shoots a selfie of the two of them against a desert backdrop.

“You through?”

She tucks her phone away, cinches her arm, and limps her way past the visitor center and out to the parking lot.

“We’ll get you some ice,” he says when he helps settle her into the passenger’s seat.

“What about the Painted Desert?” she asks, looking genuinely disappointed.

“Another time.”

Charlotte nods, tucking her leg inside the car. Ryan closes the door and scurries around to the driver’s side.

“Sorry I ruined your visit.”

Ryan hold the ignition keys, not yet starting the engine. “You didn’t ruin anything.”

They drive out the way they entered, passing the mesas and Triassic statues as they leave the park behind in the rear view mirror.
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Ryan’s car moves under the bright beam of the sun. A desert landscape rushes past Navajo communities erected alongside red mesas and a vast sea of cholla, sand sagebrush, and Arrowgrass. It seems like the flat land rolls into forever. The sound of rock music pulses from the vehicle, leaving behind an imaginary trail of musical notes.

Charlotte punches the stereo off. She closes a theater textbook. It’s fruitless to read her way through the pounding bass.

“Any chance we’ll stop soon? I’m kind of hungry.”

The clock on the dashboard reads 5:30pm as they cruise along the I-40. A mileage sign shows they’re almost to Gallup, New Mexico.

“Looks like they have enough food to fit your diet,” he says as they pass a fast food billboard.

“Funny,” she says, not laughing. “You’re a real comedian.”

“Maybe I missed my calling.”

“What is your calling?” she asks. “What are you studying at ASU?”

“Business,” he says into the road ahead. He glances at her. “But it’s not what I want to do. I guess you could call it my parents’ back-up plan.”

“Parents?”

Ryan clenches the steering wheel a little tighter. “Yeah.”

Cars whizz by in the left lane. Some cut in front of him and fly into the exit lanes. He doesn’t seem to care or notice.

“I study music, too. Double major.”

Charlotte tilts her head back, but pivots his way. “Wow. That seems like a lot of work, you know with the band and all.”

“It is. My band mates don’t exactly have patience for my studies.”

“They’re not in school?” she asks while letting her eyes trail over his tattooed arm. Her eyes rest on his inked bicep. She studies the artistry: the neck of a guitar with a purple flower provocatively wrapped around it, musical notes trailing below it.

“No. They’re not.”

They let the new information hang between them for a moment. Then Ryan speaks.

“But we’re doing well. Who knows, we may even make it someday.”

Charlotte runs her eyes over him, enamored by the fact that he does both what he loves and what he’s obligated to do. In the moment, he seems so vulnerable.

“I bet you’ll make it,” she says.

“This from a woman who hasn’t even listened to my music.”

“You wouldn’t let me. You threw the CD in the back seat.”

Ryan reaches alongside Charlotte where the case is tucked away. His hand skims her leg as he plucks the disc out and pops it in the player. The graze heightens Charlotte’s senses, and she is more aware of his presence, his good looks, and the fact that she’s sitting close to him. It makes her heart rattle. She inhales to calm herself down.

“Everything okay?” he asks, as the music comes to life.

“Great.”

The stereo system is top notch for this little hatchback. Classic Polly and the Luminary Twilight climb through the space, filling it with a perfect blend of classic rock and country nuances. Ryan’s lead guitar comes through in layered tones, and Charlotte sits mesmerized by the fact that she’s sitting next to such a talented musician. Normally one for words, Charlotte doesn’t utter a sound; she simply listens. She hears the cleanly picked notes in Ryan’s Strat solo, which causes goosebumps to form on her arms and legs. Definitely not from the temperature in the vehicle.

Ryan glides off the interstate toward the town of Gallup. When the song ends, he clicks it off, exiting and maneuvering onto a lesser highway that runs through this blink-of-an-eye town.

“That was…amazing.”

“You have to say that. I’m your ride.”

Charlotte dazzles at Ryan’s modesty.

“No really,” she says, reaching out to touch his arm, “you’re beyond talented.”

Ryan doesn’t know how to swallow the compliment or what to do with the thoughts coursing through his head from the suggestion behind Charlotte’s touch.

When she removes her hand, he’s finally able to speak. But then he realizes he cruised through a big chunk of the restaurants that adorn the side of the roadway.

“Shit!” he says, searching for a U-turn. “I missed the food.”

Charlotte puts her hand in her lap and faces fully forward. She searches around for a place to loop back. “Turn here,” she says. “We can go back. Go through a drive-thru.”

“Sister, you’re not going to keep that cute figure of yours if you keep eating fast food and convenience store junk.”

Charlotte heats up as she looks down at her body. “We can get a salad,” she suggests.

“No drive-thrus,” he says, pulling into a restaurant parking lot. “We’re going to sit down and eat like real people are supposed to do.”

***

Christmas lights illuminate the perimeters of the windows. One set in the corner blinks on and off in an off-beat rhythm. A lopsided, tabletop Christmas tree sits beside the cash register. It’s decorated in red and blue bows. One of them dangles from an artificial limb, its fingers clinging to the branch like a repentant bridge jumper.

Charlotte sits across the booth from Ryan, a plate of salad in front of her. She moves the lettuce around, spreading the dressing in a blanketed layer of calories.

Outside the window, the western sun paints the sky in a gradient of orange on a canvas of royal blue. Charlotte can’t help but direct her gaze there.

“So who’s in Milwaukee?” She draws her attention away from the traffic outside and to Ryan.

He takes a bite of his pita and sits back to study Charlotte while he finishes chewing. He wipes his mouth with a napkin. “My parents.”

Charlotte sets her fork down and picks up the drink menu more as a distraction than an actual interest in something alcoholic. She’s not even of-age yet. “Aren’t you excited to see them? Don’t you want to get home?”

He pays her a sidelong look and tries to decipher what’s between the lines.

“I have to be home,” he says. Then he gestures toward her untouched food. “Don’t you want that?”

She looks at her salad as if it magically appeared before her. She picks up her fork and stabs a tomato, scraping it into her mouth.

“You make it sound like it’s a doctor’s appointment or something.”

Ryan’s look is his only answer.

She eats a forkful of food. “Don’t you get along with your parents?”

“We get along,” he says, rushing bacon and avocado into his mouth like both are going out of season, “as long as I’m doing what they want me to do,” he says after swallowing his bite.

“What do they want you to do?” she asks, once again neglecting her meal.

“Can we not talk about this?” He pushes his finished plate to the center of the table and takes a drink of water. He avoids Charlotte’s gaze, scoping out the occupants of the restaurant. He finds one he’s interested in: a woman with long blond hair who looks to be in her late twenties. She wears a short, furry skirt, which provides absolutely no warmth at all. It merely gives lip service to the cooler month of December.

Ryan follows her with his eyes, which doesn’t go unnoticed by Charlotte.

“Leaves nothing to the imagination,” Charlotte says about the woman.

Ryan steers his gaze back, realizing Charlotte is also watching the woman who pays her check.

“That’s the point.” He raises his eyebrows to suggest he’d be happy to help her out of the skirt at any point during their meal.

“Men.” Charlotte digs into her salad with vigor now. She’s through with this conversation. She simply wants to get to Racine as quickly as possible and be finished with Ryan altogether.

“Care to elaborate?”

Charlotte lifts her eyes from the greens. “It’s just, you’re all the same. All you care about it big boobs, short skirts, and whether or not a woman will put out.”

“Don’t forget the legs,” he says, sneaking a peek at hers beneath the table.

She kicks him.

“Ow. That actually hurt.”

“Sorry,” she says in a muffled, half apology. “It’s just, is there no such thing as a nice guy anymore?”

“I’m a nice guy.”

Charlotte laughs. “Right.” She eats more salad, consuming it like she’s famished.

“I am.” His expression changes from flirtatious to serious. “Guys look. It’s what we do.”

“My dad doesn’t look.”

Ryan eases back in his seat and takes a smug sip of his drink. “Oh, he looks.”

Charlotte ignores him and dips into her food, which now hold more interest for her than her companion across the table.

“Men look at beautiful women, all right?” He’s building a case for a jury that’s already decided he’s guilty.

“Not when they’re with someone else.”

“Oh, are we with each other?” Ryan asks, a lilt to his voice.

“All I’m saying,” Charlotte says, pushing her cucumber with her fork, “is that gentlemen do not ogle other women while they’re in the company of a female.”

“You’re making this up. It sounds old fashioned…and southern.”

“The fact that you’re arguing with me only serves to make my point.”

“Which is?”

“Like I said, there’s no such thing as a nice guy anymore.”

The server lays down the check, and Ryan palms it, removing his credit card from his wallet. As he places it in the merchant billfold, he raises his eyebrows at Charlotte to drive home his point.

“Want a to-go box?” he asks, eyeing her unfinished food.

Her eyes flit from the plate to him and back to the plate. “I think I’ll finish it here.”

He drums his fingers on the table to the tune of some song. Despite his declarations of wanting to meander through this trip, he acts like he’s in a hurry to get going. Maybe to be finished with her.

So Charlotte takes her time eating. May as well torture him. Though she’s not sure why she cares.


Chapter 7



 



Darkness crawls its way across the dusky sky. The Navajo reservation gives way to a different landscape altogether. Charlotte and Ryan move out of the sunset of the high desert and into the shadow of the San Juan Mountain range, which towers in the distance. They get their final glimpses of the snow-capped peaks, before they fall under the blanket of night.

Ryan yawns over the muted music, and Charlotte forces her heavy lids open as she uprights her seat, as if coming in for a landing.

“Where are we?” she asks. She must have dozed off for a while.

She reads the dashboard clock. 10:30pm.

“You were out cold,” Ryan says, turning the music all the way down.

She stretches her arms overhead, twists her back to ease her tightened muscles. “Was not.”

“Over an hour. And you think I need beauty sleep.”

“I never said that.”

“You did. Back before Petrified National Forest.”

Charlotte blushes but holds her chin high. “I don’t remember saying that.”

Ryan leans toward her like he’s sharing a secret. His voice grows sultry. “Well, you did.”

Charlotte rakes her eyes over him. She refuses to succumb to his seduction, so she studies the blurring landscape out the window.

“We’re close to Cortez, Colorado,” he says, finally answering her initial question.

She’s wide awake now, straightening her posture and searching for the atlas, which has fallen alongside the seat. She scrapes through the pages to the United States map. Her fingers trail a line along I-40—the quickest route to get to Wisconsin. She doesn’t remember Colorado being part of that equation.

“Colorado? What are we doing here?”

“Taking a scenic route. Do you realize how boring the view is going to be once we get out of New Mexico’s mountains? I mean, the Texas panhandle? I can only stomach so many oil pumps.”

“But we were already headed that way.” Her attention is focused on the map.

“Well,” he gives a sheepish shrug, “kind of. You drifted off shortly after we left Gallup, so I took a different route.”

“W-why? Why would you do that?”

“I already told you.”

“But we’re losing precious time.”

She weeds through her purse and pulls out her phone. “My sister. I have to let her know I won’t be there in time for…for anything.”

“You’re overreacting. Plus,” he lays what’s supposed to be a calming hand on her forearm, “it’s too late. Won’t she be asleep?”

Charlotte does the math in her head. Close to midnight there. Her sister will be sleeping, definitely getting her beauty rest so she can marry the one decent guy left in this world.

Charlotte shifts her arm away. She can feel the slow build of pressure in her chest, the sign that warns a crying spell is coming on. The choke wrestles her throat, and the tears begin pooling in her eyes. But she won’t cry. She won’t do it. She needs to keep it together in front of this guy and not let him know he got the best of her.

“You don’t understand,” she says, facing Ryan, “my parents and my sister are important to me. This wedding is important to me. You may not like to spend time with your family, but that doesn’t mean we all feel the same way. What if I don’t make it? I’m the maid of honor. She’s my sister.”

She wipes the tears away with the back of her hand, and then swivels in order to peer out the window.

“You’ll be there,” he says. “But seeing the country is part of my trip. It’s why I decided to drive instead of fly. If I alter my plans for you…” He doesn’t complete his sentence, so Charlotte is left dangling.

“Let’s just find a motel, okay? We’re both tired. We can look at the atlas in the morning, figure something out for you.” He slows the speed of the car, taking the time to glance over. “I don’t want you to miss the wedding either.”

She sniffles and tries to swallow the lump in her throat.

“I am tired,” she finally says.

Ryan pulls in to a sun-weathered stretch of motel rooms. The robin’s egg blue paint is faded and chipping. The balcony that lines the second floor is lopsided. Despite the dilapidated feel of the place, the parking lot is full. However, the vacancy sign is still lit.

Charlotte looks forward to lying down after a nice, hot shower.

Ryan squeezes into a space, and they both head to the lobby where the stale smell of cigarette smoke hangs in the air and in the carpeting, which is a throwback to a time when smoking rules were much more lax.

The lighting is dim, giving the closed-in space a dingy look. Who knows, maybe the dinge is there even in good lighting.

“Two rooms, please,” Ryan says to the woman behind the counter. She has dark circles under her eyes, probably in need of a room herself.

“Paying separately,” Charlotte adds.

“We have one room left,” the woman says in her husky, smoker’s voice. Probably the source of the inside odor.

Charlotte’s eyes go wide, and she spins toward Ryan.

“You take it,” he says. “Of course.” He scans the room, perhaps thinking how comfortable the hard-back chairs in the lobby are.

“What kind of room?” Charlotte asks. “Maybe there are two beds.” 

“Single bed. Queen, though.”

Charlotte reaches down to her ankle, thinking of taking off the shoe that's still hurting her sore foot. She winces at both the physical pain and the idea of trying to find accommodations for Ryan.

“Well, let’s just go down the road. Surely this isn’t the only motel in town.” She looks around at the stained cushions of the chairs, the heavily-trafficked, casino-like carpet, and the dusty artificial plant in the corner by the window. “We’ll find a place that’s less run-down.”

The woman reads her watch. “It’s Christmas time,” she says. “The only reason we have a space is because the cops picked up a couple in room 204 for indecent exposure.”

Charlotte swallows down that piece of news.

“They were doing it on the balcony. Quite a show.”

Charlotte yawns, rubs her eyes. “Let’s just take it.”

“Are you sure?”

“We’ll figure it out when we get to the room.” Frankly, her foot is killing her. Ryan can sleep in a chair upstairs. At least then, he’ll have some privacy and a bathroom.

“Do you have a cot?” Ryan asks the clerk. “We’re…” he searches for a handy lie, “brother and sister.”

“I getcha. But no. You’re stuck sleeping together.”

Charlotte digs out her credit card and slides it across the desk, now more focused on her shoes and foot pain than the logistics of this stay.

Ryan’s lips are a tight line.

“It’s one night,” she tells him. “We can handle one night.”

The credit card machine sputters and churns out the receipt. Charlotte signs it and palms the key card for room 204.

Indecent exposure. Good God.

***

The room is less than ideal with bugs in the overhead light, yellow-stained and cracked ceramic in both the sink and the bathroom tub, and a forever grungy floor. But the hot water works, and Charlotte emerges from the shower feeling tired but freshened. She towels off in the steamy atmosphere, clearing a spot on the mirror to check her reflection. She tousles her hair, moisturizes, and slips into her cotton night shirt. Before opening the bathroom door, she becomes painfully aware of what she’s wearing. It’s meant for comfort, for sleepovers with her sister and the other bridesmaids, for curling up on her parents’ couch with a container of air-popped popcorn and a romantic comedy. What it’s definitely not meant for is shacking up with a guy, especially one who has the capability of churning her insides to mush.

There’s a gentle tap on the door. “Almost finished?” Ryan asks.

Charlotte sucks up some courage and opens the door. Ryan stands just outside of it.

“Smells nice in here.” He sniffs the air. “Lilacs?”

“Lavender.”

“Shows you what I know.” His look combs over her, and she drapes her arms around her chest to hide her hardening nipples. It’s the chill of the room air, she tells herself. Nothing more. Nonetheless, she should have put her bra back on. Instead, it’s tucked into the bottom of the toiletry bag she holds.

They struggle to pass within the skinny door frame. They start and stop, trying not to brush up against one another. But it doesn’t work. Ryan’s body skims against the front of Charlotte’s gown, grazing her breasts beneath the well-washed fabric. She stiffens.

“Sorry.” But he doesn’t sound sorry.

She extricates herself from the bathroom. He delays for a moment, watching her pad across the room to the bed where she perches on the edge. She babies her ankle, propping it up on the other knee to massage it.

“I can look at it for you after my shower,” he says. “It doesn’t look black and blue or swollen, though.”

She nods.

He lingers on her for a moment, then finally closes the door.

Charlotte eases herself onto the drooping mattress, fluffing the pillow beneath her head. She pulls the sheet and covers up to her neck and lies as stiff as a dead cockroach. Her eyes wander to the one chair pushed under the round table near the window. The padding is threadbare, the back rigid. Guilt rushes over her at the thought of Ryan sleeping in that spot. His back will be sore by morning, if he gets any rest at all. She knows she couldn’t do it.

She hears the shower water peter out, the squeak of the hot and cold handles winding down until the water stops.

Charlotte runs her tongue over her teeth, fingers the corners of her mouth to make sure no renegade toothpaste is left. Then she holds her hand to her mouth and breathes into it like she’s telling herself a secret. Good thing she packed mouthwash and used it. The room keeps them close to one another no matter where they are. She already can feel Ryan’s presence like a weighted blanket.

The door opens, sending a beam of bathroom light across the polyester comforter. She sits up as if he’s pulled her by marionette strings. Ryan stands in the doorway in a pair of performance boxers and nothing else. Water beads glisten from his toned chest, and she can’t help but let her vision dart—for a moment—to his six-pack. And lower. Nice.

Embarrassed, she pulls her attention away from the bathroom and toward the window.

“I was thinking,” she says, now wondering if her idea is a good one after all, “you shouldn’t sleep in that chair. It looks…” her eyes fall on him, “dangerous.”

He studies it, raises an eyebrow.

“Uncomfortable, I mean,” she corrects herself, choking on her words.

“I’ll be fine.” He gestures toward the slippery comforter. “Mind if I take this?”

Charlotte thinks of the couple kicked out of this room for lewd acts, and then her mind runs amuck with all the possible scenarios the comforter could have been in. She doesn’t think it’s sanitary for him to use it on his clean, beautiful, and hard-bodied skin.

She gulps at the sight of him, knows she’s staring.

A slight smile curls at the edge of his mouth when he notices.

“If you want to, we can make the bed work.”

He surveys her for subtext. “You just want to sleep with me, don’t you?”

Charlotte bunches the sheet in her hand, clutching it to her chest. “I don’t,” she says too quickly.

“I’m kidding.” He takes a beat. “Sure you don’t mind?”

Her body goes rigid as she speaks the word. “No.”

“I promise not to touch you.”

Her stomach does a high dive.

Ryan eases down onto the other side of the bed. She spies his toned back out of her peripheral vision and wonders—for only half a second—what it would be like to run her fingers over it, maybe even her lips. But she squashes the thought. She doesn’t want to be with this guy, no matter how physically appealing he is. He has an edge of callousness, is a tad self-centered, and he’s looking for a one-night-stand. Charlotte doesn’t do those. At least she hasn’t yet.

Ryan kills the light and stuffs a pillow under his head, putting his hands behind his head. His muscles bulge, and Charlotte wills herself to close her eyes and pretend he’s not there.

A break in the curtains allows a beam from the streetlight to slip across the bed like a third occupant.

“Aren’t you warm?” he asks, turning his attention to her with her long-sleeved cotton night shirt and all the covers bundled on top.

There isn’t a stitch of bedding over his body. Just those boxers. Nothing more.

She’s warm, but not necessarily from the room temperature. Her core body temp seems to soar. She thinks to get up and adjust the heat settings, but she doesn’t want to draw any more attention to herself than she already has.

“No.”

A clammy sensation prickles her underarms, dampens the nape of her neck. Soon, Charlotte fans herself and pushes the seedy comforter down to the foot of the bed. She throws him a placating smile. “Just a little warm.” She closes her eyes, but knows full well she cannot sleep.

Silence.

“Mind if I turn the heat down?” Ryan asks.

“No…?”

“No?” He sits up in bed.

“I mean, do what you want.” She rolls away so as not to see him swaggering across the room with next to nothing on.

He goes to the radiator and tampers with the dials. Charlotte can’t help herself, she looks. He’s stooped over the controls, the outside light splashes across his back and over his carved glutes. She tingles in parts she does not want to tingle in right now.

“All bet—” He cuts his own word off when he catches her looking at him. He cocks a sexy smile.

“I was…” she swallows, “getting comfortable.”

“Of course.”

He crawls back into bed as if being beside her is the most natural thing in the world. And maybe it is. Maybe Ryan does this all the time: has sex with strangers in motel rooms, and then moves on to the next one.

They both settle into a night of sleep. Once Ryan’s breathing evens out, Charlotte is able to relax and forget about anything remotely close to a sexual thought.

A bang on the other side of the wall breaks the reverie.

Charlotte sits upright in bed as Ryan opens his eyes and looks at the ceiling.

It’s followed by another bang, which soon becomes a rhythmic thumping of the headboard against the wall abutting theirs.

Charlotte tenses.

“Guess we won’t be sleeping after all,” Ryan says.

“Are they…”

But Charlotte doesn’t finish her question. The woman in the other room, however, does.

“Oooh, yes. Oooh, yes.”

“I think that answers your question.”

Charlotte’s grateful for the darkness, so Ryan can’t see how much her face heats up. She sighs, half out of irritation; half out of embarrassment.

“Maybe it’s just a quickie?” she speculates.

“Harder!” the woman says. “Faster,” she cries out through panted moans.

“Or not,” Ryan says.

They listen to the woman’s vocalizations as she works herself toward climax.

The guy speeds up his tempo, and the headboard of Charlotte’s and Ryan’s bed shakes.

“Gee,” she says, “what is he doing to her?”

“Well, I can take a couple of guesses.”

Charlotte fans the neck of her night shirt, then sits up in bed. “You were right. It really is hot in here.” She gets up to adjust the thermostat again.

“I never said hot.”

This time he watches her move across the room. He flips to his side to study her from the bed, all the while listening to the impassioned sex next door.

Charlotte turns back and captures his hooded stare. She freezes.

“What? Is something wrong?” She checks out her clothes, her body, from front to back to make sure nothing is amiss, like her night shirt tucked into her undies.

“Nothing’s wrong. Nothing at all.” He nods his head toward her. “Come here.” His voice is seductive and hard to resist.

She takes a step within arm’s reach.

Ryan takes hold of the seam of her night shirt, pulling her closer.

Charlotte’s nerves vibrate up and down her arms, along her spinal column.

His eyes remain connected with hers, and the headboard pounding continues.

She inhales when Ryan’s fingers graze the stark skin of her thigh.

“Is this turning you on?” he asks, still holding on to her clothing.

Her body hums to life as if given a jumpstart from his question. She wonders what his plans are, if he intends to undress her. If he did, she’d let him.

She bites her pinky nail. “I…”

Before she can answer, he pulls her down onto the bed, rolls on top, and hovers over her. “We should give them a run for their money.”

She can barely utter the words, glancing up into his brown eyes, the dark fan of lashes. “What do you mean?” she ekes out. She waits for the kiss. Longs for it, really.

He moves closer, bends his lips to her ear where his mouth tickles the fine hairs of the helix.

“You know, make them think we’re having even wilder sex over here.”

“Make them think?” Her anticipation shrinks.

Now the guy next door has joined the chorus of ecstasy. “Just like that, baby.” His words are infused with rigor, probably due to his cardiovascular workout. “So close.” The banging on the wall accelerates to a shaking now.

“Come on. We can make more noise than that, put on a show.” Ryan reaches over her. She smells body wash infused with a hint of man. It seems so effortless to put her mouth to his chest, yank him down on top of her, and make the show something real.

Ryan takes hold of their headboard and pounds it against the wall. “Do me hard,” he says on a sexy exhale, all the while grinning mischievously at her. “Just like that.”

Somehow the syncopation of the headboard sounds a lot like music. It’s almost hypnotic.

She studies a birthmark on Ryan’s chest. It looks like it a raised star. She inhales, breathes out.

Instead of joining in, she crawls out from beneath him, sits up, and straightens both her hair and her night shirt. “Maybe you should just get your guitar out and play.” There’s an edge to her voice.

His smile fades. “I’m just having fun.”

“Well,” she says, scooting back around to her side of the bed, “it isn’t all that much fun to me.”

“So you’re not only anti-real sex, but you’re anti-pretend sex, too?”

“I never said that. I never said I didn’t like sex.”

Ryan grabs his pillow, fluffs it. “No, you didn’t need to say it. You made it abundantly clear without words.” He pushes the pillow under his head, turns on his side, away from her.

The pounding on the wall stops, and the couple next door seems gratified.

“Goodnight,” he says in a clipped tone.

“Goodnight,” Charlotte says with equal iciness.

With eyes wide open, they listen to the sound of the other’s breaths until they eventually fall asleep.


Chapter 8



 



A crack in the motel curtains lets the morning light filter into the room, highlighting the dirt and flaws that were hidden beneath the mask of darkness from the night before. Everything is old, and the stained carpet needs to be replaced. Even the furniture looks as though it was picked from abandoned curbside castaways.

Despite her need to get an early start, Charlotte basks in the yellowing sheets, pulling a pillow close to her like it’s a stuffed bear or maybe even a lover. A sparkle curves the corner of her mouth. She rolls toward Ryan’s side of the bed, which is vacant.

She stirs from sleep as the rich scent of dark roast coffee floats into the room on a stream of men’s aftershave.

“Good morning, sleepy head,” Ryan says, setting the Styrofoam cups down. A high beam of sunlight streams in before he returns to the door to close it. It rushes in with a draft of cold air. Outside the sky looks steely gray and filled with snow.

Charlotte’s hair is bedhead. She lifts herself upright, giving a final yawn as she awakens with the day.

“Is that for me?” She gestures toward the cup of joe.

“Peace offering,” he says, walking it over to her.

She takes a delicate sip, luxuriating in the taste. “Mmm. Breakfast in bed.”

“I wouldn’t go that far.” He sits down on the chair.

Ryan is fully dressed, shaved, even his duffle bag is packed and ready to go out the door.

“What time is it?” Charlotte stretches out her shoulders.

“Nine.”

“O clock?”

Ryan’s eyes shift like this might be a trick question. “If you want to be technical.”

Charlotte abandons the coffee on the nightstand and rushes out of bed. “I have to get ready. We have to get going.” She rifles through her roller bag, pulling out a top, underwear, and a toiletry bag. “We’re already so late.”

Ryan leisurely drinks his coffee, reclining against the seat back like this is the best entertainment he’s experienced since—well—last night.

She rushes everything into the bathroom and closes the door. But almost immediately after, she comes back out. “Forgot…something.” She snatches a bra from the mesh pouch, bunches it in the palm of her hand as if it’s taboo, and returns to the bathroom. She doesn’t want to let her ladies hang free in the light of day.

Ryan gets up, stands outside the door.

“You know, this is what made you miss your flight.”

The shower water runs, but Charlotte cracks the door.

“No. In fact, it’s not.”

Before she shuts the door in his face, Ryan spots her panties on the floor and raises an eyebrow.

“You wish,” she says, and the door slams shut again.

He leans against the wall, a smirk on his face.

“I thought you had a bachelorette party to go to.”

“I’m trying to take a shower in here!” 

“Won’t your sister be mad?”

Charlotte opens the door again. This time, she only wears a towel. “If you’re going to keep talking, you might as well come in.”

“Thought you’d never ask.” She steps aside, and he struts in.

“But no looking.” She squints at him, trying to be intimidating.

“Of course not.”

She twirls her finger at him, and he spins around. Charlotte double checks to make sure his back is turned, and then drops the towel.

What Charlotte doesn’t realize is that Ryan can see everything in the not-yet-steamed-up mirror. He does nothing to remedy this; not a thing impedes his view. While he has definitely enjoyed Charlotte’s long legs, his vision wanders a little higher, and he seems to truly appreciate her bare ass. He can’t help but grin. It’s a vision that can get him through darker moments, so he makes a point to commit her naked backside to memory. When she climbs behind the curtain, he catches a brief flash of breast. Nice.  

He eases down onto the toilet seat, listening to the rain of water against the sides of the shower.

“I thought you wanted to talk to me.” Charlotte peeks her face out. Her hair glistens with wetness, and beads form on her face. He’d love to take off his clothes and join her, but he knows she’ll never let that happen. Too uptight. Too goody-goody.  

He fans his collar.

“It’s hot in here,” he says, trying to blame his discomfort on the steam from the shower. But he can’t get up yet, not without making his desire for her obvious.

“You’re free to leave. No one’s holding you prisoner.” Her words are playful and flirtatious, made all the hotter by her reference to holding him prisoner. Yet it’s not quite an invite to get naked and step inside.

“You’re wasting water,” he says with a frustrated edge to his voice.

Once she disappears, he rushes up, hiding the tent in his pants.

“Hurry up, will you? It’s almost nine-thirty.”

He exits the bathroom. When he gets outside to the cooler air of the main room, he presses his back against the door and inhales deeply. He can deny his attraction for her all he wants. But when he drops his gaze, his body betrays him. He should have stayed out of the bathroom, never let his libido guide him into a room with a beautiful woman who wants nothing to do with him but hitch a ride home. She made that crystal clear last night when she refused to play along with their feigned sex. He hoped their goofing off would bridge the tension between them. He was wrong.

He pushes away and looks toward the closed door. Gosh, he wants her. Would do anything to open the door, carry her wet and naked to the bed, and paint her world happy.

He sighs, paces outside the room.

Dropping her off at a bus station is not going to be as easy as he first believed, not with the lustful visions running rampant through his head. Not with thoughts of her tormenting him.

He marches toward the main door to get some wintery air. Next best thing to a cold shower.

He paces back and forth for a time, wishing he had his guitar to string some chords together, to pen a song about his pent-up feelings. His frustration is killing him, and he jogs down the stairs, finds a secluded place at the back of the building, and lets out a primal scream. He clenches his hair in his fingers. When he lets off some steam, he heads back upstairs.

Charlotte meets him outside the room, trailing her belongings. He snags his guitar from inside. For now, Ryan’s back to baseline. At least on the surface.

The door to the neighboring room opens. A young couple emerges. It’s the noisy pair from the previous night. They fall into a steamy kiss on the balcony, completely oblivious to anyone else around them. The guy’s hand drops to the woman’s ass and gropes.

Ryan runs a hand over the back of his neck.

Charlotte clears her throat.

The pair stops, looks over.

“Sorry. We’re just--”

“We know. We heard everything,” Charlotte says, edgy.

The couple flash each other a knowing blink.

“At least you had a good time,” Charlotte says, sounding frustrated by lack of sleep, maybe lack of sex in her own room.

“We did.”

They take off.

At first Ryan doesn’t say anything, but when he meets Charlotte’s eyes, they both break smiles.

“You’re too much,” he says. 

She shrugs and rolls her bag toward the stairs, but then she stops, taking in the view from the second floor.

“Look, Ryan.” She reaches out for him and takes hold of his arm like the gesture is something they own together.

The two sweep a look out into the distance where the snow-capped San Juan Mountain range juts toward a splinter of blue sky amidst the brush strokes of clouds.

“Beautiful,” he says. But he’s not looking at the scenery. His eyes are on Charlotte.


Chapter 9



 



“You’re sure you want to do this?”

“For the hundredth time, yes.”

“I didn’t ask a hundred times.”

On the inside, the bus station resembles a miniature version of an airport terminal: Long lines, crowded seating areas, and the cacophony of holiday travel. There’s a pervasive scent of body odor—not unexpected considering the majority of people overheat in their winter coats and knit hats. Holiday lights are overshadowed by the shimmer of day, and a Christmas tree with waves of red ribbon stands sentry in the corner, artificial presents wrapped in a variety of glossy papers beneath it.

Charlotte leaves the chill, December air to enter the stuffy warmth of the terminal. She clearly is underdressed, wearing a pair of jeans and a form-fitting t-shirt.  She trails her roller bag with one hand while wrapping her other arm around herself in a fruitless attempt to keep warm and to cover her nipples from protruding through the thin fabric of her shirt.

Ryan follows behind.

“Here it is,” he says, “in all its glory.” He glances around the overly-lit room, which is set against a cloudy and darkening sky outside. “Sure you want to do this?”

Charlotte steps into the ticket line—behind at least ten other parties. “Yes?” she gulps.

“I can wait with you. I’m not in a hurry.”

She sizes him up. “You don’t have to. I’ll be…” she combs the room again, the bleakness of getting a ticket seemingly low, “fine.”

“Okay. Then I guess this is goodbye.” He puts a hand in his pocket, kicks an imaginary something on the floor.

She hesitates, then drapes one weak arm around his neck. He holds the hug, and she lets him. But Charlotte pulls away as the line moves forward.

“Hey,” he says, “in case you can’t get a ticket.” He pulls a brochure from a rack, commandeers a pen from the kiosk, and jots down his digits. “Here’s my cell.”

She takes it, glances at it, and then smiles up at him. “Thanks. I mean, for everything. I’ve had fun traveling with you. If I didn’t have to—”

“I know.”

There’s an awkward moment as they stand in front of each other, not knowing what else to say. Charlotte shuffles and leans in at the same time as Ryan does. They move back and forth, this way and that, in a little dance, until Ryan pulls her toward him. He kisses her on the cheek—a benign gesture, except for the fact that he holds her against him. Charlotte tilts her face upward, and their eyes meet.

“Goodbye,” she says in a whisper.

“Bye.”

He bends in toward her mouth as his hand rests in the middle of her back, pressing her to him. There’s an unexpected sizzle of nerves inside her, and her heart picks this moment to do cartwheels. Despite the chaos inside, Charlotte’s fingers relax along the muscle of his arm, and she pushes her body closer to his, if that’s possible. It feels like a perfect fit. She no longer feels the need for a coat because she’s heating up from the inside out.

“I…”

Ryan stops her with the touch of his finger to her lips. The room around them disappears as he tips his head, takes a final look at her, and grazes her lips.  

“What do you mean there’s been a delay?” an angry passenger at the front of the line yells out.

“Sir, if you’ll lower your voice—”

“I will not! I paid for this ticket three months ago. Now you’re telling me there’s a weather delay.”

Ryan purses his lips and glances at Charlotte who severs the physical connection.

“Weather,” Charlotte pffts. “What does he expect? It’s December, right?” Her words sound so weak, she can’t even convince herself.

“Right,” he says, only to be nice.

She cranes her head to look out the window. A few flakes of snow float down from the sky. The sight makes her colder, and she stoops down to open her bag and dig out her sweater.

“But I need to get to Chicago by Friday.” The man continues his rant.

“Friday?” Charlotte says, mostly to herself. “What’s he so worried about? These buses travel fast, don’t they?”

“Have you even been on the highway?” Ryan asks. “These buses don’t live up to their canine counterparts, that’s for sure. Plus, it’s not like a non-stop flight. They probably have something like five, maybe ten stops along the way.”

She reels on him, wide-eyed. “Ten?”

The line advances. It moves quickly, so they’re next to be served at the desk.

“Maybe fifteen.”

“Next, please.”

Charlotte approaches the podium. “Are there ten stops between here and Wisconsin?” she asks the attendant with a side dish of laughter.

“No.”

“See,” she says to Ryan.

“There are thirteen.”

Charlotte’s mouth is agape. “You’re kidding, right?”

The attendant glances behind Charlotte at the long line. “How may I help you?”

“I guess I want to buy a ticket to Racine, Wisconsin?”

“For what day?”

Charlotte’s eyes volley back and forth as if this is a trick question. “For today.”

The woman sighs. “Couple of things. One, we’re sold out. And two, there’s a weather delay, so even with a pre-purchased ticket, you won’t be getting out today.”

“Tomorrow?” Charlotte asks, a friendly lilt to her voice.

The attendant shakes her head. “This is the holiday season. You need to pre-plan.”

Ryan redirects his attention to the Christmas tree to avoid getting mixed into the conversation.

The woman clicks away on her keyboard. “Now we have availability on December 26.” She scans Charlotte from head to toe. “But I’m guessing you’re looking to get back before Christmas.”

Her shoulders slump, her face falls. “Before Christmas, before my sister’s wedding.”

“I hear you,” the woman says, a sympathetic expression runs across her face, “but we have nothing. Short of a miracle, I say you won’t make it to the Midwest any time soon.” She looks at the graying sky outside. “Especially with those clouds.”

“Thanks,” Charlotte says, though she barely means it. She rolls her bag off to the side, takes out her phone, and texts her sister.

Charlotte: Ran into another snag. Can’t be there for the fitting.

She looks up at Ryan. “The fitting is this afternoon.” She locks eyes with him. “I’m going to miss it.”

“Bummer.”

“If I don’t make it to the bachelorette party or the rehearsal dinner, I think my sister’s going to fire me.” She lowers her eyes, willing herself not to cry.

“She won’t fire you, will she?”

Charlotte’s lashes lift toward him. “You don’t know my sister. This wedding means everything to her. She’s been planning this since she was little. But missing her wedding isn’t the worst of it. The worst is, I’m going to miss the traditional Christmas stuff with my family. Making my mom’s ginormous gingerbread house, watching goofy movies with popcorn and hot chocolate in my parents’ living room with our new matching pajamas, the outdated decorations all over the house.” She wilts.

“It sounds…nice,” he says. “Minus the matching pajamas.”

“You don’t wear pajamas, so what do you know?”

“I know about taking them off.” He puts his hands in his pockets.

“Of course you do.”

Charlotte surveys the long lines, the impatient travels. “Why did I say I’m not riding with you?”

“Because you don’t like me?” he speculates. “Because I want to see a little of the United States?”

“Oh, right.”

She studies her phone. Her sister hasn’t responded yet.

“Except,” she says. “I never said I didn’t like you.”

He hunts through his mind. If she didn’t say it, she certainly implied it.

There’s a moment of silence between them. Ryan removes a hand from his pocket to take hold of her bag. “Let me take you home. I can’t promise you’ll make the party or the dinner. But you won’t miss the wedding or Christmas with your family.”

“Really? You’d do that for me?”


Chapter 10



 



The car stereo blasts Classic Polly and the Luminary Twilight as the vehicle wends its way through curvy, mountain roads, ascending into the town of Durango.

With a bagel in one hand and the CD case in the other, Charlotte rocks out in the passenger’s seat to track number six.

Ryan steals a glance as she chair-dances beside him. A smirk appears at the corner of his mouth. “You know the song is about the ever-changing quality of life. How nothing stays the same no matter how much you want it to.”

She bats his arm. “Stop psychoanalyzing the lyrics, will you? Let me enjoy the song.”

“I’m not psychoanalyzing,” he says, dividing his attention between the winding road and her. “I wrote it. I should know.  

“Pfft.”

She cranks up the volume. Not too long after, she attempts to sing along. Her energy for the song dwindles down.

When the music ends, Charlotte hits the off button. She considers. “You’re kind of morose, aren’t you?”

He swallows a mouthful of coffee. “Morose? How so?”

She has the lyric sheet out, reading his words.

“When it was the beginning, it was the end.

“You stole my heart, then broke it again.

“Flowers blossom, wilt, and die.

“Day turns to night. Say goodbye.”

“I told you. It’s about change.” He spies a smear of cream cheese at the corner of her mouth and wipes it away with a finger. “I think I’m rather upbeat, if I do say so myself.”

“Maybe introspective is a better word.”

He reflects on her description. “I like that,” he says. “But I’d prefer hot.”

Charlotte averts her eyes, not expecting him to bring his obvious, physical attributes into the picture. Then she recovers. “I’m sure a lot of women already call you that.”

“You think?” He gives her a sideways and flirtatious glance.

She ignores him, continues. “But I wonder how many of them focus on your other qualities.”

He tries to remain flip. “Like my biceps?”

“Like your introspective nature. Like your…”

She stops.

He looks over at her, despite the fact that he should keep his eyes peeled to the road.

“What? Like what?”

“Like…” she calls up the courage to say it, “like how tender you are.”

He quirks an eyebrow. “Tender?”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t recall any woman I’ve met ever calling me tender.” Then he tips his head as if to recall a memory. “Unless we’re talking about sex. I can be tender in bed…when I want to be.”

Charlotte puts her bagel back in the wrapping and sets it on the console. “Does everything have to be about sex with you.”

“Hey! I haven’t had sex on our trip yet.”

She throws a speechless look at him, studies whether he’s kidding or not. She’s pretty sure he is. She sits back in her seat, looks out at the stands of pine trees edging the road, the twist of snowflakes as they land on the windshield only to be wiped off.

“You’re a slut.”

“I haven’t found a hook-up yet. Maybe keep that descriptor in reserve until tonight.”

“You’re planning to seduce a woman? Tonight?”

“Seduce? No. Get her naked and do unspeakable things with her? Yes.”

Charlotte shifts her body and faces out the side window. “You’re insufferable.”

“Not sure what that means, but if it has anything to do with climbing in bed with a beautiful woman, then yes, I’d agree.” He leaves out the part about him wanting her to be that beautiful woman. Instead, he winks when she glances over.

“Ugh.”

“Listen,” he says. “I'll try to get you back home in time for all your family festivities. I’ll sightsee on the way home.”

Charlotte doesn’t yet turn away from the blur of scenery outside. “I’m sure you’ll find plenty of hook-ups without me along.”

He detects an edge to her voice, maybe jealousy.

“Sorry. That was out of line. I appreciate you trying to help me.”

“It’s okay.” He tinkers with the dashboard buttons, never really adjusting anything. “It’s just, I’ve never had that,” Ryan says.

She finally faces him. “Never had what?”

“Family stuff. The popcorn, the gingerbread, the pajamas. My parents are great, don’t get me wrong. But we don’t see Christmas lights or watch movies. It’s…different.”

“Every family has its own traditions.”

He nods.

“What are yours?” she asks.

But the speed limit drops, and they descend into the town of Durango, curving off to the left toward the historic, downtown area.

“I’m hungry. Are you hungry?”

“I guess.” She casts a glance to study him. “So you’re not going to tell me?”

“Maybe after a beer. Or two.”

“But you’re driving,” she says as Ryan takes the first right and mazes his way into the heart of the town. Snowflakes sift down and stick to the sidewalks and cars now.

“Maybe after lunch, I’ll let you take the wheel for a while.”

Charlotte widens her eyes at the inclement weather.

“I’m a city girl. From Phoenix. I don’t drive in snow.”

“It probably won’t snow that long.” He finds a place. “Let’s try here,” he says, gesturing toward a restaurant tucked into a block-length row of buildings.

He parallel parks. Charlotte dodges the flakes and the blustering wind to duck inside the warmth of the restaurant where the two of them find a remote spot near the back.


Chapter 11



 



Ryan rings a hand around his half-filled beer bottle. A basket of nachos sits in the middle of the table between them as the permeating warmth of the wood burning stove lulls them back into a mid-day sleepiness. A folded map leans against the condiments off to the side.

“So pajamas and Christmas lights, huh?”

Ryan’s words come out of the blue, jarring Charlotte out of her sleepy state. For a moment, this feels like a relaxing vacation, not a frantic trip to get back home in time for the holidays and the wedding.

“Oh, yeah. Family traditions, you know?”

“No,” he says, matter-of-fact. “I don’t.” He shrugs. “At least not like that.”

“What do you mean?”

He peels the edge of the label on the beer bottle. “For one, I don’t have siblings?” He runs his index finger beneath his chin. “What’s it like?”

Charlotte lifts a shoulder to her ear. “Sometimes fun, sometimes competitive. I only have one sister.” She refocuses on Ryan. “Only child, huh?”

“Flying solo.”

She snags a tortilla chip ladled with cheese. “Spoiled?” She eats it.

He snickers. “No.”

“But you have traditions,” she says, wiping the possibility of cheese from her mouth.

He draws pictures in the condensation of his water glass, avoiding eye contact. “Oh, we do. Midnight mass. Catered Christmas dinner with cloth napkins and stuffy conversation. When my parents really want to kick up their heels, we open the lid on the baby grand and practice our Tchaikovsky. Maybe delve into some Bach.”

At first, Charlotte doesn’t know how to respond. His confession seems infused with sarcasm.

“You’re kidding, right?” She eyes a section of nachos with black olives and chilies.

He says nothing, which is answer enough.

“But what about Christmas carols? Don’t you play those on the piano?”

“You’d have to meet my parents. It would make everything much clearer. But I do play my guitar. You know, behind closed doors.” He gives her a coy grin followed by a playful wink.

“And I suppose that music book has a centerfold in it?”

He studies her for a moment, which makes her shift in her seat. “You’re not as prudish as I thought.”

She rolls her eyes.

“My sister and I used to sing all I want for Christmas is my two front teeth…” she sings. “My two front teeth…” She slows down. “My two front…”

His curious expression stops her.

“What?”

“Nothing. It’s…” he smiles, “cute.”

“Cute?” She lowers her eyes and covers her cheek with the palm of her hand.

“Cuter than a centerfold.”

“Centerfolds aren’t cute. They’re…” she searches for a word as he waits, his eyes nestling into the idiosyncrasies of her, “sexy.” She gropes for more descriptors, her vocabulary failing her under the heat of Ryan’s stare.

“You’re sexy.”

Her heart rushes into her throat. To cover, she delves into the nachos.

“No,” she twirls softened cheese around her index finger, “I’m not.”

Ryan scoops food onto his own plate. He deliberately grabs her finger to capture her attention.

“Yes,” his eyes are locked on hers, “you are.” Every nerve ending Charlotte has revs to life—even in places she didn’t think they existed. Their fingers remain intertwined for a moment before they both let go and sit back to recover from the moment.

Charlotte tugs her sweater free from her shoulders. “Is it hot in here?” she asks, glancing around to find the wood-burning stove. “I think they need to dial down the logs.”

Her cheeks are flush; she fans herself, tug-a-warring with the cardigan until it’s off.

Ryan’s eyes go to the uncovered skin of her arms and cling there.

“You mind?” she asks, gesturing toward his beer, not waiting for him to answer. She takes a swig.

Ryan exhales, yanking himself back to the present moment, banishing the renegade thoughts he seemed to be having—thoughts that involve more than the two of them playing travel companions.

“No,” he finally says, his response beyond delayed. He guides his attention away. “So…the route.” Ryan unfolds the map and studies it.

“Right…” Charlotte is drunk on something, and it’s not alcohol, “the map.”

“We’ll leave Durango, drive ‘til maybe nine or ten. That should put us about here.” He sets his finger on a spot in middle America.

Charlotte leans in to read the upside-down map. She’s hyper aware of their proximity as they both bend toward the table’s center.

“The middle of nowhere?” She looks up at him. “There’s nothing there.”

“There’s always a motel.” His tone is nonchalant.

She tilts back, barely sips her tea. “What about the weather? Remember the woman at the bus station said something about delays.”

Ryan takes another drink and sets his bottle down. He waves a dismissive hand. “We’ll be fine. How bad can the roads be?”


Chapter 12



 



“Why are the roads so bad?”

Charlotte white knuckles the steering wheel as a slathering of snow coats the windshield. With each brush of the wipers, flakes accumulate again. The whole world outside is a portrait of icy sparkles.

To make things worse, the road is windy. Up ahead lies a stretch of switchback-y curves rising into the mountains. A nearby car slips, but recovers before skidding and spinning out.

“I shouldn’t have asked you to drive,” Ryan says, rubbing the alcoholic-haze from his head. He fishes out the map and reads it. “We’ll stop in the next town. I’ll take over. Shouldn’t be too much farther.”

Vehicles crawl along, well beneath the 60mph speed limit.

Tension blossoms into a headache, which grips Charlotte’s neck and reaches down into her shoulders. She’d give just about anything for a cup of coffee and a massage right now.

Ryan rests his hand on the back of Charlotte’s headrest. “For a city girl, you’re doing an awesome job on these mountain roads.”

She musters a smile, never tearing her attention away from the highway. At least not until they arrive in town, and the car is safely placed in park.

***

On the way out of town, the two have switched places.

Charlotte opens a package of headache medicine and pops two pills with a chaser of water. She leans back in the passenger’s seat and closes her eyes, trying to block out the scary path ahead.

“Do you want me to put on some music?”

“Will you sing me a song instead?” he asks.

She opens her eyes, looks at him. “Sing?”

“These travel conditions are demented. It’ll calm me down.” To clarify, he adds, “My mom used to sing to me when I was younger.”

“Aww.”

“Not so aww. She’s a singer by profession.”

“Oh.” That tidbit of information makes things slightly more intimidating. In spite of her reservations and her fear of embarrassing herself, Charlotte searches her mind for a song.

“When you’re in California

“California never leaves

“It’s the sun shining within ya

“It’s the ocean smell on breeze

“Stay in California

“Because California never leaves.”

Ryan’s hands relax a little on the steering wheel, and the tension in his face drains away.

“Beautiful,” he says. “Broadway musical?”

Charlotte laughs. “Not exactly. My friend wrote a musical, but he can’t get it produced.”

“He?”

Charlotte studies Ryan, wondering why he chose to focus on that irrelevant piece of information. “Yes. He.”

“It’s…good.”

“Before you said it was beautiful.” Her eyebrow forms a question mark.

“I meant your voice. The music and lyrics are eh.”

“Uh huh.”

Their conversation comes to a halt at the sight of a flashing road sign up ahead: Must use chains for pass.

“Do you have those?” Charlotte asks. “Chains?”

“Never needed them. You know, since I live in Phoenix.”

One vehicle is already pulled over to fasten snow chains on its tires.

“What if we go without them? What could happen?” Her mind travels a few miles back to the car that almost spun out. She’s torn between getting home as soon as possible and her own safety.

“Well, as much as I appreciate a good vehicular jump off a cliff in movies, I don’t think I want to experience it in real life.”

He eases the car into the next available pull-out and makes to turn around.

She cinches his arm. “You can’t go back.”

His eyes trail down to where her fingers are wrapped.

She ignores him. “We’ll be delayed. By hours.” Charlotte’s voice is frantic.

Ryan, currently parked, removes her hand from his arm and holds it for a moment. “Slight delay.”

Then he lets go and forms a balance with his palms. “It’s a choice between slight delay,” he lowers his hand, “or deadly cliff dive.” He weighs the imagined options in the palms of his hands.  Deadly cliff dive plummets to his jeans. “Look at that. We’re going with slight delay.”

“But…but…it’s not slight. It’s significant.”

Before Ryan throws the car in drive and angles it back on the road, he turns to Charlotte. “I know. But your life is more important.” He puts a platonic hand on her arm. “We’ll buy chains in town and be back on the road in no time.

She swallows and nods.

His fingers slide away, and they head back to the place from where they just came.


Chapter 13



 



“What do you mean you don’t have any chains?”

Charlotte and Ryan stand inside an auto parts store, talking with the bearded and snow-booted employee with the name badge of Jeb. Snow pirouettes from the sky, coating the outside world in white.

Charlotte looks to her own shoes, which are grossly lacking for harsh weather conditions. She hugs her cardigan sweater around her to stave off the cold, which feels omnipresent both inside and out.

“I don’t have any chains,” Jeb repeats, this time putting the emphasis on different words. “This weather lambasted us. They rarely require chains for non-commercial vehicles on the pass. But this storm is particularly nasty,” he says, gesturing outside the window to make his case.

She deflates.

“If you have a four-wheel-drive vehicle, you can probably get away with driving over. Chances are, no one’s going to pull you over.”

Charlotte showers Ryan with an optimistic gaze.

He shakes his head. “Don’t need one in Phoenix.”

“My recommendation,” Jeb says, scratching his beard, “wait it out ‘til tomorrow. The plows will come, the snow may slow, and you’ll be just fine.”

“No fitting, no bachelorette party…” Charlotte can’t finish her words because the rush of tears chokes her throat.

Jeb’s eyes widen, and he looks at Ryan.

“Sister’s getting married. She’s going to miss…” instead of saying everything, he tries to smooth things over a bit, “things.”

“Ah.”

“I’d lend you mine, missy, but gonna need ‘em myself.” He pats her on the shoulder like she’s a little girl. “The Springs is nice,” he says before wandering away to help another customer.

Disheartened, Charlotte attempts to hide her tears.

Ryan puts a hand on her shoulder, not knowing what to say to make things better.

She wipes her eyes and cheeks with the back of her hand and faces him. “Guess we better find a place to stay.” Her wet lashes glisten as she glances at a winter wonderland outside.

He nods, follows her gaze. “It is pretty. I’ll give it that.”

She looks over. “It is.”

“Hey,” he says, throwing a chipper tone into his voice, “let’s make the best of it. Find something to do.”

“Like what?” she says, staring down at her Phoenician clothes. She’s ill prepared to do anything in the snow. “I can barely stay upright in these shoes, and I don’t have a winter coat. I was planning to borrow one of my sister’s when I arrived home.”

Jeb magically teleports behind them. “You should soak in the springs,” he says. “Best time to do it is when it’s cold and snowy.” He looks back and forth between the two of them. “It’s romantic, too.” He waggles his eyebrows. “Can’t beat love at Christmastime.”

“Oh, we’re not…” Charlotte whirls around to tell him they’re not together, but he’s disappeared.

“Not what?” Ryan asks. “Fans of warm water? Cold? Willing to do something fun?”

She laughs, but then her tone sobers. “Romantic.”

“That we’re not.”

“Plus,” she says on a swallow, “I don’t have a bathing suit.” Her excuse sounds weak.

“I’m sure they sell them.”

“In winter?”

“We can at least find out.”

She studies him: His innocent-looking anticipation, his desire to please her, the sexy tilt to his smile. Nervousness washes over her, so much so that she thinks it would be best to take their chances on the pass. But she doesn’t cave to her insecurities—the ones that tell her he’ll see her in a bathing suit, that they’ll be in a place deemed a romantic spot together when they’re not romantic; only travel companions.

***

“You’re lucky,” the pretty receptionist says, clicking her computer screen. “We’ve had two cancellations due to weather. I can offer you two queens,” she studies the screen, “or a suite with one king.” Her eyes slide up to Charlotte and Ryan.

“Two queens,” they say in sync, then look at each other, averting their eyes at how desperately the other desires a separate bed.

“Or we can get our own rooms,” Ryan tells Charlotte.

“Is that what you want? Separate rooms?”

“Isn’t it what you want?”

Charlotte chokes on an inhale. “I…I guess.”

“You want both rooms?” She knits her brow, and then waits for a decision.

“What’s the cost?” Ryan asks.

“You’re looking at $419.”

Charlotte shoots her a shocked expression. “For both?”

“No,” the receptionist says. “That’s for the two queens. The king will be an additional $489.”

“Yikes.”

“We’ll take the two queens,” Ryan says, whipping out his credit card.

Charlotte angles toward him. “I can’t let you pay. It’s…” Her eyes dart to the woman behind the counter, “expensive.”

“It’s my fault we’re here. Just let me do this, okay?”

The woman runs the bill, Ryan signs, and they gather their things. Ryan lifts his guitar, which is perched against the counter, and slings it over his shoulder.

The clerk hands Ryan the key cards and a brochure. “You’re going to adore it here. The hot springs are available between these hours. You have access to them from your room. And there’s a list of services on the back of the brochure.”

Her eyes dance between the couple. “You’ll find it to be a wonderful, little getaway. Even for one night.”

Ryan nods, ready to leave. Then he turns back. “Bathing suits? Do you sell them?”

“In the shop.”

“Perfect.”

***

Charlotte stands in the bathroom, staring at herself in a fire-red, polka-dotted bikini—the only women’s bathing suit they offered in the spa gift shop. All she needs is a full face of makeup, a floral swim cap, and white vintage sunglasses, and she’ll look like she stepped out of a 1950’s catalogue. Although, she’s pretty far removed from Marilyn Monroe.

She angles side to side, trying to see herself from Ryan’s point of view. She pushes up her cleavage, tugs the top down to make herself appear better endowed, and gives her hair a flip.

Then she stops. She shouldn’t care what he thinks. They’re only here to take advantage of the setting and the warm water, to bide their time until the pass clears. It’s not like anything is going to happen. Despite the almost-kiss last night, there’s nothing between them. Any feelings she believed she felt for him prior to now were only because of his looks, his chiseled shoulders, and his rock star persona. She was caught up in the moment, distracted by lust.

Flutters erupt in the pit of her stomach when she envisions him like he was last night: wearing only enough to cover his package—a really nice one, from the looks of things. Not that she noticed. Out in the springs, he’ll be all skin and muscle again. And this time, his body will be steeped in the warm and inviting waters of the hot springs. His hair will be wet, like he just emerged from a shower, ready to take her in his arms and put what’s behind his shorts to good use.

She fans herself—a sad attempt to tame her racing heartbeat and her ramping libido.

“He is hot,” she tells her mirror self. “And admit it. You wouldn’t mind seeing him naked.”

“You ready?” His voice is a defibrillator to her already-pumping heart. She whips her head toward the door, certain he’s heard her. He couldn’t have, right?

“Be right there.”

She throws the complimentary bath robe over her body and opens the door, stopping when she sees him. He wears a matching robe to cover his pretty parts, and yet the sight of him arrests her.

“Want to head out?”

“Um. Uh huh.”

“You okay?” He leans in, puts a hand on her arm. She wishes he’d stop touching her. Not only is it sweet, but it’s highly distracting, making her think of sex again.

“Definitely,” she says, enlisting what she can of her nerve, which seems to have been short-circuited by his nearness and by the wandering of her own imagination.

He works his way to the door, but she doesn’t move.

“It’s completely platonic,” she says, giving herself a pep talk.

“What’s that?”

“Nothing.”


Chapter 14



 



Ryan watches as Charlotte tests her toes in the water while snowflakes feather down around her, sticking in her pulled-back hair, a few settling on her dark lashes. What would she do if he stepped over to her, put his hands around her, and pulled her to him and his rising hardness?

He slips out of his robe, tossing it under the canopy of a cabana. But he waits, not yet approaching. He likes watching her; waits with bated breath for her to drop her own robe. The sneak peek in the bathroom yesterday wasn’t enough to quench his desire to see her body again.

She slides a finger under the terry cloth, pulls it away. And he’s not disappointed when the robe plummets off her shoulders, revealing her sun-kissed, Arizona skin. She wears a cardinal red bathing suit against a backdrop of white. But, in his mind, she might as well be wearing nothing at all.

His memorizes the curve of her neck where he’d love to place his lips and have her melt into him while he sinks into her. His vision trails along the length of her spine as it disappears beneath the band of her bikini top, dips away into the ass-forming bottoms, as he conjures up what she looked like last night—exposed, stepping into the shower. He wants that again. But this time not the shower, his bed. And those legs. He’d love to run his hands over her calves, her thighs, moving higher until his fingers disappear beneath the fabric along the inner thigh, making her want him, listening to her cry out in ecstasy under the musicality of his callouses.

It’s hard to hide his excitement beneath his tenting swimming trunks. He could give himself time, will it away, but the effort would be fruitless. Being so near to her will excite him over and over again.

“You coming?”

God, he wishes.

“Be right there.”

She slips into the water, and when she’s not facing him, he drifts over and drops in, too.

The natural springs is an opiate to both his skin and his racing mind as he luxuriates in it, letting the hot water ease over his shoulders like a lover’s touch. Her touch.

Her eyes dance up to the skies. “This is magical.”

I could show you magic, he thinks, holding back. The experience has a dual edge to it: the anticipation of pleasure coupled with torture. The desperate need, and the inability to act on that need.

He distracts himself with the spill of flakes from the sky, sizzling on the hot water as they touch down.

“Nirvana,” he says.

She tears her eyes away from the scenery to him. “It is, isn’t it?”

They net each other with their stares, holding on like life preservers.

“Thank you,” Charlotte says.

“For what?”

She moves closer. Out of sincerity, gratitude, he tells himself. Not because she feels it, too.

“For this.” She gestures around her at the snow, which wraps the banks in paper-white presents, the lanterns around the pools that twinkle as the sun dips further toward the horizon. Colorful Christmas lights outline the eaves of the main building like a rainbow of rose buds waiting for morning to open up. Their reflections are mirrored in the glass of the water as heat rises in wispy smoke curls around them.

She drifts in front of him. “You’re welcome,” he says, almost inaudible.

“Jeb was right,” she says.

“About…?”

“This place. It is romantic.”

Her eyes trace lines around his face, his jaw, until they light on his lips. Her hand finds its way to his bicep like it’s a part of him that should have been there all along. She caresses his face—butterfly wings dancing against the curve of his jaw, the rough texture of his stubble.

“Ryan,” she says, looking into his eyes, delving deeper. Her caress is like fire.

He can’t stop himself. He moves in, takes her mouth against his own, and kisses her gently. He didn’t realize how much he wanted to taste her until he pulls back for a moment, remembering to breathe.

Her look is heated as she studies him. But before it even starts, it’s over. Charlotte severs the connection by swimming away to an alcove on the other side of the pool. His desire is a magnet that pulls his attention—and his body—to her.

He follows, and she plays coy beneath her snow-dusted lashes.

“Do you want romance?” Ryan asks.

“Romance,” she ruminates. “Passion.” She glances everywhere but at him. “This is a great place for lovers.” Her vision lands on him.

This time, he moves toward her.

“I bet you would find a hook-up…”

He doesn’t let her finish, silencing her with a finger to her lips. “Don’t.”

He kisses her this time, parting her lips with his tongue. The connection is filled with intensity and need. Charlotte doesn’t stop him. Instead, she wraps her hands around his neck, pulling Ryan to her, threading her fingers in his hair. Snow flutters down on them—two lovers in a snow globe.

“My God,” he exhales, finally opening his eyes to drink her in. But yearning hot-wires his nerve endings and fills his lungs, and he holds her closer, putting his mouth to that curve between her neck and shoulder, kissing the soft skin there like a desperate man overboard.

Charlotte tangles herself around him. And when she dips her fingertips into the waistband of his swim shorts, his breath catches; he draws back, seizes her hand.

“Are you sure you want this?” he asks, his hooded gaze sexy, drenched in lust.

She tugs her hand free and takes hold of the draw string to his bathing suit. He’s rigid with need, and she notices the inches standing at attention just for her. She presses her lips against his again, taking his tongue in her mouth as an answer. He can’t help but kiss her back. His erection brushes her inner thigh, sending waves of desire through him. He wants to throw Charlotte over his shoulder, carry her back to the room, and peel the polka-dotted bikini away, leaving her completely exposed. The things he could do to her, the places he could take her.

He doesn’t know why he brings it up, but he does. “I thought you didn’t do one-night-stands.”

She rests her palm against his six-pack, searing her skin. Her other hand still toys with the strings at his waist. One tug and his swim trunks will fall away, revealing every inch of his desire for her. If she freed him, he’d be willing to shag her right here in the pool, in front of everyone. She’s so sexy, so desirable. He doesn’t remember the last time a woman aroused him this much. The hint of foreplay is torture.

“Is that what this will be?” she asks. “A one-night-stand?” Her look is so reaching, which makes her even more attractive.

“If I said yes, would you make me get my own room?”

She passes a look over him, considering. “Are you going to?” she asks, “say yes?”

Ryan strokes her cheek, lets the pad of his thumb stroke her skin. “I can’t see the future, Charlotte. We just met. I don’t know if this will be one night or two. What I do know is that you are sexy as hell, and I want to take you back to the room and make love to you all night.”

Charlotte shutters. Still immersed in the temperate waters, it certainly isn’t due to the cold.

“What about tomorrow?”

“What about tomorrow?” he asks. “All I know is I want you right now.”

“Do you feed these lines to all the girls you bed?”

He takes a moment to reflect. And when Ryan answers, he knows his response is sincere. “No.”

Maybe she believes him; maybe she doesn’t. But when her eyes search his and she kisses him, he has his answer.

“Let’s get out of here.”

As she crawls out of the pool, Ryan watches the tilt of her ass, craving the moment he can peel her bikini bottoms away and have access to everything.

***

The room is quiet and dark—testament to the silent winter night outside. Snow falls like feathers outside the window, the edges curling with the fog of condensation. An oversized tub, meant for romantic interludes, sits darkened at the back of the room. Bottles of impractical body washes, lotions, and rose-petal soaps sit sentinel around the perimeter.

In the foreground are the two queen beds, pillows fluffed, down comforters turned back in delicate fashion. Charlotte’s roller bag is folded open on the bed furthest from the door, the day’s clothes tossed haphazardly on top in her thrill at spending the afternoon and evening at the pool with Ryan.

His duffle bag and guitar case lean against the closest bed.  A washcloth folded in the shape of a heart rests in the center.

A corner table lamp is the only thing to light up the room. It bathes the suite in an ochre hue. Fingertips of light barely reach out as Charlotte and Ryan plow through the door, lips connected, arms reaching and entwined. The robes they so self-consciously donned on the way out now hang off their shoulders and dip toward the floor, begging to be removed.

“Charlotte,” Ryan moans, his mouth consuming hers as he pushes the door closed, pinning her body to the inside.

Charlotte cranes her neck as Ryan’s lips and tongue work their way along the trapezius, simultaneously easing the bikini strap off her shoulder. His touch, his mouth, is like magic, electrifying every part of her. She sizzles with a raging combination of desire and fear. She’s never been with someone like him before—so rock-star sexy, so hot.

She runs her hands over the nape of his neck, the rippling muscles of his back, and down to that tempting waistband where she finally yanks at the strings and nudges them down, gaining access to the tops of his glutes. She shivers before sliding her fingers down. She can feel his arousal.

Ryan stops, draws back, and gives Charlotte a lascivious stare. He follows her eyes as they drift down to where his swimming trunks barely cover his obliques.

“You can take them all the way off,” he says, inviting her to undress him.

She considers it. Charlotte’s never disrobed a man before. The idea of it is a huge turn on, but it also unnerves her.

When she doesn’t respond, he speaks. “Or, if you want, I can undress you.”

She inhales, filling her lungs, yet failing to calm herself down.

He reaches out to her with his eyes while tucking a finger under one of her straps, teasing it down.

Charlotte’s eyes briefly flit to her shoulder, then back again.

Ryan exposes her breasts. He admires them with a graze, a look.

“God, you’re beautiful.”

Charlotte unpins herself from the door, pushing Ryan back to the bed where she shoves him down and climbs on top of him, taking control.

He waits for her, watching, memorizing her teacup breasts and the curves of her waist, the narrow slant of her hip, beyond anxious to see what lies beneath. But he remains patient, letting her make the moves.

Charlotte dips down and kisses him on the mouth. Fervid. Needy. Lust-filled.

His fingers light on the bare skin of her lower back. Another motion and he could slide off her bottoms. Then his. Be skin on skin.

“I want to be inside you so badly,” he moans, as he surfaces for breath—a drowning man.

Her reddened and parted lips are a tease. She scoots off the bed and stands in front of him.

Ryan props on his elbows, careful not to miss a thing.

Charlotte’s hands quiver when she slides them to her hips, working her bottoms off in what she hopes is a seductive show. Emboldened, she unfastens her top and it meets its partner on the hotel floor, leaving her nude and exposed in front of him—this gorgeous specimen of a man she barely knows.

“Come here,” he says.

He sits on the edge of the bed, reaching for her. She meets him there, and he slides his rough hands over her hips, drinking in every inch of her body, her skin. His lips move to her breast, and he takes a beaded nipple into his mouth.

Charlotte closes her eyes, rolls her head back, and lets the jolt of pleasure run through her body, setting fire to her libido. She lets him slip a finger inside of her.

“Ohhh!”

And she can’t tell if the sound comes from him or from her. All she feels is sheer ecstasy.

When Charlotte opens her eyes, she sees that somehow Ryan has separated himself from his own clothes, and he drapes his arm around her, bringing her body against his own.

“Yes,” she whispers.

He rolls on top of her, moves a hand to her clitoris. She’s so ready, hungry for his touch. Wanting. Needing.

“Please,” she begs.

His fingers graze her as the cell phone on the nightstand rings. Her eyes move to it.

“Ignore it,” he says with a bated voice, luring her distracted face back to his. “Where were we?”

She blushes. She knows exactly where he was—so close to sending her over the edge.

She guides his hand back in place, and he gives her a devilish grin. “That a girl,” he teases, leaning in to devour her neck, every inch of her body.

But the phone starts up again.

“Damnit!” He stops.

“Maybe you should get it.”

He pays her a hooded stare, removes his fingers from the soft folds as they blossom with anticipation. “We’re not finished.”

“I hope not,” she says.

He crawls over her, naked. She can’t help but stare at him. It’s more than obvious how much Ryan wants her, and she definitely likes what she sees. Despite the interruption, she bristles with excitement for what’s to come. She’s never had a one-night stand before, if that’s what this is supposed to be. The thought of it arouses her. She slides beside him, sending gentle caresses over his back, outlining his tattoo. She wants to ask about it; is afraid to know.

She works her way down to his bare glutes. She shivers at how solid they are, and knows they’re not the only solid thing about him. In fact, he stirs at her touch.

“Yeah?” he barks into the phone. “This better be important.”

She puts her lips to his shoulder, moves upward and tickles the sensitive area in the crook of his neck with her tongue.

He’s put the phone on speaker in order to keep his hands free, to allow himself to be sated by her. She hears another male voice. “Dude, where are you? We’ve been trying to reach you for forever.”

Ryan’s eyes skirt to Charlotte. “I’m on the road. In the middle of something.” He snags her waist, pulls her to him. Returns to the act of exploring her thighs.

“Well you better get that something out of there and haul ass home.”

Charlotte stiffens, and Ryan’s I’m going to do unspeakable things to you look fades into a grimace, making Charlotte inch away and grab hold of the sheet to pull it around her. He’s desperate to stay connected to her, but lets her go.

“Why?”

“Dude, it’s your dad.”

“What happened?” Ryan asks, his full attention’s on the person at the other end of the phone. 

“He was rushed to the hospital. Your mom called you…I don’t know…a billion times.”

He clicks over to another screen of missed messages. He was so caught up in sex, he didn’t think about his phone. At all.

Charlotte starts to put a hand on his leg, but withdraws, not knowing if that’s too sexual when she only wants to be comforting.

“Come on, Jared, give me the deets.” He takes the phone off speaker and puts it to his ear.

Charlotte edges her way off the bed, taking the sheet with her. She picks up her bikini from the floor, surveys Ryan on the phone—deep in the throes of concern—before heading to the bathroom to get dressed.

She lifts a towel from the rack and hears snippets from his side of the conversation.

“Heart attack? No, no. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

As she passes by the window over the tub, she stops to observe the slow flutter of white flakes dancing in the wind like winter moths.

***

The room is doused in darkness, save the afterglow of a waning gibbous moon as it sheds its light across the bedspreads where Ryan and Charlotte lay.

After the phone call, the once punch-drunk mood was overshadowed by a pervasive and somber feeling, and Ryan grew quiet. Withdrawn. He curled into a semblance of sleep, turned on his side in the bed furthest from the door with his back to Charlotte.

Now she tosses in her sheets, unable to find a comfortable position, finally settling onto her back to stare at the shadows on the ceiling. Shapes form in her mind: a clown face; a shark, dorsal fin rising out of the water; a fractured heart. Charlotte runs her fingers over the texture of the origami towel, once folded into a Valentine. Now it’s nothing but a piece of fabric. Broken like the picture hovering over her in the nuances of the paint.

Charlotte asked Ryan if he wanted to talk about it. He didn’t.

Her eyes drift to the guitar, tucked away inside its case like a baby swaddled in a crib. She realizes she hasn’t yet heard him play, but she wants to. She wants so much, realizing that’s not the way one-night-stands work—they’re not an exercise in getting to know someone, not the right launching place for a relationship. Not when it’s all about the hook-up, which is what he’s desired as part of his trip.

She may just be the girl he almost bedded, but that doesn’t mean she can’t comfort him, offer him a piece of her own heart—at least as a fellow human being.

Charlotte slips out of bed, the soft cotton of her night shirt curled around her thighs. The bed creaks ever-so-slightly, but Ryan doesn’t stir.

She pads across the room, stopping short of the bed where he sleeps. Invoking her nerve, which was lost with the heat of passion, she approaches the empty side. Charlotte eases herself into the vacant spot, inching her way toward Ryan’s back. Her hand trembles, and she hesitates to lay it on him. But something nudges her—something from deep inside—and she rests her palm against his skin, which is warm like a log fire, sticky with the suggestion of sweat.

There’s an intake of breath, but he says nothing. He seems to still be asleep.

She lays her cheek between the pleats of his shoulder blades and drapes an arm over his chest.

“Charlotte…?” The sound of her name is a weak warning. But she has no intention of seducing him. “I can’t. Not tonight.”

“I know. I’m sorry about your dad. I’m sure he’ll be okay.” Her words are empty, a Band-Aid to a hurt she can’t understand.

“We should sleep,” he says. “Need to hit the road early.”

“I can leave. Go back to my bed.”

“Stay,” is all he says.

She kisses a benign spot on his back. The residue of chlorine is hidden beneath the earthy scent of his body wash. She takes in a deep breath to commit this night—and him—to memory.

“Okay.”

“Charlotte?”

“Yeah?”

“I…” Ryan hesitates, “thanks.”

“Any time.”

They fall asleep with Charlotte’s arms wrapped around him.


Chapter 15



 



This time, Charlotte’s the one who’s up early. She’s showered, changed, and packed her bag, already loading it into the car.

Outside, the world of southwestern Colorado is a wintery paradise. The snows from last night have given way to cornflower blue skies, letting the mountainous landscape nestle under a blanket of downy snow. The air is crisp, giving Charlotte’s nose and cheeks a rosy tinge. The heat of her breath jets out of her in metronomic puffs. Having borrowed Ryan’s jacket, she tips her nose toward the sleeve, relishing the leather and clean, spicy earth scent. She could get used to his signature smell.

She carries a brown paper bag of toasted bagels, balancing two cups of coffee on a disposable tray. The warmth of the java melts her icy hand.

When she left the room, Ryan was still dozing—a soft snore purring from his parted mouth. She unlocks the door and finds him awake, stretching the sleep from his weary body. She pauses, her heart stalling for the briefest of moments at the sight of him, next to nothing on. She recovers. “I picked up bagels. And coffee.”

“You’re an angel,” he says, rising to take a sip, risking a bite. “I need to hit the shower. Somehow, someway, we need to get over that pass.”

He grabs clean clothes from his duffle and heads for the bathroom. His inattention to Charlotte gives her the impression that last night never happened. She ignores the lump rising in her throat.

“I already took care of it.”

He stops inside the door frame. Charlotte can’t help herself—her vision trails over his body to the places she wishes she could have explored in intimate detail last night.

“I talked to a guy in town. At the gas station. He says the pass is clear. But, just in case, he told me to come back in about…” she glimpses the time on her phone, “twenty minutes. He should have some chains for us.”

Ryan’s jaw does a proverbial drop. “What time did you get up?”

“Early.” She shrugs out of his jacket. He notices. He studies her longer, a question mark forming on his face.

“I’ll be out in a few minutes. Then we can get those chains, hit the road.”

Charlotte nods. Lingers on him as he walks away and closes the door.

***

Ryan’s eyes dart between Charlotte and this model of a guy standing in front of them, holding a box of tire grips.

His perfect teeth and smile are all for Charlotte, and Ryan simply does not exist.

“You came back.” There’s genuine joy spelled out in the chiseled jaw and lines of the sales clerk’s face. “Charlotte? Right?”

“Oh, you’re a charmer. Remembering my name.” She flirts, full-toothed, coquettish. And it’s…not for him.

Ryan looks askance at the guy. Not only does his over-six-foot frame and photo-ready face bug the hell out of Ryan, but the guy’s name makes his spine prickle, too. Easton. It’s definitely not a real man’s name. Truth be told, the guy’s probably gay.

“You’re a doll,” Charlotte puts her hand on Easton’s arm. So her flirtatious gestures are common place—not for him alone.

“Do you like dolls?” Easton says, flirting right back.

Ryan rolls his eyes, stuffs his hands in his pockets. Doofus. “Are you going to sell those to us or not?” There’s a clip to his tone.

Easton glances first at Ryan, sizing him up, then to his hands as if realizing for the first time that he actually holds something—something Ryan wants to buy ASAP in order to high-tail it out of there before he and Charlotte get it on in the middle of the store.

His thrill at seeing Charlotte wanes into a glower for Ryan. Disdain might actually be a more accurate word. “Impatient boyfriend?” Easton asks Charlotte.

“Boyfriend?” she asks, venturing a glance at Ryan, then peeling her eyes away. “No. Impatient? Yes.”

“Come on over,” he tells Charlotte, leading her toward the cash registers. He steps behind one, setting the box down on the counter. “You’re not from around here, huh?”

“Phoenix.”

Easton whistles. “Don’t get down there too often.”

“No? You should, though. It’s not that far away.” She bends toward him, giving Easton a peek at her cleavage.

Ryan clenches a fist. Now she’s inviting him to the metro area, enticing him with her little peek-a-boo show? Why doesn’t she just take off her shirt and bra right now and get it over with?

“How much?” Ryan reaches into his wallet and puts a hand on the counter.

Easton’s eyes flit to him for half a second, but then he’s back to ignoring Ryan altogether. He’s infatuated with Charlotte who jingles miniature ornaments on a tabletop Christmas tree.

“Can I get your number?” he asks, pulling her attention back to him.

Charlotte hesitates for the briefest of moments. “Sure. Got a pen?”

Easton does.

Charlotte scribbles her digits down on the back of an abandoned receipt and slides it over to him.

“We really do need to get going,” she says. “You mind?” She gestures toward the box of chains.

“No problem.” Easton tucks the number into his pocket, scans the UPC codes, and hands over the tire chains while Ryan pays the guy.

“Thanks,” Ryan snaps, grabbing the chains and heading for the door. He doesn’t even care at this point if Charlotte follows him or not. Unfortunately, he veers around at the wrong moment: Witness to Charlotte waggling her fingers at the guy and offering him a coy smile.

He hits the doors and pushes out into the brisk, winter day.

“Wait up, will you?” Charlotte races to catch up, slipping on a patch of snow. She manages to catch herself before falling.

Ryan’s already unlocked the door and tossed the box into the back seat.

“Aren’t you going to put those on?”

Silence.

She scrambles around to the passenger’s side as he starts the car and buckles up.

“Are you mad about something?” She loops her own belt around, clips it in as he pulls out of the space, face forward, jaw clenched.

“Are you…jealous?”

He guffaws. “Jealous. That’s a good one.”

He punches the stereo button, washing the interior in heavy, electric guitar.

Charlotte sits with her hands in her lap, thinking. Then she stabs the off button.

“Did I do something to upset you?”

“Why would you upset me?” he says to the snowy road ahead, giving a dismissive shrug.

“I don’t know.” She chooses her words carefully. “We were getting along so well and now…”

“Now what?” He reels on her. “You’re going to the Midwest. I’m going to the Midwest. End of story.” But it’s not. He keeps talking. “I thought you wanted to get there for your family traditions and your sister’s wedding and your holiday bliss.”

“Listen,” she says, anger peppering her tone, “I know your dad’s in the hospital. I know having me along has ruined your trip, but you don’t have to be a jerk about it.”

Ryan hits the on button again, drowning out her words.

She sits back in her seat, arms crossed, glaring out the window until her phone alerts.

He dares to look her way as she reads her text message. She sighs, taps out a return message, but says nothing more.

And as they drive over the pass, the road sign is no longer lit, and the roads are plowed. They don’t even need the chains they bought.

The beautiful scenery—pines doused in powdery snow, sheets of white spread over covered areas of mountain meadow—pass by in a blur.


Chapter 16



 



Ryan’s sits on the edge of the hatchback, tuning his guitar, when Charlotte emerges from the gas station bathroom, a bag of items tucked into her oversized purse.

He hasn’t spied her yet, so she stops for a moment to watch him. The last couple of hours have passed with lots of rock music and a whole lot of silence. He obviously doesn’t want to talk about his dad’s medical condition or last night. She feels slighted.

But when Charlotte sees him, her insides give way. She’s infatuated with the play of Ryan’s fingers over the strings. Her heart ramps up at how tenderly he holds the neck, how masterfully he works the frets. Part of her wants to walk up to him, throw her arms around him. But the other part is irritated by his cold demeanor. How can he treat her like this after last night and what they almost did? She laid herself out—both literally and figuratively—for him. And now he’s treating her like a hitchhiker and a nobody.

She marches over to the car.

“Ready?” she asks, her tone clipped and her chin held high.

“Listen, I’m…”

She holds up a hand to silence him. “I don’t want to hear it.” She climbs into the car, closes the door, and buckles up. She hears him pack up in the back, but she busies herself with her purchases, digging out a bag of cashews and a bottle of tea, not offering anything to him.

He pulls at the rim of the bag. “Anything for me?” he asks, looking inside.

“Was I supposed to buy you something?”

“Guess not.” He peers inside again and pulls something out. “What’s this?”

Ryan holds a colorful, but cheap-looking chameleon trinket with Colorado painted across the top. He raises an eyebrow at her.

Charlotte yanks it back and tucks it in the paper bag. “It’s for my sister.” She munches her cashews.

“Wedding present?” He jokes, trying to lighten the mood. It doesn’t work; her face is stony.

“All right. It’s for me. I have a thing for chameleons.”

“Thing?”

“We should get going,” she says. “We’re only in Colorado.”

“Right.” He starts the car and makes his way toward I-25.

Charlotte hears herself crunch, and guilt creeps up on her.

“Here,” she says, extending the canister of nuts. “Have some.”

He looks at her for a moment and accepts them. “Thanks.”

Charlotte slips a Broadway musical CD into the stereo, heedless of Ryan’s desires, and watches the scenery zoom by the window. An edge of regret wallops her in the stomach. She’s not sure why until she realizes how much she hates to see the beautiful mountains disappear in the rear-view mirror, scattering the breadcrumbs of passion she experienced last night.


Chapter 17



 



Charlotte and Ryan have traded places: she’s behind the wheel, he’s in the passenger’s seat, talking on his phone.

After leaving I-25, the landscape irons out into a vast plain of nothingness. A Welcome to Kansas sign is the highlight of the scenery before they drift by it.

“How long will he be in?” Ryan asks into the phone.

“A week,” his mom tells him. “Or so the surgeon says.”

“But he’s doing okay?”

Ryan notices Charlotte’s attention shift to absorb his words.

“He’s weak and tired. He’s been through a lot. Say a prayer for him, all right?”

“Yeah. All right.”

“Will you be home for midnight mass?”

“I’ll be home.”

“We’ll light a prayer candle at the statue of Saint Rafael.”

“Of course.”

“Call me when you get close to home.”

“If there are any updates…” Ryan looks at the phone, which clicks off before he finishes his thoughts and without an I love you or a goodbye.

Charlotte waits for Ryan to say something, but he’s immersed in thought. Torn between rushing home to see his dad and staying on the road. It’s a double-edged sword.

“There’s a rest stop in five miles. Need to stop?”

“I’m good. You?”

She shakes her head.

Ryan tilts the seat back and closes his eyes. “Mind if I drift off for a little while?”

She steals a glimpse. His lashes fan out, and the tension in his jaw fades.

“No, not at all.” She shifts her attention back to the road and drives in almost-silence. Only the sound of the engine and Ryan’s steady breathing keep her company.

***

An hour, maybe two, has passed. Snow drifts across the highway and powders the Kansas cornfields. But the sky is clear—a Mayan blue. The road ahead is virtually empty of cars, and Charlotte feels alone. She can’t take the silence anymore. Ryan’s been asleep long enough. She digs alongside the seat and rummages with one hand in the console in search of a CD. She needs something to keep her company since the someone next to her won’t.

Her attention retreats from the road long enough that she coasts toward the shoulder, rousing the rumble strips.

Ryan jerks awake and sits upright.

But Charlotte doesn’t correct the car in time, and the vehicle bumps into a ditch at the side of the road. Charlotte slams on the brakes and bangs her forehead on the steering wheel. The seatbelt is like a choke chain against Ryan’s torso.

“What the…? Charlotte!” He reels on her.

She stares in shock at the open field in front of her and reaches up to touch her injury.

“Are you okay?” Ryan asks, unfastening his buckle and turning toward her. He removes her hand. “Let me see.”

There’s a red mark, which quickly forms into a bump just above her right eyebrow.

“You need ice.”

He pushes out of the car and collects a fistful of snow, carrying it back to place it against her head. All it does is melt and drip on her shirt. But she’s too stunned to care.

“What happened?”

She doesn’t respond right away. Instead, she squints with her right eye half closed. “Um, I was looking for something.” She squeezes her eyes shut. “My head hurts. I think I need to lie down.” She sways to the side and closes her eyes.

“No, no, no.” He helps her up. “You have to stay awake.”

He pulls out his phone, ready to dial 9-1-1.

“Don’t,” she says, tipping the phone down. “I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine.”

“It’s just a bump.” She feels it and winces. “Which will look terrible in pictures.”

“It’s not too bad.”

“Right.” She rolls her eyes.

She’s distracted. “I think we need to get the car out of here.” She unbuckles and is out of the vehicle before Ryan can stop her.

“Maybe you should sit down, put some more…” he looks around, “snow on it.”

“Snow, Ryan? Really?”

He walks around to join her on the driver’s side. The front tire is flat; the car possibly stuck in a snow-packed ditch.

Cars zoom by as they stare at their dilemma.

“Can you change a tire?” she asks, her hand pressed against her head to alleviate the pain.

He says absolutely nothing.

“You can’t, can you?”

“I’m a musician. Not a mechanic.”

“Sheesh,” Charlotte sighs. “Do I have to do everything?” She kneels down to assess the damage.

“Hey, I have to be careful with my hands.” He splays them out like they’re exhibit number one. “Besides,” Ryan bristles and raises his voice, “you’re the one who got us in this predicament in the first place.”

“I was looking for something, okay?” Her voice gets louder.

Charlotte steadies herself before getting up and going to the trunk.

He follows her. “Looking for something,” he parrots. “Like what? Your makeup bag?”

She swings around to face him. “That is just plain sexist.”

“I am not…sexist.”

She takes out the baggage and the guitar case in order to lift up the compartment beneath. She unearths the lug wrench, tire jack, and spare.

“For your information, I know men who have makeup bags, too.”

“Of course you do. You’re in musical theater.” His words are sarcastic and taunting.

She narrows her eyes and scrutinizes his face. “I bet you wear makeup on stage.” A simper creeps to the corner of her mouth. “In fact, I know you do.” It’s almost as if she can see the remnants of eyeliner and foundation on his face.

She rolls the skinny tire to the front of the car. Charlotte reaches inside and flips on the hazard lights.

Ryan trails her like a puppy. “I’ll have you know I do not wear makeup on stage.” He holds a finger up to silence her before she can say the words. “Or off.”

She’s back at the trunk. “Do you have any reflective triangles?”

He simply stares. “Reflective what?”

“Triangles. For safety.”

He gapes.

“Just asking.” She hmmphs. “Forget it. If I get killed by a speeding semi,” she stares straight into his eyes, “it’s on you. Tell my sister I love her and that I’m sorry I missed her wedding because of some jerk who absolutely had to see the petrified forest in order to work out his inner turmoil.”

Charlotte affixes the tire jack and cranks up the driver’s side.

“I am not working through inner turmoil,” Ryan says, ignoring the whole tire situation.

She fastens the wrench to one of the lug nuts and lays her weight on it. “Whatever you say.”

“Oh, are you some kind of therapist now? Or did you just play one on the university stage?”

She stands on the wrench and clenches her jaw to gain more purchase. Nothing. The nut won’t budge.

“What? Do they machine-blast this thing into place?”

“Is it a crime to want to see the country? So wrong that a guy needs a little time to himself? Needs some space from…” his pitch falls to a tone of reflection, “everyone else?”

The tool flies off and hits the pavement with a clink.

“Here,” he says, “let me.”

He picks up the wrench and puts the full thrust of his anger into removing each nut until the tire finally loosens.

A passing car douses them both in a spray of slushy snow.

“Damnit!” Ryan says, standing up and wiping the water from his face and brushing his hair back.

Charlotte is a wet mess with a goose egg on her forehead. Yet she laughs.

“What is so funny?”

She laughs harder. “I don’t know. This.” She nods toward the car. “The weather.” She glances up to the sky. “You and me trying to get home.” She wipes away a stream of tears, unable to tell if they’re from the laughter or the frustration of this entire trip. She sobers. “What a joke, huh?” She flashes back to the night where they almost hooked up. Probably a good thing they didn’t. “We’re like Laurel and Hardy, Lucy and Desi.”

“Believe me,” Ryan says, “we’re not that funny.”

Charlotte’s mouth becomes a line, and her humor dies away.

“Help me get this tire off, will you?”

They tug the flat free and replace it with the spare. As Ryan tightens the last of the lug nuts, a tow truck pulls in behind them.

“Did you call for a tow?” Charlotte asks, finally feeling the full blast of the cold air and draping her arms around her.

“No.” Ryan glances up to see a woman approach. It doesn’t escape either of them that she’s pretty, young, and buxom. He checks her out and grins.

“Looks like you could use some help,” she says, assessing the situation.

Ryan stands. “Are you offering?”

“My towing services, yes. Anything else, you’ll have to buy me dinner first.” She gives him the head-to-toe. Then she notices Charlotte and tones it down.

“I’ll strap you up and get you out of here in no time.” The driver returns to her truck.

“Strap me up, huh?” he says, mostly to himself.

“Pig,” Charlotte tells him.

“Because I think she’s hot, I’m a pig?”

“You’re a pig because she’s doing her job and you’re drooling like a pubescent school boy.”

The woman pulls her vehicle around to the front, attaches the tow hooks, and muscles them out in no time.

“That’ll be one hundred.”

“Dollars?” Charlotte asks.

“Yep.”

“I don’t suppose you’d be willing to give us a deal. Say, your Good Samaritan rate?” Ryan asks.

“I need to pay the bills, just like you.”

“A hundred, huh?” He turns on the charm: a heated stare, a flash of straight white teeth.

“Wait,” the woman says. “Do I know you?”

“Oh, you do get around, don’t you?” Charlotte says so only he can hear.

“I don’t think so.” But his voice is a question mark.

“Yeah, yeah.” She snaps her gloved hand while Charlotte blows into hers. “You’re the guy from that band. What’s its name? Luminescent Polly and the something something.”

“That’s me.” Ryan’s suddenly modest.

“This rocks. I saw you guys in Show Low, Arizona.”

Charlotte scowls. “You played in Show Low?”

Ryan shoots her a glare.

“I hope you liked the show.” He puffs up and stuffs his hands into his jean pockets, emboldened.

“I would give anything to have one night with Jared.”

Ryan deflates. “You like Jared, huh? With his electric shock hair and pierced tongue.”

“He has a pierced tongue?”

Ryan sighs. “You know, I could make a few calls, see what I can do.”

She considers. “Well, since it is almost Christmas—”

“Give me your number. I’m sure he’d love to get to know you better.”

“You think?”

“Ab-so-frickin-lutely.”

She scribbles her digits down and hands her billing slip to him. “Sheena. Great name. I’ll give this to him. As soon as I see him.”

Ryan climbs into the driver’s seat, and Charlotte loops around to the passenger’s side. He starts the engine.

“Maybe you should give me his number,” Sheena calls out.

“Yeah, Merry Christmas to you, too!”

And he jets away along the snow-plowed highways of Kansas.

When he’s put enough distance between Sheena’s tow truck and his vehicle, he crumples the bill with the number and throws it out the window.

Charlotte stares. “You are a pig.”

“Hey, Jared likes his women with curves.”

“She had curves.”

“No.” He takes his hands off the wheel and outlines a plus-size woman in the air. “Curves.”

“Oh. Still—”

“I know. Pig.”


Chapter 18



 



The music of Classic Polly and the Luminescent Twilight plays on low volume. Charlotte sings karaoke to one of the songs while studying the insert: pictures, lyrics, band information.

“I guess I didn’t realize your band is actually a thing,” she says. “I thought this was some kind of demo CD or something.”

Ryan’s attention is glued to the road. “Wait. Where are we? Shouldn’t we be on the 70?”

Charlotte ditches the CD and fishes out the atlas.

“70?” She finds it. “Yeah.”

“Well, the marker we passed says we’re on north 83.”

“Thing is, there was a bathroom at some prairie museum, so I stopped.”

Ryan gestures for her to continue.

“And…I guess I forgot to get back on the 70.”

“Forgot?”

“It happens.”

“In movies. To people who have no sense of direction.”

“Well,” she says, getting huffy, "you were sleeping.”

“Your point?”

“You’re supposed to be my navigator.”

“Navigator?”

“Yeah.” Her voice dips. “My sister and I always looked out for one another. We’d ride our bikes through unknown neighborhoods. One of us would lead while the other kept track of where we were, so we could find our way home.”

Ryan waits for a pull-out and eases to the side of the road. “That’s a sweet story. But I hate to break it to you. This is not a childhood game. It’s called adulthood where we actually take responsibility for what we do.”

“Kind of like you did by ignoring what happened between us the other night?” It’s out before she can take it back. She purses her lips and puts a knuckle to her mouth.

“That’s…I’m sorry about that. It never should have happened.”

His words plunge into her chest like a dull knife, pain radiating outward.

She casts her eyes out the window. “You’re right. It shouldn’t have.”

“You’re hurt.”

“Pfft. Hurt? Me? No way.” She meets his eyes, mustering all the bravery she can. “You’re not my type anyway.”

He leans back in his seat and stares out his window for a moment.

“Now the guy at the auto parts store…”

Ryan looks over and assesses her. She seems to conjure an image of him.

“Good thing you gave him your number.”

“Good thing.”

They sit in silence with only the sound of the motor running and the music humming. Charlotte finally snaps it off.

She hands him the atlas to the opened page of Kansas. “Can we just get home?”

“Yeah. Sure.”

“I wish I were Dorothy,” she says to the winter scape outside. “I’d click my heels and be there already.”

Ryan figures out where they made the wrong turn, spins a U, and heads back to the 1-70.

The rest of the day passes in silence.


Chapter 19



 



Charlotte is holed up in her own separate room somewhere on the edge of Missouri. Tomorrow will be her fourth day on the road with Ryan, and she’s ready to be home.

She presses against the door adjoining her room to his and makes a call.

“Kendra? It’s me. Charlotte.”

“Everything all right?” her sister asks.

“Yeah.” Her tone is unconvincing. “I’ll be there tomorrow night. In time for the rehearsal dinner.” She fingers the lock on the door, knowing if she turned it and opened up her side, there would still be another door in the way. “How was the bachelorette party?” She swallows down her tears. Kendra doesn’t need to hear her weepy story about how she thought she fell for a rock star who really only looked at her as a hook-up—one who wasn’t even worthy of a one-night-stand.

“Fine. It wasn’t the same without you there.”

Charlotte sucks in a full breath to prevent herself from crying. “Really?” she finally says.

“Really.”

Her sister launches into a story about how Chloe, one of the bridesmaids, dipped a few singles into a stripper’s bikini and wound up pulling it down and exposing him. Normally, the retelling would have both of them in stitches, but all Charlotte can manage is a smile.

She missed it.

“He should’ve been arrested for indecent exposure,” Kendra says.

Indecent exposure. Just like the motel.

“I didn’t know you were going to a strip club.” She steadies herself against the door.

“Well, we weren’t. But Chloe kind of took over when, you know.”

“Yeah. I’m so sorry.”

“Hey, it’s you,” Kendra says. “Remember the time we couldn’t find you at Six Flags. You said you were going to the bathroom, and we found you an hour later in the gift shop, totally oblivious to the time. We were so worried.”

Charlotte grasps her abdomen like she’s been stabbed.

“I’ll be there. We’re driving through.”

“Thing is, you’ve always been late. You know, not aware of what’s in front of you.”

Silence.

“I’m not criticizing…”

But that’s exactly what it sounds like.

Charlotte hears music from the other side of the door. She stops and listens.

“You still there?” her sister asks.

“Yeah. Listen, I’ve got to go. Need my zzzs. We’re getting up bright and early.”

“Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

Charlotte hangs up, wishing she could spill it about Ryan. It’ll have to wait.

She listens. Guitar. Amazing guitar.

She puts her forehead to the door and closes her eyes, taking it in. It’s as close as she’s going to get to being with him.


Chapter 20



 



Ryan collects sleepy-eyed Charlotte from her room before the sun comes up. He gets ready to hand her a cup of coffee when he notices what she’s wearing.

He checks his own clothes. “Did I miss the memo? Are we going to the prom?”

“It’s all I have to wear.”

Charlotte shivers in a black seamed pencil dress.

“I’m not complaining about the view. It’s just,” he glances around, his attention drifting to the cloudy sky, “it seems a little unseasonable.”

She takes her cup of coffee and pushes past him while eking out a yawn. She leads the way to the car.

“Nice shoes. They really complement your look.”

Charlotte stomps to the passenger’s side and waits for him to click it unlocked. When he does, she slips inside. Her tennis shoes and Christmas socks are the last in the door before it closes.

The two float toward the darkened, morning highway.

They blaze past snow-covered cornfields and miles of farms and undeveloped land, making their way through Missouri toward Illinois. There’s a fight over the heater: Charlotte wants it blasting while Ryan wants it off.

The drive is filled with a combo of rock music, a hint of country, and an infusion of musical theater. In between, they both receive texts from their families, keeping tabs of their whereabouts on the U.S. atlas. The car’s interior is washed in tunes, saving both Charlotte and Ryan from conversing with each other.

They eat on the go, each taking a turn behind the wheel, making the infrequent detours to gas stations and rest stops. As they navigate through the smaller Midwestern cities, they know their time together draws to a close. Only several more hours and they’ll be free of one another.

Ryan hits the off button on the stereo in the middle of Charlotte’s cute chair jam.

“First you don’t like my outfit, now you don’t like my dancing.”

“Oh, I definitely like it.” She seems to take his words as sarcasm when, in fact, it’s the complete opposite. He finds it absolutely adorable. Sexy. “I was thinking we should stop. Get you something warmer to wear. You know, so I don’t have to take off my shirt in this propane-heater of a car.”

Charlotte pinks up at the thought.

“Or…maybe you can recycle something you wore, say, yesterday.”

“I don’t recycle unwashed clothes. Though, I suspect your bedroom floor is filled with them.”

“Ouch.”

She glances down at her attire. “It’s my dress rehearsal outfit anyway—minus the shoes. I’m perfectly fine. Ready to rock it at my sister’s dinner tonight.” She juts out her chin.

Ryan glides off the highway at the next exit and stops at a gas-station-slash-gift-shop.

“Admit it, you’re cold.”

She glimpses the goosebumps on her arms. “Fine. But just a sweatshirt.”

***

 

The front part of the store is filled with convenience store items: drinks, chips, beef jerky. Ryan snags a package of it to buy on his way out.

“I’m not buying clothes at a convenience store,” Charlotte says. 

“I can snag a trash bag from the next rest stop, and you can wear that if you like.”

In the back are the trinkets, like souvenir spoons, costume jewelry, bags of rocks, and attire. Charlotte picks up a baseball hat with Missouri inscribed across the front, as though it’s a dirty diaper. “No way.”

“How about these?” Ryan browses through a circular clothing rack.

Charlotte runs a hand over the hangers, wincing at each piece of clothing. The theme appears to be the River City Rascals, a professional baseball team. She tugs out the tail of a shirt and gives it a glance. “A Jack Russell holding a baseball bat? Seriously? I can’t wear this.”

“But it has matching sweat pants to cover up your…” He showers attention on her exposed legs. “Never mind.” He puts them back.

She curves around to where he is and pulls the pants back out, rubbing the fabric between her fingers.

“It’s soft,” she relents.

He shows her the price tag. “But way too expensive.”

“I’ll charge it.” She grabs hold of the hanger.

He points out the size. “Way too small.”

She glares at him.

“Or not.”

She buys what appears to be a full baseball practice outfit, and Ryan pays for his jerky and drink.

Ryan’s phone rings before he steps outside.

“Yeah?”

“Is Charlotte there?” a guy on the other end asks.

Ryan glances at her while he listens and speaks.

“Who is this?”

“Easton.”

“Is that name supposed to mean something to me?”

“I’m from Zeb’s Auto Parts.”

“Zeb’s?” He flashes Charlotte a nasty look. “How did you get this number?” Ryan’s pretty sure he already has the answer to that question based on the expression on Charlotte’s face.

“She gave it to me?” he answers Jeopardy style.

“Charlotte can’t come to the phone right now. She’s busy giving her boyfriend a blowjob.”

He clicks off.  

“You’re crude.”

“And you’re a liar. You gave your admirer my number.”

“Maybe I admired him, too. Did you ever think of that?” She pushes out the main doors as the bell chimes. Blasted with a wintery wind, she storms off with her bag of warm clothes.

He chases after her. “If you admired him so much, why didn’t you give him your number?”

He climbs in and waits for an answer.

“He looked like maybe he was more into guys.”

“Is that to say I look like I’m more into guys?”

She glances up, thinking about it.

“I’m cold.” She studies her bag; assesses the innards of the car. It registers that she doesn’t know where to get dressed.

“Um…can you…?” She swirls her finger.

“Why? I’ve already seen you naked.”

This stalls her. Her playful banter falls away. “Doesn’t mean you get to see me again.”

“Charlotte, about—”

“Ryan, let’s just get this trip over with, okay?”

He nods, pivots.

She wriggles out of her dress and slips into sweats and a hoodie. And, as much as he wants to, Ryan doesn’t sneak a look.

“All set,” she says.

Before he puts his key in the ignition, he faces her. “How are you getting back? To Arizona?”

“I kind of need to get to my destination first before I figure out how to go back.” It sounds like a jab at him and his meandering pace.

She pinches her eyes closed when she notices how her words touched a nerve.

“I’m sorry. I’m tired and just…ready to be done with this whole thing.”

“Yeah,” he sniffs, “me, too.”

Ryan stares out at the parking lot, trying to think of something—anything to say. But he’s got nothing, so he starts the car.

“I heard you last night,” Charlotte says. “On your guitar.”

His hand is on the drive shaft, and he shrugs. What’s there to say?

“You were good.”

“Thanks.”

“No, I mean it. Really good.”

“I believe you,” he says, meeting her eyes.

A text comes through on her phone, breaking her out of the awkward conversation.

Kendra: Rehearsal tonight. 7:00. Going to be here?

“How far are we from Wisconsin?” she asks.

“I don’t know. You have the map. Maybe another six hours.” He drops his head down to peer through the top of the windshield. “As long as that cloud doesn’t become a problem.”

Charlotte ducks down to spy it. It’s a nimbostratus.

She checks her watch. Noon. They should be there pretty much on time with a gas station break thrown in for good measure. She texts 6:00, and then rummages in her bag for something to eat. All she unearths are a couple of loose breath mints covered in a dusty film. She tosses them back in.

“Where’s your sister getting married anyway?”

She glances up from her phone. “Enchanted Lighthouse.”

“Fancy.”

She makes a sound in the back of her throat, and he’s not sure what it means.

“Should be romantic for you and your date.”

“I don’t have one of those.”

“What about the best man?”

She wrinkles her nose. “I don’t think so.”

“Ugly?”

“He’s not my type either.” She looks pointedly at him. “I’ll have a good time with my family and friends.”

She clicks the stereo on and drowns out anything else he has to say.


Chapter 21



 



Twilight settles over the Land of Lincoln. It’s that in-between time when the sun gives one final encore to the day, illuminating the clouds with beams of stage light. The velvety curtain of night descends over the day’s stage, and the final curtain call is the spangled glow of downtown window lights and flashing neon.

Chicago rises in the distance.

Charlotte shakes herself from sleep and sits upright.

“I know it’s just a city, but it’s pretty, isn’t it?”

Christmas adverts pepper the billboards on the sidelines of the highway. If this were a magical world, snow would start falling like fairy dust and Santa’s sleigh would make a dry run through the urban skies—the red glow of Rudolph’s nose front and center to lead the way.

“Pull over,” she says. “I want to look at it for a while.”

Ryan glimpses the clock. “It’s already 5:30.”

“I promise I won’t be long.”

It’s not easy to find a place to transition over and stake out a spot on such a busy highway. But somehow Ryan manages. He leaves his directional on for safety.

Charlotte slips out of the car in her ridiculous River City Rascals attire. God, what Ryan wouldn’t give to step behind and curl his arms around her beautiful body to keep her warm. Instead, he stays inside the vehicle with the engine running, the heater humming.

She doesn’t want him. Can’t blame her since he gave her the inadvertent brush off. He crosses his arms in front of him and waits. But something nudges his stubbornness, and he climbs out of the car and joins her roadside.

“Reminds me of Christmas lights.”

“Like the ones you go to with your family?”

She looks at him, searches his face. “You remembered.”

He shrugs.

“I grew up in Wisconsin, and I never really explored Chicago. Strange, since it’s so close,” she says.

“It’s not that strange.”

“I bet it’s fun.”

“Like everything else, it’s basically overrated.”

She pivots toward him, her eyes piercing him.

“I didn’t take you for a pessimist.”

“Well, that’s the thing, isn’t it? You don’t really know me.”

“I wanted to know you.”

His vision trails out to the Willis Tower. “Did you?” He can’t meet her eyes for the truth that he might find there—the lost opportunity he threw away.

“Yes.”

He scans the downtown area, his mind wandering to all the places he’d like to share with her: Shedd Aquarium where they’d awe over the cylindrical exhibit of the Caribbean Reef; Navy Pier where they’d lace their fingers together—a preface to the night they’d share in bed; the Adler Planetarium where they’d kiss under a blanket of stars, meshing as one. “Don’t take my word for it. You should explore the city on your own sometime. Although, it’s best shared with someone else.”

“Someone else,” she whispers.

“We should get going. Don’t want to miss your rehearsal dinner.”

“It’s not mine.”

He brushes a knuckle under Charlotte’s chin. “Not yet. You’ll find your Prince Charming someday.”

“I’m not looking for Prince Charming,” she says, taking a final look, and then stepping back inside the vehicle.

Ryan borrows another moment or two to take in the cityscape. He heaves a big sigh before resuming his seat behind the wheel and driving the final stretch into Wisconsin.


Chapter 22



 



Charlotte examines the GPS on her phone. It announces they’ve arrived at their location.

Cars fill the parking lot, and the soft spill of background music spreads to the front of the restaurant. A Christmas tree draped in white lights stands sentinel at the door, and a string of shimmering bulbs covers the canopy of the overhang, dancing along the building’s perimeter like fireflies at a garden party. Ryan angles into an open space.

Charlotte glimpses herself. “I can’t go in like this,” she says, unbuckling, getting up, and reaching into the back seat to pull out her cocktail dress.

Eager to get inside and be a part of the festivities, Charlotte pulls off her hoody and sweatpants, leaving herself clothed only in her bra and panties.

Ryan’s heart rushes at the sight of her bare skin bathed only in the peripheral light of the streetlamp.

“What are you doing?” he asks, taking gentle hold of her wrist. “Someone might see you.”

“I didn’t think of that,” she says, glancing around at the various places outside the car. Then her eyes light on his. She looks down at herself as if realizing he can see everything. She puts a hand over her breasts and hugs her arms around her.

“God, you’re beautiful.”

“Ryan…”

“A guy can admire, can’t he?”

“Seems like I’ve heard that before.”

“I didn’t mean it. She was nothing.”

“And I’m something?” Her tone is, at best, skeptical.

There’s a tap on the window, and they both jump. Charlotte throws her dress in front of her.

It’s her sister’s friend, Chloe, who makes the motion for Charlotte to roll down the window.

She does.

Chloe clears her throat. “I don't mean to interrupt...” she dips down to spy Ryan in the driver’s seat. When she sees him, a flirtatious smile forms on her face. “Oh, hi there.” She turns on the charm.

“Hello.”

Charlotte takes that moment to slip her dress over her head and waggle it down over her hips.

“Chloe, this is Ryan. Ryan…” she says while making adjustments, “Chloe.”

“Nice. To. Meet. You.”

It takes some effort to draw her attention away from Ryan in order to attend to Charlotte.

“Didn’t know you had a hot, new boyfriend, Char.”

“I don’t.”

She snags a pair of strappy shoes from her roller bag and slips them on. Then she gets out of the car.

Ryan meets her on the other side with her roller bag, and Chloe drinks him in.

“Well, if he’s not yours…” She feels his bicep.

Charlotte removes her hand. “I think Chloe’s already had a little too much to drink,” she says while making her way to the restaurant, inadvertently stranding Ryan. When she realizes he’s not behind her, she wheels around.

“Aren’t you coming in?”

“I don’t think so.”

Chloe rushes over and takes him by the arm, snaking her hand along the muscles beneath his jacket. “Come on, sailor. There’s a party inside.”

Charlotte gets between the two. “He’s not a sailor. He’s a musician.”

“Even better.”

“I really need to…”

But before Ryan can finish, he’s pulled inside.

The warmth chases the gooseflesh and chill from Charlotte’s skin. She breathes in the scent of caramelized onions, roasted garlic, and pan-seared beef. It makes her mouth water, her stomach growl.

Charlotte tries to flatten the wrinkles from the front of her dress. “You think they’ll notice?”

“Charlotte!” Her sister rushes over and ensnares her in a hug. “You made it!”

A middle-aged couple joins Kendra.

“We’re so happy you’re here.”

“Mom!”

“Don’t forget me, Peanut.” The man lifts her up and swings her around.

“Dad.”

Her parents sweep her away, and Charlotte sits down at their table like she’s been home the whole time.

To Ryan on the sidelines, it appears so natural. Even Chloe disappears into the warm embrace of all these people who are strangers to Ryan. He looks around. There he is, standing among the wait staff, which flows past him like river water around an insignificant stone, and he realizes he’s alone.

He takes one last look at Charlotte—her contagious smile and twinkling eyes. She beams, the centerpiece in the room. For the first time, his chest hurts—a pain centered at the heart. He doesn’t know what to do with the feeling, so he puts a palm over it. Then he takes another second and walks away.
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Sunlight cascades through the resort window, which opens up onto an elaborate courtyard decorated with ice sculptures: from birds with spread wings to pine trees with carved-out needles to a fairy garden as the focal point. At night, they are said to be underlit by pastel red and green lights.

Charlotte stands at the window, gazing out. She wears a Champaign-colored, floor-length, off-the-shoulder gown. Her hair is scooped up into a braided updo; her makeup flawlessly applied earlier by a professional. The bump on her forehead is still visible through the concealer.

She studies an image on her phone.

“You’d look amazing if only you’d smile.”

Charlotte glances up at her sister who looks gorgeous in her mermaid V-neck.

“Wow!” Charlotte says. “You look stunning.”

“Everything okay?” Kendra skirts around the compliment and slides over to her sister. She glances at the phone.

“Who’s that?”

Charlotte realizes she didn’t hit the home button on her camera roll. She stares at the photo of Ryan and her at Petrified Forest National Park. She shrugs, not sure what to say.

“You both look happy.”

She laughs on an exhale. “He’s just the guy I traveled with. He’s no one.”

“Looks like someone to me. What’s his name?”

“Ryan.”

“Like Tracy and Hepburn.”

“Or Lucy and Desi,” Charlotte mostly says to herself.

“I wouldn’t say that.”

Charlotte snaps to. “Stop playing matchmaker.” She clicks the picture off. “We don’t all have to be happily attached like you and Roger.”

“Don’t have to,” Kendra says, “but it makes life a whole lot less lonely.”

Charlotte gives her a sideways glance. Then she reaches out to rearrange a lily in her sister’s hair. “Are you ready for all of this?”

“Absolutely. Love is the best thing ever.”

Charlotte clicks open her phone again and looks at the photo of Ryan and her. Love may be the best thing ever, but the cliché some things just aren’t meant to be is equally true.

“It’s time!” their mother announces to the bridal suite. All the women in the wedding party line up to head down to the chapel.

“Hey maid of honor?”

She looks up.

“Coming?” her sister asks.

Charlotte takes a final glance at the picture, a last peek out the window at the winter wonderland. “Coming.”


Chapter 24



 



The reception is held under an outdoor tent, which is warmed by propane heaters tucked in the corners. The starry up-lighting makes the room glow in fairy tale blues, purples, and whites. The tables are draped in lacy tablecloths with candlelit centerpieces of crystal and pinecones. A larger table near the door is covered in wedding presents wrapped in shimmering white, gift bags with sparkles that dance under the faux moonlight, and a plethora of cards.

The subtle sound of instrumental piano tinkles in the background. A projector sends lighted snowflakes onto the dance floor. The room awaits the arrival of the guests, as well as the bride and groom. Aside from wait staff scurrying to get hors d’oeuvres and champagne ready for the night’s festivities, the place is empty.

Until Ryan walks in.

He holds a small gift box. It stands out from all the other wedding presents in that it’s wrapped in a festive green.

He meanders around and checks out the reception area. Its decadence makes him feel underdressed in a pair of jeans, a zippered coat, and a scarf, which he tugs free under the warmth of the canopied tent.

“May I help you?” a woman in a crisp white blouse and black pants asks. She carries a tray of champagne flutes.

“Is this the Palmer wedding?”

“Palmer/Hamilton. But the reception hasn’t started yet.” The woman glances toward the palm of his hand. “You can leave that on the gift table.”

“Oh, it’s not for…”

But the woman sweeps over, takes it from him, and puts it in the middle of the other presents.

“If you hurry, you can catch the tail end of the wedding.”

Ryan takes a final look around.

“Sure.”

He heads back out into the crisp, evening air.

***

The three-piece band plays a popular ballad as couples sway back and forth on the dance floor.

Charlotte rubs her foot—the same one that troubled her on the road. She hasn’t even danced, and her feet are hurting. All she wants to do is go back to her parents’ house, put on her new Christmas pajamas, and cuddle up with a sappy, romantic comedy. Come to think of it, she doesn’t need the romantic part at all.

“Isn’t this a blast?” Chloe asks as she stumbles over to the table, a splash of wine hitting the floor. “Whoops. Good thing it’s open bar.”

Charlotte grimaces. “Good thing.” She picks up her own flute to take a sip and realizes it’s empty. Someone must have downed it while she was in the restroom checking her voicemail and text messages. Not that’s she’s waiting for anyone to contact her. At the moment she scares up the thought, she glances toward the tent entrance.

No one.

Chloe plunks down next to her at the circular table, putting her tipsy head into her chin. “So dreamy. I want a wedding just like this when I meet Mr. Right.”

“Hmm.”

“Speaking of Mr. Right,” she segues, “maybe you can put in a good word for me with that hot friend of yours. I bet he’s fantastic in bed.” She swings to face Charlotte. “Is he? Did you do him?” she asks, her voice rising with expectancy.

“No. I did not…do him.”

Though she wishes she did.

“I think he was into me. Don’t you?”

Charlotte winces, but then quickly changes course. She tips her head to the side as if addressing a small child. “I don’t think so, Chloe. Thing is, he’s engaged.”

“He is?”

“Yep.”

“Where’s his fiancé?”

“In Paris.” The lie comes easily. Charlotte slips off her shoe. Her foot feels so much better already.

“What’s she doing there?”

“Model,” she says. “Gorgeous, really.”

“Wow.” She absorbs the information. “Well, it all makes sense now.”

“What does?” Charlotte asks.

“He’s a modelizer and you’re…” she sweeps her hand from Charlotte’s head all the way down to her stockinged feet, “just Charlotte.”

Charlotte’s face falls. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Oh, I didn’t mean to offend you or anything. It’s just…you don’t stand out.”

The music changes to an upbeat tune. Chloe jumps up. “God, I love this song.” She trollops out to the dance floor, bumping into and knocking over a chair on the way. 
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Charlotte sits with her feet propped up on her parents’ coffee table. This year her Christmas pajamas are footed, and they have reindeers on them. A gallon of peppermint snow ice cream sits in the bowl of her stomach. She takes another bite, and then stares into the container. Gross. Did she really eat over half? She drops the spoon inside as a look of distaste washes over her face.

Her parents already headed to bed. Her sister is enjoying wild sex on her wedding night. And it doesn’t escape Charlotte that she is completely alone. How apropos that the island of misfit toys scene from Rudolph plays on the television set.

You don’t stand out.

Misfit.

She grabs her phone and clicks the camera icon. There it is: the photo at the petrified forest. God, she’s pathetic. He isn’t even thinking about her at all. In fact, he’s probably having wild sex on her sister’s wedding night, too. Most likely, he found his one-night-stand after all. Obviously, Charlotte wasn’t good enough to fill the role. Clearly, when her clothes were off, he didn’t like what he saw.

And now…

She stares into the crater of the ice cream container.

Now she’ll look even worse in the nude. Ick.

She pushes the dessert away and curls up to watch her favorite, childhood Christmas show as the clock strikes midnight, transitioning her from Christmas Eve to Christmas Day.

***

The vestibule of the Catholic church opens up to an ornate view of the alter, adorned in white Christmas lights and flanked by decorated trees. The air is heady with incense and pine, and an occasional parishioner coughs, the sound reverberating against the walls, interspersed with music from the organist who sits out of sight in the upper tier toward the back. The priest stands at the alter in purple vestments. He looks like a Christmas ornament. But among all the decorations, the crucifix remains the focal point.

Ryan wears his Sunday best beneath his zipper coat and scarf. He takes the aisle seat beside his mother, who sits straight-backed in the hardened pew as the priest blesses each row with smoky and sacred myrrh.

Ryan feels humbled and peaceful here. But underneath it all is an unrest. As he kneels, he agonizes over Charlotte. Various scenarios run through his mind: how he gave her the cold shoulder after learning about his father, whether she opened her present or not, and impure images that absolutely do not belong within the walls of the church—unless he plans to slip into one of the confessionals.

His mother whispers into his ear. “Say a prayer for your father.”

He already has. Now he’s praying he still has a chance with Charlotte.

Gosh, did he blow a good thing or what?

He notices how his mom rubs the fingers of one hand together like a ritual. Her eyes are closed, and he knows she’s worried about his dad.

“I think he looked good,” Ryan says.

She opens her eyes. “He did, didn’t he?”

“We can take presents up to him tomorrow.”

She sets a hand on top of his and gives him a tight blink.

Ryan feels the weight of his keys in his pocket. He casts a glance around, wondering whether he should duck out of the pew and go to her. But his mom needs him. And, really, what would he say to Charlotte? He has no words.
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The Palmer house is a Christmas decorator’s dream. There are poinsettias on both the fireplace mantel and the trinket stand. Snowman knickknacks fill every vacant surface like a giant Frosty shed his winter coat. A huge tree, which kisses the ceiling, towers just inside the doorway that leads upstairs. Two stockings hang over the roaring fireplace with the names Charlotte and Kendra.

“This one’s yours,” Mr. Palmer says, crawling over to pluck a present from beneath the tree. He almost tips his coffee mug, which appears to be spiked with brandy or some other Christmas spirit.

Charlotte takes the gift, but looks toward the door. “We should wait for Kendra and Roger.”

“Oh,” Mrs. Palmer’s tone deflates into a desultory and conciliatory tone, “they’re not coming, sweetie. They’re heading out for their honeymoon later this morning.”

“Since when?”

“Since Roger’s parents surprised them with a getaway.”

Charlotte shoves the gift aside. “They’re not coming at all? Who ditches Christmas for a honeymoon?”

“People who are in love.”

“Pfft.”

“People who get a free trip,” her dad says.

Mrs. Palmer swats him. “We’re disappointed, too.”

Mr. Palmer picks up the present again and sets it in Charlotte’s lap before taking a long gulp of his coffee. “Go on. Open it.”

She strips the wrapping paper away and stares at it.

“It’s one of those i-things,” her dad says. “You know, to play all your Broadway tunes.”

Charlotte bursts into tears.

Her mom gets up and sits next to Charlotte. She puts a comforting hand on her back. “Oh gosh, sweetie. What is it?” She shakes her head at her husband. “I knew she wouldn’t like it. We should have stuck with the coffee maker.”

“You’re right.”

“It’s not the iPod.”

“Then what is it?” Concern brushes a crease in her mother’s forehead.

“I need to…I just want to be alone for a little while.” She stands up and heads for the stairs. Before ascending them, she turns back to her parents. “Thanks for the present. I really do like it.” Then she succumbs to tears again.

“Things just aren’t the same this year,” her mom says. “Not with Kendra gone.

Charlotte rouses her computer to life and hits the playlist on her hard drive. Classic Polly and the Luminescent Twilight plays. Charlotte types a travel site into her search engine and goes to work looking for a return-trip ticket to Phoenix. Before she clicks the purchase button, the doorbell rings. She springs to the top of the steps.

Maybe Ryan?

Her mom squeals out. “What are you doing here?” She throws her arms around Kendra who steps inside without Roger.

Charlotte races downstairs. “You came!”

She pulls her sister into a bear hug.

When Kendra is finally free, she takes in the living room. “You put up my stocking.” She clutches her chest, moved.

“Of course we did.”

“But where’s the gingerbread house? You didn’t make it this year?”

“Well,” her mother says. “We didn’t really have time.”

“Guess not.”

“Get in here,” Mr. Palmer says, directing his newlywed daughter. “Don’t let Jack Frost in.” He closes the door behind her. “I’ll get you a cup of coffee.”

Charlotte signals to her with a slice to the throat. “It’s spiked,” she mouths.

Kendra laughs. “I really can’t stay. I just came by to drop this off.” She holds an emerald-green package in the palm of her hand. It appears to have been opened and rewrapped.

“It was on the gift table at the wedding reception last night. Roger and I opened all our gifts between…” she glances at her parents and blushes, “you know.”

“We know,” they both say in tandem.

“But this one isn’t for us.” She extends it to Charlotte. “It’s for you.”

“Me? Why me?”

“Open it and see.”

When Charlotte peels the paper away, she reveals a jewelry box. She lifts the lid and a note falls out.

Despite what you think, I want to finish what we started. Ryan. 

Beneath it is a silver chameleon pendant.

Charlotte blushes.

“Who’s it from?” her mom asks.

“The guy who brought her here,” Kendra chirps.

“Oh!” Her cadence rises with interest.

“It’s not like that.”

“What does the note say?” Her dad asks, though it’s really the alcohol talking. 

She and her sister make eyes at one another. Kendra covers for her. “Merry Christmas. Right, Char?”

“Right.”

Kendra glimpses her watch. “Got to go.”

Hugs are passes around, and no one wants to let go.

“Have a great honeymoon, honeybun.”

“I will.”

Kendra looks at her family with sentimentality. “Merry Christmas.”

“Get out of here,” Mr. Palmer says, “before you make me cry.”

Charlotte waves to her sister.

“It’s worth it, Char. It really is.” Then she’s out the door.

Charlotte studies her pendant and pulls it out by the chain and puts it on.

She steps outside into the brisk, Lake Michigan air with her phone and punches Ryan’s number. Her heart races at the idea of hearing him again, of finishing what they started back in Colorado.

“Ryan’s phone.” It’s a woman’s voice, which sends Charlotte into a thousand and one forms of panic. She hangs up, dropping her cell in the snow. 

She stoops over to pick it up and spies the dangling pendant around her neck. She hustles inside, takes it off, and puts it back in the box.

She closes it and the note inside.

Then she rejoins her parents around the Christmas tree.

“What do you say to Christmas lights tonight?” her mom asks.

“Great.”

But Charlotte’s tone falls flat.
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A high-end, portable stereo sits on the hospital counter behind the bed of Joseph Wheeler. It plays an intricate Mozart composition, and Ryan’s dad closes his eyes to absorb the healing sounds. His wife sits in a chair she scooted to his bedside. Christmas wrapping paper peeks out from the trash can. Ryan leans against the wall on the opposite side of the room, staring out into the hallway at the nurse’s station, holding a pair of tickets to an orchestra performance in Scottsdale. There’s a colorful strand of lights strung around the counter.

Cheryl-Lynn Palmer follows the trail of her son’s stare.

“The one with the blonde hair is pretty.”

“Excuse me?” he says, focusing his attention on his mom.

“The blonde. You should go talk to her.” She nods toward the tickets. “Ask her to go.”

He reads the tickets again. “It’s in Arizona.”

She gives a coy shrug, like it’s no big deal.

Mr. Palmer opens his eyes. “Nothing wrong with dating a nurse.”

Ryan studies her. “Not my type.”

“Since when did you become so picky?” his dad asks. “Since you started the band?”

It always comes back to his band.

“I’m not picky. And it’s not the band. It’s…”

His parents wait.

But Ryan’s mind has turned back to Christmas lights. Not the ones out in the corridor, but the ones Charlotte said she and her family attend every Christmas night.

They fill in the blanks for him.

“There are plenty of acoustic guitarists who make a living as solo artists.”

His dad nods, as if he knows who these individuals are. Maybe he’s given them change in their guitar cases at the corner of Mill Avenue and 6 when he visited the ASU campus.

“Right,” Ryan says. “There’s Randy Rhoads.”

“Who?” his mom asks.

But he doesn’t respond. Instead, he notices the sky pinking up, the sun slipping toward the horizon. It’s not too late.

Or is it? She never did call about the pendant. She must have thought it was sappy, maudlin. Or worse, thought nothing of it at all since it was from him.

He studies his parents who sit side-by-side, not even touching. They’re as sanitary as the hospital setting. Maybe more. He’s pretty sure they love one another. But there’s zero passion between them.

“I’m giving up business as a major,” Ryan blurts.

“Pardon?” his mom says.

“I can’t do it. I don’t want to be in business.” He sets the orchestra tickets on the counter. “And I don’t want to be a classical guitarist or musician.”

They study him like an enigma.

“It’s not the time or place for this discussion,” his mom says, her eyes flitting to her husband.

“There will never be a good time.”

“It’s a solid degree,” his dad starts. But Ryan doesn’t let him finish.

“Do you mind if I step out for a bit?” He glances toward the blonde nurse who’s out in the hall.

They see where he’s looking and smile.

“Of course not,” his mother says. “Take your time.”

He plans to. He escapes from the room, spies the nurse, and then heads in the opposite direction toward the elevators.

***

A mile-long section of the city park is awash in at least a million glimmering lights. They are wrapped around tree trunks and strung through branches. There are sculpted scenes everywhere as people meander along the pathway: A chandelier of snowflakes, lights dancing to The Nutcracker Overture, a Winnie the Pooh scene with yellow-lit bees buzzing around his honey jar.

Charlotte is tucked inside the warmth of her winter jacket. The faux fur collar is pulled tight around her neck. Her parents stroll hand-in-hand beside her as they ooh and ahh at all the decorative lights. Normally, her sister would be here, too. Sometimes they may have a friend or even a boyfriend along. But tonight is the first time Charlotte feels like a third wheel.

She pushes her hands into the lined pockets of her jacket to stave off the feeling.

“Look at this one, Charlie?” her mom says.

She shifts her gaze down the lit-up pathway, and her eyes go wide.

“Isn’t it absolutely divine?”

“Divine,” she parrots.

Her parents step over to the edge of the path to linger on a forest of multi-colored trees in pastel greens, hot pinks, and electric blues, leaving the walkway clear. There’s no one standing between her and Ryan, who dwells down the way.

Her parents don’t notice that she leaves them behind to approach him.

“Ryan?”

“I was hoping I’d find you here, Charlotte.” He ventures closer.

“Why? Aren’t you supposed to be at church with your parents or somewhere with your…”

She doesn’t finish.

“My what?”

She looks away, feeling too jilted to say anything.

He steps closer until he’s within reach.

“My what?” he asks again, slanting toward her.

“Hook up.”

He knits his brows. “All that, it was just…it was before I met you.”

“And after.”

A chill breeze picks up, sending wisps of hair around Charlotte’s face. She brushes them away with her glove.

“Is that what you think of me?” He narrows his eyes.

“What am I supposed to think? First you reject me in Colorado and yesterday another woman answers your phone.”

Ryan takes another step in, but Charlotte moves back.

He closes his eyes, trying to push down his rising feelings. “I want you.” He looks at her. “God, how I want you.” His eyes seem to caress and lust after every inch of her body, despite how wrapped in winter clothing it is.

She tries to speak, but can’t find the words.

“I can’t be with someone who sleeps with…”

He stops her words by pressing a gloved finger against her lips.

“I haven’t slept with anyone.”

“But the woman—?”

“My mother. I gave her my phone when I went inside the church.”

She looks skeptical.

“To light a candle for my dad.”

She softens. “That’s so…”

He braces for the insult.

“Sweet.”

“Charlie,” her mom and dad approach,” who’s your friend?”

Friend. Ryan withers at the word.

“This is Ryan, the one who drove me here.”

Mr. Palmer extends his hand; Ryan shakes it. Mrs. Palmer offers up a warm smile. “Care to join us?”

“Um,” Ryan glances around, feeling out of place. “I should…” he points off into nowhere, “go.”

Charlotte’s face falls. “You’re leaving?”

Mr. and Mrs. Palmer exchange looks.

“You two kids should go get some hot chocolate or coffee…” Mr. Palmer flounders, “or something.”

Mrs. Palmer nods.

“You don’t mind?” Charlotte asks.

They shake their heads.

“I’d like to show Ryan one of the displays.”

“We’ll see you at home later?”

Charlotte beams, and then tamps down her emotions when she looks to Ryan. He nods.

“Later,” she says.

Her parents loop hands again and continue their romantic, evening stroll among the lights.

“So…” Ryan says, devilish, “what is it you want to show me?”

“It’s somewhere over…”

But he doesn’t let her finish. Ryan pulls her to him in the middle of a forest of lights and kisses her.

Charlotte reels. “Wow. What was that for?”

“Not taking you to bed in Colorado was a mistake,” he says when he comes up for air. “I want you so bad, Charlotte Palmer. And right now, you’re wearing way too many clothes.”

“What if I don’t want to sleep with you anymore?” she asks.

He threads his finger through the chain around her neck, freeing the pendant from the lapels of her coat.

Her heart races, and she can hear the panting of her breath.

“You can keep this on,” he says, “but I’m taking everything else off.”

She lunges at him and presses her mouth to his, parting his lips with her tongue.

After a few moments, she pulls back.

“See,” he teases, “I knew you wanted to sleep with me all along.”

She hits him.

“I don’t want to be a one-night-stand.”

“Okay.”

“Or a two-night-stand.”

He raises a playful eyebrow. “Greedy. We haven’t even done it yet. How do you know you’ll want more?”

“Oh, I know.”

She checks out the park. Her parents are well out of sight. “Let’s get out of here.”

“I thought you’d never ask.”
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Candles flicker around the room, giving off a crisp, peppermint scent. The orange flames tease the dark shadows on the walls. Charlotte and Ryan stumble through the door under a fervor of kisses. They paw at each other’s jackets and shirt tails to get what lies beneath.

Charlotte puts a hand up, stops, and checks things out. She drinks in the romantic atmosphere; is arrested by the sight of two wine glasses and a bottle of Sauvignon Blanc on the nightstand.

“Did you do this?”

“Maybe.”

Ryan touches the diminishing bump on her forehead, fondles the fur around her collar. “You’re wearing far too many clothes.” He moves in and steals a kiss.

She plants her hands on her hips. “Do I look like a sure thing?”

He studies her up and down, running hungry eyes over her like a tongue. “Yes.”

She cocks an eye. “This isn’t going to be like Colorado, is it?”

 “I’m going to take you to a peak and back again,” he nips at her neck, loops a hand around her waist. “Does that count?”

The insinuation alone sends chills through her body; an electric jolt streamlines to places he’s not yet gone.

His hand cups her clothed breast while he runs his lips up and down the length of her neck, making love to her erogenous zone with the grace of his tongue. He slides her coat off, and it hits the floor.

“What’s it with you and hotel rooms?” Her eyes flutter open and closed at the sensation. She could fall into it so easily, let him adore her with his hands, his mouth, and…

She feels his rock hardness against her leg and inhales.

Their foreplay is a dance across the room as she ignites him with the tickle of her fingers under his shirt as his own jacket plummets from his shoulders. She plays with his solid pecs and abs, groping downward toward the top of his jeans where the soft hairs invite her to unbutton his pants.

“God, yes,” he says, his eyes heavy-lidded. “Take them off.”

She keeps her eyes locked with his as she unfastens the button and teases down the zipper of his jeans.

“Oooh yes,” he groans, engorged with anticipation.

Charlotte eases his pants down to his ankles, and then she sneaks a look at the stiffness—his desire for her—beneath the thin layer of cotton boxers.

She smiles despite her sizzling nerves.

There’s a slight tremble in her hands as she takes hold of the bottom seam of her shirt, working it up her abdomen and over her head.

Ryan’s excitement moves at the sight of her in a bra, the pendant brushing her cleavage.

“Want some help?” he asks. “You seem to be taking your sweet, ‘ole time.”

He doesn’t give her time to answer. Ryan picks her up over his shoulder and playfully slaps her ass. She squeals as he carries her into the bathroom. He sets Charlotte down, reaches in to the shower to turn on the water, and peels away her clothes until she stands in front of him in nothing more than her bra and panties and the pendant he gave to her.

“Let me see you.”

Under the bright fluorescent lights, Charlotte unhooks her bra. She lets one strap drop, then the other, and finally lets the garment fall away, exposing her breasts. She moves to cover them.

“Don’t. They’re beautiful.”

Her arms slide away.

He gestures toward her panties.

Charlotte’s heart is in the danger zone; it beats so hard. She finds her courage and slips them off.

Ryan gasps. “Oh Charlotte.”

He makes quick time in getting himself unclothed. Ryan tugs his shirt over his head and his boxers are off in a snap.

“Now who’s beautiful,” she dares to say, taking his mouth with hers. He tastes like peppermint and Christmas.

He pulls her to him, sampling the soft skin of her neck, the rigidity of her shoulder, until he makes his way to the firmness of her breasts. He could consume every inch of her and it wouldn’t be enough.

The bathroom steams up; the mirrors fog. Ryan guides Charlotte into the shower with him, and droplets bead and cascade between her breasts, a mesmerizing waterfall that snakes down her body, over her navel, between her thighs. The only thing she wears is his pendant. His.

“You taste like music,” he hums in her ear.

“What…” she grasps for the words, which are just out of her reach. “What does music taste like?”

“Like lemon pie and pieces of sky,” he sings in between sampling her nipples. “Like your beautiful eyes when they meet with mine.” His mouth moves downward, and his unshaved whiskers are a stimulating abrasion against the top of her pelvic bone.

She gasps. “You do have a nice voice. What else does it taste like?”

“This.” He pulses into her, and she moans. Their bodies fuse in a kaleidoscope of melody and rain and star fall and winter nights. His thrusts become timpani, which Charlotte soon joins with her own rhythms.

She closes her eyes to the fullness, and all she feels is lights and fireworks and him. All of him. She grabs on to his back, his glutes, as if she doesn’t ever want to let this feeling go. And in this moment, she truly knows what it means to be home.

***

Charlotte nestles within the cradle of Ryan’s arms. She feels the warm puffs of his breath against the fine hairs of her neck.

She takes in the simple room. Unmemorable patterns in the comforter and in the pictures on the wall. One window facing out toward the snow on the rails of the balcony, piling up to make for a true Christmas miracle.

A red light dots the distant sky, and she stirs.

Ryan’s calloused fingers graze her nipples as he rouses from his sleepy state after spending himself on Charlotte.

She kisses the tips of his fingers, guides them toward the place in the sky.

“Look.”

“Huh?” He pulls her closer to him, the heat from his skin better than a wood-burning fire.

“Rudolph.”

He tickles the crook of her neck with the soft pads of his lips.

“I could fall in love with you, Charlotte Palmer,” he says through the haze of sleep.

Her nerves catch fire from his words.

“What?”

Charlotte flips around to face Ryan.

The waxy scent of candles gone cold blends with post coital sweat. A full, cold moon bathes the room in milky light.

He brushes a kiss along her jawline. “You heard me.”

“Say it again.”

“I could fall in love with you.”

She crawls on top of him, the pendant hanging between her breasts, his fingertips caressing the jewel.

She tickles his bicep, the place where his tattoo is penned. “What does this mean?”

His eyes glissade over to his arm, then to her. “It’s not about another woman, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“I wasn’t thinking that.”

“It’s a violet—”

“Making love to a guitar?” she interrupts.

“One track mind, huh?” He slides a hand along her hip. “No. Violets represent loyalty. It means faithfulness—to my music.”

“Your music,” she says.

He crunches up to meet her lips. She playfully pulls away.

“Don’t tease.”

So she doesn’t. Charlotte gives him a lingering and luxuriating kiss, and his lips still taste like peppermint candies.

“I didn’t get pumpkin pie,” she says, seemingly out of the blue.

“Pumpkin pie?” he asks, rousing from his satiated haze.

“After Christmas lights,” she says, her breasts dangling over him like Christmas ornaments, “we go home and eat pumpkin pie with hot chocolate.”

“A diabetic’s nightmare.”

Ryan works the slick metal of the pendant between his fingers, and her heart races. His voice and the suggestion of his touch are hypnotic.

“Having regrets?” He lets go and trails a finger in her cleavage.

She wiggles her hips against him, causing him to stir between her thighs. “Does that answer your question?”

He lurches up and captures her with his mouth. “I’m going back to Phoenix on New Year’s Eve,” he says, planting a delicate line of kisses along her arm.

“Via Canada this time?”

“Funny girl.” He flicks her nipple with his tongue. Then he sobers. “I’d like you to come with me.”

“Wouldn’t that mess up your quest?”

“Quest?” It would be so easy to enter her.

“For a one-night-stand?”

Ryan falls back into the pillow and severs contact. His eyes find a sailboat painting on the wall.

Charlotte strokes his matted hair and guides his stubbled cheek toward her. “Sorry.”

“I don’t want another woman, Charlie.”

Since when am I Charlie?”

“Since last night,” he says, grabbing her waist and pulling her against him.

His lips melt against hers, and Charlotte clings to the feeling—the lifting off of a kite on the wind—or a balloon breaking through the ceiling of a tent—to carry her away.

“You’re all I want for Christmas.”

“Christmas is over.”

“All I want. Period.”

He rolls on top of her, pinning her to the mattress, the slippery sheets.

“Third time’s a charm,” he says.

“If it’s as much of a charm as the first and second times, I’ve been a very nice girl this year.”

“Nice or naughty?” he asks, spreading her thighs with his leg and easing into her.

She moans. “Let’s go for naughty.”

“I guess you’re not so prudish after all.”

Snow floats down outside the window. A Christmas carol plays on someone’s radio. And Charlotte shouts out a chorus from beneath the bed covers: “Yes! Yes! I’ll go with you.”

The sound carries on the waves of a zephyr. Christmas passes into New Year’s Eve. Ryan’s car is parked with a clear view of the St. Louis Arch, Charlotte’s voice keeping perfect timbre with the pyrotechnics in the inky sky.
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Napa Christmas - Blurb



 



The best Christmas gifts are homemade….

Jennifer “JJ” Jones, has the life she has always wanted, dream job - check, dream man, check. Intrusive new sister-in-law to be, not so much. But becoming engaged to William MacAllester-Moore means fitting into his life and that includes a meddlesome twin sister.

Yet sharing your first Christmas together as a couple is special, especially when an unexpected pregnancy becomes part of the holiday picture. Can JJ keep her secret for three days or will his snoopy twin sister ruin JJ’s chance to give William the best Christmas gift ever?

But one thing is for certain, her bucket list just got shorter.

Interested in getting Napa: A Travel Novella, the first book in The MacAllester series for FREE? Visit Dawn’s website for more details: http://destinationlovestories.com/


Chapter 1



 



The smell of freshly baked cupcakes normally drove Jennifer Jones wild, but not today. In fact, the sugary scent crinkled her nose. And sent her stomach somersaulting end over end.

What is wrong with me?

Frowning, she brushed a strand of long strawberry blonde hair behind one ear. I must be getting the flu if I don’t want one of Kara’s chocolate-velvet cupcakes. The indoor Oxbow Public Market in downtown Napa was often referred to as a foodie’s paradise with its many food stalls and small specialty gourmet shops. She hoped to find a few last-minute Christmas gifts, including the elusive gift for her fiancé, William, and her future in-laws. What do you get for the man who already has everything he could possibly need? She had no idea.

Thankfully, lunch with her best friend, Jasmine Novak, was also on the agenda today. Surely she’d have some ideas.

Jasmine, who had sold her bar in Missouri and moved to Napa a few months ago, worked with Jennifer—known as JJ to her family and friends—also worked at the MacAllester Winery, and the two of them had been too busy to enjoy the holiday festivities.

JJ reached for a cookbook as someone bumped her from behind. Probably another last-minute shopper panicking to get their shopping done with only four days left before Christmas.

“If you’re thinking of getting that for me, forget it. I will always be useless in the kitchen.” Jasmine nudged her friend with her hip and whispered in her friend’s ear. “I have other skills to satisfy a man.”

JJ’s lips curved into a full-on smile and she turned toward her friend. “Oh, I’ve heard,” she said, rolling her eyes. “But I refuse to shop at that store.” She tossed the cookbook back on the table.

Jasmine quirked an eyebrow. “You still seem stressed. I thought starting your vacation early would’ve helped you relax.”

“I wish.” JJ picked up another book and flipped through a few pages. She hadn’t been sleeping well lately.

“You’ve been moody for days. Are you going to tell me what’s wrong?”

“No, I haven’t,” JJ tossed the book back on the table, but the concern in her friend’s voice had not gone unnoticed.

Jasmine placed her hands on her hips and tossed JJ the Don’t gimme that, I know you look.

JJ sighed. “These crazy holidays have worn me out. I just got engaged and have to plan a wedding; Rebecca gave me a lot of new responsibility at the winery. You know, same old, same old.”

Jasmine pursed her full lips. “God, who knew that having the man of your dreams and an awesome job would be such a burden?”

“I know, right?” Jasmine’s sarcasm lightened her mood. When she’d come to Napa to fulfill her dream of becoming a winemaker, JJ hadn’t planned on falling in love with the boss’ son. But she had, and now, being a winemaker and building a life with William MacAllester-Moore, son of one of Napa’s oldest winemaking families, had become another priority.

She had everything she’d always wanted in life. And far more than she’d imagined possible. So she had absolutely no cause to complain. Her life was amazing. But sometimes, even now, she couldn’t help but question her good fortune. “I’m just a little overwhelmed is all.”

Jasmine looped her arm in JJ’s and nodded toward Hog Island Oyster Co. “Well, I’d say that calls for a glass of wine and some oysters.”

They took a seat, and the waiter came over. They ordered a dozen oysters on the half shell and a two glasses of Napa Valley Sauvignon Blanc. Once the handsome young man had left, Jasmine shook her finger. “You’re doing that thing again.”

“What thing?”

“Thinking too much. There’s nothing wrong, so don’t try and fix what’s not broken.”

JJ fiddled with her napkin, her stomach churned. “I haven’t been sleeping much,” she admitted. “I have so many thoughts running through my head all the time. Like a gerbil on a wheel. I can’t turn them off.”

Jasmine leaned forward and gave JJ the once over. “On second thought, you are looking a bit peaked. Are you sick?”

JJ shook her head. “Maybe. I might have the flu. My stomach has been in full revolt the past few days.”

“And you agreed to oysters?”

JJ smiled sheepishly and shrugged. “I know how you love your oysters.”

Jasmine grinned. “It’s not the oysters, per se, but what they do to me.”

The two women laughed in unison. “Seriously though,” Jasmine said. “let's cut our lunch short so you can go get some sleep.”

“I can’t. I still have a few more gifts to buy, including something for William and Wallis. Can’t forget Wallis.” JJ was used to small Christmases with her mom, dad, and sister. The MacAllester Clan, included over fifty people.

“Yeah, I can see how buying something for William’s twin would be tough.”

“Especially considering she’s not my favorite person right now.” JJ rubbed her forehead. “The woman is always around. She barges into the house so often that I have no privacy. In my own home!”

“Well, that would be awkward.” Jasmine’s smile flat lined. “Don’t tell me you regret getting engaged to William?”

JJ shook her head. “No. I love him. It’s just his sister I’d like to see less of. How are we supposed to balance our life with other family members around all the time?”

“Well, you two have the rest of your lives to figure it out.”

“You’re right,” JJ reached for a piece of bread. “I’m just a worrier by nature.”

The waiter returned with their wine and oysters. “That’s part of your charm.” Jasmine grinned and lifted her glass in a toast.

“Thanks,” JJ replied. “In case I haven’t told you lately, I’m glad you moved to California.”

“Hey, without you, I wouldn’t have had the courage to sell the bar and move, so we’re even. We’ll find a way to interject a little Missouri into this California Christmas, don’t you worry.”

JJ laughed and raised her wine glass to her lips. She closed her eyes, taking a moment to appreciate the aroma of fresh garlic wafting through the air. Her stomach grumbled in protest.

Oh God, not here. Not now.

Setting the glass on the table, she bolted for the bathroom, ignoring Jasmine’s frantic call. She made it into one of the restroom stalls just as her stomach rebelled completely. When she’d finished retching, she leaned against the door, shaking, wreathed in sweat.

The bathroom door opened, and Jasmine’s voice drifted toward her. “JJ, are you all right?”

JJ swallowed a few times, making sure the worst had passed. “Yeah. Give me a minute.”

“Do you need anything?” Jasmine asked, worry once more evident in her voice.

JJ rarely got sick. Not like this, without any warning. Strangely, she was already feeling better. “No. I got sick, but I’m okay now.” She opened the stall door and put on a brave face.

Jasmine stepped back so JJ could reach the sink. “You’re as white as a ghost.”

JJ turned on the water and washed her hands, then cupped some in her hand and rinsed her mouth.

“You know…” Jasmine said. “I can think of one reason why you might be sick.”

JJ met her friend’s gaze in the mirror. “What’s that?”

“I mean…could you be pregnant?”


Chapter 2



 



The knock on the door startled them both. JJ lifted her head from William’s lap.

“Thank God, I’ve been saved,” he said, unable to hide the relief in his voice. They’d just gotten comfortable on the couch in the family room, and had started to watch Miracle on 34 Street. The things guys did for love.

She sat up, her body rigid. “I guess your sisters are here.”

He cocked an eyebrow at his fiancé. She seemed upset. He could’ve sworn had explained that his sisters were coming over tonight to discuss plans for Christmas Eve.

“Hello?” Jacqueline Pope, William’s older sister called from the door.

“You’d better be decent,” Wallis added.

“In here,” he called, stopping the movie. He pulled JJ into his arms and nuzzled her neck. “I’ll make it up to you later with a foot massage,” he whispered.

She slipped her arms around his neck. “Just the feet?” Her lips brushed his and then nibbled on his lower lip.

He drew back. “You minx.”

She grinned mischievously and ran her fingers through the hair at the nape of his neck.

“Seriously, don’t you two ever take a break?” Wallis asked from behind him.

He peered over his shoulder. “Why would we want to?”

Wallis sat on a chair, crossing her long legs. “You have a point. Maybe I need to fall in love.”

Jacqueline huffed. Wallis gave her the evil eye.

“Don’t start.” Wallis pulled her thick mahogany hair into a ponytail, exposing her long elegant neck.

“Give it a rest, you two.” William glanced at JJ. Her smile seemed forced. He knew his twin wasn’t her favorite person, but it seemed like more than that. Come to think of it, she’d been acting strange for the past few days. She seemed more tired…and irritable than usual. Perhaps that was it.

“Yes, let’s.” Wallis played with her cell phone.

“Where are my manners? Would you like a glass of wine?” JJ got up from the sofa and began walking towards the adjoining kitchen. A resounding yes had JJ pulling a bottle of 1994 Stag’s Leap Cabernet off the wine rack.

“By the way,” Wallis said, getting up to help JJ with the wine glasses, “Mom doesn’t have a clue what her gift is this year. She’s been sniffing around for clues, but we’ve got her stymied.”

William rubbed his hands together. “God, she’s making it more difficult for us to keep things a secret. Seems her detective skills get sharper with age.”

“Our skills at hiding things have gotten better as well.” Jacqueline took a glass and sipped her wine. “Unlike the evidence of our Popsicle-stick birdhouse.”

JJ handed her fiancé a glass and sat on the sofa, tucking her feet under her. “You made your mother a Popsicle stick birdhouse for Christmas?”

William and his sisters erupted in laughter.

“No, not this year,” he said. “The birdhouse was one of our first group presents.”

“You haven’t told her about our Christmas tradition?” Wallis asked.

“Not yet.” he reached out and took JJ’s hand. “That’s why I wanted to meet here. So she can become part of the tradition.”

Wallis cleared her throat. “I really don’t—”

“What a great idea.” Jacqueline’s smile widened.

JJ looked between William and his sisters. “What tradition?”

“When we were kids,” William said, “Our dad said homemade gifts were the best. He suggested we make something special for our mom”

“The first thing we made was a book, with illustrations and stories,” Jacqueline added. “She still has the gift.”

JJ leaned forward. “How sweet. Of course she still has the present.”

William relaxed. Her earlier irritation seemed to have vanished. “We’ve gotten more and more creative each year.” He took a quick sip of his wine. “This year, we designed and cast a bronze sculpture of a grapevine.”

“Here are our drawings.” Wallis spread the sketches on the coffee table. We need to decide on the base tonight so it can be set before Christmas.”

“Wow.” JJ picked up one of the drawings. “This is amazing.”

He brushed a lock of strawberry blond hair off her shoulder. “I plan to continue the tradition with our children.”

JJ stilled. Her eyes grew wider. “Yes, I…”

Wallis looked between him and JJ. “You guys planning to have kids already?”

“Sure, why not?” William said.

JJ turned even paler than she’d been earlier. He rubbed her shoulder. “Beautiful, are you all right?”

Another forced smile.

“I’m fine.” Her hand shook as she attempted to put her wine glass on the table. “I think something I ate for dinner is disagreeing with me.”

“You do look dreadful,” Wallis added.

“Not helpful,” Jacqueline said.

“But she does. Maybe we should let her rest.”

JJ crawled off the couch, leaving her wine untouched. “I am a bit tired. Maybe a good idea to call it a night.”

Wallis tilted an eyebrow.

William lunged from the sofa to help her. “Do you want me to carry you?”

JJ shook her head and tried to smile. “No, I can manage. Thanks.” She turned to her guests. “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight, beautiful. I’ll be in to check on you in a bit.” He watched her walk away, frowning, he turned to Wallis. “You don’t want JJ involved?” he asked Wallis.

His twin sister picked up the drawings, her fist gripping the papers. “I didn’t say that. She’s just not officially part of the family yet. A little early to get her involved in our lives to that level.”

He snorted. “You’re joking right?”

Jaqueline turned to her sister, eyebrows raised. “They’re living together, and they’re engaged.”

Wallis shrugged. “I guess…anyway.” Wallis waved them off, spreading out the drawings on the table again. “Let’s pick a base. I have to get going soon to meet Scott at his bar for a drink.”

Leaning forward, he let the matter go. He knew that Wallis was still adjusting to his relationship with JJ. Thankfully, her concerns about JJ marrying him for his money and connections had been resolved. Hopefully, now that Scott was around, Wallis would begin to focus on her own love life and leave his alone.


Chapter 3



 



The words on the report were making no sense, so JJ stood and stretched. Maybe she should’ve stayed away from the office and started her holiday yesterday, as she had planned on doing. But being at work distracted her, because truth be told, she wasn’t ready to face the fact of a possible pregnancy.

“What are you doing here?” Jasmine said from behind her.

“I decided to finish up a few things before leaving town.” JJ glanced over to see how Jasmine took the remark, only to find her frowning.

“Workaholics. Are we going to talk about what happened yesterday?”

JJ’s lips twitched. “I don't know what you mean.”

Jasmine plopped down into the chair next to the desk. “Woman, you are in some serious denial.”

“Whoever said denial was a bad thing?” JJ tossed the papers back onto the desk and sat down. The reports could wait until after the holidays.

“Ha ha, hilarious. So, are you pregnant?”

JJ’s shoulders slumped. “I’m not sure, but I did go to the pharmacy this morning and picked up a pregnancy test.”

Jasmine leaned forward in the chair. “And?”

JJ shrugged. “I haven’t taken any yet.”

“What are you waiting for?”

JJ began to speak and then clamped her mouth shut. Because truthfully she didn’t have an answer. Right now, the future still stretched before her, unknown. But if she took the test and found out she was pregnant, everything would change. Probably in a very good way, but still…other paths would no longer be open for her.

Jasmine cleared her throat and gave JJ a gentle nudge.

JJ sat up straight. “Seriously? You want me to take a pregnancy test at work?”

“Hell, yes. Besides, you’re the one who decided to come here on your day off.”

“But it’s hard enough to keep a secret around this place. I was going to wait until I got home.” Her explanation sounded a bit weak even to her own ears.

“You should have thought about your privacy before you got here…oh God, you’re afraid of the answer, aren’t you?”

JJ tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Fear of the unknown.”

“But, I thought you wanted kids?”

“I do…” JJ placed a hand on her belly and gave it a loving pat. “But as soon as I know for certain, everyone will have to know. I drink wine for a living so that will have to change, then there is the wedding, which will have to be moved to before the birth and a new nursery—”

Jasmine gripped JJ’s shoulders and gave her a gentle shake. “Jennifer Jones, knowledge is power. Stop speculating and go pee on the stick.”

JJ sat down and dropped her face into her hands. “God, I’m doing it again. Worrying too much.”

“Yes, you are.” Jasmine pulled JJ into a tight hug and squeezed.

Returning the embrace, JJ replied, “You’re right…thanks.”

“That’s what friends are for.”

JJ grabbed her purse and headed to the bathroom to find out if another MacAllester was on its way. In some ways, finding out at the winery seemed special, despite her fear of being found out before she had a chance to tell William. Prepared now, she took one of the two tests in the box and watched the time tick by on her cell phone. “Finally,” she said, and looked down at the stick in her hand.

Oh my God, I'm pregnant…maybe.

She ripped open the other packet… Positive. She sank down onto the toilet seat and placed a hand on her belly. Wow, we’re actually having a baby. When JJ made her bucket list all those months ago, she’d added having children to the list. Now her dream had materialized with the love of her life.

A soft knock on the door interrupted her daydream. “What the hell is happening in there? What’s taking you so long?”

JJ opened the door, unable to hide her grin.

“Holy shit, you are.”

JJ put a finger to her lips. “Keep your voice down.” She took Jasmine’s hand and dragged her back into her office. Shutting the door, she leaned back and squealed. “Oh my God, I'm pregnant.”

Jasmine grabbed the test sticks from her friend’s hand and examined them. “So it would seem.”

“I’m really pregnant.” JJ pushed away from the door. Her excitement gave way to panic. “Oh my God. What am I going to do?”

“Um, have a baby.”

JJ waived her off and slid into her desk chair. “I know. What I mean is, how am I going to tell William?”

“Sorry. Can’t help you.” Jasmine quirked an eyebrow. “Why, will he be upset?”

“No., it’s not that. I mean, this might have come a little sooner than we expected, but he’ll be excited. But…”

Jasmine perched on the edge of her chair. “What?”

“We're going to have to change the wedding date.”

She leaned back. “Why?”

“There's no way I'm going to have this baby before we’re married. One, I want a fabulous honeymoon without a newborn and—”

“Seems like you guys already had one of those.”

JJ wadded a sheet of note paper and tossed it at her friend. “Funny…maybe I'll just elope then.”

“Oh no you're not,” Jasmine protested. “You’ve wanted a big wedding ever since I can remember.”

JJ sighed. “Yeah, you're right. I do want a wedding with all the trimmings.”

“There you go. Just please tell me your dream wedding doesn’t include some hideous bridesmaid dress.”

JJ laughed. “Don’t worry, they’ll be beautiful. I’m thinking a pretty salmon color for spring.”

Jasmine made a retching sound. “God help me.”

“Well, we can talk about the color theme after the holidays. Right now, I have to decide when and how I'm going to tell William.”

“This is one Christmas gift he's never going to forget.”

JJ sat upright, snapped her fingers and pointed at Jasmine. “That's it! Oh, Jasmine, you're brilliant.”

“I am?”

“I found out last night that, since they were kids, William and his sisters make a present for their mother. The gift is a big secret, which is revealed on Christmas Eve.”

“Of course they do.” Jasmine rolled her eyes again.

JJ cocked her head and lifted an eyebrow.

Jasmine raised her hands and shrugged, “What?”

Shaking her head, JJ continued choosing to ignore Jasmine joke. “William said he wanted to continue the tradition in our own little family. So, I'll keep the baby a secret until Christmas morning and then surprise William with the news.”

“Well, he sure had a hand in making this gift.”

“Hey, I helped.” JJ grinned, remembering how fun the gift had been to create.

“Spare me the details.” Jasmine made a face. “Hey, maybe you could give some type of present as a clue?”

JJ clapped her hands together. “Great idea! I'll go get something for the baby.” She chewed on her lower lip. “And then I’ll have to figure out how to keep this to myself for the next three days.”

Jasmine snickered. “Good luck. Remember last time you kept a secret? From what I recall, all hell broke loose around this place.”

JJ sat heavily back in her chair. “You’re right. And we promised each other no more secrets.” She frowned. “But this is different…Right?”

“Sure, but you’d have better odds actually keeping it a secret if you left town today. Especially since your future sister-in-law is a bloodhound.”

“God, you’re right.” JJ stood up and started pacing. Her earlier concerns of being married to someone she worked with had been somewhat resolved by the fact that she enjoyed having William as a colleague. He was smart, professional, and patient. They worked well as a team. But at home, his twin seemed to always be around. Like she was spying on JJ. The rest of the family had forgiven her and William for trying to keep their relationship a secret. Why couldn’t Wallis do the same? “Last night, William’s sisters came over. I told them I must have eaten something that didn’t agree with me.”

“They buy it?”

“Jaqueline did.” JJ stopped pacing. “But Wallis…God, you’re right, she loves a good mystery.”

“Good luck pulling the wool over her eyes. That woman can smell gossip like no one's business.”

“I…” JJ fell back into her desk chair. “When I agreed to marry William and work for his mom, I also agreed to be part of his family. I just didn’t know that Wallis would be hanging around so much. But I can’t complain, they’re so close.” And JJ would never want to get in the way of that relationship.

“Who are you trying to convince? Me or yourself?”

JJ brushed the hair out of her eyes and started rearranging items on her desk. “It’s what you do when you're in a relationship. You accommodate other people's wishes. No matter how difficult that may be.”

Jasmine snorted. “Now, this I have to see.”

“That’s not—”

“Funny?” Jasmine asked unable to keep the humor out of her voice.

“I really suck at this assertiveness thing, don’t I?”

Jasmine leaned over and gave her a quick hug. “The only thing that matters is that you’re happy. You are happy, aren’t you?”

JJ nodded. “Yes, I am…but you’re right. It would be easier if we left town.” Now she just need to plot their early getaway for the Christmas holiday.


Chapter 4



 



That night, JJ rearranged the covers, then propped a book on her lap. Her body was tired, but her mind was spinning, so she decided to catch up with her reading. After reading the first page three times, she gave up. Who was she kidding? The words were a blur because all she could think about was the baby. That and the brand new ‘to do’ list she had to make. The timing wasn’t perfect–she’d prefer to have the wedding and honeymoon first–but if she’d learned anything this past year, it was that sometimes, the best things that happened in life were the things that weren’t planned. Like getting fired from her job, then finding the job of her dreams halfway across the country.

And meeting William.

Giving up on reading, she threw the book on the bedside table causing another one to fall on the floor. That was brilliant. She picked up her journal and placed it back on the nightstand. Changing her mind, she grabbed it and caressed the soft cover. But it was more than just a journal. It was where she wrote about her deepest desires. Her bucket list. Her life had changed after creating it. In the past, her goals had been about family expectations: graduate high school, then college, and then find a stable corporate job. But after being fired, she dared to asked herself, What do I want? Now she had everything she’d ever imagined for herself. And a baby on the way to boot. Now all she had to do was learn to silence that nagging voice that told her she didn’t deserve it.

“Feeling better?” William leaned against the door, an odd look on his face.

She stretched her arms over her head to release the tension in her back. “Yes, thanks.”

He dropped onto the bed beside her. “Is that your bucket list book?”

She held up the journal. “Um hmm.,” He had been curious and supportive of her desire to try new things. He hadn’t traveled much since most of the things he wanted were right here in Napa, but he was more than happy to join her on any trips she wanted to take.

“Have you added anything new lately?”

She opened the book and grinned. “I have.”

He lifted a brow. “Oh?”

“I would like to catch a fish.”

“A fish.” It was not a question.

“Silly, I know.”

He propped himself up on his elbow. “You mean to tell me you've never caught a fish?”

She looked down at the book and chewed on her lower lip. “Nope.”

“Well that will be easy enough to remedy. I’ll take you to a great spot I know around here. But wait. That isn’t a trip. I thought bucket lists contained places you wanted to go before you died?”

She shook her head. “For me, it’s about the things I want to do. Even simple things, like wanting to learn how to make a woman breakfast in the morning. Oh wait, that would be an item on your list.”

“Point taken,” he said, with a roguish grin.

JJ smiled at the memory of their first morning together after making love when he had admitted to asking his sister Chef Isabel to teach him how to cook breakfast to impress the ladies.

He brushed a lock of hair behind her ear. “So, what else is on that list of yours?”

“Well, I would like to take a hot air balloon ride over the Valley.”

“Done. I have a friend who owns a company, so just let me know when you want to go.” He pulled her into the crook of his arm, and she rested her head on his chest.

“Oh. No rush. I just meant someday.”

He stilled, then caressed her arm. “Sure. Maybe in the spring, when the weather’s warmer.”

“Yeah, maybe.”

He tipped her chin up to look at her. “Don’t tell me you’re afraid of heights?”

She smiled sheepishly. “Guilty as charged.”

“And you want to go up in a hot air balloon?”

“My list isn’t just about things I can do easily, but about things I want to do. Even those that cause me fear. Especially those. I’m tired of letting fear stop me from doing something I might enjoy.”

He kissed her temple. His lips lingering as his fingers traced the outline of her collarbone. “I’ll bet I can make you forget all about your fear.”

She leaned into the kiss, then snuggled into his chest. She drew in a deep breath and tossed out the question she’d been dreading to ask. “What would you think about leaving for Lake Tahoe a day early? I thought it would be nice to spend Christmas Eve looking at the snow.”

And away from Wallis.

The hand that was caressing her arm stilled. “I don’t know…that would mean missing the family party.”

“I know.” She sat up, turned toward him, and placed a hand on his bare chest. “But wouldn’t it be nice to start our own Christmas traditions?”

He shifted. “I thought you liked going to Grandma Beth’s house.”

A stab of guilt pierced her heart when she saw the disappointment in his eyes. She knew how important his family was to him. Suddenly she felt like a total jerk for even asking. “I do. Forget I asked…I’ve just been feeling a bit out of sorts lately, and wanted to get a way.”

He pulled her back down beside him and turned on his side to face her “Tell you what,” he said, kissing her nose. “Since my mom opens her big gift on Christmas Eve, we can skip out early on Christmas morning and leave for Tahoe. Does that work?”

She snuggled back into his arms. It seemed like a reasonable compromise. “Sounds good. I hope your family won’t mind too much.”

He pulled her on top of him. “I know how you can make it up to me,” he whispered against her lips.

She straddled his hips and lifted her nightgown over her head. “How’s this for starters?”

He balled the garment up and threw it onto the dresser. “It’ll do. For starters.”

“Nice toss. Maybe you should’ve been a football player after all.”

He settled both hands on either side of her waist. Slowly, his fingertips began to trace each rib. “If I had wanted a career as a professional football player, I would have had one.”

She closed her eyes and panted as he continued his slow caress. “I don’t doubt it.”

His fingers moved lower, resting on the rim of her black lace panties. “But I happen to enjoy being a farmer, and considering all the hype about head injuries these days, I probably saved myself some brain damage.” He dipped his fingers inside her panties.

A soft moan escaped her throat. She ran her fingers through his thick hair. “I happen to like your head the way it is.”

“Me too.” He pulled her forward. “Enough talking, now. Come here, Beautiful, and let me taste you.” He took her nipple between his lips and bit gently.

She arched her back as he bit harder. “Oh, God.” He continued to lick around her tight nipple, then took the nub into his mouth, thoroughly gorging himself on her tender flesh.

She buried her nose in his hair and inhaled his distinctive musky scent. “I’ve had more sex in the past few months than I’ve had in the last six years combined.”

He leaned back against the headboard. “And that’s a problem?”

The absence of his mouth on her breast sent shivers up her spine. She groaned involuntarily. “No…not a problem,” she said, breathless. “I feel like a randy teenager, though I never was this horny when I was that age.” She hovered over his body, aching to feel him against her.

He took a few strands of her hair, and rubbed them between his thumb and index finger. “I was, and trust me, this is much better.”

His gaze was smolding, and so was she. But as she looked deeply into his eyes she saw the connection they shared. Felt it. This was far more than sex. For both of them. “I’m glad,” She took his hands placed them on her hips again.

Slowly, his fingers slid down her back and gripped her buttocks. Pulling them forward, he rubbed her against his erection.

She moaned. “Oh God, you’re insatiable. Here, let me help.” Getting up on her knees, she stripped off his jeans, wadded them up, and attempted to throw them on the dresser, alongside her nightgown, but fell short. “I never was any good at football.”

“That’s okay,” he growled. “You have other talents.” Crawling off the bed, he gently tackled her to the ground and covered her with his body.

She bit his ear. “You should be penalized for unnecessary roughness.” Finally, mercifully, he slipped into her, and oh, God, did it feel good. 

He sat up, reached for her leg, and hitched it over his shoulder. “Hold on, this is going to be rough.”

She arched her hips, allowing him deeper access.

He thrust, and her flesh surrounded him, egging him on further. Bracing himself with one arm near her shoulder, he grabbed her thigh and plunged deeper.

She cried out.

He paused and lowered her leg. “Oh, shit, did I hurt you?”

She pulled his head down for a searing kiss. “I can handle you, MacAllester.”

Sweat glistened on his body as he arched over her and rested his forehead against hers. “I just lose myself in you sometimes.”

“I feel the same way,” she whispered back.

When their eyes met, he took her hands, held them over her head, and began to thrust harder. She moaned as he thrust deeper and harder inside her until finally, she pulsated around him, crying out in her climax.

Her body went limp with pleasure. Beads of sweat gathered between her breast. “That was amazing.”

He peered down at her with a lusty grin. “Honey, I’m not done with you yet.” Releasing one of her hands, his finger now found the sensitive nub at the center as he continued to thrust.

She tried to protest. Tried to tell him she’d already come, but she was utterly incapable of speaking. Her body began to respond to his touch. She sucked in a breath. Her hips began to sway with pleasure.

“Come on baby, come with me,” he encouraged.

“I…I’ve never done this before. Oh, Will,” she cried out as the warmth of her second orgasm began to spread through her body. She cried out in ecstasy, her screams mingling with his.

He thrust one more time and collapsed on top of her, spent and satisfied.

She caressed his hair and kissed his shoulder. “Touchdown.”

His chest rumbled with laughter. Rising onto an elbow, he looked down at her, brow raised. “How do you know that was a touchdown? Maybe I’m only on the five-yard line, ready to score.”

“God help me.” She pushed away from him, gathered her clothes and padded to the bathroom, but not before adding one parting shot. “Sorry, game over, but I do believe I won.”

He followed her into the bathroom and stepped into the shower stall behind her. “Maybe we can call it a tie and play overtime in the shower.”


Chapter 5



 



William gripped the shovel, jammed it into the dirt, and dug soil away from the base of the grapevine trellis. He had been driving through the vineyard field and noticed the broken pole. Even though the weather was cool, he still liked working out in the field at this time of year. Hell, he’d rather be outside instead of writing company reports for his cousin, Malcolm. Yet, he knew, in the future, that he would be taking over more and more of his father’s duties, which meant more administrative work.

Thinking about Malcolm gave him pause. The guy was working too much these days, living most of the time in San Francisco to oversee the MacAllester family’s real estate investments. And that was in addition to being the CEO of the MacAllester Winery business.

A vehicle turned off Silverado Trail onto the dirt road and headed his way. Recognizing his sister Wallis’ car, he stopped working, leaned on his shovel, and waited for her to approach. “What’re you doing out here?”

“I could ask the same of you,” she countered. “Don’t we pay people to do that sort of work?”

He opened his mouth to speak, then thought better of it. His sister was completely unaware that her statement, though true, was completely elitist. She was never cruel or outright mean, just mostly clueless.

She shrugged. “I was on my way back from getting Mom’s sculpture, and I saw your truck. Want to see it?”

“Sure.” He dropped the shovel behind him.

Her high heels hit the dirt. She walked around to the rear of the Porsche Cayenne and opened the back. “Plus it gave me a chance to take my car off-road. My mechanic advised me to do it once in a while.”

He shook his head and grinned. “Only you would consider this path a four-wheeling challenge.”

“Funny,” she replied, and opened a box to reveal the bronze sculpture. “The base we chose looks perfect.”

“Mom’s going to love it.” He caressed the metal, admiring the artwork on all sides. Each year, when they planned what to make his mom for Christmas, he and his siblings always tried to do something new and different. Even, at times, taking an art class or a bronze casting class as was the case with this present. Almost like JJ’s bucket list…setting out to do something they’ve never done before.

“Mom hasn’t a clue. I'm on my way to Jacqueline's house to drop it off. She’ll wrap the box and bring it to Grandma Beth’s house tomorrow night for Christmas Eve.”

He nodded. “We’ll be there, but JJ and I have decided to take off for Tahoe on Christmas Day. She wanted to have more time in the snow.”

“O-kay. How is she feeling?”

“She’s still a little under the weather, so the break will do her good.”

She leaned an elbow on the car. “Could there be something wrong with her? I mean, besides the upset stomach she had the other night?”

“I, no…I don’t believe so.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “She hasn’t been getting enough sleep lately. Why? You think it could be something else?”

“Oh, I don't know,” she said, and looked out over the vineyard. “It’s just that—”

“You still think she’s hiding things from me?”

“No.” She feigned interest in her cell phone.

Damn, was she being nosey again, “Wallis, you don’t have to worry anymore about JJ marrying me for my money. In fact, I would like to include her in more of our Christmas traditions next year. Like helping with Mom’s present.”

“But that’s our thing,” she cried.

“I know,” he countered. “But JJ is going to be part of the family now, and I would like to include her.”

She frowned.

“I know you, Wallis. So just tell me. What little story have you concocted in your mind?”

She hurriedly began putting the package back together. “I have no idea what you're talking about.” She put the lid back on the box and closed the back door. “I was just concerned that she might be sick. That’s all. Am I not allowed to be concerned?”

His eyes narrowed. “I’ll be sure to tell her. Now let it go.”

“Fine. I'll shut up. But don't say I didn't warn you that something more could be going on. Women don't always talk to their men about their health issues.”

He drew in a long breath and pushed it out slowly. “Why would she hide an illness from me?”

Wallis pulled open the car door and climbed in. “All I'm saying is, you might want to ask her if something is going on.”

“Fine, I'll ask,” he said, and then couldn’t help adding. “By the way, you were right.”

“About what?”

“Your need to fall in love. How is Scott these days?”

“Oh, shut up.”

“I love you, too. See you tomorrow night at Grandma Beth’s.”

She drove off in a cloud of dust. He shook his head and grabbed his shovel, but he could no longer concentrate on the task at hand. Damn her for putting thoughts in his head.

JJ is fine.

“She’d better be,” he muttered. He’d finally found the love of his life, and he sure as hell was not going to lose her now.


Chapter 6



 



“Wallis asked you if I was seriously ill?” William said.

JJ glanced up, waving the knife she had been using to frost a cookie.

He leaned on the kitchen counter, his gaze serious. “She said women sometimes don't tell their men when something is wrong because they don't want to worry them.”

She stuck the knife in the creamy concoction, grabbed more and slapped it on the cookie. “Really? Interesting, especially since she doesn’t have a man.”

He raised an eyebrow.

“Sorry, that was cruel.” She held up a freshly frosted treat in apology. “Here, have a cookie.”

“Since when do you bake?” He grabbed the reindeer and devoured the sugar treat in two bites.

A new Christmas song started, so she hummed along. “Since it’s the holidays. My mom told me I should get good at baking at least one kind of Christmas cookie. So, I’ve perfected sugar cookies.” She bit off Santa’s head and chewed slowly.

Walking around the kitchen counter, he lifted her chin with his finger. “So, I need to know. Are you okay?”

She licked her fingers, then slipped her arms around his waist, avoiding his direct gaze. “There's nothing wrong with me a little rest won't solve.” That and a pint of Chocolate Fudge ice cream.

His body relaxed against hers. “Thank God.” He buried his face in the crook of her neck. “I love you so much, Beautiful. I can't imagine life without you.”

She hugged him tight. “I love you, too.”

She gave him a gentle shove. “Now be a good fiancé and go turn on the Christmas movie we didn’t get to watch the other night.”

He put his hand on his heart and fell backward. “If I must.”

She laughed. “Would some popcorn and Scotch help?”

“Now we’re talking.” He swatted her on the butt and went into the living room.

She pulled out the popcorn maker and dropped it on the counter, harder than she’d intended. How dare Wallis ask William about her supposed illness. But then again, she wasn’t surprised. The woman was so nosy…all JJ wanted was some space.

 

William decided to believe JJ and trust that Wallis was just being paranoid, which was always a possibility. His twin sister could turn the smallest issue into a drama fit for the London stage. Turning on the TV, he hit play, but watching her walk towards him with his drink and a bowl of popcorn had him thinking she would look better on the floor naked. And, he reasoned, if she was in the mood for sex, that meant she was okay. Right?

“Here you go.” She handed him the drink and sat on the couch, tucking her feet under her.

“Thank you.” He cradled the glass in his hands and took a sip. Feet resting on the coffee table, he leaned back and slide his arm over her shoulder pulling her closer to him.

She snuggled into his arms. “Seems like only yesterday since I moved here.”

“And I had to use all my powers of persuasion to get you to go out with me.”

She nuzzled his ear, “I was worth the effort.”

He kissed her temple. “Yes, you were.” His lips lingered on her brow as his hand trailed up her side, finally reaching her breast.

“Um…that feels good.” She shifted towards him, arching her back into the caress.

“Baby, I’m just getting started.” Setting his glass on the table, he wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her down to the floor, settling her on top of him.

She braced her hands on his broad chest and lifted up her denim skirt so she could straddle his hips. “I thought we were going to watch a movie?”

“Oh, we will…this is just the coming attraction.”

She couldn’t help but laugh. “You're insatiable, MacAllester.”

“Who, me?” “I just want to open one of my presents early. Lean forward.”

She moved her body forward and rubbed her breasts against his chest. He drew in a sharp breath, unsure of who was seducing who at this point. Not that it mattered. He pulled off her shirt.

Her eye’s smoldered with passion. She inched down one thin strap of her lacy pink bra, and then the other. Reaching behind her, she unfastened the clasp and let the garment drop onto his chest. “Better now?”

“Much. I do love your underwear.” He lifted up the garment and flung the bra onto the couch, wrapped his hands around her thin waist, and held her tight against his erection.

“Feels yummy.” Sitting back, she unzipped his pants and released his engorged flesh. “Definitely yummy.” Her hand cupped the shaft and squeezed.

His breath hitched. “You keep that up and—”

A throaty laugh escaped her throat. “Oh, I do love to tease you.” Shifting her lacy panties, she guided him into her soft core.

He groaned in delight, holding her fast, filling her entirely. “God, you feel good.”

She bit her lip and arched her back as he plunged deeper, giving her what she wanted— more of him. They moved in sensuous tandem, the flickering light of the fire washing over them.

“Will,” she moaned, finding her completion.

“Beautiful.” Gripping her hips, he spilled his seed deep into her womb.

She collapsed on top of him, her head resting on his chest.

God, he loved being with her…and the sex was great too. Caressing her back, he ran his fingers along the silky skin that had been warmed by his touch. “That was the best present ever.”

She lazily caressed the hair on his chest and placed a soft kiss on his collarbone. “My pleasure.”

He kissed the top of her head. Watching the fire in comfortable silence, he continued to hold her tight as she sprawled out on top of him. A log collapsed, causing sparks to fly up the flume as it burned down to soft embers. He took a deep breath and relaxed his hold on her. If she was able to have sex like this, she must be okay.

She sat up, gathering her long hair that was draped over his chest. “Now, about that movie…”

“Okay, okay. Your power of persuasion has won me over.”

She planted a kiss on his nose. “Nice to know I can have my way with just a little wiggle of my hips.”

He sat up and rested his elbow on one bent leg. “Yes, you have your own super power.”

His shirt hit him in the face.

“What?” he teased, impressed with her aim.

“Get your ass up here, MacAllester so we can watch this movie. I have a feeling your head is going to be on my lap soon, and I won’t be able to hear the show over your snoring.”

He put on his clothes, climbed on the couch and lay his head gently in her lap. “Sorry, I will never be into sappy Christmas movies. Can you live with that?”

She leaned down and kissed him on the forehead, “Yes. I’ll wake you when it’s over.”

He closed his eyes and nestled in for a short nap before bed. God, she was the best fiancée ever.


Chapter 7



 



The next morning, JJ walked into Half Pint, a children’s store located near Sonoma Plaza to find a baby item as a gift for William. She had to side step a few shoppers to make it past the front door, apparently, others were also in a rush to get last-minute holiday gifts. Jingle Bells played on the stereo and a small Christmas tree twinkled near the cash register. Standing amongst all the children’s items, she spotted a pink ballerina dress and couldn’t help but envision her daughter dancing around the living room.

Putting a hand on her belly, she admitted for the first time that she wanted a girl. Then again…maybe a boy with William’s eyes. Oh, God. I just want our baby to be healthy. Picking up a little pair of white booties, she wondered how anything could ever be that small.

“I was right. You are pregnant,” Wallis said from behind her.

She jumped then turned around. “Wallis…What are you doing here?”

“Getting a few last-minute gifts for my niece and nephew. So should I get something for your little-one-to-be?”

“No.” JJ all but shouted then lowered her voice and waved a hand. “Me? No. I'm not pregnant.”

Wallis raised an eyebrow and nodded toward the baby shoes. “Then what are you doing holding those?”

She looked down at the baby shoes in her hands and immediately wanted to drop them.

Shit, caught red-handed. Quick, JJ, think. She shrugged. “What, these? The shoes are not for me.” She waved her hand, “They’re for my sister. I recently found out she is pregnant.”

“Your sister? I didn't know she was even married?”

She moved toward the cash register and put the shoes on the counter, digging into her wallet. “Oh, she's…she's not. Yet. But definitely, something she's considering now this has happened.”

Wallis played with her phone, apparently unsure what to make of her explanation. “Yeah, that could change things.”

“So please don’t say anything.”

Wallis' eyes narrowed. “Sure. Well, give her my best. By the way, I'm glad you're feeling better.”

“Yes, much better, thank you.” JJ grabbed her package and headed for the door. “See you tonight at Grandma Beth’s house.”

“Yes, it should be a lovely Christmas Eve,” Wallis called after her.

She practically ran to her car, throwing the bag and her purse on the front seat. Damn, what had she done?

I can't believe I lied. Again.

She started the car and threw it in reverse, hoping Wallis hadn’t followed her. Biting her lip, she wanted to scream in frustration. She liked Wallis. Hell, she admired the women’s energy, style, and loyalty to her brother. But, damn it seemed like her nosey behavior was getting worse and she wondered if Wallis had actually followed her. Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to loosen her grip on the steering wheel and finally admit the truth. She’d run out of patience with her meddlesome future sister-in-law.

 

Later that afternoon, JJ showed the wrapped gift to Cat, who had jumped onto the table to investigate “There, all done. What do you think?”

Cat meowed his approval and then rubbed his head against her arm. She scratched him underneath his chin.

“Thanks for the help,” she said, kissing the top of his head. “Now, where do I hide my present? Bedroom.” She headed down the hall, Cat hot on her heels.

She put the gift in her bedside dresser drawer. “Perfect.” Cat hopped on the bed and meowed.

“Just to let you know, there's going to be someone else wanting my attention soon. But you’ll always be my first baby.” Cat rolled onto his back, exposing his large orange belly and meowed again. He purred louder. “I know, the world revolves around you.” She gave his tummy a light rub.

Her phone rang, so she jogged back into the kitchen, glancing at the caller ID as she answered. “What’s up, Jasmine?”

“Hey. Can you come over to the cottage for a second?”

“Sure. Why?”

“Oh, I’ve got something to show you, and it would be easier if you came over here.”

“Okay, give me a minute.”

She had to admit she enjoyed having her best friend about a hundred yards away, tucked in the cottage on the property. Jasmine had been staying there since she moved to Napa.

They’d done a good job of balancing their work and personal lives, giving her the privacy she needed with William. Now, why couldn't his sister do the same?

She grabbed her sweater and headed out the front door. The early afternoon December air was crisp, so she pulled the sweater tighter around her neck. The scent of pine needles and burning wood filled her nose as she made her way across the lawn. The distinctive smells of winter.

Soon, the dark night would be illuminated with white twinkle lights. William had paid for lights to be strung around the house and cottage. Even the barn had lights outlining the massive structure. Next year, she planned to add more lights in the trees and fresh greenery to the front porch railings. She’d meant to add more decorations to the cottage but had run out of time. Next year, she’d hire additional help because stressing herself out during the holidays was something she vowed to avoid next year. She tapped on the cottage door, and it flew open.

“Surprise,” JJ's sister Lauren Jones said, and flung herself into her arms.

For the second time today, she was blindsided, and her stomach turned upside down in response. She stepped back, gripped her sister’s shoulders, and before she could think clearly, exclaimed, “Oh my God, what are you doing here?”


Chapter 8



 



JJ marched into the small living room, wringing her hands. This can't be happening.

“Gee, Sis, I'm happy to see you, too.” Lauren shut the door.

JJ put her hands to her mouth. “Yikes, I'm so sorry.” She rushed to her sister and pulled her into a bear hug. “I can’t believe you are here. But seriously, what are you doing here?”

Jasmine cleared her throat.

JJ narrowed her eyes at Jasmine. “You knew about this?”

“Yes, and we decided to keep her visit a secret so you would be surprised. Surprise.”

“Of course you did.” She knew Jasmine loved to catch people off guard, believing it added excitement to their ordinarily boring lives.

Lauren looked at JJ and Jasmine. “What is that supposed to mean?”

JJ waved her off. “Nothing. At least it wasn't anything until I ran into Wallis today at the children’s store.”

“You ran into who?” Jasmine asked. “Oh, no. Don't tell me—”

“Yes, she saw me with a pair of infant baby shoes and asked me point blank if I was pregnant.”

“And?”

“I told her no.”

“Did she believe you?”

“Yes, because I told her Lauren is the one who’s pregnant.” JJ directed the last part of the statement at her sister.

“Classic.” Jasmine burst out laughing.

“This isn’t that funny.”

“Sorry.” Jasmine looked contrite, but there was still a hint of mischief in her eyes.

JJ started pacing. “Oh my God. What have I done?” She couldn’t begin to express her guilt at lying to her future sister-in-law.

“Made a big fat mess of things?” Jasmine chimed in.

JJ threw her hands up in the air. “Not helpful.”

“Wait a second,” Lauren broke in. “Why would you have to tell her I'm pregnant?”

JJ stopped her pacing and turned towards her sister. Smiling, she placed a hand on her belly. “Because I recently discovered I'm pregnant and wanted to keep my condition a secret so I could tell William on Christmas morning.”

Lauren’s deep brown eyes shone with joy. “How wonderful.” She pulled her sister into another hug. “I'm going to be an auntie,” Lauren whispered.

“Yes, you are,” JJ replied. Fear warred with joy inside her. The pregnancy didn’t feel real yet, and she knew it wouldn’t until she told William.

“Mom’s going to freak when she finds out.” Lauren frowned. “Sorry, you were on track to follow her golden rule. College, marriage, then babies,” Lauren said, her voice sharp with old bitterness.

“Lauren, I’ve always supported your relationship with Jason and never cared that you dropped out of college to follow him to New York. You went back to get a degree.”

“Mom did.” Lauren’s eye’s flashed pain. “Anyway, Jason and I broke up.”

“What? When?” JJ took a step toward her sister, wanting to offer comfort.

Lauren shook her head. “I don’t wish to talk about it.”

JJ nodded, biting her lip.

Lauren tucked a strand of long blonde hair behind her narrow shoulders. “That’s why I’m here. I didn’t want to spend Christmas alone.”

“I’m glad you came.” JJ squeezed Lauren’s hands, hoping her sister understood she was there for her when she was ready to talk.

“Sorry. You know I’ve always wished you the best,” Jasmine added.

“Thanks.” Lauren showed a hint of a smile.

Jasmine nodded. “So now, what is the solution to this little dilemma? I would bet money Wallis, if given the chance, would ask about the baby.”

“I told her not to say anything,” JJ said.

“And you believe she’ll listen?”

JJ put her head in her hands. “Ugh.” Then started pacing again. What was she going to do? When had her simple desire to surprise William become such a full-blown drama complete with three acts? God, she could use some wine, especially some that included work because she always did her best thinking when she was analyzing the components of a great barrel of wine. But that wasn’t really an option right now. One she wasn’t going into work and two, she’d be tempted to swallow the sweet nectar, which was not any option for the next nine months.

“I guess Lauren could hang out in the cottage, and no one would know she was here,” Jasmine offered.

JJ stopped pacing and put her hands on her hips. “I’m not hiding my sister, especially from William.”

“You’re going to have her pretend to be pregnant?”

JJ plopped herself on the couch. “What a mess. All I wanted to do was surprise William on Christmas morning, but Wallis butted into my business again.”

Lauren joined her on the sofa. “What do you mean?”

Jasmine sat down on an adjoining chair. “Your sister is adjusting to being part of a larger clan and a fiancé with a curious twin sister.”

“Is this true? But I thought you were happy?” Lauren asked.

“I couldn't be happier. It's just that…” Biting her lip, JJ swore under her breath.

“What?” Lauren and Jasmine asked in unison.

“How do you tell the man you love that his twin sister is driving you crazy? And that no matter how much he likes having her around, his future wife needs more privacy.” JJ blew out a deep breath.

“That could be awkward,” Lauren said.

“I’m accustomed to more privacy. I’ve tried to live with Wallis barging into my house and hanging around. But, this pregnancy made me realize I want some parts of my life for only William and me.”

“And why wouldn’t you?” Lauren asked.

JJ pressed her fingers to her temples, willing her feelings to be different. “Well, William is used to her being around. It’s been difficult to keep my resolution to accommodate him.”

Lauren touched her sister’s arm. “Have you told him you would like more privacy?”

“No,” JJ said, sighing in frustration. “I was hoping I would get used to it. But I realize now I was asking too much of myself.”

Lauren nodded. “Well, for tonight, I guess you can either tell Wallis the truth, or I go to the Christmas party and avoid her at all costs. How hard can it be?”

“You’ve never met Wallis,” Jasmine added.

JJ frowned and stared at the wall. She really wanted to surprise William and keep her pregnancy a secret from his family until he knew. Being around his large family always… Of course. She laughed out loud.

“I knew you’d see the humor of the situation.” Jasmine snapped her fingers.

“Lucky you.” JJ made a face. “So for once, having numerous MacAllesters is a blessing.” Satisfied with her new idea, JJ told the girls what she had planned for the evening.


Chapter 9



 



“So, Santa Baby, hurry down the chimney tonight,” JJ, Jasmine, and Lauren sang, and then burst out laughing.

“Thank God, we're here.” William turned off the Jeep engine.

“What do you mean? We were just getting started.” JJ turned around in the front seat and smiled at her partners in crime.

“Yeah, there is another verse.” Jasmine made a face.

William caught Jasmine’s eye in the rearview mirror. “And lucky me, I don't have to hear it.” He jumped out of the Jeep and opened the hatchback to grab the gifts.

“So this is Grandma Beth's house?” Lauren asked.

“Yes,” JJ said, smiling at her sister. “The house has been in the family since they bought the property in the forties.”

“She sure looks beautiful, all done up in Christmas lights.” Lauren smiled back.

“Wait until you see inside. There are some fabulous antiques I'm sure you'll love.” JJ grabbed a few packages from the back of the Jeep.

“You’d think Santa Claus had come early.” Jasmine nodded toward JJ and grabbed the last few bags.

“The MacAllesters don’t do anything halfway, including Christmas.” His self-mocking grin made JJ and her sister laugh.

Ready to implement her plan, JJ caught Jasmine’s eye and nodded to the bags in her hand. “Let’s head to the kitchen first.”

“Good idea,” Jasmine replied.

“Where do you want me to put all these gifts?” Lauren held up a few bags.

“Come with me. We’ll put them under the tree. If there is room.” He said. “I can introduce you to the MacAllester Clan.”

Lauren paused and glanced at JJ. “William, why don’t you take those? I want to show Lauren around the house.” JJ nodded toward the hallway. “Also, is your sister here yet?”

He raised a questioning brow. “How would I know? I just got here.”

“Right, sorry, honey.” JJ gave him a quick kiss and then dragged her sister away to hide her in the kitchen.

“JJ, he is starting to give you those looks,” Jasmine whispered.

“What are you talking about?” She stopped in the hallway, afraid she had given herself away. Okay, so asking him so many questions about his sister’s schedule tonight was a bit much.

“The have you lost your mind look.” Jasmine’s eyes sparkled.

JJ rolled her eyes. “Oh, you are enjoying yourself way too much, Jasmine Novak.”

Lauren burst out laughing. “I forgot how much fun I have hanging out with you two.”

“Stick with us, and the fun will never stop.” Jasmine set her packages on the kitchen table.

“Quick, before someone comes. Where did you put it?” JJ hurriedly dug into a bag, wanting to put the second part of her plan in place.

“It's in one of these packages.” Jasmine started rummaging. “Ha, found it.”

“Found what?” Cameron MacAllester, William’s cousin, asked from the doorway.

“None of your business,” Jasmine said, turning away and mouthed to JJ, “What is he doing here?”

She shrugged. “Merry Christmas, Cameron.”

“Merry Christmas to you.” Cameron gave JJ a warm hug.

“Cameron, this is my sister, Lauren,” JJ added.

The two exchanged greetings.

Jasmine walked around to the other side of the kitchen island and busied herself with unloading items from the packages.

“Merry Christmas, Jasmine.” Cameron put his hands on the countertop and leaned toward her.

“Season’s Greetings,” Jasmine replied, without looking up.

JJ knew that since the two of them had met, Cameron had been texting Jasmine pictures of his home in Hawaii. Even though Jasmine acted as if she wasn't interested, JJ could tell she was intrigued.

But JJ needed to get rid of him. Now. “Hey, Cameron, can you go ask William to come in here a minute? I need his help.”

Without taking his gaze off Jasmine, Cameron replied, “Sure, I can do that for you.” Cameron paused, giving Jasmine one last look, “And, Sunshine, I’ll talk to you later.” William’s tall, handsome cousin walked away.

Jasmine ignored the nickname. “Thank God. That man is too hot for his own good.”

“Sunshine?” JJ nodded towards where Cameron had walked out of the room.

Jasmine shrugged. “Some corny nickname he gave me. He says I light up the room. I swear the man does it to rattle my cage.”

“Hmm…sounds like someone I know.”

“Ha ha, hysterical.”

“He sure didn't waste any time coming to find you.”

“Yeah, hopefully, he's not gonna make it a habit. I only have so much willpower.”

“Why would you need any?” Lauren questioned. “I wouldn’t run away from that.”

Jasmine’s eyes grew hooded. “I don't want my life to get complicated.” Turning her back on Lauren, she asked JJ, “So why do we need William?”

“We don’t. I wanted to get rid of him so we could grab what we needed and go,” JJ replied. God, that already was a close call. At least Cameron was easier to get rid of then Wallis would probably be. JJ just wanted this night over…so she could tell her husband she was having their first child and get on with it.

“Good idea.” Jasmine handed JJ the bag.

“A great hiding place will be Grandma Beth’s library.” JJ started down the hall both ladies behind her. “But with this family, I’ll be lucky to make it through the night undetected.”

“Well, I’ll try my best to blend in,” Lauren added a slight smile on her face.

JJ stopped and put her arm around her sister’s shoulder. “Thanks for being such a good sport, sis. I’m sure it will all work out fine.” She tried to mask her worry and point out the bright side. “At least we get to spend Christmas together. By the way, hope you packed your snow boots.”

“Why?” Lauren asked.

“I forgot to tell you guys, William and I decided to invite you two to Lake Tahoe to enjoy New Year’s Eve at the cabin.”

“How wonderful.” Lauren clasped her hands together. “I’d love a chance to snow ski.”

Jasmine frowned, stopping in the library doorway. “Does that mean…”

“Yep, Cameron will be joining us,” JJ said, unable to hide her smile. “I didn’t mention it earlier because I know how much you like surprises.”


Chapter 10



 



“Cameron said you were looking for me?” William asked.

JJ jumped and almost dropped the package. Oh shit. She brushed a strand of hair behind her ear and cocked her head to the side. “Hi, honey. Sorry… I found what I was looking for.” Slowly putting the bag on the desk. Damn, she should have known Cameron would follow through with her request.

Cameron appeared and raised an eyebrow. “I think I was sent off on a wild goose chase, because, from the look of it, these ladies are up to no good.”

“Why would you say that?” Jasmine asked, her eyes shooting daggers.

Cameron walked further into the room. “Because it's the same look William and I had whenever we were up to something.”

William put his hands in his pants pockets and followed Cameron into the room. “You saying my bride-to-be is hiding a secret?”

Cameron sat on the desk and nodded toward the package. “Yep, that's exactly what I'm saying.”

JJ’s denial was stuck in her throat. Because how was she going to explain to William why she had a bottle of sparkling apple juice in her bag?

“Of course, we’re up to no good,” Jasmine countered. “It's Christmas Eve. Haven't you ever heard of a surprise gift?”

Jasmine and Cameron squared off, neither one of them losing eye contact.

JJ gave William a pleading look, hoping he would get the message to intervene because, from the look of it, the two budding lovebirds could stare at each other all night long.

William placed his hand on Cameron's shoulder. “I believe we would be wise to leave the ladies to their business.” Nodding towards the door. “There will be time later to find out their secrets. Plus, I think it’s time for us to retire to the porch for our annual Cuban cigar.”

Cameron stood. “Until later.” He nodded toward Jasmine, his eyes smoldering with promise.

Jasmine made a face at his retreating back. “Fat chance.”

“How very adult of you.” JJ pulled a wine glass and bottle of sparkling apple juice from the bag. Opening the bottle, she poured herself a drink.

“Can’t help myself.” Jasmine ran her hands through her long black hair brushing it out of her face. “He is so annoying.”

Lauren cleared her throat. “So I noticed. I’ve never seen you so riled by a man. Someone has finally stormed your castle and broken through your defenses.”

“Oh shut up,” Jasmine said, then winked at Lauren.

“Okay, ladies, focus. Does my drink look real?” JJ took a sniff and smiled when her stomach did not protest.

Jasmine grabbed the bottle. “Looks fine. I’ll put it behind this book so you can return and refill your glass.”

“Okay, Jasmine, time to scope out Wallis’ whereabouts,” JJ said. “We’ll stay here until you return.”

“Got it, Captain,” Jasmine said, saluting JJ as she walked out of the library.

Lauren turned to her sister. “I forgot how fun she can be despite her rough edges.”

“I know. She’s opinionated and bossy, yet I love her to death.”

 

“I look forward to this smoke every year,” Cameron said, taking another puff of his cigar. Now that Cameron was a champion Iron Man Triathlete, William understood that he rarely put anything in his body that wasn’t beneficial.

Since they were teenagers, William, Cameron, and Malcolm had enjoyed one of Neill MacAllester’s fine Cuban cigars on Christmas Eve. What had started as a boyhood lark done behind the adult’s back had turned into an annual tradition.

“Where’s Malcolm?” William leaned against the railing and took a sip of his MacAllester Scotch. The crisp December night air cooled his warm skin. As a kid, William always enjoyed Christmas Eve here at Grandma Beth’s. How many times had he and his cousins stood on this porch, discussing what they might find under their respective Christmas trees the following morning? And in later years, their plans for the future including careers and the complexities of the opposite sex. His cousins were more like brothers, and until this moment, William didn’t realize how much he missed having Cameron live nearby.

“He’s on his way. He and Uncle Hugh were discussing some of the family’s recent real estate purchases in San Francisco,” Cameron replied taking another puff of his cigar, the gray smoke circulating his head.

“Your brother needs to take a break, or he’s going to have a heart attack by the age of forty.” William frowned.

Cameron shrugged. “I’ve told him, but he won’t listen.”

William nodded, acknowledging Cameron’s own struggles with stress and addiction. It was Cameron’s drug overdose that had led him to sell his high tech company and create a more balanced life on the big island of Hawaii.

Cameron lifted his glass of club soda, having quit drinking alcohol years ago, “To your wedding and finding the woman of your dreams.”

William eyed his cousin over the rim of the glass, accepting the change of subject. “Yes, she led me on quite a chase.”

“So what do you think the ladies were up to in the library?”

William shrugged. “I'm not sure, but whatever it is, JJ will tell me soon. After our earlier misunderstandings, the two of us made a promise of no more secrets.”

On the other side of the house, Jasmine appeared on the porch then stopped when she saw the two of them. Hesitating, she walked in their direction.

“It’s a bit chilly tonight.” She rubbed her bare arms, looking around the area and out into the yard.

Her blue strapless dress allowed full view of her tattoo sleeves and breasts. She was a good-looking woman, not his type, but he understood what intrigued his cousin. “The Scotch is keeping me warm.” William held up his glass.

She nodded, her eyes continuing to scan the porch. “So have you seen Wallis around? I didn’t see her inside?”

William took a drag on his cigar. “I don’t think she’s here yet. I heard she went with Scott to pick up his mother.”

She let out a deep breath.

“Why do you need her?” William tried to keep the worry out of his voice, but the conversation with Wallis the other day about JJ’s health now came to mind. And even though JJ had denied any illness, he was starting to think something was wrong.

“Oh, I just had a question for her.” Jasmine continued to avoid eye contact.

Cameron cleared his throat. “Does it have something to do with what you were hiding in the library?”

Jasmine looked at Cameron, her eyes bright. “None of your business.”

So, she is interested in my cousin. William knew passion when he saw it, but right now, he was more concerned for JJ.

William stood up. “Jasmine, is everything okay with JJ?”

Jasmine dragged her eyes from Cameron. “Why do you ask?”

“Because I know how close you and my future bride are. She would tell me if something was seriously wrong with her?”

Jasmine stilled and then walked over to him and put her hand on William’s arm and gave him a sympathetic smile. “There's nothing for you to be concerned about. She's okay. A bit tired from the stressful holidays but after tomorrow everything will make sense.”

“What do you mean?” William raised his voice.

“Do you trust her?”

“Yes.”

Jasmine nodded, “Then don’t worry. Just enjoy the Christmas surprise.” Jasmine turned to walk away but collided with Malcolm, who had come up quietly behind her. His arms immediately reached out to steady her.

“Sorry,” Malcolm said, holding onto her, his hands lingering on her waist. “You okay?”

Cameron swore under his breath, bringing all eyes to him. His fist clenched.

Malcolm immediately dropped his hold on her and stepped back.

“Men,” she said shaking her head and then sauntered away.

Cameron’s eyes followed her.

“Brother, you have it bad. When are you going to bed her and be done with it?” Malcolm said then must have regretted his comment when he saw the murderous look in Cameron’s eye. “Shit, sorry. Did I say something wrong?”

William cleared his throat. “I think your brother has met the one woman who is not falling all over him so is a bit obsessed.”

Cameron finally spoke up. “I can speak for myself, smartass.”

“Then do.” William leaned back against the railing and took a puff of his cigar. “So what do you see in her?”

Cameron swirled the ice in his drink. “I don't know. There's something about her, and she’s rarely out of my mind.”

“Yep sounds a bit obsessed to me,” Malcolm said, taking a swig of his Scotch.

Ignoring his brother’s remark, Cameron continued, “How did you know JJ was the one?”

“I couldn’t stop thinking about her, especially how much I wanted her in my bed.” William’s self-mockery was evident.

“But you’ve desired other women. What made JJ different?”

William looked up at the starlit night. “I cared about what she thought, her hopes and dreams. I wanted to build a life with her.”

“I’ve never felt like that, but…” Cameron rubbed the back of his neck.

“God help you when you do,” Malcolm said bitterness making his voice rough. “And make damn sure she feels the same about you.” He downed the rest of his drink and then marched off.


Chapter 11



 



JJ planted herself near the massive twenty-foot pine tree that dominated the family room, its white twinkle lights softly illuminating a collection of family heirloom ornaments. She hummed along to a Christmas song keeping an eye out for Wallis. After Jasmine had come back with her report, she had found the quiet corner to watch the festivities and keep her sister close by her side ready to mingle with other family members when Wallis approached. The plan was to keep moving and lose themselves in the large party and therefore avoid Wallis altogether. Sure, the plan wasn’t perfect, but it was the best she could think of in a pinch.

“Are you hungry?” William asked, appearing with a plate full of enchiladas, handmade tamales, and fresh guacamole.

“No. I'm all right.” Every year, the MacAllesters held a Mexican fiesta for Christmas Eve dinner. There were even piñatas in the shape of Santa Clauses, Christmas trees and reindeer that served as centerpieces on tables laden with cookies. Later in the evening, the piñatas would be hung from the giant oak tree in the backyard so both kids and adults could take their turn and whack the paper mache creatures.

He gave her a curious look then whispered against her lips, “Okay, but let me know if I can get you anything.” And gave her a quick kiss.

She stilled. Did he suspect anything wrong with her? Shaking her head, she gave him a big smile. “Thanks honey.”

He nodded then took a bite of his tamale.

“So why do you guys do Mexican food on Christmas Eve?” She asked. On second thought, she couldn’t resist the food and took a chip, dipped it in the fresh avocado, and popped it into her mouth.

He wiped his mouth. “Grandma Beth’s cook, Isabel. Not many people realize most of the farm workers in the Napa Valley are of Mexican decent.”

She nodded reaching for another chip. “Yes, I’ve fallen in love with street tacos.” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Wallis approaching. Being discrete, she signaled her sister that Wallis was near.

Lauren nodded in understanding. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to use the ladies room.”

“Oh, me too.” JJ grabbed one last chip and followed Lauren out of the room just as Wallis arrived.

Lauren whispered, “She looked like she knew I snubbed her.”

“Damn, you’re right. But it can’t be helped.” JJ looked at her glass. “Come on, I need a refill.”

When they reached the vacant library, JJ collapsed on a high back chair. “This cat and mouse game is a lot harder than I thought, especially on Christmas. Eve.”

Lauren sat in a nearby chair and cleared her throat, “What is going on? You said you were happy with your new life.”

“I know. I’ve made a mess of things again.”

“What do you mean again?” Lauren raised an eyebrow.

JJ went on to explain how she and William almost broke up because they had lied to his mother about their relationship and the conflict with Wallis the lie had created. She still felt guilty because she had caused trouble between the twins knowing how much he loved his sister. She admired Wallis and wanted a sisterly relationship with her.

“So, you don’t hate me?” Wallis asked, from behind her.

JJ jumped and turned around. “Wallis, how long have you been standing there?”

“Long enough to understand I’ve been a crazy bitch again. I’ve never claimed to be perfect, so when I do screw up, the least I can do is admit my behavior.” Wallis came into the room and sat on the couch, smoothing wrinkles in her skirt.

Lauren got up to go. “I should give you two some privacy.”

“Please don’t,” Wallis said. “You must be Lauren. Pleased to meet you.”

“You too.”

Unable to keep quiet any longer, JJ replied, “No, I don’t hate you. But why are you meddling in our lives?”

“Habit,” Wallis replied looking into the fire, her jaw tense. “I was worried you were keeping another secret from Will about an illness.” She looked back at JJ. “I know how much he loves you and didn’t want him hurt if anything were to happen to you.”

JJ began to defend herself then stopped. She’d never for once thought that could be Wallis’ motivation. Frowning, she couldn’t resist asking, “Has he said anything to you?”

Wallis shook her head, “No, I am the one who asked him after you were sick the other day but then when I saw you at the store and thought you might be pregnant…Well, I was actually excited for him. So are you…pregnant?”

JJ shifted in her chair, then bit her lip. Taking a deep breath, she confessed. “Yes. I am.”

Clasping her hands together, Wallis exclaimed, “I knew it.”

Standing up, JJ started to pace. “I wanted to surprise William on Christmas morning with the news.” She stopped in front of Wallis and shrugged, “Yet you kept butting in.”

Wallis shrugged and lifted her hands in surrender. “I just couldn’t help myself. Like I said, I’ve been doing it a long time… And I'm still getting used to William having you. You don't know what it's like to be a twin. We've shared everything. Now, he shares everything with you. I admit I’ve been a little jealous.”

Sitting back down in the chair, JJ frowned. “I don’t want to replace you.”

“I understand, but if you haven’t noticed, I don’t have many women friends. Never have, so I’ve relied on William for friendship,” Wallis said, her self-mockery evident.

“He’s told me about your struggles.”

Wallis nodded, “I had Scott for so many years, but when he moved to New York after college we lost touch.”

“But he is back now?”

“Yes, but this time our relationship is different. He seems preoccupied when we are together.” Wallis brushed a strand of hair behind her shoulder. “Anyway, sorry I hounded you so much that you felt the need to lie to me.”

“William and I do need to have our privacy.”

“I know. I'm not completely stupid.” Wallis made a face. “I won't say anything to him until he says something to the family.”

“Thank you.”

Wallis nodded. “So truce, again?”

“Yes.” JJ stood, and Wallis joined her. Reaching out, JJ pulled her into a hug. Feeling her stiffen, she gave her a quick squeeze and Wallis relaxed in her arms.

Lauren interrupted. “So, does this mean I don’t have to pretend to be pregnant now?”

JJ leaned back and laughed. “Yes. One crazy pregnant lady in the family is enough.”


Chapter 12



 



The Christmas lights illuminated the front porch, allowing William to easily unlock the door. Stepping into his house, he grabbed JJ’s hand and pulled her into a hug. “Alone at last.”

She signed. “I agree…some alone time because God knows we won’t have any in Lake Tahoe.”

“Exactly.” He caressed her bare shoulder. “So how about a nightcap before we go to bed?”

She stiffened. “I don't feel up to a drink…but I would like to have a fire and enjoy the Christmas tree.”

He nuzzled her neck, unsure why she had just tensed up. Even though Jasmine had told him JJ was fine, he was still worried and hoped she would talk to him. He wasn’t against seducing a confession out of her. “How about I make you a deal? I'll start the fire if you get me a glass of port.”

“Um…sounds wonderful.” She leaned her head back, giving him deeper access to her neck.

He trailed kisses along her jawline while his hands caressed her curves, causing her to melt into him.

“Will, if you keep this up, you’ll never get that drink,” she said, her fingers exploring the firm muscles of his shoulders.

He leaned back, “Finding it hard to keep my hands to myself. Especially when you’ve teased me all night with those beautiful breasts.”

“What? I’ve done no such thing.” Pushing him away, she headed toward the kitchen. Turning, she gave him a seductive wink.

He laughed then followed her into the room, planning his next move, which involved her naked on the soft rug in front of the fireplace.

“Seems like your mom really liked her gift,” she said, from the kitchen.

“Yes, she didn’t have a clue, which is part of the fun.” He plugged in the tree lights and lit the logs in the fireplace. Then pressing a button on the remote, quite jazzy Christmas music filled the room.

“I bet. My sister had a great time.” She turned off all the other lights and handed him his glass of port then snuggled on the leather couch.

“Well, she started drinking Scotch with my sister, so that definitely meant she became part of the clan tonight.”

She rolled her eyes. “Yes, the official MacAllester clan initiation ceremony. I'm sure my sister’s going to wake up with a terrible hangover.”

He joined her on the couch and put his feet up on the coffee table. “Afraid so.” He slipped his hand into hers and brought it up for a lingering kiss.

Staring at the tree in comfortable silence for a few minutes, he pulled her closer so she could rest her head on his shoulder. He cleared his throat, “So the family tradition of homemade gifts. Would you like to be involved in next year’s one for my mom?”

She nodded. “I would like that.” Sitting forward she continued, “But, that is you and your sibling’s tradition. Why don’t we start our own?”

“Really, you’d rather do that?” He wasn’t surprised she opted for their own, actually made sense but…“You won’t feel left out?”

“Not in the least. Hey, let’s even give them to each other on the floor in front of the Christmas tree—”

He grabbed her hand and began pulling her onto the floor.

“What are you doing?”

“Um…getting ready to give you my homemade present. Well, it’s not really homemade completely but I did design it and have it made.” He grabbed a small box from under the Christmas tree. “For you,” he said, and placed the gift in the palm of her hand.

She clasped the box. “Thanks.” Pulling on the bright red bow, she opened the lid. “Oh my goodness…It's beautiful.”

He lifted the three-carat diamond ring out of the box and put it on her finger. “Sorry, it took so long for me to get your engagement ring. The stone was my mother’s, and I had it placed in a new platinum setting. Do you like it?”

She admired the large stone. “I love it.” She cupped his face in her hands and stared into his eyes. “And I love you.” Her lips brushed his softly.

He sighed and leaned back against the couch, crossing his legs in front of him. She continued to stare at the ring, a slight smile on her lips as she wiggling her fingers like she was adjusting to the added weight on her hand. So his sister was right, most women do like a large rock on their finger. She caught his gaze and smiled back at him. God, she was so delightful, and he was the luckiest man alive.

 

Somewhere in the house, a clock struck midnight. JJ sighed, she could finally give him his gift, this was better than waiting until they woke up. Really, what was the difference? It was technically Christmas morning.

William took another sip of his port. “Seems we are up to greet Santa when he gets here. When I was a kid, I couldn’t sleep, too excited for my presents.”

She laughed, having spent a few sleepless nights herself as a child. “I was thinking the same thing. What time did your parents make you wait until you could open gifts?”

“What do you mean by wait?” His eyes glinted with mischief. “You believe I could wait?”

“Of course not. What was I thinking?” She rolled her eyes and flashed him a sweet grin to let him know she was teasing.

He threw back his head and laughed. “They soon got wise and had me open a gift that would keep me entertained until they got up.”

“My parents did the same. We might have to use the same strategy for our children.”

“I’m sure when they arrive that you’ll have a spreadsheet full of ideas.” He moved forward, and whispered against her lips. “Merry Christmas Beautiful.”

“Merry Christmas.” She kissed him and then leaned her forehead on his. “I have a gift for you.” She gave him a quick kiss and then stood up and headed towards the bedroom.

“Where are you going.”

“I’ll be right back,” she yelled over her shoulder. Her heart began to beat faster as she grabbed his gift from the nightstand and jogged back to the living room. She sat in front of him, feet tucked under her butt. “I actually have a homemade gift for you.”

“Really? Have you been planning this?”

“Yes, but only for the past few days after I found out. And it’s why I have been acting so strange lately.”

He arched an eyebrow and carefully unwrapped the gift. He sucked in a sharp breath, lifting the infant baby shoes. “Does this mean what I think it does?”

She put one of his hands on her belly. “Yes, we're having a baby.”

His eyes widened. “I should have guessed…I didn’t think it would be possible…so soon.” He pulled her into his arms. “I’ve never been so relieved in my life to hear someone is having a baby.”

“I’m so glad.”

“Oh shit, I’m going to be a dad.” He stared at her in wonder, then placed his hand on her belly. “Hi, baby.”

“Merry Christmas, Will,” she whispered.

“This is the best gift ever.” He squeezed her tight.

She snuggled into his embrace, tucking her head under his chin. God, he felt so warm and solid. She was happy she had waited, despite having to lie to give them this moment. Now, hopefully, he would feel the same when she finished the story and told him what she had done to his sister. But that could wait. Right?

He reached out to brush a lock of hair behind her shoulder. “Now is there something else you want to tell me?”

She took a deep breath. “How’d you guess?”

“Because you were overly interested in Wallis’ whereabouts but when she finally arrived, you avoided her.”

She raised a questioning eyebrow. “For someone who acts unconcerned, you sure are perceptive.”

“Oh, I’m not indifferent. I just think it’s wiser to let people work out their own problems and only interfere as a last resort.”

“Well, to keep my pregnancy a secret for the past three days, so I could surprise you on Christmas morning, I kind of told Wallis my sister was pregnant.” She glanced up to see how he took the information, only to find him grinning.

“So that explains your behavior.”

She put her head in her hands. “I was a nervous wreck,” she said, telling him about running into Wallis in the children’s store and the ensuing lie.

He shook his head. “She can be a bit much.”

“Yes, thankfully, we were able to talk and clear the air,” she said, wanting to explain what she was feeling. “But I need to explain myself to you. I was attempting to fit into your old life including your close relationship with Wallis. I didn't believe I had the right to tell you how to run your life. I tried to accept the way things were, but I realized with this pregnancy that I have to honor my wishes. I have to be true to myself. But how do you tell your soulmate that his much-beloved twin sister is driving you nuts with her constant…”

He frowned.

Her heart sank. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “I understand how important Wallis is to you.”

“No, I’m sorry. I should have said something to her.”

“What do you mean?”

“She knows how much I love you and if anything happened to you…well that it would break my heart.”

“She told me as much. But still—”

“I’ve humored her.” his self-mocking grin couldn’t hide the empathy in his eyes.

“So you’ve known all along what she has been doing?”

“Yeah, I thought she’d give us some space now that we’re engaged but for some reason, her behavior seemed to get worse.”

“You can say that again.”

He pulled her into his arms. “I’ll have a chat with her and let her know that I can take it from here.”

“Well, I kinda already did, and she admitted to being jealous of me.”

“Not your fault. It’s time for her to get on with her own life instead of distracting herself with mine.”

She let out a breath she didn’t know she was holding. “So you were on some level protecting her, giving her something to distract herself.”

“She has always had a rough time making friends; her competitive nature gets in the way.”

“I can so see that.”

“Thankfully, Scott is back. In fact, that is why I thought she’d lay off me. I figured he’d keep her busy.”

“She mentioned him. Is there something romantic between them?”

“Scott’s been in love with her since the seventh grade, but she has been too pig-headed to see it.”

“Oh, I think she knows, but for some reason won’t admit it.”

He kissed her hand, “I’m sure they’ll figure it out. My main concern now is you and the baby.”

She laid her hand on top of his. “Thanks for understanding.”

“And if I didn’t want change in my life, I’d just stay single. Wives can be a handful.”

“Hey.” She sat up and glared at him, only to burst out laughing when he winked at her.

“Now the scene in the library makes perfect sense. Jasmine was like a pit bull guarding your secret.”

“She can be a bit overprotective.”

“Cameron has no idea what he is getting into.”

“Watch it, that’s my best friend you’re talking about.”

“Who Cameron would be lucky to have.”

Oh, he was such a tease, which was one of the things she loved about him most. She climbed onto his lap, her legs straddling his hips. He wrapped his hands around her small waist, holding her in place. “Promise me that whatever happens in the future, you will always keep your sense of humor,” she said, cupping his face in her hands and giving him a weak smile.

“I promise.” His eyes shone brightly. “I have a feeling I’m going to need plenty of it to raise our children. Especially, if they're anything like me.”

She leaned forward and whispered against his lips, “I couldn’t agree more.” Then she proceeded to show him how much she loved and adored him.
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Heating Up the Holidays - Blurb



 



 

Nicky Paxton is up to her pointed elf ears in work--filling in for a sick Santa's helper, corralling kittens in a mechanical winter wonderland and running her family's department store chain. With only 14 shopping days until Christmas, the last thing she needs is the return of her high school heart-breaker.

 

Lawyer and single dad Chris Spencer leaves the Los Angeles rat race to raise his five-year-old daughter, Holly, in his sleepy Virginia hometown. His first goal is to make sure Holly has a Christmas to remember. His carefully laid plans don't include a second chance with his first love.

 

When Holly asks the store Santa for a "fairy pony puppy", Chris enlists Nicky's help to track down the elusive item. Despite Nicky's resolve not to re-gift her heart to Chris, their sexual attraction could power the town's holiday light display. With the help of mistletoe, a hairless dog and a lonely child, Chris and Nicky just might get their Christmas desires.

 


Chapter 1



 



A half-chewed gumdrop smacked against Nicky Paxton's forehead, slid down her nose and dropped to the floor. It settled among the sweet detritus discarded by the hordes of kiddies who'd visited Santa that day.

The budding Major League pitcher's mother shot Nicky an apologetic look while she scolded her son. "Jason, we don't throw things at elves. Naughty boys get coal in their stockings."

Nicky tried to use her candy-cane-striped sleeve to blot the sticky trail without smearing her elfin makeup. No luck. She glanced at the wall clock. Six fifteen. Only forty-five minutes until they closed for the evening on this snowy December Sunday.

Groaning inwardly, she fought to maintain her cheery North Pole persona. An employee of Paxton's Department Store shouldn't frown in the background of photos of Junior on Santa's lap—especially if that employee was the great-great-granddaughter of the store's founder in a Virginia town named after the same ancestor.

Nicky looked over at her seasonal staffer, Gus, who was holding up amazingly well in his wool Kris Kringle suit and scratchy beard. Of course, he'd only worked four hours, taking the second Santa shift, while she'd been stuck on her feet in these curly-toed elf shoes since they'd opened the doors at eleven a.m. This wasn't what she'd envisioned while obtaining her Masters in Business Administration. She'd planned to wear many hats at Paxton's as the heir to the department store chain, but a feathered green cap wasn't one of them.

The chatty toddler sitting on Gus's lap finished rambling off her Christmas list and accepted her complimentary bag of green and red M&Ms. Gus set the child on the floor and she hurried back to her mom, who was giving the store photographer her email address and a ten-dollar bill for a digital photo of her daughter with Santa.

Nicky turned to escort the next child to Gus...and froze. Please, let this be a hallucination triggered by too many hours in a stifling hot tunic and tights. But apparently Nicky wasn't getting her wish, because it really was him, her monumental teenage mistake. Christopher Spencer was standing ten feet away next to a young girl—his daughter? He was finally back in town. And, damn if he didn't look great.

Before she could escape to the little elf's room, he ushered the girl forward. Nicky ducked her head, praying her clownish makeup and pointed rubber ears would render her unrecognizable. Every time she'd imagined running into Chris again, she'd been wearing a slinky dress, her hair looking just right and a wedding ring sparkling on her left hand. Today, more than a decade after their disastrous senior-year romance, she was unmarried and wearing an androgynous green costume. No sexy elf outfits were allowed in Paxton's Christmas display.

Keeping her head down, she took the little girl's hand, led her to Santa's chair and lifted her onto Gus's lap. Then she backed away, deciding to ask Tami in Gift Wrap to take her place for the rest of the day. Tami might not fit the elf costume, but she currently had green hair...along with some festive piercings.

"Nicky? Nicky Paxton?"

Busted. Gritting her teeth in an effort to smile, she turned to face the man who'd smashed her heart like a glass Christmas ornament. "Long time, no see."

"It is you." Chris's brown bedroom eyes scanned her from the feather on her cap to the bells on her shoes. His grin morphed into a laugh. "I've heard of starting at the bottom of a family business, but aren't you over-qualified to be a fairy?"

"An elf," she corrected. Didn't the man know anything about the North Pole? "My regular Santa's helper called in sick, and I didn't want to disappoint the kids." At this reminder of her job, Nicky glanced at the child listening intently to Gus's low voice. She was shaking her head. "Is that your daughter?"

Expression sobering, he nodded. "That's Holly. She'll be six on Christmas Eve."

"Did you and your wife bring her to visit your parents for the holidays?" She mentally kicked herself for bringing up his wife, as though she were fishing for information. If she allowed herself to listen to the Paxtonville grapevine, she could have long ago learned everything about this man, including his marital status. But even if Chris were divorced, he'd be rock bottom on her list of potential dates. Been there, done him in high school.

He shoved his hands in his pockets and sighed. "My wife Shannon and I divorced a year after Holly was born." Chris cleared his throat. "Shannon was killed in a car wreck in May. Holly wasn't in the car, thank God, but she's much quieter now. I wish..." Instead of finishing the sentence, he just looked at his daughter.

"I'm so sorry." The words were inadequate for his loss, but she didn't know what else to say. So she stayed silent, following his gaze. His delicate, somber daughter had Chris's dark eyes, but her pigtails were a shade lighter than his rich mahogany hair—closer to Nicky's own brown layered cut. As they watched, Gus tried to turn Holly so she was facing the photographer, but she resisted. Instead, she grabbed his ear and pulled it down to her mouth, so she could whisper to him. Nicky smiled as the photographer captured the moment.

When the girl released Santa's earlobe and collected her bag of M&M's, Nicky escorted her back to her father.

He crouched down and smoothed a wisp of hair off Holly's forehead. "Did you tell Santa what you want for Christmas?"

The girl nodded and touched her finger to her lips. "It's a secret."

Chris started to ask another question, then just smiled. There was something so sad about the effort, as if he were trying to be upbeat for Holly. He stood and met Nicky's gaze. "It was good seeing you again."

She said something lame like "Ditto" and sent them to the photographer to pay for the digital shot.

Good. Great. The reunion with her high school boyfriend was over. Really, who needed a trip down that miserable memory lane? Nicky refocused on her elf job, leading the boy who'd beaned her with the gumdrop over to Gus. Glancing at the wall clock, she returned to her post next to the—finally—dwindling line of parents and kids.

The boy wound down, after excitedly talking to jolly old St. Nick for several minutes. Before she could step forward to take the child back to his mother, however, someone tapped her shoulder. Only her fatigue after a long day of North Pole duty kept her from jumping in surprise.

"Nicky, here's my cell number."

She stared dumbly at the business card Chris handed her. Did he expect her to call him for a date while he was home for Christmas?

"Could you find out what Holly told Santa?" He gestured to his daughter, who was petting the reindeer, a life-sized stuffed animal that had been part of Paxton's Christmas display since before Nicky was born. "I want to make her Christmas special, and she won't tell me what she asked for."

"Uh..." Her cheeks heated under the greasepaint makeup. Thank goodness he couldn't read minds. Her shoulders slumped a fraction. Was she really disappointed he wasn't hitting on her? In the thirteen years since high school, the handsome boy she'd known certainly hadn't developed a hump and a horn—as her Aunt Frannie would say. Chris was even better-looking as an adult. But only a glutton for punishment would revisit this heartache.

"What?" He frowned in a teasing way. "Is my request against the Santa code of ethics?"

She met his amused eyes. "I'll ask Gus, uh, Santa, and give you a call."

"Great. Thanks." He hesitated, then gave her a half-wave before walking to his daughter and picking her up in his arms. They looked so cute together, the tiny girl in her holiday best and the tall, attractive—okay, gorgeous—man in a dark gray overcoat. If things had worked out between Chris and her, would they have had a child like Holly?

Calling herself a sentimental sap, Nicky went back to her Santa's helper responsibilities. Only twelve more shopping days until Christmas. The future was what was important now, and Chris was just a painful part of her past.

 


Chapter 2



 



Chris drove carefully through the quiet, snowy streets of Paxtonville, so different from the traffic-snarled Los Angeles freeways he'd traveled daily the past thirteen years. He glanced in the rearview mirror. Holly had nodded off in her booster car seat, her thumb slipping from her little pink mouth. Poor kid. She was probably exhausted. Moving back to his hometown was a big adjustment for her—heck, for both of them. He'd never expected to live in this sleepy Virginia town again, but being near his parents would be good for Holly. They doted on their only grandchild.

He passed his old high school, memories of those good and not-so-good times turning his thoughts back to Nicky. Thanks to his parents, he'd known she was still single and working at her family's flagship store. Running into her in a town the size of Paxtonville was inevitable, but he hadn't been looking forward to the meeting. There'd been too many bitter words that long-ago summer between high school and college...too many regrets over the years. But seeing her in that elf get-up had given him his best laugh in months. And damn if he didn't want to see her again.

He pulled into the garage of the brick colonial he'd rented next door to his parents. He'd been lucky to get the place, just a few hundred yards from the split-level house he'd grown up in. His dad had insisted they had plenty of room for Holly and him, but having his own place had seemed the way to go. Still, he let his mother tempt them into daily visits for her mouthwatering dinners.

Chris turned off his BMW sedan, got out and opened the back door to slip Holly from her car seat. She blinked sleepily and whispered, "Daddy," before letting her head fall against his shoulder. His heart ached with love for her, the sweetest gift he'd ever received. He couldn't bring back her mommy, but he'd do whatever it took to give her a safe and happy life.

He closed the garage, unlocked the door to the mudroom and carried Holly inside. Dropping his keys on the kitchen counter, he continued through the archway and up the stairs to the second-floor bedrooms. Their furniture had arrived by truck on Friday, so Holly's bedroom was the pink-and-white fantasyland it had been in their Los Angeles home. And her collection of unicorns crowded every surface in the room.

He pulled back the Cinderella sheets on her Disney Princess toddler bed and lowered her to the mattress. Holly's eyes opened and she yawned.

He shrugged off his own winter coat before removing hers. "Did you have a good time talking to Santa?"

She nodded. "Daddy, did you know that elf?"

Chris hesitated. Would admitting he knew Nicky shake Holly's belief in Santa? But Holly was bound to see Nicky out of her elf garb eventually. This was too small a town to avoid running into his teenage crush after the holidays. "Yes, I knew Nicky in high school."

His daughter's eyes rounded. "Your school was in the North Pole?"

Chris laughed. He might be less than objective as her proud father, but Holly was as sharp as she was cute. "No, Princess, I went to high school right here in Paxtonville. Nicky was just filling in for a sick elf today. She's not really one of Santa's helpers."

Holly seemed to accept this explanation, then drowsily helped him remove her red velvet Christmas outfit and slip on her nightgown. The soft flannel garment was almost too small for his growing daughter. They'd need to visit Paxton's Girls' Department soon for some new outfits. The idea of bumping into Nicky again should have made him uncomfortable, but instead he felt...anticipation.

After she brushed her teeth, he tucked Holly in bed with her favorite stuffed unicorn and kissed her forehead. "Sleep tight."

"Don't let the bed bugs bite..." she answered, already halfway to dreamland.

Picking up his coat, Chris walked out of her room, leaving the door ajar so he'd hear if she had a nightmare. Holly still woke some nights calling for her mommy.

He headed downstairs, hung his coat on the hall rack and considered going into his home office to do a little work. He was opening his own law practice in Paxtonville, and there were a million things to do—from passing the Virginia bar to checking out commercial rental property. Before his ex-wife had died and he'd only had Holly every other weekend, he'd burned the midnight oil regularly at his L.A. law firm. But now Holly was his priority and, thanks to his healthy bank account, work could wait until after the holidays.

Chris strode into the kitchen just as his cell phone rang. He unclipped it from his belt and looked at the display. Paxton's Department Store. He answered the call with an eager, "Hello."

"Is this a bad time? It's Nicky."

Like he wouldn't recognize her sexy voice with its soft Virginia accent? He'd lost his own drawl, thanks to years of working at L.A.'s hectic pace. "This is fine. I just got Holly settled for the night."

"Oh. Well, I spoke to Gus, the guy working as Santa." She sounded a little jittery, as if she were running on caffeine or stress.

Or maybe he made her nervous? That was an interesting possibility. A decade ago, she'd held her own in their big break-up scene, getting in his face and getting in the last word. Why would he fluster her now?

"He said your daughter asked for a fairy pony puppy for Christmas."

"Wait." He reached for the pen and legal pad on the kitchen counter. "A fairy pony puppy?" He cradled the phone between his shoulder and ear as he wrote down the words. "Is that some new toy?"

"I don't know." Nicky sighed. "Gus says he asked her several questions, but Holly kept insisting it was a real puppy. I've never heard of such a dog, so I checked with our Toy Department. We don't have anything remotely like that on the shelves. I can check with our wholesalers tomorrow, though."

"Thanks, Nicky." Her name seemed so right on his tongue. They'd had some great times together their senior year, including being each other's first. For two inexperienced teenagers, they'd made up for lost time. He'd loved her—almost enough to give up his dream. "I really appreciate you, uh, what you're doing for us. I know this is your busy season. Can I call you tomorrow? See if you've found out anything?"

"Sure." She gave him her cell number, which he wrote down.

"Great. It's really kind of you to check your contacts for us." Neither spoke for a moment, the silence oddly tense. "Listen, Nicky—"

"I better head out. This elf makeup is starting to itch. Talk to you tomorrow." She broke the connection.

What the heck? He stared at the phone, then put it on the counter. Maybe she resented tracking down toys when she had a department store to run? Or maybe she was still pissed at him for leaving her and Paxtonville behind as soon as he graduated? No. She'd been upset, but not bitter. And the Nicky he'd known wouldn't hold a grudge. But a lot could change in thirteen years.

Chris leaned against the counter. The gangly girl he'd kissed behind the bleachers had matured and filled out—if he wasn't wrong about the hint of curves under that green elf get-up. Her short haircut was perfect for her heart-shaped face, making her pretty hazel eyes look even bigger. And her lips...

Okay, so he was curious about this grown-up Nicky. Why hadn't she married? Was she living with someone, maybe planning a future and picking out china patterns? And why the hell did that thought make his stomach hurt?

Chris picked up his cell and entered her number into his contact list, then he put the phone on the charger. He wasn't going to get the answers standing around his kitchen. Tomorrow, he was taking Holly shopping at Paxton's.


Chapter 3



 



"Gotcha." Nicky crawled between two animated snowmen and caught the kitten before it escaped the "Let It Snow" display. The wily Siamese squirmed in her hands, trying to sink in its needle claws. For the last ten minutes, the fierce feline had eluded her owner, as well as a determined cadre of Paxton's employees. It was "Have your pet's photo taken with Santa" day, a popular holiday tradition among their customers. The lines had been long, and it wasn't even noon yet. Thanks to Gus's ease with four-legged creatures, he was working the first St. Nick shift. But this furry Houdini had refused to sit on Santa's lap.

Fake snowflakes stuck to her tan wool pants and perspiration dotted her forehead as she backed out of the winter wonderland. With her hands full of writhing animal, she couldn't stop the snowman to her left from snagging her plaid suit jacket with his arms as he sang “It's Beginning to Look a Lot Like Christmas.” Refusing to release the cat, Nicky wiggled her body in a futile effort to wrench free. Why the heck hadn't she turned off the display before venturing into these mechanical manhandlers?

"Is that some sort of horizontal holiday ‘Macarena’?"

Cringing, Nicky twisted to look up at the man who was destined to always catch her at her worst.

Holly peeked around his legs, pointing worriedly at the hissing cat. "Daddy, look at that!"

Chris grinned, his gaze clearly plastered on Nicky's butt. "Quite a sight," he agreed.

Peter, the manager of the Jewelry Department, stepped up and took the struggling kitten from her. She thanked him, and he took his burden back to the Santa area. Nicky extricated herself from the groping snowman—with no help from Chris, the smiling jerk—and stood.

Forcing a pleasant expression, she extended her hand to his daughter, who wore a hunter green dress today with the cutest little black boots. "Welcome back to Paxton's, Miss Holly."

The little girl shook her hand, then gaped. "You're Nicky, the elf."

Her amazement tickled Nicky, and as Chris opened his mouth—probably to tell his daughter not to address her so informally—she winked at Holly. "Just call me 'Nicky,' since I'm not really an elf. I was just helping out yesterday. My real job is running this department store."

"We're here to give you some business," Chris said. "Holly's growing out of her wardrobe."

Reluctantly, Nicky met his eyes. For too many years, she'd dreamed about this man...his mouth, his hands, the way his heart had seemed to beat in time with hers after making love. Every date she'd had in college and graduate school had fallen short by comparison. Her recollections of their relationship were probably rosier than the truth, just sentimental memories embellished by a romantic teenager. Surely, Chris wasn't perfect. But she couldn't remember a single flaw or annoying habit. His only fault, and it'd been a whopper, was needing to shake off the dust of Paxtonville for the big city. So he'd driven away in his beat-up convertible, while her future had been tied to this town and her family's business. And he was just home for the holidays, not to stay.

No telling how long they would have stood, staring into each other's eyes, if Holly hadn't broken the moment.

"Daddy, can I get unicorn pajamas?"

He cleared his throat, then smiled at his daughter. "If Paxton's has any unicorn clothes, you can get them." He glanced back at Nicky. "She's a sucker for unicorns."

Nicky nodded. She'd been partial to the horned horses when she was a kid, too. "I'll take you to the Girls' Department."

She led them through the crowd, weaving around groups of women testing perfume and purchasing makeup specials. Chris picked up his daughter and carried her after one enthusiastic customer almost knocked her over with her Paxton's shopping bags. The bustling girls' clothing section seemed almost tranquil compared to the squeeze at the jewelry counter and accessories area. He set the little girl on her feet again but held her hand.

Nicky looked around. All of the department's personnel were helping other customers. She couldn't just leave Chris and Holly here and return to her office. Resigned, she turned to him. "What's Holly's size?"

He shrugged, looking sheepish, then addressed his daughter. "Do you know your size, honey?"

She stood tall and puffed out her chest. "I'm a big girl."

"Yes, you are." Chris crouched next to her. "Let's see if there's a size in your clothes." He checked the neckline of the dress. "It's a five, but it's almost too small." He stood and spoke to Nicky. "Her pediatrician said she weighs 45 pounds and is about three inches shorter than four feet. She's growing fast." He brushed his fingers over Holly's shiny brown hair, which hung free of pigtails today. The expression on his face when he gazed at his daughter was so full of love that Nicky's eyes burned.

"Okay." She turned away. "Let's start in size six and try on a few things."

Nicky led them to a rack of girls' sleepwear. As part of her training for the CEO position, she'd worked in every department in the store, so finding a few outfits for a little girl shouldn't be difficult. They unsuccessfully searched for pajamas with unicorns and settled on several featuring pink horses. Then they moved to the dresses, gathering more things to try on. Holly hopped up and down when she saw the purple winter coat with the horse and carriage appliqué. Chris added it to their growing pile. Finally Nicky showed them to a dressing room.

When she turned to leave, Holly took her hand. "Don't go."

Chris grinned. "We need the discerning opinion of a fashionable female. Besides, doesn't this beat cat-wrangling?"

Nicky caved, ignoring the stomach flutters his grin stirred up. She sat as far from him as possible on the room's one padded bench. Her bangs were sticking to her face. Why were the dressing cubicles so warm? She'd have to speak to maintenance about it.

Chris helped his daughter into one outfit after another. Holly posed in front of the mirror, seriously contemplating her reflection. Nicky offered her opinions—the pony-print, footed PJs were so adorable—and enjoyed herself too much for comfort.

Forty-five minutes later, she chatted with Holly as Chris paid for three bags of clothes, undergarments, shoes and accessories...including a small stuffed unicorn, which he handed to his daughter to carry. Nicky's stomach butterflies had morphed into full-grown hunger pains, rumbling loudly to her total mortification.

Of course, Chris heard and chuckled. "Sounds like we better feed you."

She shook her head. "I've really got to do some paperwork—"

"C'mon," he interrupted. "We owe you a meal. Does Paxton's still have a cafe on the second floor?"

"Yes, but—"

"Come with us." Holly took her hand and tugged, melting her heart.

Ignoring the wail of her self-preservation instincts, Nicky gave in. Still holding the little girl's hand, she walked with them to the elevator. Once on the second floor, she led them to the cafe, Nibbles, in back, next to the designer dresses. Most of the customers who frequented the small restaurant were "ladies who lunched" or women who enjoyed the leisurely pace of afternoon tea. Families shopping the store with children usually fed them at the food court in the small mall anchored by Paxton's.

The Nibbles hostess seated them at a table near the kitchen, which was usually reserved for the store's admin staff. Chris piled his bags on a chair along with his and Holly's winter coats. Jen, Nicky's favorite waitress, hurried over with a booster seat and menus, then left to get their drinks.

Nicky lifted the little girl into the seat and pushed the chair closer to the table. Then she sat down, facing Chris across the white tablecloth. The scene was suddenly very domestic.

Chris opened his menu. After several long moments, he asked, "What's good here?"

Nicky didn't pick up her menu. "I eat here almost every day, and I'm never disappointed. If you still love hamburgers, we do a great one."

His gaze met hers over the top of his menu. "I like a good hamburger, but my tastes have grown in thirteen years." From the heat in his eyes, he was referring to more than one type of appetite.

"I wanna cookie," Holly piped up, once again cutting through the sensual tension, to Nicky's relief.

Jen arrived with two cups of coffee and a juice box, setting them on the table and helping the little girl put her straw in the carton.

Nicky smiled at the waitress. "Do we have any cookies in the kitchen?"

The woman braced her tray with one arm and flipped opened her order pad. "Just the little ones we serve at high tea."

Perfect. The kitchen would have prepared enough tea sandwiches and miniature cookies to feed an army of holiday shoppers. Nicky focused on Chris. "Holly might enjoy trying a selection of finger foods."

He nodded. "Sounds great. She's a pretty adventurous eater for a five-year-old. Her grandfather convinced her to try lobster salad the other day." He turned to the waitress. "I think I'll order a cheeseburger for myself. Rare with everything on it and a side of fries."

"Jen, I'll share the tea goodies with Miss Holly." Nicky grinned when the little girl giggled. "And we'll need extra cookies in case the cheeseburger and fries aren't enough for her daddy."

When the banquet of delicate food arrived, the mini cucumber, egg salad and chicken salad sandwiches were a hit with the five-year-old. "Yummy. They cut off the crusts," Holly pointed out as she nibbled one.

Her father took a bite of his cheeseburger, and Nicky fought a barrage of memories of them going to the burger joint before catching a movie...or driving somewhere to be alone. Those had been some of the best times of her life. Her gaze kept drifting back to Chris, watching as his large hands gripped the cheeseburger, as his strong jaw chewed. The boy she'd dated in high school had grown up. What would it be like to make love with this man?

Feeling flushed, Nicky selected a cool cucumber sandwich. It was way too warm in the store today. Was there something wrong with the central heating system? She glanced at Chris again in time to see him suck a spot of ketchup off his thick forefinger. Geez, Louise. Maybe she was too hot and not the store.

Nicky gave herself a mental head slap. What is my problem? Sure, it'd been months since her last date, but this was her busiest time of the year. She had to put in long days at Paxton's or sales could suffer. So why was she being punished for her lack of a social life with full-body flashbacks of Chris?

Turning her thoughts to Holly, Nicky chatted with her about her unicorn collection, her favorite movies and the games she liked to play. Then she asked, "Did you know your dad used to have long hair and drive a two-tone car in high school?"

Holly shook her head. "What's a two-tone car?"

Grinning at Chris, Nicky explained, "It's when a car is two different colors—like primer gray and metal rust, in your dad's case."

"Hey." Chris swallowed the last bite of his cheeseburger and pointed a finger at her. "That convertible may not have been a show piece, but she got us where we wanted to go."

Like the make-out spot in Granger Woods. Okay, definitely time to change the subject. Nicky turned back to Holly. "What was your Halloween costume this year?"

The little girl waved her fork with its gooey load of miniature cream puff. "A fairy princess with a wand and a crown and everything."

"Speaking of princesses," Chris began, his expression teasing as Holly listened, wide-eyed. "Nicky was the Corn Festival princess her senior year. She had a crown covered in popcorn and a wand with a big ear of corn on the end." He winked at Nicky. "What ever happened to that lovely yellow dress and sash?"

"They altered them for the following year's princess." What a nightmare that festival had been. Bees had zeroed in on her crown, and she'd almost fallen off the float during the parade. Nicky shot Chris a warning look. If he wanted to bring up embarrassing moments, she knew plenty of his. He'd been a rowdy high-schooler. But she'd never make him look bad in front of his daughter.

The rest of the lunch passed in a pleasant blur, the three of them chatting and laughing like...a family. Nicky squelched that thought. When there wasn't a single tiny sandwich or cookie left on the tea trays—Chris had popped quite a few in his mouth once Nicky and Holly had filled up—he insisted on paying for the meals to thank her for helping with their shopping. Then Nicky wiped Holly's hands with a wet napkin, and Chris helped his girl off the booster chair before picking up the bags, coats and unicorn.

Still talking up a storm, Holly took Nicky's hand as they walked out of Nibbles with Chris following. There were even more bustling shoppers on the second floor than there'd been before lunch. The little girl stopped, stared at the sea of legs and bags before her, then lifted her arms to Nicky. Smiling, she picked up Holly and settled her on her hip. The customer elevator had a waiting line, so she led Chris through the admin offices to the staff elevator.

They stepped onto the elevator, and Nicky used her key to send it slowly down.

"What's that?" Holly pointed up at a sprig of plastic mistletoe an employee had taped to the elevator's ceiling.

"Mistletoe," Chris explained. "When you stand under it, you're supposed to kiss the person you're with."

Holly giggled, then placed a sticky kiss on Nicky's cheek, before twisting to her father. "Daddy, kiss us."

Nicky froze like a reindeer in headlights as Chris leaned down to kiss his daughter's forehead. Then he turned slightly and met her eyes—his intention clear—before moving his mouth toward hers.

No, no, no, no, no! This man would be gone again in the New Year. The sane side of Nicky's brain yelled for attention, told her to avoid the kiss, to offer her cheek instead. But she waited, heart thudding, breath hitching, until his lips brushed hers. It was electric, momentous, and God, she didn't want it to end.


Chapter 4



 



Nicky. He was kissing Nicky Paxton again, and Jesus it felt right. Her mouth was soft and sweet, and she smelled like sugar cookies. He'd been back in Paxtonville for a week, but with this...he finally felt he was home.

More. His brain was monosyllabic and demanding. His hands were filled with bags, dammit, so he couldn't drag her closer. Instead, Chris tilted his head for a better angle even as he knew for some reason that his fogged mind couldn't remember that it was a bad idea to deepen the kiss...

Holly clapped her hands in delight.

Oh, yeah. Five-year-old daughter. That's why this wasn't cool. As he drew back, Chris stared into Nicky's dazed eyes, pretty damn sure he looked just as stunned. She snapped out of it first, however, when the elevator dinged and opened on the first floor.

"Uh." Nicky blinked, her face reddening, as they exited the elevator. "If we cut through the mail room, we'll come out near the entrance into the mall. Where are you parked?"

He cleared his throat. "By the eyeglass store. So that entrance is great."

She nodded and, still carrying Holly, silently led the way through the employee-only area. It was only a short walk from there to the open archway between Paxton's and the rest of the mall.

Nicky set Holly back on her feet. "This is the end of the ride, kiddo."

The little girl smiled up at her. "Thanks! It was fun."

Chris placed his bags down, handed his daughter the unicorn and met Nicky's eyes. "Yes, thank you for spending time with us. Maybe you could come to dinner—"

Before he could finish the sentence, she was shaking her head. "No, I, uh, have so much to do with the holidays." She gestured around her at the throng of shoppers.

He braced for an argument he would win. "You have to eat."

Her eyes shifted to the left, an avoidance tactic Chris recognized from questioning lying witnesses on the stand. "I'm...seeing someone."

"Who?" The word came out harsher than he'd planned, but he wanted the answer. Sure, he didn't have the right to ask, but that wasn't stopping him.

Nicky waved to the tall, blond, broad-shouldered man walking toward them. "Gus Miller. He's San—, uh." She stopped, glanced at Holly and lowered her voice. "The holiday employee I mentioned. We're keeping our relationship quiet since store policy doesn't encourage dating among the staff. But Gus is just a seasonal hire. He has a large farm outside of town that takes up his time the rest of the year."

Chris ground his teeth. He'd swear she was spinning a tale. Gus wasn't her type, was he? The guy looked like a bodybuilder. And with his blue eyes and square chin, he could have stepped right out of Hollywood's Central Casting—a cornfed charmer perfect for the role of small-town hero.

When he reached them, Gus nodded without stopping. He shot his smile toward Nicky, one that showed his dimples. "See you later, boss."

Nicky blushed and said, "Later," then watched the man as he left the store.

Chris clenched his jaw even tighter. He was not jealous, dammit. Just because an old flame was dating some muscle-bound hayseed...

Nicky crouched down and hugged Holly. "See you later, squirt." Then she stood and gazed at Chris, her expression guarded. "Say 'Hello' to your parents for me." She turned and left before he could think of a thing to say.

"Daddy." Holly tugged on his jeans. "Can Nicky come over to play?"

"Maybe." He considered that exchange between Nicky and Gus. There hadn't been a spark, that aura of a shared secret, a private passion. But Nicky had blushed. He looked at his daughter. "She's pretty busy right now, but I'll ask her to visit, okay?"

Holly nodded and took hold of the handle of one of the bags he carried so he could walk her safely to the parking lot. His thoughts kept returning to Nicky. There was something wrong there, he'd bet on it. Unless she'd changed a lot in the past decade, she wasn't telling the truth about Gus. And he was going to get to the bottom of it.

* * * * *

A half hour later, Chris pulled into his garage, having visited the drive-thru windows at the bank and the drycleaners. He took his daughter inside, along with one of her Paxton's bags, and was gathering up another load when his parents walked into the open garage.

"Looks like you bought out the department store," Mary Sullivan Spencer said.

Almost simultaneously, Sean Spencer asked, "Need help unloading the car?"

Chris nodded to his father, then teased his mother. "I had to leave some things behind so you could buy Holly her birthday and Christmas presents." He handed his father the drycleaning and took the last two department-store bags himself. "Come inside. Holly's excited to show you her new things."

His daughter was pulling her new clothes from the first bag, when they walked into the kitchen. "Grandma, Grandpa. Look what I have!" she squealed.

Chris hadn't seen her this animated since before his ex-wife's death. Today, Holly had giggled and talked almost nonstop while at Paxton's...while with Nicky, he amended. Nicky had brought that sparkle to his daughter's eyes.

His parents oohed and aahed over the new clothes, listening as Holly described Nicky's part in the shopping and lunch. His mother shot him a questioning look when Holly said, "We all kissed in the elevator."

Chris's face heated. "There was mistletoe on the ceiling."

“Uh-huh." His mother obviously believed there was more to the story.

When Holly wound down, his mother suggested Holly and Grandpa watch a Disney DVD in the family room, "…while we cut the tags off the clothes."

Chris sighed. This was her way of getting him alone so she could quiz him.

He fetched two pairs of scissors, and they clipped tags and folded clothes for a minute in silence until the sound of The Little Mermaid drifted in from the family room.

"Okay, Christopher Patrick Spencer, spill it."

Not wanting his ears boxed, he refrained from rolling his eyes. "There's nothing to tell. We bumped into Nicky yesterday, when I took Holly to visit Santa, and she's trying to help me figure out what Holly wants for Christmas." He explained about the "fairy pony puppy", and his mother was as stumped as he. "So today, I took Holly shopping for new clothes—you can see how tight her dresses are getting—and Nicky helped us pick out a few things. Then Holly invited her to lunch—"

"Holly invited her?" She lay down her scissors, apparently wanting to focus her entire attention on her questioning.

"We invited her. I thought we should treat Nicky to lunch to thank her. Holly loved those little tea sandwiches at Nibbles, and the cookies were a big hit. Maybe you and Dad could take her to tea some afternoon."

His mother nodded but didn't let him distract her from her goal. "And then you decided to kiss Nicky to further thank her?"

Chris's face was so hot he had to be blushing. He was thirty-one and getting grilled by his mother about his love life. Hell, what love life? The last six months had been all about Holly, moving home and starting his own firm. Besides, it'd just been a simple kiss with Nicky, no big deal. Okay, he was lying. There'd been nothing simple about his reaction to that kiss.

He met his mother's interested gaze. "It was just a mistletoe thing."

She reached over and placed her hand on his. "Your father and I have a special place in our hearts for Nicky. Before you left for California, we thought, well, that she might be our daughter-in-law someday. She's a remarkable girl. You know she got her Bachelor's and MBA degrees from the University of Virginia so she'd be close enough to Paxtonville to work at the store weekends and summers."

Chris nodded. That had been a big part of their break-up. He hadn't wanted a long-distance relationship, and Nicky wouldn't consider any college but UVA.

His mother continued. "It must have been hard on her as an only child, the Paxton heir, knowing it would fall on her to run the stores. But she accepted that. And when she lost her parents, she was a rock for her grandparents."

The ache in his chest had nothing to do with the onions that had topped his Nibbles cheeseburger. Chris stared at the table. He'd sent flowers when Mrs. Paxton had lost her fight against cancer and again, two years later, when Mr. Paxton had died from a heart attack. But he should have done more. Nicky had deserved the support of her friends, but he'd been building his career over two thousand miles away.

"Chris," his mother squeezed his hand, "you're back in Paxtonville now, and what happened in the past is over. If you're settling Holly here, wanting to make a family for her, you couldn't find a better woman than Nicky."

It was true. How many times over the years had he wished she'd come with him to Los Angeles, that he'd married her instead of Holly's mother? And seeing Nicky again—even in that elf outfit—had made it crystal clear his feelings for her hadn't faded. He leaned back and pulled his hand from his mother's. "It doesn't matter what I want. Nicky's in a serious relationship."

Mary Spencer gave her son a disbelieving look—the same one she'd used when he was ten and had sworn he'd washed his hands before dinner. "If Nicky were dating someone, I would have heard about it."

"She's keeping a low profile, since it's a seasonal worker at the store, a farmer named Gus Miller."

"Gus Miller? Tall, sturdy fellow with blond hair?"

And muscles on top of muscles. And don't forget the dimples. "Yeah."

His mother grinned, then laughed, her eyes shining with amusement. At his unamused silence, she explained, "Gus Miller is engaged to a nice girl from Crozet. They're getting married next Valentine's Day, and half the town is invited. When did Nicky tell you she was dating him?"

So Nicky had lied to him about having a boyfriend. Chris registered a wave of relief even as he scowled. "Right after I asked her to dinner."

"Well, that explains it. She was trying to protect herself."

"From what?" He straightened in his chair. "A free meal?"

Now the look his mother shot him said she'd raised a fool. "No, from another broken heart." She shook her head, frustration etching her features. "Use the brain God gave you. Nicky was hurt badly when you left. And you weren't exactly all joy and light when you drove west to USC. You didn't even return to Paxtonville on holidays."

When he started to speak, she held up her hand. "Your father and I enjoyed our trips to California. We know it was easier for us to visit you, since you were working long hours at that law firm. But Nicky's a proud woman. Did you expect her to welcome you with open arms? You didn't come home once in thirteen years."

He rubbed his hands over his face, then through his hair, feeling bone-tired suddenly. "Nicky and I...we wanted different things. If I'd stayed in town, gone to UVA with her, I would have—"

"Withered."

His mouth dropped open. Mom understands. Some of the guilt he'd carried for years fell away. For so long he'd worried his parents hadn't approved of his choices, had been disappointed in their only son.

His surprise must have shown, because his mother sighed. "All my kids were drawn to the big city. Look at your sisters. I've almost given up hope they'll settle down."

Both of his younger twin sisters had headed to New York City after graduation, where they'd parlayed modeling careers into increasingly larger parts on Broadway. He only saw Cathy and Claire a couple of times a year—either in New York or L.A., since neither of the siblings had chosen to return to Virginia.

Well, he was back to stay. "I'm ready to put down roots here, Mom. I want Holly to be close to her grandparents and have the happy, small-town childhood I did."

His mother's smile was brilliant. "I'm so glad you're home. You both deserve to be happy, and if Nicky is what you want—"

"People change in thirteen years. There's no guarantee we're still compatible."

"There's only one way to find out." She gathered the tags she'd cut off the clothes and dropped them in his waste basket. "And since I didn't raise any quitters, I expect you to bring Nicky to dinner next Sunday."

Grinning, he nodded. "There's no way she'll be able to resist a Mary Spencer feast, even if she hasn't forgiven me for our break-up." And before the weekend, he'd get to the bottom of her lie about Gus ... and whether she'd had the same intense reaction to their mistletoe kiss.


Chapter 5



 



Nicky leaned back in her office chair and blew out a frustrated breath. It was already Tuesday, December fourteenth. The large numbers on her desk calendar practically screamed the days left until Christmas like some doomsday countdown. Yet, she couldn't seem to focus. She had to get this paperwork done or her employees wouldn't receive their holiday bonuses until the New Year. Damn Chris Spencer. She'd never had this much trouble concentrating, but all she could think about was The Kiss.

She swiveled her chair so she faced the wall of windows overlooking the town and the rolling farmland beyond. A dusting of snow made Paxtonville look like a Norman Rockwell-ish rural burg trapped within a snow globe. She loved this place. All of her life she'd dreamed of running the store chain. She'd even given up a future with Chris to stay in Virginia. Now she was letting him monopolize her thoughts.

Persistent like the itch of poison ivy, the memory of their kiss returned. It'd been just a touch of lips, but every cell in her body had stood up and cheered.

Then she'd told that stupid fib about dating Gus. Nicky groaned. Everyone in town knew it was a lie, so Chris was sure to learn the truth soon. And he'd laugh all the way back to L.A. She pressed the heels of her hands against her temples. Well, she could live with that embarrassment. What she couldn't handle was being just a nostalgic fling for an old flame. She'd suffered Chris leaving her once in her life. She wouldn't repeat that experience.

The multi-line phone on her desk buzzed, signaling an internal call. She swung back to her desk and answered with a brisk, "Hello."

The manager of the Toy Department identified himself, then stated, "I've heard from each of our wholesalers. None of them has a toy called a 'fairy pony puppy', or something even similar to that. Sorry."

She thanked him and got off the line. Unwilling to give up, Nicky used her desktop computer to Google "fairy pony puppy." No dice. There were hits for "fairy pony" but nothing for "fairy puppy" or "pony puppy". She tried "faery pony puppy" and "fairy horse puppy" with no better response. Finally Nicky typed in "fairy horse dog" and got a hit. She clicked on the link—a YouTube video from a dog show—and laughed out loud. She'd solved the mystery.

Fishing Chris's business card out of her purse, Nicky dialed his cell. When he answered, she ignored the way her body temperature soared just hearing his voice. "Chris, I think I know what a fairy pony puppy is."

"Great. I can't talk, but I was just heading out. Are you at your Paxton's office?"

"Yes, but I can just email you—"

He bulldozed right over her words. "I'll be right there. Thanks, Nicky."

She stared at the dead phone in her hand. He'd hung up and in minutes would be standing in her office. Her pulse kicked up at the thought. "God, Nicky, you're a fool, a pathetic loser," she mumbled.

She would not be dragged back into a relationship with that man. Beth, her best friend since high school, had once described her as a planet around Chris's sun. When he'd suggested going somewhere or doing something, she'd readily agreed—not caring about anything but being with him. It wasn't until he'd tried to get her to leave Virginia that she'd put her foot down. And he'd left her without a backward glance.

Well, if he was coming here, she didn't want him standing behind her desk, looking over her shoulder at her computer monitor. Entirely too cozy. So she emailed the YouTube link to herself, got her laptop out of her briefcase and opened it on the small conference table near her office windows. Then she turned on her laptop, accessed her email and readied the video to show Chris when he arrived.

Straightening, she caught sight of her reflection in the window. Geez, Louise. Her short hair stuck up in spikes from running her hands through it. Nicky grabbed her purse and hurried to the ladies room for some seriously needed touch-up work. Just because she didn't want a reconciliation with the guy, didn't mean she had to look her worst.

 

* * * * *

 

Chris jingled the change in his pocket while he waited as the escalator carried him to Paxton's second floor. He'd be taking the escalator steps two at a time if he weren't stuck behind a woman with a boatload of bags and boxes. When Nicky had phoned, it'd been an answer to his problem—how to see her again...alone. During her call, it was clear she'd wanted to email him the information about Holly's Christmas wish versus meeting with him to discuss it. Instead, he'd pushed her into having this face time with him.

When Chris finally reached the second floor, anticipation energized his steps as he strode quickly to the admin offices. He stopped outside the open door bearing the brass plate: Nicola Paxton. Inside the large office, Nicky stood by the floor-to-ceiling windows, the sunlight casting a halo around her sleek chestnut hair. Her navy pants suit was professional but conservative, as were her low-heeled shoes. Perfect for upper management at a family department store. But where was the carefree, laughing, jeans-clad girl he'd loved in high school?

There was something so wistful about her expression, it made his chest ache. She had the weight of the ten-location store chain on her slight shoulders and hundreds of employees counting on her for paychecks. Who did Nicky turn to when she needed a friend? Suddenly, he wanted very much to be that person.

She gazed out the window, then raised a coffee mug to her mouth and sipped. Chris took advantage of the fact she hadn't noticed him yet to summon his most charming smile. Nicky Paxton needed some fun in her life.

He walked into her office, calling out her high school nickname. "Hey, Nickels."

She jumped, splashing coffee on her white blouse, which promptly turned a muddy transparent over one breast. Nicky shot him a glare, a definite improvement over her previous "lost" look. "Dammit, Chris. Look what you made me do."

Chuckling, he pulled a handkerchief from his jeans' pocket—his mother would be thrilled to know he still carried a handkerchief—and blotted the triangular stain. "Sorry." He couldn't quite make the apology sound contrite. His fingers brushed against her nipple as he wiped at the coffee.

"Stop that." Nicky grabbed the handkerchief from him and scrubbed at the stain.

"You're spreading it." He pointed to the brown splotch, where the lace of her low-cut bra peeked through the wet material. His body tightened at the sight, and her spicy vanilla scent aggravated his condition. Chris fought to lighten the mood. "Now the stain sort of looks like two people making love in a shower. See, here's the man's legs and the woman's knees, and—"

With a frustrated growl, she turned her back on him. "This isn't a damn Rorschach test." Mumbling something about oversexed lawyers, she buttoned up her suit jacket so the coffee spill wasn't visible. Then she shoved the soggy handkerchief into his hand.

He put it back in his pocket. "Have the Women's Department send up a new blouse, and I'll pay for it."

"I keep a spare outfit in that closet." With her chin, she indicated a door against the far wall. "I'll change later. Let me show you what I found online." She gestured him to the chair at the table that faced the laptop computer, then dropped into the seat to his right. Nicky quickly explained about her Google search. "Then I got this hit." She reached over and clicked on the YouTube dog-show video.

Chris shrugged out of his leather coat, hanging it on the back of his chair. Then he leaned forward, watching closely. The announcer talked about the toy dog category while a woman walked quickly around the ring. Trotting beside her on the end of a leash was a tiny dog, which appeared to have very short hair in some places and long tufts in others. The video cut to a close-up of the odd-looking canine as the announcer continued, "The Chinese crested hairless breed is always a crowd-pleaser. With its smooth skin, mane and tail, it looks more like a fairy pony, than a dog."

Nicky paused the video, her features animated. "This is a clip from a dog show that aired on Saturday, the day before Holly told her Christmas wish to Santa. Did she watch the show?"

Chris smiled. Nicky was so excited, the mood was catching. "We were at my parents' house that day, but I was helping my father with repairs. I'll ask Mom."

He retrieved his cell from his belt clip and pushed speed-dial for his parents' landline. His mother, who was watching Holly for him, answered on the second ring.

"Hi, Mom. Did you and Holly watch a dog show on Saturday?"

"Why, yes. Holly loved all the pretty dogs, especially the little ones."

Chris nodded to Nicky as he continued, "'Nancy Drew' Paxton here solved the 'fairy pony puppy' mystery. It's a type of dog."

"Oh, Chris, that's perfect." She lowered her voice to a whisper, which meant Holly was nearby. "Having a pet would do the little angel a world of good."

"I agree. We'll talk about it when I get home."

"Don't forget to ask Nicky to Sunday dinner." His mother hung up without waiting for his "good-bye," probably concerned he'd resist her matchmaking. She was wrong. He wanted Nicky, and not just for one family dinner.

Clearly proud of her sleuthing skills, Nicky grinned, her beautiful eyes lighting up like a Christmas tree. He felt that smile like a jolt of caffeine. The woman had his libido in an uproar, but this need for her—God, he didn't even know how to describe it—wasn't just about sex.

Chris cleared his suddenly tight throat. "You're right. They watched that dog show." He placed his hand over hers, meeting her startled gaze. "I really appreciate your tracking down her wish. This goes above and beyond Paxton's customer service."

Nicky nodded, then slid her hand from under his. He immediately missed the softness and warmth of her skin. She was wary of him and probably—okay, definitely—harbored resentment, too. But he wasn't giving up.

Chris relaxed against the back of the padded chair and dropped his hands to the arm rests. "So I guess my next step is finding a pet store or breeder who sells these hairless dogs."

"Not necessarily. I help out at the county shelter," Nicky explained, "and the director might know of a Chinese crested that needs a good home...maybe one from an animal rescue group. Due to foreclosures, it's amazing how many pets are homeless along with their owners. Some people can't afford to keep their cats and dogs in this economy."

She found time to volunteer despite the pressures of running a business. That was so like the caring Nicky he remembered and admired. His mother was right. He'd never find a better woman than Nicky. Realizing he hadn't responded, Chris said, "Holly's old enough to have a pet, and getting a housebroken dog instead of a puppy sounds best."

"Great." Nicky stood and looked at her watch, signaling their time together was over. "I'll call the shelter director right today, and hopefully she'll find you a Crested. I'll be working from home tomorrow afternoon after a meeting at the bank, but she has my cell number." Nicky moved toward the open door as though showing him out. "It can be difficult to get things done at the office during the holidays since there's almost always some issue to deal with."

"It really is nice of you to help me this way." Chris unfolded himself from the chair and, stalling, slipped on his jacket. "Are you free on Sunday? My mother makes a great after-church dinner, and we'd love to have you join us."

Her gaze slid away from his. She was going to refuse. "I'm busy this weekend." Nicky clasped her hands together in front of her waist. "But please tell your mother I'm sorry to miss her cooking."

He stepped forward, already formulating a way to persuade her, when a young woman knocked on the doorframe and spoke urgently, "Sorry to interrupt, but there's a problem in the Men's Department."

Before his eyes, Nicky transformed into a CEO, exuding an aura of power and professionalism. She faced the woman. "It's okay, Denise. Mr. Spencer and I were done. What's the problem?"

"We've sold out of the special-purchase bathrobes—the designer ones—and some shoppers are threatening poor Mr. Tolliver."

"I'll handle it." Nicky turned back to him. "I'll call you tomorrow evening to let you know what the shelter director says." She followed Denise out of the office.

Chris stared after her. Nicky was smart and competent, unrattled by the daily demands of the store chain. This was her calling, and he respected that...now. When they'd been teenagers, he'd convinced himself she was staying in Virginia just to please her family. He'd been wrong. It was obvious she loved her job and was great at it.

It was time to sincerely apologize for the angry things he'd said thirteen years ago. But first he had to get Nicky alone for more than a few minutes—someplace outside of this store. She'd mentioned being home the following afternoon. Chris smiled. The next step in his plan to win back Nicky required a little nostalgia and a large, thin crust, ham-and-mushroom pizza from Melba's Deli.


Chapter 6



 



Her meeting at the bank had dragged on much longer than Nicky had expected. It was after five by the time she pulled her Honda Accord into the separate garage behind her grandparents' old Victorian home—her home, now that they'd retired to Arizona. Shivering in the cold December wind, she carried her grocery bags, purse and briefcase the short walk to the back door of the house and let herself inside. She flipped on the lights and resisted calling out, "I'm home!" This place was full of warm memories, but she missed having her grandparents greet her each night.

Maybe after Christmas, she'd adopt a shelter cat. That thought reminded her she hadn't heard back yet from Gail Wilkins, the county shelter director. Hopefully for Holly, someone would have an adoptable hairless "crestie," as Gail called the dogs.

Nicky set the convenience store bags on her kitchen counter and unloaded them into the fridge. She'd bought only the essentials—milk, eggs, bread, fruit, and Ben and Jerry's ice cream. Then she climbed the main staircase to her bedroom and changed into her worn UVA-logoed sweats and fuzzy slippers. If she was going to work at home tonight, she might as well be comfortable.

The three-story Victorian was over one hundred years old and sat on a hill above Paxtonville. It groaned and creaked in the wind, but she was used to the noises. Renovations had made the house more energy-efficient, but the weather still buffeted the gingerbread trim, turrets and black shutters.

Padding back downstairs to her large kitchen, Nicky set her laptop on the desk in the corner. Working here was cozier on a cold night than in her upstairs home office. She checked her emails and found one from Beth, her best bud and owner of Beth's Sweet Shop on Main Street.

 

Subject: Buffets & Blackjack

Date: 12/15; 4:34:09 p.m. Eastern Standard Time

From: BakerBeth@PaxtonvilleWeb.com

To: NickelsP@PaxtonvilleWeb.com

Squeeee! I'm up $500 in the ship's casino! (I'm also up 5 pounds from the all-day buffet, but who's counting?) I'm tearing myself away from the slot machines to send my BFF this email. Jerry says next year he'll save the cost of a Caribbean cruise and take me to Vegas instead. LOL! I might let the hubby do just that. ;-D How's it going in snowy VA? Has my assistant burned down the Sweet Shop? Is Paxton's having record holiday sales? Do you have a date yet for New Year's Eve? I need gossip! I'll be home Friday night. Can we do lunch at Nibbles on Saturday? XOXOXO, B.

 

New Year's Eve. Nicky sighed. Until the mention of that must-have-a-date night, she'd been grinning at her friend's email. Maybe Beth could help her rectify her pathetic love life...not to mention figure out what she should do about Chris. Nicky badly needed advice. She typed a response, hoping her friend would check her emails again soon.

 

Subject: Re: Buffets & Blackjack

Date: 12/15; 5:42:29 p.m. Eastern Standard Time

From: NickelsP@PaxtonvilleWeb.com

To: BakerBeth@PaxtonvilleWeb.com  

Woot! Way to go, Beth! We're on for lunch on Sat. You're buying, Ms. Moneybags. ;-D It's snowy here, but your shop's still standing. Paxton's is packed opening to close, thank goodness. I had an off-site meeting today and brought work home. The only gossip is a doozey. Chris Spencer is home visiting his parents. He's a single dad now with the most adorable little girl, Holly.

 

Nicky stopped and stared at the screen. If she ended the email there, Beth would be calling her ship-to-shore to learn what she wasn't saying. Her friend knew every detail of her high school break-up with Chris. She'd been a sympathetic ear and a shoulder to cry on. Beth would understand how Chris's return was affecting her. Nicky typed more.

 

That's right, Beth, Chris is back for the holidays. It's been 13 years, but he's sexier than ever, dammit. I try to avoid him, but he's been to Paxton's three days in a row. He KISSED me under the mistletoe! Barely a kiss since his daughter was there, but holy cow! Why can't he be a warty toad instead of a gorgeous temptation. He asked me to Sunday dinner at his folks, but I turned him down. He doesn't want me, not really. I'm sure he's just looking for a holiday booty call. ;-( Trying to pretend I'm indifferent to him is almost impossible, but I have to do it until he leaves, hopefully in only a few more weeks. You once said Chris was my Kryptonite. Even after a decade, you're still right. Love, N.

 

Nicky sent the email, then stood as her cell belted out “Santa Baby” by Madonna. The ring tone had been one of her attempts to embrace the holidays, but now it seemed a little too sexy for her frustrated mood. She answered without looking at the readout.

"Nicky, this is Gail. I heard back from the crestie rescue organization. They have a little female available for adoption—two years old and gentle enough for a child. I just emailed you a photo."

"Thanks so much." With the phone still at her ear, Nicky back down, scrolled to Gail's email and opened it. The photo showed a delicate white-maned, pink-skinned crestie resting on a blue pillow. Intelligence shown from the dog's eyes, and she almost seemed to be smiling. "Oh, she's beautiful."

"Her name is Tania, which means, ironically, 'fairy queen.' Her owner is an elderly woman who went into fulltime nursing care. Because the rescue staff know me, they agreed not to adopt out the crestie until they hear from us. I'd like to tell them yes or no by Saturday, though."

"Of course. I'll send the photo to the family who's looking for a crestie and call you tomorrow. Thanks again, Gail."

They said good-bye and hung up. Nicky started to forward the email to Chris and realized she didn't have his address. Damn. She'd have to call him.

The doorbell rang, echoing slightly in the large house. It couldn't be Beth, unfortunately, and she wasn't in the mood for Christmas carolers. Yeah, she was a real Grinch this year. Nicky walked to the foyer, stopping when she saw Chris's face peering in one of the narrow windows bracketing the front door. He spotted her, too, so there was nothing to do but answer the knock. Still, she hesitated, recalling her baggy sweats and goofy slippers. She shouldn't care if she looked bad around him, but she did. He pressed the edge of a white pizza box against the glass like a bribe.

Frowning, she opened the oak door. "What are you—"

He brushed past her and set the box and a canvas bag he was carrying on the foyer table. "God, it's bitter out there. Holly's having a sleepover with her grandparents, and I decided to get a pizza." He pulled off his gloves and pushed them into the pockets of his leather jacket. "Thought you might be hungry after your meeting at the bank."

The pizza smelled delicious. And she was starving...for food and more. But she could not let him know it. "I guess that's a ham-and-mushroom pizza from Melba's?"

He grinned. "Is there any other kind?"

Nicky remembered the crestie. Maybe she could show Chris the photo, eat a couple slices of pizza, then plead work and convince him to leave. She turned toward the kitchen. "Gail, the shelter director, just emailed me a picture I think you should see."

He picked up the pizza and bag and followed her to the kitchen, setting the items on her clawfoot oak table. He shrugged off his jacket and hung it on one of the ladder-back chairs. Chris looked around as though remembering visiting the teenage Nicky in this house.

She tried to see the place through his eyes. Not a lot had changed in the years since that time...including how much she yearned for him. When he met her gaze, the connection between them was almost tangible.

The cozily warm kitchen suddenly seemed steamy. Still standing, Nicky leaned over her laptop and opened Gail's email. She felt, more than heard, Chris walk up behind her. Not sure she could maintain her mask of platonic friendship, she didn't turn but simply stepped to the side and pointed at the photo. "This crestie is available for adoption. She's a two-year-old named Tania, who's supposed to be good with children."

Chris bent down to take a closer look. His dark hair curled over the collar of his long-sleeved polo shirt, and she wanted so damn much to run her fingers through the silky strands. He wore the shirt tucked into his jeans, which stretched across the finest pair of buns she'd ever seen. Nicky gulped. Geez, was she drooling? He straightened, and she jerked her gaze back to the photo.

He beamed. "This dog is perfect for Holly. Thanks so much for locating her. How do I get her?"

"I'll email the director that you want the dog and ask her what we should do next." She fitted her action to her words, saying over her shoulder as she typed, "The paper plates are in the cabinet to the right of the fridge."

He retrieved two plates, found the napkins and silverware and placed them on the table. While she finished and sent the email, he put several pizza slices on each plate.

She walked to the cabinet that held her glasses. "What would you like to drink?"

Chris pulled a bottle of wine from his canvas bag. "I brought a chardonnay I thought you'd enjoy."

She hesitated. Then promising herself she wouldn't overindulge and lose control of her libido, Nicky got down two wine glasses. He'd brought along a corkscrew—always prepared, like the Boy Scout he'd been—and opened the bottle.

Chris poured them each a glass and toasted, "To old friends."

They sipped the chardonnay, then settled at the table and enjoyed the pizza. She kept the conversation on neutral topics, inquiring after his father's insurance business and complimenting his mother on her charity work. He asked about her job and her plans to open more stores. She forced herself not to ask him when he was headed back to L.A. They acted oh, so polite, and for a while she could almost pretend they really were just old friends.

Nicky barely tasted the food, however, and the wine—while cool on her dry throat—hardly made an impression. Every time his dark eyes met hers, she remembered too much, too strongly. Her mind conjured images of his hands running up her body, his mouth on her breasts...the memories moistening her palms and areas south. God, she had to get him out of her house before she did something she'd regret for years.

Chris leaned back in his chair, wiping his hands on a napkin and gifting her with that irresistible smile. "I could probably eat another piece, but why don't you save the rest for a snack."

Nodding, she helped him clear the table. Now, if she could just ease him out the door. Bracing her back against the counter, she gave it a shot. "Uh, thanks for the dinner. Really. It was a treat. But I brought home a lot of work—"

"And you'd like for me to go." His lips quirked, as he strode slowly toward her. "Why is it you're always trying to get rid of me? I think my feelings are hurt."

She rolled her eyes. "As if."

"I'll leave on one condition." Chris stopped entirely too close for comfort, and she tilted her head to see his face. "Have dinner with my family and me on Sunday."

Why was he doing this? Nicky glanced down. "I'm busy this weekend."

He cupped her chin and leaned in to meet her gaze. "Doing what? A hot date with Gus? What will his fiancée say?"

Embarrassed heat spread up her neck. She pulled away from his touch but kept her voice unemotional. "Okay, you caught me. I thought it was kinder to offer a white lie than to say I don't want to be with you." She tried to move past him. Chris was too much, too tempting, too...everything. The sex would be great—she didn't doubt it for a minute—but the price would be painful. If only he lived in Paxtonville instead of L.A., maybe they'd have a shot at a real relationship. But it was no use wishing for what she couldn't have.

He caged her against the counter with his arms. "So you still haven't forgiven me for leaving you."

"You flatter yourself." Nicky held on to her temper and her pride by her fingernails. "I moved on a long time ago. What I feel for you isn't anger, it's indifference."

"Is that so? Then that kiss under the mistletoe meant nothing to you?"

She forced herself to look into his eyes and told a fib the size of Montana. "Right. It was just a platonic kiss for your daughter's sake."

"I don't believe you." Determination hardened his expression. "But there's an easy way to prove it." He lowered his mouth to hers.


Chapter 7



 



Chris paused, his lips "thisclose" to heaven. Her beautiful eyes darkened and her breathing hitched. Thank, God. Nicky wanted him as badly as he wanted her. He grinned in satisfaction. "Indifferent, my ass."

Her sensual haze shattered. As he cursed himself for gloating, she shoved him back a step. "Damn you, Chris." Glaring, she squeezed around him to stand in the middle of the kitchen. "I don't have time for your games. I get it—you're home, you're bored and I'm convenient. Well, it's not going to happen. If you're too horny to make it through the holidays, take matters in hand."

What the hell? Chris gaped at her. "That's not—"

Spitting mad, her fists on her hips, she charged over his attempt to explain. "Do you think I've been pining away for you? That I'm desperate for male attention? I date plenty—who I want, when I want."

That barb struck home, and Chris clenched his jaw. He was not going to imagine Nicky with another man.

She paced, her gestures as furious as her words. "I have a great life here, a fulfilling life. Except for the holidays, I don't spend every second at the store."

"I never said you did."

"Oh, really?" Nicky faced him, her right foot in that ridiculous fuzzy slipper tapping the floor. "Thirteen years ago you called me a small-town loser with no sense of adventure."

Forgetting his intention to apologize for that argument, Chris stepped closer. "Yeah, and you said I was a stupid, selfish asshole."

She marched up to him and poked his chest with a hard finger. "If you think you can show up here expecting a holiday fling, then you're still a stupid, selfish asshole—just older and more tanned."

He grabbed her hand to keep her from scarring his chest with her manicured nails. "I don't want a fling, dammit. If you'd just listen—"

"No." Nicky jerked free, then pointed to the front of the house. "I want you to leave. Now. I'll call you about the crestie, and you can handle the adoption without me. That way I don't have to see you again before you go back to California."

She thought he was just visiting Paxtonville? "Nicky—"

"If you won't leave, I will." She stalked toward the back door and snatched her keys off the counter.

He caught her, spinning her around and pressing her to the wall. When she fought him, Chris pinned her hands on either side of her head. The keys hit the hardwood floor with a harsh jangle. "Stop it. You're going to hurt yourself." When she tried to knee him, he shouted, "I've moved back home for good!"

In an instant, Nicky quit struggling, their ragged breathing the only noise in the sudden silence. She lifted her head, her cap of brown hair ruffled as though she'd just awakened. He'd loved her teenager's ponytail, but this short cut fit the feisty woman she'd become. The woman he needed in his life.

She licked her lips, his body pulsing at the movement, and met his gaze. "W-what did you say?"

"I'm back in Paxtonville to stay. I want Holly to grow up here, to be around my parents more than just vacations." Chris released her hands, which dropped to her sides. But he couldn't force himself to move away...to give up the warmth of her body snug against his. "I'm opening up a law practice in town. I'm looking at office space next to Beth's Sweet Shop."

"You're not leaving again?" Something—hope?—flared in her eyes.

"Scout's honor." He folded his hand into the traditional three-finger salute, pleased when Nicky's lips curved. "And I want more, a lot more, than a fling with you. I've been trying to get you alone all week to tell you I was wrong thirteen years ago. I'm sorry we argued, that I didn't give us a chance at a long-distance relationship. I said ugly things I regretted, but I was too proud to admit I'd been an idiot. We both had goals and dreams. You were right to go after yours in Virginia instead of following mine."

Chris leaned his forehead against hers. "But I missed you so much, like there was a Nicky-sized hole in my life no one else could fill. Give me a second chance to get it right, to get us right."

Her hazel eyes welled with tears that tore at his heart. Then she whispered his name, flung her arms around his neck and pressed her mouth to his. The contact was breathtaking, like bungee-jumping into an arctic lake.

Nicky. His mind cheered, his soul soared and his body sang the Hallelujah chorus. Chris pulled her closer and deepened the kiss until every sense was filled with her. The woman he'd never stopped loving.

He slipped his hands beneath her shirt and smoothed them across the warm skin of her stomach. Nicky trembled under his touch and made a little noise that had him moving nearer the edge of his control. He could strip off her sweats, lay her across the oak table, spread her legs and—

With a groan Chris broke the kiss. "Nickels, honey, we can't do this."

"Hmm?" Her expression was confused even as she stood on tiptoes to kiss him again.

"No, stop." He sucked in a steadying breath, but it was filled with Nicky's spicy vanilla scent and made his body throb. "I didn't come here for this. I need you, honey." Like the painful ridge behind his zipper didn't make that crystal clear. "But I want us to start over, go out to dinner, take in a movie, get to know each other again."

Slowly her eyes cleared and took on a mischievous glint. "So you'll be my date for New Year's?"

"Of course. Will you come to dinner Sunday at my parents' house?"

"Sure." She shot him an impish smile, then glanced at her watch. "Well, it's getting late. I guess you better get going." Nicky walked to the table, picked up his jacket and carried it out of the room.

He stood like a fool, staring after her. Maybe she could turn it off like a faucet, but he was still burning for her. Okay, that wasn't fair. He'd been the one to apply the brakes in the middle of a heavy make-out session—to give her the time to forgive him and build a relationship. But did she have to look so damn cheerful when showing him out?

Chris followed her to the foyer, grumbling, "Here's your hat, what's your hurry?"


Chapter 8



 



Nicky heard him mutter something under his breath, but she kept walking toward the foyer. If Chris didn't want to leave, he shouldn't have ended what was the sexiest damn kiss she'd had in thirteen years. Of course, she had no plans to actually let the too-honorable-for-his-own-good man walk out her front door. He was back in town to stay, and she was staking her claim on him tonight.

She stopped by the main staircase and hung his leather jacket on the mahogany newel post. Then, wiping the huge grin off her face—something Chris wouldn't appreciate under these circumstances—she turned to meet his disgruntled gaze. "Thank you for the pizza and wine."

Chris nodded. His expression was pleasant, but a vein ticked in his temple.

Gesturing to the snow-battered windows in the nearby living room, she continued. "Looks like the weather's gotten worse. Could be a dangerous drive back to your place. Did you say Holly is sleeping over at your parents' house tonight?"

He nodded again, a mix of hope and amused suspicion flickering in his eyes. Maybe she wasn't so skilled at presenting a poker face.

"Well," Nicky glanced at the nails of one hand in an exaggerated show of nonchalance, "then I guess you have two choices." She met his gaze again, her lips curving despite her efforts to control them. "You can put on your jacket and head out, your virtue intact. Or...you can come upstairs and show me your tan lines."

He made a grab for her and she danced away, laughing. Chris put his hands on his hips and smiled. "You had me going there, brat. I thought you were throwing me out." He pointed to the floor in front of him. "Come here and kiss me."

"Like I'd take orders from some surfer-dude lawyer." Whirling, she charged up the staircase with Chris on her heels. Nicky made it almost halfway to the second floor before he caught her and lifted her into his arms. It was like flying. The autumn of their senior year he'd picked her up just like this, then thrown her into a pile of leaves they'd raked together. Those had been such wonderful times. Tonight they'd make even better memories.

She circled his neck with her arms as he took the rest of the stairs two at a time.

When he reached the upstairs hallway, Chris asked, "Which room?"

Nicky tugged on the hair at his nape. "Put me down before you get a hernia."

Lowering his head, he nibbled her ear. "You're a flyweight, Nickels. And unless you want our first time together as adults to be against this wall right here, you better tell me which room."

A delicious full-body shudder ran through her, one that literally knocked off her fuzzy slippers. "Why don't we save the wall 'til next time." She pointed down the dark corridor. "Last room on the right."

Chris strode down the hall and into the darkened bedroom. The snow clouds unloading their flakes on Paxtonville were also blocking the moon. The only illumination was the soft glow of the nightlight in her adjoining bathroom. But it was definitely bright enough for Nicky to see the desire etched on his features.

Instead of laying her on her king-sized bed, he stood her on her down comforter and pulled her sweatshirt over her head. Nicky helped him undress her by fumbling with the knotted string on her baggy sweatpants, opening the knot far enough to yank the pants over her hips. He pushed them down to her feet, and she kicked the pants off the bed to the floor. She should have been chilly in just her pink lace bra and thong, but she felt almost feverish. She needed Chris naked and inside her now.

"God, Nicky. You're so beautiful." He pressed his warm mouth to her abdomen, closing his eyes as if in prayer. "I've dreamed of this, of you like this..."

Tenderness suffused her longing, and she ran her hand over his soft dark hair. They'd hurt each other when they'd been barely more than kids, but she'd never stopped loving him. Was it too soon to tell him? Probably. So she simply admitted, "I dreamed of you, too. But you were usually wearing a lot less clothing."

Chuckling, Chris straightened and tugged off his crewneck shirt. His broad-shouldered upper body was more muscular than it'd been in high school, and thicker whorls of dark hair highlighted the planes of his chest.

She wanted to lick every exposed inch. Nicky pointed to his jeans. "Lose those."

He toed off his shoes, opened his belt and undid his button fly with the teasing slowness of a Chippendales stripper. Finally, he shoved down the jeans and stepped out of them. He should have looked silly in his patterned socks and black underwear, but his snug boxer briefs were the sexiest thing she'd ever seen. They cupped an impressive erection that was all hers.

Following her gaze to his boxers, he groaned as she licked her lips. In seconds he had her horizontal and under him on the bed. She widened her legs to cradle his lower body, the hard, hot length of him pressing perfectly against her core. So familiar, so right. Lowering his head, he claimed her mouth, his tongue exploring and tangling with hers. He tasted wonderful, of wine and pizza and Chris.

Tilting his head, he continued his probing homage to her mouth. She was light-headed from lack of oxygen by the time he finally broke the kiss. Dragging in two ragged breaths, she reached for him again, but he leaned back as though stopping. No way. Then she saw his eyes. The pupils were so dilated with passion there was almost no brown iris left. He wasn't pulling away; he was only changing directions.

Chris brushed his lips over her cheek and nipped her chin, before licking a path down her neck to her collarbone. Her nerve endings were so alive, each little touch seemed a painful pleasure. He shifted to kneel between her legs, which freed his hands to join the game. They roamed over her, stroking and testing as though searching those spots that drew a moan or a gasp from her. He was relearning her body, and she vowed she'd get her turn at his very soon.

The scratch of his five-o'clock shadow tickled the upper curves of her breasts as his right hand caressed her nipples. Nicky trembled, the sensation was so intense. Then he dipped his tongue into the valley between her breasts, blowing on the wetness and triggering goose bumps.

Breathing deeply, he murmured, "You always smell so good, like Christmas cookies with sprinkles. No wonder I want to eat you up."

Unhooking her front-clasp bra, he put his words into action, licking and sucking her nipples until she was arching under him. And begging. It was all too much, too incredible, yet nowhere near enough. But he wouldn't be hurried, even when she grabbed his hair in exasperation. He simply moved her hands to the bedspread and slid further down her body.

Chris chuckled, clearly enjoying causing tremors under her skin while he placed little bites across her stomach. He moved aside to slide off her thong, taking much too long for such a simple task.

Nicky gritted her teeth. "You're killing me."

"I've waited over ten years to touch you again. I'm not rushing this."

"Just so you know, if I die, you're not in my will."

His lips curved against her skin. "You'll have your chance to torture me next time."

Lying between her open legs, he brought his face within inches of her throbbing sex. Nicky held her breath in anticipation. She was so close, so close. Then he detoured to her right thigh, licking a trail toward her foot, and she poured her frustration into a near shout. "Chris!"

And then he was there, right where she wanted him to be, licking into her, pressing the flat of his tongue to her swollen flesh, sliding his thick fingers inside her, and she climaxed.


Chapter 9



 



Chris used his shoulders to pin Nicky to the bed as she screamed her pleasure, the orgasm bowing her body. She was so hot and honeyed, his control was hanging by one frayed thread. He didn't stop using his mouth and fingers until her sweet clenching subsided and she relaxed against the mattress.

Pushing off the bed, Chris grabbed his jeans and fished his wallet out of the back pocket. Damn, his hands were shaking. He hadn't been this desperate to be inside a woman since...his first time with Nicky. The truth blazed in his brain. This wasn't about great sex. It was joining in the most intimate way possible with the woman he loved.

Chris froze. He loved Nicky—not just a nostalgic yearning for a high school crush, but a deep, forever-after type of love. He waited for his defense mechanisms to kick in, to urge him to get the hell out of Dodge before he found himself tied down to another wife. But nothing happened. He loved Nicky. She really was the one, the vital piece that was missing from his life.

She turned her face to look at him, her eyes heavy lidded in the dim light. "You aren't planning to skip out, are you? It's my turn, and I'm looking forward to licking you from stem to stern."

His cock jerked. He wouldn't last two seconds with her tongue stroking him. Chris found the condom packet in his wallet and tore it open, surprised he didn't rip apart the contents in his haste. Then he sheathed himself and was back in bed on top of Nicky before she could do more than squeak.

He braced his arms on either side of her shoulders, his erection knocking on heaven's door, and tried to get the words he wanted to say past the lump in his throat. Only her name emerged, whispered like a benediction.

Something in his expression, though, must have reached her. Nicky cupped his face and kissed him gently. "Make love to me, Chris."

And he did. That first slow, deep penetration was so exquisite they both gasped, and he fought to hold on, to keep building her up to another orgasm. She wrapped her legs around his waist and matched his rhythm. Each of her moans pushed him closer to the edge, but he gritted his teeth and continued his deliberate strokes. Finally, with a cry, she arched, her inner sheath squeezing his cock, and he was lost.

Chris drove into her, each thrust branding her his. Nicky. Love and lust and years of longing for this woman pushed him into the most powerful climax he'd ever experienced. Nicky held on through the prolonged release, keeping him grounded even as he flew.

Afraid he'd collapse on her, Chris rolled over, taking her with him. They remained joined as their ragged breathing slowed and the contractions subsided. He smoothed his hands over her back, loving the feel of her against him. This was what he wanted for the rest of his life.

Nicky pressed a kiss over his heart, then lifted her face to meet his gaze. "Wow. How soon can we do that again?"

With a groan that was almost a laugh, he threw his arm over his face. "I'm not eighteen anymore, honey." But his body was already perking up in interest for round two.

"No, you're thirty-one and perfect." She mock-frowned. "Of course if you tell anyone I said that, I'll deny it. I think you're plenty cocky—pun intended—already."

Nicky lowered her head and ran her tongue over his nipple, and he almost levitated off the bed. When had his chest become an erogenous zone? Her sexy chuckle had him hardening inside her. Thank God he had a second condom in his wallet.

She protested when he lifted her off him.

"I'll be right back." Grinning, he strode to the bathroom, feeling her eyes on his backside the whole way. Good thing she was as attracted to him as he was to her. He wasn't above using that to lead her into loving him again.

He disposed of the condom and was turning to leave when he spotted the custom-built shower—triple the size of a regular shower stall—with multiple showerheads and built-in benches. He whistled in appreciation. "Have you developed a water fetish since high school?"

Chuckling, Nicky hopped off the bed and strolled into the bathroom, completely un-self-conscious about her nudity. "It's called a body spa." She reached past him and turned on the water. "See, it has whirlpool jets built into the walls, as well as programmable shower heads and diffused lighting in the ceiling." She shot him a wicked look. "I've had some serious fantasies about you in this spa."

Visions of soaping up a warm and willing Nicky flooded his mind. "How about a quick shower before you seduce me again?"

She smiled, her lips swollen from his kisses, then waggled her eyebrows suggestively. "How about a shower as part of my seducing you?"

"Be right back." He jogged to the bedroom and grabbed his last condom, quickly returning to set it on a shelf in the spa. Then he joined her under the steamy shower, pulling her close for a long, deep kiss.

 

* * * * *

 

Nicky melted—not from the falling water, which she'd set on "tropical rain"—but under Chris's passionate assault. She loved him, had always loved him. And being wrapped in his arms again was like coming home after a long, lonely journey.

Turning her back to his front, she opened her coconut bath gel and squeezed some into her hand. Then she passed the bottle to Chris and began to bathe her body. His hands joined hers, adding more gel to her skin, as they smoothed the tropical-scented suds down her body and between her legs. Nicky gasped as their fingers slid around and into her sensitive flesh.

He nibbled her neck, his breath tickling her ear, before he stepped away to dribble gel down her back. With slow thoroughness, he gently washed every inch of her until she felt...cherished.

The nagging voice of her female pride made itself heard through her sensual haze. She was supposed to be seducing him. Turning, she lathered Chris's arms and broad chest. He was so solid and muscled, just touching him quickened her pulse. And he certainly wasn't immune to her caresses. His breathing hitched when she explored the flat disks of his nipples and brushed her breasts against him. Knowing she could arouse him like this was incredibly exciting and empowering.

Nicky stood on her toes to meet his lips for a long, drugging kiss, then her fingers traced his ribs and smoothed over his mouthwatering abs. In the soft light of the shower, her hands looked so pale next to his sun-darkened skin. Her palms followed his tan lines, then drifted over his hips, as she stared at her ultimate goal—the thick erection she was dying to taste.

Just as he'd teased her in bed, Nicky bypassed the main attraction, and he grumbled in frustration. Instead she crouched down and washed his strong, lean legs. His fists clenched by his sides when she glanced up, her mouth a scant few inches away from his cock. Instead of closing that distance, she said, "Turn around."

Chris hesitated, his dark eyes intense. A muscle ticked in his jaw as though he were gritting his teeth. Then he did as she'd asked, and Nicky slowly stood, rubbing the suds around his thighs, over his world-class butt and up his wide back to his shoulders. She leaned into him, letting her body spread the lather along with her hands. Finally, she reached around him to soap his erection.

Chris groaned and dropped his head to his chest. Leaning to the side, she could see him watching her hands. The hard flesh beneath her fingers throbbed and lengthened.

He put his hand over hers. "Nicky, no, please. I need to be inside you."

"Not yet." She slipped in front of him, helping the shower rinse off the soap. Then she knelt and took him in her mouth.

Cursing, he trembled under her eager attention and she sucked with pleasure. He pumped his hips, then stopped, shuddering on a deep moan. As though fighting an inner war, he cupped her face in his hands, holding her immobile. Wanting to shatter that control, Nicky ran her teeth gently across the head of his cock.

Gasping, Chris pulled her up, spun her around and braced her against the wall. Without a word, he thrust into her from behind, deeper, harder, the pressure so perfect she saw stars. This was no slow possession but a fast ride to completion, aided by his fingers deftly stroking her swollen flesh. When he licked her from ear to shoulder, then bit her taut skin, she climaxed, her cries echoing in the enclosed shower.

With a hoarse shout, he joined her, driving into her as she clenched around him. For several long moments, they stood unmoving except for the shaking of her legs. Sighing, he kissed the nape of her neck. Then he slid out, picked her up and settled her on his lap on a bench. She felt cocooned in his arms in a warm rain.

Chris wiped her wet bangs from her eyes and kissed her, a gentle brush of lips. "I love you, Nicky."

Her heart squeezed at his declaration. Tears filled her eyes and spilled onto her wet cheeks. "I never stopped loving you. I can't believe you're finally home."

"Does this mean you'll give me a second chance?"

A brilliant happiness swelled in her chest until she laughed out loud. "I think I already have."

They celebrated their shining future with nuzzles and kisses and whispered words of love until the water grew chilly. Turning off the shower, they toweled each other dry. She discovered to her delight that Chris was far more ticklish than she remembered—information she'd exploit the next time he tortured her with foreplay.

As they stepped out of the spa, something caught his eye, and she followed his gaze to the unopened condom on the shower shelf. They'd forgotten protection.

The possibility she could be carrying his baby filled her with joy. Nicky wrapped her arms around his waist and lifted her smiling face to his. "Do you think Holly would like a little brother or sister?"

His throat worked, and his eyes grew misty. "Yes. In fact another child was the second item on my Christmas list."

"Is that right? What was your first wish?"

"You." He gazed at her with so much emotion, she knew this was real. Chris was back where he belonged, and they'd build a family together with Holly. Love really was better the second time around.


Epilogue



 



Nicky took in the interior of her home, now transformed into a sparkling winter wonderland with fairy lights, evergreen garlands and an animated snowman. Without Chris's help, she would never have found the time to decorate for the holidays, much less host this Christmas Eve birthday luncheon for Holly. And she wanted everything to be perfect for the little girl.

The last ten days had been amazing—getting to know Holly and the Spencers, being accepted into their lives and their home. She'd joined them for dinner, helped Chris's parents shop for gifts at Paxton's and fallen in love with the whole family. She'd bought them each a special present to let them know how important they'd become to her.

Nicky had even shopped for Christmas trees with the four of them to pick out a small one for Chris's rental home and a larger tree for her place. They'd made sure the lowest limbs on the tinsel-and-ornament-covered blue spruce in her living room were well off the floor, so the ten-pound dog in her arms couldn't get up to any mischief.

Nicky stroked her fingers across Tania's head. They'd adopted the gentle dog a week ago, and she'd been living in the Victorian ever since. It'd been difficult to keep the crestie a secret from Holly, but this afternoon the little girl would get her Christmas wish a day early. Nicky couldn't wait to see her face.

Chris stoked the fire in her stone fireplace and covered it with the heavy screen. Then he walked to Nicky and pressed a kiss to her temple. "Have I told you how much I appreciate your finding Tania?"

"About ten times." Nicky smiled. "She's a delight to have around."

The tiny canine sported a pink doggie sweater with the word "Princess" across the back. Dangling from her rhinestone-studded collar was a crown-shaped tag engraved with her name and contact information. Chris had even purchased a regal canine bed and a pink carrying case for the diva dog.

At the suggestion of the crestie rescue volunteer, they'd placed one of Holly's pillowcases on Tania's bed to help the dog associate the little girl's scent with comfort and treats.

The doorbell chimed. Chris's eyes danced with anticipation. Who was more excited about the birthday party? Holly or her father?

He started for the foyer. "I'll let them in. Will you please put Tania in her carrier until the surprise?"

Nicky nodded and hurried to her walk-in kitchen pantry, where they'd stashed the case. Tania scampered happily into the leather-and-mesh bag since it was stocked with a toy-sized rawhide chew and a teacup of water. Nothing but the best bone china for the princess.

Striding quickly back to the living room, Nicky greeted the Spencers, who'd become like godparents. She leaned down to give Holly a hug. "Happy birthday, squirt."

"I'm six!" Holly beamed and held up the correct number of fingers. A muffled bark came from the kitchen, and Holly's eyes rounded. "Is that a dog?"

The Spencers, who were in on the surprise, chuckled. Apparently Tania wasn't willing to wait to meet her new owner until they'd served lunch and birthday cake. Grinning, Chris shrugged and left to retrieve the case.

"Where's Daddy going?" Holly asked.

Nicky knelt on the floor beside the six-year-old. "Santa stopped by Paxton's and left a present for you. He said it was okay to give it to you on your birthday, since it's so close to Christmas."

Mary Spencer pulled a small video camera out of her purse. Chris's mother had promised to record this first meeting between Tania and Holly.

Chris returned with the carrier and set it on the floor several feet in front of Holly. Then he opened its door. Tania's head appeared, her white mane falling artlessly around her large pointed ears. She wriggled her nose, then walked slowly toward Holly, who was speechless for once in her young life.

Nicky put her arm around the child. "This is Tania. She needs a smart girl like you to take care of her."

Holly couldn't tear her gaze from the crestie, who stopped a foot away and sat, her white-tufted tail wagging. Nicky put a crunchy treat in the six-year-old's hand and showed her how to hold it out to the dog. Tania stood, barely twelve inches from toes to ear-tips, and sniffed the treat. Satisfied it was edible, she licked it off Holly's hand, making her giggle. With Nicky's guidance, the little girl gently ran her hand over the crestie's soft head.

Gazing up at her father, her heart in her eyes, Holly said, "It's a fairy pony puppy, Daddy. Can I keep her?"

Chris's throat worked. When he said "Yes", his voice was hoarse. Nicky blinked back tears. This child deserved some happiness after the tragedy and changes she'd suffered in her young life.

Holly played with the crestie under her grandparents' watchful eyes while Nicky and Chris carried lunch to the dining-room table. The plates of tea sandwiches—direct from Paxton's—were enjoyed by both the adults and the birthday girl. But the real hit was the dog-shaped cake from Beth's Sweet Shop. Holly blew out all six candles with one breath and predictably refused to reveal what she'd wished for. After the table was cleared and sticky fingers washed, everyone retired to the living room.

Nicky sat on the loveseat with Chris, warmed as always just by his presence. They'd snuck in as much "adult time" as possible in the last ten days, but she doubted they'd ever get their fill of each other. She grinned. Of course, they'd have a blast trying.

Holly walked up and pulled Chris's ear down to her mouth, as she had Gus the Santa's, and asked in a whisper that carried through the room, "Can we give Nicky her present now?"

He swung Holly up in his arms, making her laugh. "Thanks, sweetie. So much for keeping a secret."

"Daddy, can I give it to her? Please?"

Chuckling, Chris set his daughter on her feet. "Sure. It's in the front pocket of my backpack."

Holly skipped over to the leather backpack beside the Christmas tree and retrieved a white box with a silver bow on the top. Then she walked back to Nicky and placed it in her hand.

The name of a Charlottesville jeweler was on the side of the box, and Nicky's hand trembled as she lifted the lid to find a black ring holder inside.

The six-year-old reached for it. "Let me. Daddy and I practiced." She held up the black holder and opened it so Nicky could see inside.

Sparkling brighter than the Christmas tree, a solitaire diamond ring nestled in the black velvet. Diamond baguettes flowed down from the center stone like a fiery waterfall. It was the most beautiful ring she'd ever seen. But it was the meaning of the ring that was priceless.

Holly cleared her throat, then said solemnly, "Will you marry us?"

Chris slipped to one knee beside his daughter. "Please?"

Nicky couldn't speak as she looked at the faces of the people she loved, so she nodded vigorously instead.

"Hmm." Chris frowned at his daughter. "I'm not sure a nod will hold up in court."

"Yes, yes!" Nicky laughed even as her tears spilled over. She joined them on the floor for a group hug as Tania danced around them, yipping her approval.

Chris pulled a plastic sprig of mistletoe from his pocket and held it above their heads, and she was soundly kissed. Then he slipped the ring on her left hand.

It fit perfect, of course, just like Nicky's new family.
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Five Golden Rings - Blurb



 



 

Girl trips over Boy...and Boy falls for Girl.

 

For third-year law student, Kristy, and pop star, Nick, it’s love at first sight during a chance encounter at the National Christmas Tree Lighting. But when they’re suddenly torn apart and left with little more than the other’s first name, only a couple of missed connection ads and a little holiday magic could bring them back together. 

 Will they find one another and make their Christmas wishes come true?

Two lonely strangers. One unforgettable date. Five golden rings.

 


Chapter 1



 



After surviving the roughest patches of her twenty-five years, Kristie found herself again falling in love with Christmas, and the long-awaited precipitation trickling outside her window signaled the beginning of her celebration. From her small Georgetown condo, Kristie watched the early D.C. flakes fall from the sky. They seemed to twinkle as they drifted in and out of the steady beams of light that emanated from the streetlamps, leaving a blanket of white on cars parked along her quaint Olive Street and its time-worn red brick sidewalks.

The brief reprieve from her important work served as exactly the break she needed, but now the time had come to return to the task at hand. With garland and lights strung loosely around her neck, a reindeer antler headband protruding from her kinky curls, and her body and feet secured in a Charlie Brown Christmas onesie, she turned her attention to her snug living room to survey the results of her diligent efforts.

The Douglas fir, which she’d just finished watering, was perfectly imperfect. The mixed array of ornaments she’d bought and made over the years, from angels to Snoopy to Star Trek's Enterprise to traditional balls, covered the tree in random patterns, hung only after many strands of blinking lights, and a fluffy twist of red and silver garland had been draped around its girth from top to bottom. She suspended lighted stars, candles, and snowman figures in every window and covered the ceiling in Christmas stars. It was all too much for the cramped space and yet just enough. Her dad would’ve been proud; this had always been their best time, and she finally felt ready to celebrate again after three years of mourning his death.

As she admired her handiwork, the door opened, and Jack (short for Jacqueline) walked inside, her bluish-green eyes bulging at the chaotically cute sight.

Jack’s and Kristie’s mothers met at Washington Hospital Center during their births. Born one day apart (Jack a day older), they grew up like sisters, each with a surrogate mother until Jack’s mom died of cancer. With a deathbed promise to watch over and care for Jack’s mom’s only daughter, Kristie’s mom cared for Jack as if she were her own flesh and blood. Their sisterhood had now lasted for over two decades. Jack, a name Kristie called her with only the deepest affection because she couldn’t pronounce Jacqueline when they were kids, had been as much a sister to her as any born from her mother’s womb.

“Well? What do you think?” Kristie said, gesturing her hands as if presenting a masterpiece.

“It looks like Christmas went on a bender and threw up in here...which means it’s almost perfect. I bought more lights for the balcony, and icicles, but only because I love you, not all of…this.” A medical resident at George Washington Hospital, she worked insane shifts and, as usual, had arrived at home sapped and dressed in rumpled scrubs.

“One can never have too many icicles.”

“Any amount of icicles is too many icicles.”

“Hmph. I know what this is about. You’re still traumatized by the Great Icicle Incident of Christmas 1996,” Kristie said with a chuckle.

Jack could only shudder in reply.

It was their seventh Christmas. The harrowing episode began with Misty, Jack’s cat, and her fascination with silver tinsel. It ended with a house fire…which Mom only discovered when she returned home from work and walked into the living room to find her couch on fire, along with the cat’s tail, and a fallen tree.

The babysitter was locked in the bathroom and Jack was performing surgery on her Cabbage Patch doll by candlelight, which the fire department determined to be the source of the brief but destructive blaze.

Misty survived for another five years, but peed on the carpet whenever she saw tinsel.

“It’s not funny. I still have nightmares,” she said. “Anyway, I’m glad to see you finally tore yourself away from your desk. You seriously needed a break. Not to mention the fact that you’re getting quite boring in your old age. What is it with you? Every day, the same routine. Sleep. Eat. Starbucks. Study.”

“Tell me about it. Vicious cycle. As soon as I finish, I’ve got to work on a brief due tomorrow, including proofreading.”

“Seriously? Kristie, you’ve been a fuddy-duddy since elementary school, and it’s only gotten worse with age.  No partying, no fun in undergrad, which, apart from the whole education thing, is the entire reason college exists. You’re setting yourself up to be an old cat lady before you’re thirty. Add to that no Facebook, no Twitter, no Snapchat, and I can’t even steal your iPod because you don’t listen to any music released after 2002.”

She raised her hands in submission. “Guilty as charged and you can hassle me about fun and social networking all you want, but you can’t blame me on the music issue.”

“Oh, yes I can.”

“Jack, I turned on the radio last week, for only the second time this year, mind you, and the first lyric I heard was ‘In the cut I’m rolling up my broccoli.’ Seriously? Rolling up my broccoli? Does he realize broccoli is a vegetable, not a weed? I mean, I get the whole poetic license thing but that makes no freaking sense. He could’ve said ‘rolling up my dandelion,' and at least the words would’ve had some meaning. Honestly, I’d like to waterboard record executives each time they allow garbage songs into the universe. I can never unhear that.”

“You’re such a snob. One song, and you’re writing off almost two decades of music. Although I will grant you, some stuff out there is bizarre, none of what you’re describing applies to the first Mr. Jacqueline Gardner—A.J. Dawson. He and Vince Stone—those are my baes. And I don’t care what you say, I could listen to him all day.”

“Trust me, you do. All the time. His songs are like ear-worms,” Kristie said, palming her ears as if trying to blank out the memory. “He’s got a beautiful voice to be sure, but his music is the equivalent of lyrical wallpaper. Like that floral crap in grandma’s old basement bathroom, the one with the broken toilet. He sacrificed his art for a spot on the Billboard 100.”

“He evolved…updated his sound.”

She shot a sideways glance. “He sold out.”

Jack waved her off. “Well, I’ll concede your argument for now, but enough is enough already with your Boring Betty routine.”

As a little sister should, Kristie sucked her tongue and whined. “You were Boring Betty in grad school so you of all people should understand what I’m facing. I’m doing my best to live up to our good family name. As my grandfather used to say, ‘It’s as old as Washington D.C., itself.’” She mimicked his voice; it was old and rusty, perfectly suited for a lovable curmudgeon.

When her father died, Pop-Pop took up the mantle, saw to it that she got a proper education, met connected people, lined up the pieces of her life so she could land an acceptable job—only law or medicine would do, hence Jack’s vocation.

“I know, I know, but don’t mock that name,” Jack said. “I wish I had it when I applied to Georgetown.”

“Sometimes, I wish I didn’t.”

While her bloodline demanded a law degree, Kristie had envisioned a different future.

Pop-Pop’s skull nearly split in two when she proposed a gap year—or two. Not to wander the Earth looking for nothing to do. She’d actually planned to travel and support global volunteer work, especially in Africa.  

The mere insinuation caused him to press his hand against her forehead and check her temperature, as if the only source for such a suggestion from anyone in their family could be an acute illness, mental or otherwise.

Of course, he refused to help fund her while she embarked on her adventure (ever), opting instead to offer the Georgetown Law tuition money, which had been designated as such practically since she was an unfertilized egg.

So the dream, to this day, remained unfulfilled.

Never stopped Kristie from imagining the good she could do. She’d always believed some people were more attune to their callings than others. From the time she realized volunteer work was possible, she’d heard the whispers in the universe beckoning her to serve people in need, to dig in and dirty her hands building villages or cleaning water supplies in underdeveloped countries or feeding the hungry and helping the homeless in the United States.

However noble, her choice wasn’t sufficiently suitable for the daughter of one Washington’s oldest political families. And, unfortunately, what she’d been gifted in the desire to serve, she lacked in the will to fight, either her family or what many deemed as her destiny.

So, she conceded the life she wanted for the one dictated to her.

If worse came to worst, she could always do pro-bono work for the needy and poor…is what she told herself repeatedly to help ease her angst and hush the voices telling her to leave Georgetown behind.  A small sacrifice for family peace, but a sacrifice, nonetheless.

“Hmph. Unlike me, you didn’t require the family name, Jack. You got into a top school on stellar grades and pure talent,” she said. Jack graduated at the top of her class at George Washington University. Kristie finished in the top twenty percent of Georgetown undergrad; not bad, but not Jack. “Trust me, I truly appreciate the depth of my blessing and do not take them for granted. But while my name might’ve helped with admissions, it sure won’t guarantee that I’ll graduate. Only hard work will accomplish that, which is why I’m going to finish the last touches on my holiday décor and get back to the grind.”

With a cup of coffee now in hand, Jack made her way to the couch. She glanced around, over her shoulders, and then peeked under the lump of coal paperweight resting on the table as if she’d lost something.

“What’re you looking for?” Kristie asked.

“Zach. I'd expect to find him under a rock. Where is he?”

“Really?” Kristy pursed her lips and rolled her eyes. The lump of coal was a gag gift Jack bought for Kristie hoping she’d re-gift it to her sometimes neglectful, family-designated beau.

“What? I thought he’d slithering around here helping you to decorate. It’s what lovers do, right?” Jack said, giving Kristie the side eye.

She volleyed the look right back.

Jack hated him. Maybe hate wasn’t a strong enough word.

Despised? 

Meh! As a protective “big” sister, she felt it necessary to point out his negative attributes so Kristie wasn’t flying blind, but Kristie understood better than anyone that inside his callous, sometimes thoughtless and inconsiderate, self-serving exterior (according to Jack) was the soul of a sweet and caring life and law firm partner, the one who’d proposed to her, down on one knee, at the family beach house in The Bluffs at Martha’s Vineyard over a year ago.

Jack had long been suspicious of his motives, especially given the deep roots and old money Kristie's family brought to Washington.

But Kristie trusted in people, in him, almost to a naive extent. Ulterior motives were a foreign concept to her; she believed the heart ruled. No man would ask a woman to marry him unless he loved and truly desired to spend the rest of his life with her…is what she believed (hoped).

Not entirely sold on his sincerity, she lingered comfortably in the lengthy engagement, just in case.

“You know he’s not really into the Christmas thing,” Kristie replied.

“Well, call me crazy, but doesn’t the lack of interest speak to your compatibility? Even if he’s not into the holidays, he knows how much this all means to you. He’s supposed to bring his sorry butt here and participate because he loves you. You know, the little things called sacrifice...compromise, the core tenets of a good marriage.”

With a wave of her hand to blow off Jack’s latest mini-rant, she said, “Well, he may not be decorating, but he promised to attend the National Christmas Tree Lighting with me this year. We scored tickets again, so he'll make it up to me.”

Jack pursed her lips. “If he goes with you to the tree lighting, I’ll call off the hit I ordered on him. I have an emergency pager number. It might not be too late.”

Kristie and Jack fell out into laughter; it felt good to laugh from her belly again.

The joyful moment caused Kristie’s thoughts drift. She smiled as she recalled sitting atop her father’s shoulders as they strolled through Presidential Park along the Path of Peace, eyeing each state’s Christmas Tree, counting ornaments, and remarking on the beauty of the lights. Every year since she could remember, the moment the President flipped the magic switch signaled the true start of the season.

From those few seconds until the second of January, she lived and breathed a holiday high. And this year was even better because she had someone special (besides her father and family) with whom to share it and make memories to last a lifetime. She hoped they’d begin to create their own traditions that would live on through their kids, and their kids’ kids, and so on.

This event not only commenced the beginning of a new season, but also marked the start of a new life. Her dream life. The one she’d imagined from the time she was a child imagining reindeer hooves tapping on the roof of the family home on Christmas night.

The “bae” ringtone on her cell shook her out of her thoughts and brought a message that put a smile to her face; it would surely do the opposite for Jack. “All right, he’s on his way here. Please cut him some slack.”

 “Oh, I’ll cut him, all right,” she said, her voice half joking and mostly serious. “For your sake, I pray he keeps his word for a change. A man's word should be his bond. That’s all I’m saying.” No sooner than she finished her lecture, the house phone rang. Jack picked up the handset and checked the caller ID. “It’s Mom.”

Kristie rolled her eyes, took the phone from Jack’s hand, and answered. “Hi, Mom! Yes, I’ve eaten this week. No, I’ve not eaten anything green and don’t plan to until I’m desperately clinging to life from a Christmas cookie overdose.

“Yes, I’m still engaged. No, Zach and I haven’t set a date…because how could I survive without your weekly conniptions? Yes, I’m wearing clean underwear. No, I don’t need any money…today. Yes, I’ve put up my Christmas tree. No, I’ve not finished up my shopping. Does that about cover it?”

“Ha. Ha. Ha. You’re just a laugh a minute,” she said. “Perhaps Georgetown will refund the arm and three legs  I’m spending on your tuition so you can take that show on the road.”

She chuckled. “I’m just trying to save time so we can skip to the real reason for this delightful interruption. I’ve got a brief to proofread and format before class in the morning.”

“I’m calling to remind you about the holiday charity events you’ll be attending to represent the family.”

 “Must we go through this every year?” Kristie groaned.

“Yes, we must. Remember what your dad used to say, ‘To whom much is given, much is required.’”

Funny how that didn’t apply to global volunteer work, she thought.

“Now! This year promises to be the best ever as I’ve scored a major surprise for Jack.”

“She’ll be thrilled.”

“I’ll be attending the D.C. At-Risk Teens Funding Drive Party, but I’ll spare you that one. And, of course, there’s the Christmas Couple’s Charity Masque and then the Duncan Foundation Charity Fundraiser. I have someone very special for you guys to meet.”

“Mom, I’m engaged already.”

“Well, Jack’s not. Besides, it’s not a date...although I’m sure that would thrill Jack. Where is she, by the way?”

“Right here. She just walked in.”

“Put me on speakerphone.”

Kristie tapped the mute button. “She wants to talk to you.” 

Jack shook her head and giggled while Kristie pressed the screen and said, “She can hear you now.”

“Hi, Momma D!” Jack said. She’d affectionately called her that since Kristie could remember.

“As the mature sister, you’re in charge of getting Kristie to the charity events this year. I’m sending gowns over for the both of you—two apiece. One for each formal.”

“Yes, Mom,” Jack replied, her personality much more pliant when it came to mother’s formal events and the accompanying girlie dresses. Mom often wondered aloud if she and Jack had been switched, except Jack was a blonde-haired, blue-eyed princess, while Kristie was a cocoa-crème-colored diva with a kinky curly puff of hair.

“Hmph,” the defiant one said, refusing to comply so easily. “No jeans. No high-tops. No Kristie. And what is this, anyway, the dark ages? You’re really picking our outfits? Next thing you know, you’ll be marrying us off for a dowry of silver and goats.”

“Listen, Miss Thing,” she said, abruptly shifting into the “because I said so,” zone. “You will attend every single event, and you’ll wear the dresses I bought. If you don’t, I’ll lay on a guilt trip so thick, you’ll spend the next three years of your life apologizing for what will only amount to five or six hours of your time. So, make it easy on all of us and capitulate.”

There’d be no escaping this conversation without accepting the challenge. Her gala attendance was now a foregone conclusion.

“Fine, Mom. Whatever you say.”

She’d never fought before, why start now?


Chapter 2



 



A wintery mix fell in Georgetown as A.J. Dawson searched his girlfriend’s immaculate penthouse condo from crack to crevice; there was still no trace of it anywhere. He sort of understood how he’d lost it. After wrapping up a world tour to gear up and produce his next album, A.J.’s mind had cluttered with a thousand details. It’d surprised him that the gift was the only thing that had gone missing.

“Chloe? Did you find anything yet?” he yelled to his long-time personal assistant who was on the other side of Sabrina’s contemporary 4500-square-foot haven. She kept her home uncluttered, almost sterile, free of knickknacks. The only sign of Christmas was the view of the decorated city visible from her top-floor window.

Any other time of the year, her pristine space helped clear his mind but right now it frustrated him for multiple reasons.

“No,” she responded. “And you are in so much trouble this time. I mean, you’ve lost things before, but this one takes the cake.”

“You know me. I can’t keep track of anything. I’d misplace you if you didn’t keep the locator activated on your work cellphone.”

“Tell me about it! You’re as absent-minded as I am organized. It’s ridiculous. I don’t want to be here when you tell her. That’s all I’m saying. We should just cancel Christmas and skip to Valentine’s Day. By then you’ll have located it.” She froze in her steps, her eyes bulged, and she craned her neck around. “Did you hear that?”

He crinkled his nose. “No...hear what?”

“Her flying monkeys. They’re coming to trap us here in her anti-Christmas lair and deny us cookies and eggnog.”

A.J. let out a hearty laugh and shook his head. “Really, Chloe? You need to stop giving her such a hard time.”

“I only do it behind her back...not to her face,” she said. “Oh, you know what? I’ve got an idea for an alternate gift that doesn’t require a designer, it’s pretty cheap, and it will save us from your absentmindedness.”

He reached for his wallet, preparing to fork over the money. Something was better than nothing. “Okay, I’m game. What it is?”

“A bucket of water. We can just throw it on her, and we won’t need to worry about losing the gift.”

“C’mon. She’s not that bad.”

Chloe shot him a side-eye glance and pursed her lips. “Oh, no. She’s worse. But you say you love her so I’ll deal with her professionally as always. I just think you can do better. I mean you’re one of the kindest, most generous people I know, and Sabrina is like...the opposite.”

“Opposites attract.”

“Yeah? Well, tigers are attracted to goats. Doesn’t mean it’s good for the goat.”

“She’s got remarkable qualities you don’t get to see.”

“Mhm hmm. And you helped pay for two of them; they hold up her bikinis quite well. But let’s run down everything she’s done on this trip so far. Let’s see. She has refused to decorate for Christmas, the only request you’ve made of her in six months. She sent back the first tree you had delivered. You’ve attended three charity events to support inner city kids. She’s shopped at three stores in the Galleria—for herself, I might add. Yep, you two are a match made in Christmas heaven.”

“That’s not entirely fair. Her family does a lot of great things for the homeless in this community.”

“Yes, family is the operative word. I’m not certain she was equipped with those genes,” Chloe replied. “Anyway, I’m sure she has other qualities that are visible when the moon is out, and she’s lurking around darkened places I fear to tread. But, at the end of the day, I’m not living with her, nor am I the one who’s planning to propose to her...if we can ever find the blasted ring.”

As harsh as her words sounded, A.J. realized Chloe had only his best interest at heart. She was the friend he trusted with his life.

Once upon a time, he wondered if she could be “the one,” but they were more suited for a brother and sister relationship than a romantic one. As much they cared for and loved one another, they never had that kind of attraction, not since second grade.

On the other hand, there was something about Sabrina. She had a body shaped for danger and excitement. She played the lit match to his dynamite. Whenever he found himself in her presence, their passions ignited and all of her negative traits dissipated for a while. At least until Chloe stepped in to remind him of what he was missing out on, especially whenever she and her boyfriend Byron spent time with A.J.

They shared the relationship he always wanted.

More than lovers, they were friends...best friends. They talked about anything with openness and honesty, shared the same interests, yet they also maintained separate lives, independence.

As much as Byron and Chloe were alike, he and Sabrina were different. He loved to travel; his job required it. She found it more aggravating than anything. But A.J. believed her attitude was mostly due to the fact that in D.C., she had status. Everyone who mattered knew her and her family. She’d reigned queen of her exclusive little world, and she’d grown more and more hesitant to leave the security and familiarity of her world for his.

Given his career required constant travel, he questioned whether their relationship could survive the rift this issue often caused, which was only compounded by the lack of communication. Too often, they talked past one another rather than to each other. They didn’t value the same things, especially when it came to Christmas, which had been an important time of the year for A.J.,  steeped in tradition before and since his parents died.

Part of him questioned whether he had lost thing ring accidentally on purpose this time.

He glanced down at his wrist to check the time. “Well, we’ve got to get a move on. She’ll be home shortly.”

“Yes, which means it’s time for me to scram to my suite at The W hotel, and I’m hoping Byron makes his flight from L.A. Trust me, I’ll be gone before she arrives...if there’s any mercy in this universe. You sure you don’t want to run away with us? There’s still time.” She tapped her watch and waited for his response, her expression hopeful that he’d comply.

“I will not abandon my post.”

“That’s a good way to describe her…a post.” She chuckled.

He smirked. “So, what are we going to do?”

“After we go through your schedule, I’m going to take one more pass through the entire house by myself while you rest and hydrate. You’ll need all the strength you can muster if I don’t locate this ring.”

She pulled up her iPad and opened the calendar.

“So, today and tomorrow evening, you actually have some down time to chill out in the evenings. Busy days.”

“Good. Did you see the latest review of my album? They called my songs 'formulaic, overly commercialized, and devoid of the artistry that made fans fall in love with my work.'”

“Yep. I read that yesterday,” she said. “Can I be honest?”

He nodded. “I expect it.”

“You’ve lost yourself a little, your voice. Your life has changed so much in the past year. You’re blowing up. You’re with…Sabrina,” she said with a twisted expression. “Unfortunately, I think your head has expanded with your career…a little. Not to the point of no return, but beyond where you’d like to be.”

He paused for a moment, his body instinctively stiffened as if he’d taken offense, but then he expelled a deep sigh. “You’re right. I know you are.” He sat down and dropped his head in his hands. “I’d like to not be A.J. Dawson for a few days. I don’t want to listen to my voice on the radio. I don’t want to think about this industry. I just want to blend in and be a regular guy on the street for a change.”

“Well, you deserve a break. Might be good for you be back home and connect with the real A.J., the one before the fame, and ground yourself in what makes you happy. Maybe you’ll find a little inspiration…a little creative magic,” she said. “And while you’ve blown up, you’re certainly not Jay-Z.”

“Really?”

“I mean, you can still walk around and be normal. It’s shocking how few people bother you while you’re out. Just go Clark Kent; wear some glasses and a hat and enjoy a little freedom from being…A.J. But we’ve still got several events to attend.”

“Which are?”

“Friday you’re attending a few radio station events. And Saturday evening you’ll be doing one set at the Duncan Foundation fundraiser. Thursday you’re hosting the D.C. Teens At-Risk funding drive.”

“Yes,” he said gazing out the window. “That program saved my life. I wouldn’t be here without it.”

“I know. Each day they only take up a couple of hours, so you’ll have plenty of free time. On Sunday, we pack up and leave for the left coast so you can settle down to cut your next record.”

“My next record. Ugh. I don’t even want to think about it. I’ve got to tell you, Chloe. I’m exhausted. Think I’m going to spend tomorrow evening just enjoying a D.C. Christmas. The first thing on my list: the National Christmas Tree. You up for it?”

“As much as I’d like to relive our childhood trips to the tree, Byron and I haven’t seen each other for a few months with all of our traveling. I’ll be too busy unwrapping my gift.”

“Bleck!” A.J. said. “It’s like finding out your little sister is having sex. I think I’m sick.”

She playfully popped him in the head and chuckled. “Sure, would be nice if you had a someone special in your life, a fiancée perhaps, who’d jump at the opportunity to share that experience with you.”

A.J. leaned back on the couch, grabbed a large bottle of water from the ice bucket on the adjacent table, and glanced up at her. “Don’t you have some searching to do?”

“Ah, yes I do. Let me hop to it.”

Staring out of the window at the beautiful view across the city, he admired the golden and red lights glowing around The Kennedy Center; there he participated in his first major performance as part of the Duke Ellington School for the Performing Arts choir. He sang lead and caught the bug.

Hearing the audience cheer and applaud, he got a high no drug could offer; the moment evolved into an instant addiction that would drive his career from that day to this. He never would’ve dreamed, given his background and everything he’d lost, that the world would open up to him and allow him the blessing of finding his calling and presenting it as a gift to the world.

To whom much is given, much is required, his mother used to tell him starting from a very young age; she saw greatness in him before he saw it in himself. The quote became the driving principle of his life. It was the reason he spent as much time serving as performing. But now, more than anything in the world, he longed for some down time to indulge in the Christmas traditions he’d neglected for far too many years. He wanted the National Tree, he wanted a real tree of his own, a family of his own...and a true love of his own.

He hoped Sabrina would be the one but somehow feared, after the three years he’d invested in their relationship, that as much as he’d done right in his professional life, he’d valued the wrong qualities when deciding who to share his heart with.

The universe kept presenting questions he couldn’t answer.

“Couldn’t find it!” Chloe said. “I even looked through her unmentionables drawer. I want a raise. Now.”

A.J. clenched his eyes shut, probably less regretful than he should be.

He stood up and gripped her in a bear hug. “Thanks for trying. Now get out of here before you run into her.”

Chloe grabbed her bags and flitted out the door. “I’ll return tomorrow when the coast is clear. If you need anything, just give me a call.”

“Thanks,” he said flatly, shutting the door behind her. Unfortunately what he needed, she couldn’t give him...and like the many things in his life, he had no idea where to find it. Perhaps if he could take a moment to breathe and embrace the true spirit of the season, he’d find the magic he craved…and the part of himself he’d lost.


Chapter 3



 



Kristie lounged on her La-Z-Boy tapping the ink pen against her chin. She'd been trying to figure out the clue to the puzzle she’d started working on when a knock came at the door. No doubt Zach had arrived. Finally. She shot a quick glance at the clock. Two hours late, again. Tardiness had become a nasty habit of which he kept swearing he’d break himself but never did. After placing the pen on the coffee table alongside her book, she straightened her reindeer antler headband and opened the door.

“Well, well, well. You finally decided to show up,” she said, her voice on the edge of snappish. She understood the demands of a busy schedule like few women would but with her finishing her next to last semester of law school, their time together had grown more sparse and infrequent as it was. His inability to keep his word threatened to shift their relationship from the cusp of matrimony to one of carnal convenience—all sex, no true commitment.

“I’m sorry, baby.” He leaned over to kiss her on the lips, but she offered him her cheek instead and coldly walked off. “Aw! Don’t be that way. Work is crazy. Everyone’s wrapping up before the holiday break.”

By the time he finished speaking, she’d stomped back to her couch, pushed her feet under the covers, and picked up her book to resume filling out a Christmas crossword puzzle.

He scanned the room, his expression stoic and unfazed. “I see someone’s been decorating. Looks...good.” His voice went high on the last word as he choked out the compliment. Why’d he bother to say anything at all if he didn’t mean it?

“By myself...again,” she said.

“I’m sure Jack pitched in. You got any beer?”

“Fridge. Bottom shelf.” He disappeared and reappeared seconds later. The sound of the cap’s pop made her thirsty for one. Of course, he’d never offer.

“I see you’re solving the annual crossword puzzle.”

“It’s tradition. My dad and I solved a different one  every year,” she said. “What’s a nine-letter word for peace and friendship?”

He replied, “Try bahhumbug.”

“You’re such a Grinch,” she said. “Anyway, it begins with an ‘M.’”

“An ‘M,’ huh? I’ve got it. Miserable.”

“Ha ha very funny,” Kristie said. “I know you’re not into Christmas, and you want no part of all the hoopla but can’t you at least pretend to be happy you’re here? Is that too much to ask?”

“No, it’s not,” he said. “Let me just rest my mind and finish this beer.”

In the silence, she thought about a conversation between her and Jack a few days before. She asked Kristie a couple of questions: What did she see in Zach? And what did she believe Zach saw in her?

They should’ve been easy to answer, a breeze. But, now, as she looked at his face, she wondered how she could respond at all.

Beyond the obvious—Zach being a six-foot-two specimen with naturally wavy low-cut hair and a body built from the nectar of the gods—his family had been long-time friends of hers.

They’d been practically betrothed to one another from birth.

The current engagement couldn’t be called “fixed” per se, but anyone placing a bet was sure to get paid. Over the years, they’d been thrown together at every dinner, cookout, dance, and charity event. The impending nuptials fulfilled a prophecy of sorts, one his family stood to benefit from far more than hers, according to industry estimates. Kristie’s dad (and now mom) owned the pie, and his father wanted a slice of it.

With Zach’s and Kristie’s marriage, they’d get it.

Zach graduated from Georgetown Law two years before her scheduled freedom date and took a position in her father’s firm at the direction of their parents—corporate practice, of course. So their long-established ties provided her with some sense of comfort, stability. He (as a man) and they (as a couple) were everything her mother told her she should want. And she’d grown to accept their reality as happiness.

When she thought about her reasons for loving Zach, she reminded Jack of their first-anniversary date nearly a year ago. Apparently, he’d called in family favors to score two tickets to hear three of her favorite bands—Chicago, Journey, and Earth, Wind & Fire. An old soul, she preferred songs with heartfelt lyrics that moved her emotions and bands that played…instruments. With Zach being more of a hip-hop fan, the stuff that made her ears bleed, he unselfishly bought tickets for her enjoyment.

But hours before the concert, she fell ill...and fast. She suffered a massive migraine and flu-like symptoms; the sickness washed over her like rain. Foul-smelling fluids shot out of orifices she never knew existed. Jack was out of town. Mom was at some office thing. And the last thing she wanted in the world was for Zach, beautiful Zach, to see her looking like thirty pounds of death and diarrhea in a douche bag.

She begged him to cancel and stay home, told him she’d call him when she felt better. But Zach showed up, anyway. With soup. He took care of her. Washed her up, shampooed her hair, cleaned up all of the messes...some of which they’d sworn to take to the grave, to never speak of again. He took her to bed and held her in his arms until she drifted to sleep on his chest. When she woke up, the tickets sat on the nightstand. She reached over his belly, which rose and fell amidst his snores, and glanced at the location. Front row. He bartered family favors to snag front-row seats to a concert he never even wanted to attend.

The answer to what he saw in her seemed simple enough, although Zach had scarcely shared his opinion. All of her life she’d been described as the cute one. Never beautiful, gorgeous, rarely sexy...but cute. And smart. And driven. She’d accepted the descriptions as who she was and all she was. Well, in addition to the family name. But in the midst of all their ups and downs, time together and apart, she hoped a love existed.

Jack feared Zach might have taken advantage of her disconnection. With her being so ingrained in the smallness of her own world, he had free reign to do whatever he pleased, with whoever he pleased.

Would Kristie describe their relationship as perfection? Probably not. Staying together required lots of sacrifice and compromise, acceptance—and family urging. Every now and again she’d wished Zach could find more joy in the things she loved, especially at Christmastime. As she’d dealt with the loss of her father over the past three years, the holiday was one thing that kept her connected to him.

More than having a man in her life, she desired to share her life with someone. She wanted a partner, a witness to her journey...and she hoped to be the same to him. She wanted her fiancé’s hands at the other end of the lights she’d strung on the tree, his finger in the center of the bow she’d tied on Jack’s present, his mouth on the end of the spoon containing her chocolate chip cookie dough, his eyes filled with the lights twinkling at the sight of the National Christmas Tree, and their lips intertwined beneath the mistletoe.

“Oh my gosh! That’s it. A nine-letter word for a sign of peace and friendship. Mistletoe!”

“Ah,” he said. “Now that’s the part of Christmas that I can enjoy.” He leaned forward now, his mouth puckered and searching for a kiss. With his eyelids now halfway open, his shoulders slumped as the alcohol overtook his grinchiness.

Despite being upset at his lateness, it’d been a week since she’d been in his arms; she craved closeness, longed for intimacy. A slight lean forward positioned her mouth to greet his lips, but she stopped abruptly and pressed her hand to his chest.

“Wait! You’re still going with me tomorrow to the National Tree Lighting, right? You promised.”

“Kristie, baby. You know it’s not my thing and never has been. If I could delete all the days from black Friday to January second, I swear I would. It’s bad enough my parents forced me to pay a grand for that couple’s masque charity thing. Why don’t you go by yourself...or with Jack or your family?”

“Because for the first time since my dad passed away, I want to share the experience with someone special, but I’ve decided to settle for you.”

“Very funny.”

“Before you and I got together, my relationships always ended during the holidays. This is the first year our togetherness is voluntary and not the result of a family conspiracy. I finally have a true love in my life. So, if I’m going to the lighting alone tomorrow, then I can promise you, I’m going to bed solo tonight.”

“Aw, man. Really? You’re going to hold my Christmas cookies hostage?”

“Like a mofo,” she said.

“Okay. Okay. Let’s compromise. I’ll tell you what…”

“Mhm hmm.” She glared at him skeptically.

“I’ll meet you tomorrow at the Ellipse right before the ceremony is over, and we’ll stroll through the Path of Peace together. I have a business meeting that I can’t miss, but I promise you I will duck out early. One thing you know about me is I never make promises I don’t keep.”

Hmph.

“Cross your heart?”

He drew one on his chest.

“Scout’s honor?” she asked. “And before you answer, you actually were a Boy Scout, so when you make the pledge it means something.”

“Scout’s honor,” he repeated.

“Okay, then.” She leaned backward in her seat and opened her arms to him. “You may come and get your Christmas cookies.”

“I love you, baby,” he purred as he took up the welcoming space between her thighs. “I know I can be a jerk sometimes, but I adore you.”

“Six-hundred ninety-four days, twenty hours and thirty minutes. And I wouldn’t trade a single one.”

“Neither would I. And we’re going to be so happy when we’re married,” he said. “How about next week we set a date?”

She nodded excitedly and led him to her bedroom, where he finished stripping, and then she pulled him onto her bed. With urgency, she pressed her lips into his, gently prying his open with her tongue and softly stroking it against his. Their tongues lashed until their heartbeats raced and temperatures rose. She slipped her hands beneath his shirt and placed her palms flat against his sculpted, powerful chest, pushing it up until he sat back on his knees; then he yanked it over his head. He resumed his passionate kisses, this time starting his journey to ecstasy from her toes. He kissed and licked up her calf, up across her thighs, removed her pajama shorts to tease briefly in her warm and wet place before moving up her belly to her breasts, his favorite part of her body.

He reached up, slipped her camisole straps from her shoulders, and pulled them down until the curves of her sweet mounds were exposed. He licked his soft, moist tongue across her hardening tips, lapping and nibbling until they stiffened, forcing a groan from her lips that expressed her exquisite, pleasure-filled pain.

He eased his way down, his tongue now lapping the tender hot flesh between her chocolate thighs, his tongue swirling in furious circles until she begged and pleaded for him to end her suffering, to enter her.

He protected himself and scooped up her legs, positioning his shoulders behind her knees. Then he plunged into her, pumping and pushing in long, anguished strokes, each one exploring deeper, causing her to tighten her walls around his ultra-satisfying length.

“I love you, baby,” he whispered. “You love me?”

“Yes, yes,” she said in breathy whispers, tugging a handful of his hair. “I want you deeper, deeper.”

He tucked his head between her neck and shoulder and ground his hips into her, thrusting and pushing, penetrating her mind, her soul until her whole body quaked, causing his to follow. They collapsed into an exhausted heap, both out of breath, both bodies spent.

“Damn,” she said, her bare chest rising in dramatic heaves.

She rolled over onto her side as he disappeared into the bathroom. He returned with warm washcloths so they could clean themselves; then he slipped into bed and rotated over on his side, his back to her, saying a weak “love you” followed within seconds by his snores.

Once she cleaned herself and heard his snuffling, she finished tending to herself in the restroom, washing her face and patting it dry. She studied her expression in the mirror, feeling tired and physically fulfilled but somehow still emotionally unsatisfied.

Staring at herself now, she could face nothing but the truth. He may be able to deny her disappointment, but she could not. She walked out, shut off the lights, and stood in the window, gazing into the distance. With the holiday light show on full display in the city and across the starry sky, she released a wish into the heavens, as her father always told her to. She asked for only one thing—to spend the holidays with her true love.


Chapter 4



 



“A.J., I’m home, honey,” Sabrina’s voice called from the entrance. The sweet lilt in its tone didn’t quite match her often-harsh personality. With her leggy modelesque physique curved in every right place, she glided along in a graceful walk; her lengthened strides made each step closer strike an almost stalking, menacing tenor. The sound crept down the long hallway, drawing toward his location in her TV room/library, where he waited while watching This Christmas on DVD.

She strolled in wearing a trench coat and red-bottom shoes, her hair wrapped in a bun. Even dressed for the blistery winter cold, she still exuded sexy. He stood and nervously greeted her with a smile and kiss. He had no idea how he’d break the news about her gift, but she’d be expecting to receive it so he had to say something.

His body tensed up to prepare for her wrath. “Hey, baby! Um, I have something to tell you. I, uh, I bought you something, but I misplaced it.”

She smiled and placed her hand on his shoulder. “Oh, are you referring to the engagement ring?”

“Yeah?” He glared at her curiously.

“No worries. I took it to my jeweler yesterday morning to get it fitted and to find a new setting.”

He jerked back his head and grimaced. It struck him that her statement was symptomatic of every problem with their relationship. “Are you kidding me? Chloe and I tore this place apart looking for it, and you had it the entire time? Wait…did you say a new setting?”

“Don’t get me wrong, love of my life, it’s beautiful, but it’s not…me. I didn’t think you’d mind, sweetheart. After all, you want me to be happy, don’t you?” she said sweetly batting her devious eyes. Essentially, she’d told him that the proposal and marriage to him weren’t sufficient; the ring didn’t meet her excessive standards; and the twenty thousand dollar sentiment didn’t matter to her, either.

 “I only happened to find it sitting among your things, tried it on, and it didn’t quite fit. A little too big. And while the center diamond will do, I much prefer the French setting. So, I dropped it off at Boone & Sons this morning. You don’t mind, do you?”

“Hell yes I mind. First of all, what were you doing snooping through my suitcases? I’ve told you a million times, if you can’t trust me, then you don’t need to be with me.”

“Don’t blow this out of proportion. You’ve been on the road for a while; I’d planned to ask Maria to send out your clothes for laundering, and I got distracted by the ring. I can assure you it was all innocent.”

“Stop lying,” he said. “Every time I come to your place you turn into Chief Inspector Jacques Clouseau, and I’ve had about enough.”

She ran her hands up and down his arms trying to calm him, but her touch only made him draw back and tense up.

“Okay, it may I’ve been a tad presumptuous of me, but I only wanted to make sure that when you finally asked me to be your wife, the moment was perfect. Honestly, there was nothing more to it.”

“Where is it?”

She pulled a small empty bag from her coat pocket and handed it to him. He opened it to find the receipt and jammed it into his pant pocket.

Then she lifted her nose in the air and sniffed, quickly distracted by a scent in the air. “What’s that smell?”

A.J. followed her as she trekked down the hall to find the source of the odor and replied, “Oh, the tree. I bought another one today. It’s in the living room.”

“Seriously,” she snapped. “You know, I hate live trees. The needless fall everywhere. I’ll be stepping on them all next year.”

“It’s my tradition,” he said. “I’ll keep it watered, and I’ll clean up the mess before I leave. It’s important to me, after working so hard and being on tour for so long, to enjoy a nice, calm traditional holiday in my hometown. Especially given that I’ll be spending the next six months to a year stuck in a studio, finishing my next project.”

She narrowed her eyes and bared her canines before relenting. “You don’t have any traditions. You barely had a family.”

Her words tore through him like a series of machete strikes, but he’d never allow her to see how deeply they cut. Instead, he glared at her with a wounded expression.

“I didn’t mean that,” she said, shifting her voice to a lighter tone. “Fine. You keep the tree, for now. On the condition that you make the circuit with me. Mommy’s already scheduled us to make appearances at the Smiths’, the Spauldings’, and the Wellingtons’ Christmas parties. Then there’s the Christmas Couple’s Masque, of course, which is only two days away.”

He rolled his eyes. He’d never met such a pretentious bunch of windbags in his life, but her family was among the nouveau riche crowd that got their social capital from mingling with old D.C. money. A.J. had little familiarity with that world. He grew up on the other end of Pennsylvania Avenue, the Southeast side of Washington D.C.

Notoriously responsible for the moniker Dodge City once upon a time.

He grew up more concerned about guns and drugs than these caviar and champagne lifestyles people lived in upper northwest. He used to dream of a life filled with high-end clothes and big parties with lots of women. But in the music industry, partying was an integral part of the business. He’d grown tired of it and only wanted some peace and quiet, time to still his mind so he could summon his creative energy for the next record.

“Sabrina, really? You know that’s not my scene, and before I got here I told you that I need some rest.”

“You never want to have any fun anymore, at least not with me. What’s happened to you?”

He shrugged his shoulders and thought, I’m growing up? Apparently, the same did not hold true for her. More and more the truth revealed itself: He and Sabrina valued very different things in life.

He’d made a commitment and wanted to honor it but wondered if she’d change for the better once they got married as he hoped.

He decided to turn on the charm...maybe she’d come around, see his side of things. He wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her close to him, nibbled her ear, and nuzzled her neck. “Come on, baby. Why don’t you skip the parties and spend some alone time with me? We’ll get some hot cocoa, go out for an expensive dinner, catch a performance at the Kennedy Center. And then you can accompany me to a few of my charity events. Those are commitments I must keep. I made promises. Tomorrow we’re delivering toys to the Children’s Hospital.” He kissed her cheek. “Come with me. We did your Christmas last year.”

“Eee-yuck,” she said. “I hate hospitals. Too much sickness and sadness. And the last time I went with you I had the sniffles for two weeks. And the Kennedy Center? I don’t think so. Parking is the devil.”

He couldn’t believe what he’d heard. During the hospital trip she referenced, they’d visited kids who were taking chemotherapy for various forms of cancer, and she had the nerve and the gall to complain about the sniffles? He questioned for the thousandth time what he’d ever seen in her.

She sat down and crossed her legs, which caused the coat she still wore to fall open up to her lap, exposing her bare thighs. “Ah, yes,” he thought. “Now I remember.”

“Well, what about tomorrow? They’re lighting the National Christmas Tree. Chloe scored me a couple of tickets. Why don’t you come with me?”

“Please. It’s like a hundred degrees below zero. I’d die out there.”

All the more reason to tag along, he said in his mind. But he shook off the negative thoughts and tried to persuade her to join him one last time. “It’s not that cold. Only about thirty degrees with hardly any wind. Besides, I’ll be there to keep you warm. I’ll wrap my arms around you, and you can snuggle close to me.”

She rolled her eyes. “Hmph. I don’t mean any harm, but you barely have enough flesh to warm your own self.”

He cocked his head to the side and scowled. “You know what? I’m staying at a hotel. I don’t have time for this.”

As he stormed to the door, she ran to him and gripped him around the waist. “I was only kidding, honey. You’re so sensitive.” She pulled back and looked into his eyes. “I love you. I’m sorry...I’m stressed because of the holidays. You’re away from me for weeks at a time, and I patiently wait for you, but then you come home, and you don’t want to do anything of the things I had planned for us. It’s a little frustrating, that’s all. But I couldn’t live without you.”

She pressed her pouty, burgundy lips against his and slipped her tongue into his mouth as his slowly joined hers in a sensuous dance. She rubbed her hands along his neck and back, down to his bottom and back up again before stepping back and opening her coat to expose that she wore nothing except a red-laced bra and panty set in the same color as that on the bottom of her shoes. “I stopped at LeBustiere and picked this up. Wanted to greet you with a special gift.”

He felt his member stiffen in his pants at the mere sight of her plump breasts, curvy hips, and shapely thighs wearing the hell out of that lingerie. “Mmm hmm. See, you knew you’d been misbehaving. That’s why you came in here half naked...to distract me.”

“Did it work?”

“Let me show you.”

He pulled off the coat and threw it somewhere across the room and stripped naked before drawing Sabrina into his arms. He couldn’t determine whether he was driven more by passion or the desire to relieve his frustrations but at that moment it didn’t matter. He wanted her, needed her.

“Tell me what you want, baby,” he whispered.

“I want you inside me,” she said. “Now.”

 She straddled her legs around him as he lifted her up and carried her to the movie cabinet, about the height of a kitchen countertop. He sat her down and buried his face in her breasts, pulling the straps down off her shoulder so he could devour the heaping mounds of soft flesh beckoning him. He took the stiff, swollen tips into his mouth and licked and nibbled, encircling them with his tongue until she cried out with pleasure.

Then he pulled off her panties and dropped to his knees, burying his mouth between her thighs, quenching his thirst with every lap of his tongue until she screamed and trembled in a wild frenzy.

He stood to his feet and protected his aching hardness before sinking it into her warm fleshy mounds, his hips moving in long but hurried strokes, thrust after thrust, jabbing and jutting into her as his mouth again found her nipples. They panted and groaned together until their voices called out in a glorious song of pleasure. His breath shuddered as he slowed to a stop and dropped his head on her chest.

After giving her body a moment of relief from the shivers, she whispered. “Damn, that was amazing.” Her body was now soaked in satisfaction. “You’re amazing.”

“Woo, you’re too much for me,” he said, not knowing whether he meant it in a good way.

 

After they’d showered and dressed for bed, A.J. lay next to Sabrina enjoying the best feature of her condo, the expansive view from the uncovered wall-sized window in her bedroom. With the window being so wide and vast, the room appeared to extend into the city, and the holiday lights could be seen in almost every corner of downtown.

The vision ignited a surge of creativity in him; he wanted to sing music…Christmas music. He wished he’d heeded his manager’s suggestion and made the holiday album so he could sing his own song, but he’d go with his favorite. With his chest facing her back, he moved in closer to spoon her and started to belt out her favorite love song of the season, the one he sang to her two years before, the one she said made her fall in love with him, Who Would Have Thought by Boyz II Men.

In his melodious falsetto, one which had been frequently compared to D’Angelo and Maxwell, he began to sing. “I fell in love, on a very special day...This feeling will never go away—”

She reached back and tapped him on his hip. “Sh, baby. Get some sleep. Don’t you ever get tired of hearing yourself?”

He rotated onto his back and put some distance between them, physically and mentally. He looked out into the dark night sky, stars twinkling, closed his eyes and wished that if he couldn’t have the holiday he’d hoped and dreamed for, perhaps his presence might be a gift to someone else.


Chapter 5



 



Kristie spent the crisp winter Wednesday on a post-coital high. The sun shone brighter. Everyone she came in contact with seemed a little nicer. The lights reflecting against the tinsel were twinklier. Zach had given her much to be grateful for, in and out of bed.

Enjoying her long winter stroll across the spirited city, she weaved through the Georgetown’s holiday crowds, many of which were probably headed to Presidential Park like she. A feeling of joy had welled up so deep within that she practically skipped to the National Tree Lighting, but she had one quick stop to make—to pick up Zach. He’d told her he had an important meeting, but a call to her father’s old secretary revealed it was only an office gathering, a prime opportunity to rub elbows and schmooze. He’d have plenty of time for the rest of the season; today was reserved for Christmas togetherness. After all, December 3rd only marked the beginning of the holiday. He had a minimum of twenty-one additional days to kiss ass and influence people, not including the post-Christmas events in the lead up to the New Year.

Walking close to the edge of the curb, Kristie admired the way her engagement ring twinkled in the streetlights, but her hands grew cold so she covered them with her trademark reindeer paw mittens. Wearing her lighted reindeer antlers like a giddy kid, she lifted her mitten-covered hands to the sky to catch the snowflakes mid-fall, watching with a joyful glee as they dissipated into wet drops.

She’d loved the snow since she was a small child. At the sign of its first fall, she and her dad bundled up in their winter gear and waited outside so they could dance together while the flakes fell and frosted their faces. Snow days home from school were her favorite days, her best days. They usually began with hot cocoa and marshmallows and ended with frozen feet and lopsided snowmen in the middle of the yard that appeared to be more inebriated than jolly.

She’d looked forward to counting this night among her favorite memories. For the third time, she’d celebrate the season without her father, but Zach helped to take up space in the unfilled void.

To shake off the glum thoughts that nearly brought her to tears, she began to hum her favorite holiday tune as she drew closer to her destination.

The Twelve Days of Christmas was the one she sang with her father, except they performed the funny version loud and off-key to her mother’s dismay. She blasted the words in operatic heights inside her head to keep from appearing like a complete lunatic to passersby.

On the first day of Christmas, my true love sent to me, a Partridge family CD.

On the second day of Christmas, my true love sent to me, two French fries and a Partridge family CD. 

 

Her two-mile trek ended at the Old Ebbitt Grill. She made her way inside the favorite watering hole for the movers and shakers in her father’s firm. A stately restaurant, it was filled with rich marble floors and ebony-colored wood accents and accouterments. Each time she stepped across the entrance threshold, her eyes drew upward to the wood-beamed ceiling, and she marveled at its rustic beauty and Washington charm. She walked up to the maître de and asked for the location of the firm’s party.

He glanced down at the seating chart and said, “Ahh, right this way, ma’am,” then guided her past the jam-packed tables and booths to the bar area.

With everyone deeply engaged in schmoozing and boozing, she managed to weave her way through without being noticed by anyone, including Zach, to her dismay.

She froze in her steps and gawked at him; her mouth hung open and her heart raced a million miles a minute. 

There he sat in front of her and everyone in a mortifying spectacle, cozying up to a buxom brunette. She wore three-foot long, bone-straight extensions and had knockers big enough to simultaneously suffocate two grown males in under sixty seconds.

If pawing on the pop tart wasn’t injurious enough, he had the unmitigated audacity to be wearing, of all things in the world, a Santa hat while holding a sprig of mistletoe over her head.

She couldn’t persuade him to hang a friggin’ ornament on a tree, but he sat in this bar, in public, for all eyes to see, acting like Eubie the Happy freakin’ Elf with another woman.

At once she realized everything they’d shared had been a lie.

Everything.

And he didn’t hate Christmas. He hated Christmas...with her.

The humiliation became unbearable.

She spun around on her heels, deciding to leave quietly. She refused to belittle herself and sacrifice what little dignity she had left to make a scene and embarrass herself in front of people who’d worked with and respected her father for decades.

But with every step she took toward the exit, her hurt deepened, the lies cut through her like sword strikes through her intestines. He was her fiancé, the man she’d planned to spend the rest of her life with...and he told her he loved her while apparently screwing someone else.

He had to answer for this betrayal...and he had to answer for it now.

The maître de, noticing the distress on her face, asked, “Ma’am, are you okay?”

She tightened her lips and swiped the tears running from her eyes. “Oh, I’m fine. You may want to dial 9-1-1 and request an ambulance, though. My fiancé might need one when I’m finished with him.”

How could he do this to me? To us?

A tightness in her chest sped up her breathing. With her shoulders slumped and spine bent, she did an about-face and marched back to the bar ready for battle, storming through like allied soldiers on the beaches of Normandy, ready to rain a hail of pain and destruction into Zach’s life in every disruptive way possible.

She watched him from afar and waited until he was fully engaged in a smooch before slipping into the bench directly across from him, removing her reindeer paw mittens and engagement ring, she glared at them until audibly clearing her throat. “Ahem.” 

Both of them two sheets to the wind, they broke their passionate kiss to finally observe her sitting there.

Talk about stunned.

At that moment, Kristie felt happy not to be two things in this world: Zach’s heart and his underwear.

“Oh, no, no! Please don’t stop on my account,” she said. “I just needed to take a load off. You two make the most adorable couple. How long have you been together?”

The chick responded, “Three months,” while he simultaneously said, “Kristie?”

Zach’s face froze into stone; he glared at her and then his face broke as if he’d seen Medusa. He pushed away from his Playboy centerfold.

“Zachary, Zachary. You shouldn’t be so rude to your date.”

Ms. Thang cranked her neck in a ghetto twist and glared at him as if he’d lost his mind.

How dare he move away from me? she seemed to ask herself.

“Uh, excuse me, but who are you?” she asked.

“Oh, I’m Kristie, Zach’s fiancée. Clearly, he’s never mentioned me. Pleasure to meet you, uh, Betty Boobs?”

She snatched her head toward Zach and glowered as he stammered and stumbled trying to get out of the booth and find the words to calm both of them.

“Your fiancée?” she bellowed, sending a hush across the room, all eyes now on their cozy little trio.

Kristie bared a smile that mirrored a rabid pit bull’s just before it prepared to latch onto someone’s neck and choke the life out of them.

“Wait a minute. Wait a minute. I can explain,” he began.

“Oh, you’re offering explanations now?” Kristie said. “I think we’re way past that stage. You could’ve offered me one before you got into my bed last night. Or before you showed up late for every date you were supposed to spend with me over the last three months. Or before you lied and told me you didn’t care about the holidays and celebrating Christmas when it’s clear you didn’t want to spend Christmas with me. And you’re playing me for a fool…for this,” she said turning to the woman. “No offense. It’s really not your fault.”

“I’m sorry, Kristie. She means nothing to me.”

The woman promptly jumped to her feet, then hauled off and slapped him across the face so hard they could pick up the vibration on the Space Station.

“Here,” Kristie said as she picked up a tall glass of beer and splashed it across his face. “Let me cool that off for you.”

The hoard of people standing around them winced and cried out, “Oooh,” and “Ouch!”

“Three hundred ninety-five days, twelve hours and,” she looked down at her watch. “52 minutes! And I want every single one of them back.” Yesterday, she’d counted their days together with joy and adoration; today she’d spat out the words like bile.

“But...”

“But nothing! You wasted my time. You broke my heart. Jack warned me, but I didn’t listen.”

“I love you, Kristie. I...I made a mistake.”

“No, I am the one who made the mistake. I thought you loved me. I trusted you. I believed in you, and you do this? What did I ever do to deserve this? Study too hard? Try too hard to make you happy? Accept you as my family? Entrust you with leading our marriage and our life together,” she yelled through soggy sniffles and sobs. Unable to contain her pain and grief any longer, she allowed the tears to flow down her warm cheeks. Sadness soon joined the anger, and she cried due to both.

“You were more than I could hope for,” he said. “More than I deserved. Please, let’s go home and talk.” He reached out for her arm, but she snatched it away from him and took steps back, pointing at him and damning him with every jut of her finger.

“Talk to me? About what? How you couldn’t keep your penis in your pants? How you’ve ruined one of the most special days of the year for me? What?”

“I’ll make it up to you.”

“No, what you’ll do is stay away from me. You’ll never touch me again. I don’t want to hear any more of your lies. I don’t want to see your smug, fat, lying, fat face. I don’t want to hear your deceiving voice. I don’t want you anymore. You have no place in my life...and don’t you dare follow me!”

He stood there dumbfounded with his empty palms faced upward, as if waiting to accept an offer of forgiveness he would never receive, not from her. Instead, she threw his ring in his palm.

This time when she stormed toward the maître de, she left, tromped out the door, and for six blocks cursed every hug, every kiss, and every romp in the hay. She cried for all the wasted months, days, minutes, and seconds until a strange feeling of calm overcame her and she finally remembered what she’d planned to do in the first place—attend the tree lighting ceremony.

She glanced down at her watch. There was still time to make it. She passed by a parked car and swiped some snow off so she could check her face the window. She started crying again, now mortified that she’d endured that entire scene wearing blinking reindeer antlers on her head, and her mascara had smeared to raccoon proportions.

She wiped off the smudges well enough to appear as if she hadn’t been in a brawl and then attempted to blank the awful memory from her mind and heart by singing the funny Twelve Days of Christmas to lift her spirits.

By the time she reached Presidential Park, the gates surrounding the tree-lighting event had begun to close. With her eyes laser-focused on her destination more so than the path she’d have to trek to get there, she zig-zagged through the crowd, running to reach the gate, but she was still a couple hundred feet short as they pulled the entrance shut.

Before she knew what happened, her foot caught on something causing her to lose her footing and face-plant into the thin layer of snow on the ground. People trampled over and around her dashing to the gates. Tears choked up in her throat, and she almost bawled again, partly because of Zach, and partly because she knew she’d never make it inside on time.

She’d wasted this year’s only chance for Christmas joy on that jerk. Just as she tried to push herself up and head home to eat the largest tub of Chunky Monkey she could find, a strong hand looped under her bicep and lifted her up from the frozen ground.

When she spun around to see her savior, she looked into the stranger’s eyes; they were a beautiful honey brown with floppy eyelashes. Her gaze traveled up to the curly hair protruding from his cap before she realized how high up the trip was. Oh, he was tall and fit, a beautiful specimen. Could’ve been a movie star if he wasn’t just some guy trying to get to the tree lighting.

“Are you okay?” he asked, brushing the snow from her coat and shoulders. “You took a pretty bad fall.”

She stood there stunned, frozen in his gaze, his eyes looking at her and into her, the sexy lilt in his voice warming everything cold. She finally answered, “I’m, uhh...I’m better now.”


Chapter 6



 



A.J. wrapped his hand around the doorknob to enter Sabrina’s apartment, pausing to take a deep breath and collect his nerves before he stepped inside. He felt saddened as he realized his relationship had devolved to this—the point at which the post-coital highs lasted for briefer and briefer periods of time, the point at which Sabrina had become more of someone with whom he had to deal rather than someone with whom he wanted to be. She used to be someone he missed if they were sitting in separate rooms, let alone if he’d been off writing in local Starbucks since 7am and hadn’t seen her all day.

He inhaled through the nose and exhaled out through the mouth before opening the door, not knowing what to expect. He’d smartened up enough to anticipate the worst in his encounters with Sabrina, usually ending in disappointment for him.

“Sabrina, baby. I’m home!” he said, tossing his keys into the weird banana-shaped art deco ashtray sitting on the foyer table next to the entry door. He never realized it before but for some reason on this day, her home seemed more sterile, cold, and unwelcoming than ever before. Maybe the positive attitude he’d left her house with that morning had been damaged by a steady stream of challenges and arguments over the course of the day.

He and his manager argued all day over the direction of his next album. He wanted to get back in touch with his musical roots, the ones that made him successful in the first place, while his manager pressured him to stay commercial, a move he believed necessary to sustain A.J.'s success. Compounding the problem, two of his dancers engaged in a drunken brawl during a late night and early morning of clubbing. And the music his producers had developed, and everything around him, felt a little bit—off. Even his voice cracked more often than usual.

Now all he wanted was a few quiet hours in front of his tree, listening to some holiday tunes, and drinking some eggnog. He needed a reprieve before he dragged himself into a suit and prepared to decorate Sabrina’s arms during the Spaulding’s party.

He jolted out of his thoughts at the sound of her feet shuffling toward him, not in heels for a change. “Hey, baby,” she said smiling at him before taking in his solemn expression. “Aw, what’s wrong? Rough day?” Her smile disappeared.

“Yep. Murphy’s law was in full effect.”

She grabbed his hand and tugged him toward the family room, exactly where he’d planned to go. “Well, you just come with me. Relax in the recliner. Put up your feet and I’ll make you a holiday cocktail sure to put you in a festive mood. And I have a surprise for you!”

“Sounds perfect,” he said with a smile, now feeling guilty that he’d walked in with such a negative outlook on her and their relationship. Maybe she’d come around. Maybe she’d gotten into the spirit and spent a couple of hours decorating the tree. As he turned the corner, instead of smiling, a frown forced the corners of his mouth downward. She didn’t even come close to giving him the Christmas he wanted. No, like a Grinch, she’d done something far worse.

“What the hell happened to my tree?” His beautiful Douglass fir had vanished and a fake silver-colored monstrosity the height of an Oompa Loompa stood on a pedestal in its place.

“Oh, sweetie,” she said in her patronizing, condescending way, “we didn’t need that big stinky thing, did we? It’s not like we have kids, and we both know what my gift is going to be.”

“It wasn’t for you; it was for me…us.”

“I know, honey, but this one’s much more stylish, don’t you think? Besides the other one smelled funny, and I already got a needle stuck in my foot. Thought I would need stitches.”

A.J. rolled his eyes and took a seat, searching for some sense of serenity so he didn’t lose his grip and go off on her. He grabbed the remote, turned on the Christmas music, sat down, reclined, and closed his eyes, trying to gather his calm.

She didn’t only grab the remote, but she snatched it out of his hand and turned down (to a barely discernible level) the only sounds that had a calming effect on his nerves. “You aren’t mad, are you?” she asked with her hand propped up on her hip as if she’d caught feelings about his attitude; it should be the other way around.

A.J. struggled to hold his tongue and resist flipping out. “Dogs get mad. I’m angry. And I’d appreciate it if you’d give me a little space for a few minutes so I can chill out and relax.”

She checked her watch. “Actually, we’re running a little behind. I kind of need you to begin dressing so we can arrive at the party fashionably rather than rudely late. Remember?” Then she did something that sent him over the edge; she turned off the music altogether.

“Really?”

“Honestly, if I hear one more Christmas song today, I’m going to jump off the Wilson Bridge head first.”

He visualized himself standing up, walking over to the balcony door, opening it, and saying, “Why wait to reach the bridge when you can start here?” But he snapped himself out of his thoughts and glared at her.

“Fine, I’ll turn the music back on, but I’m not listening to that crap. I just bought a new CD. Let’s listen to this.”

She turned on her selection and with the first note, he knew he’d finally reached the last straw.

“Turn it off,” he said, snapping at her. “I can’t believe you. Are you deliberately trying to antagonize me? Because if you are, it’s working. The least you could do is put on my music.”

Sabrina smirked and asked, “Don’t you ever get sick of hearing yourself?” She froze as his expression reflected the gutting he’d endured from her slicing remark, this being the second time she’d made it. In the flash of a second, she knew she’d gone too far. She could’ve listened to anyone in the world, but she chose Vince Stone, both a friend and his biggest musical rival. Vince had instigated a brawl with him in a New York nightclub last summer and then apologized profusely, claiming intoxication. They’d reconciled, for the most part, after Vince pledged to repay the debt to their friendship.

But Sabrina had bumped her head if she thought he’d let this insult pass for one second without repercussions. Her gesture would be akin to Prince’s girlfriend choosing Michael Jackson’s music over his.

“I-I-I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”

“Didn’t you?” He tilted his head to the side and pursed his lips. That was the proverbial final straw. She’d sent him over the edge, but he had zero desire to engage in yet another verbal sparring match with her that would land them in the sack and render her insult forgiven upon climax.

Nope.

There’d be none of that this night.

“I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings.” She reached and touched his arm as he passed her but he jerked away.

“Are you getting ready?” she said.

“Yep,” he said aloud. In his mind, he followed that with “to leave your snobby, spiteful ass for good.” First, he’d call Chloe and tell her to book him a room at the W. Then he’d go visit the National Tree Lighting where he wanted to spend his evening all along. Then he’d get some sleep tonight and ask Chloe to clear out everything belonging to him from Sabrina’s condo the next morning. He was beyond through with Sabrina; there’d be no turning back.

When he turned to glance at her before closing the bathroom door, she said, “I’m going to the bedroom, sweetie. I’ll be ready shortly. Are you sure we’re okay?”

“Go put on your clothes. The party awaits,” he said, lying like the ugly rug she’d tripped over as she hurried to her bedroom.

The second the sound of her footsteps disappeared, he moved to do the same, washing his face and brushing his teeth quickly before poking his head out the door to make sure the coast was clear. He tipped to the closet and slipped into his camel-colored coat, matching scarf, and skullcap; the temperature was expected to dip below thirty degrees by nightfall.

Then he stuffed his phone charger into his coat and incognito sunglasses into his pocket in case he needed some anonymity. He never wore them while performing or interviewing with the press so no one would recognize him on the streets. After patting himself down to double-check everything, including his wallet and keys, he strutted out of Sabrina’s place with his chin up and his chest broadened, slamming the door so the sound would echo through her lair.

His sense of relief was freeing, unmatched by any previous experience he’d ever had—other than earning his first million dollar check and realizing he’d never have to worry about money again.

He decided to stroll to the tree lighting. Presidential Park was located about a mile away, and the walk would give him time to clear his head. As he trekked through Georgetown and up K Street, he marveled at the late evening diners, shoppers, and wanderers doing ordinary things, no paparazzi, just pure joy.

Occasionally, he’d get sideways looks from passersby who would glance at him with a squinted eye of recognition and then shake it off.

The longer his walk lasted, the more his thoughts drifted. He wondered why he’d allowed himself to get so entangled in Sabrina’s web in the first place, besides the obvious reasons. Although she made for sweet arm candy and she was smart and sexy, she never felt like home.

He’d traveled all over the world and with so many women targeting him, falling over and for him, trying to hook up with him, no one felt made for him and only him.

Everyone who entered his circle usually did so with some kind of ulterior motive, usually for their own good and not for his; he never truly knew who to trust or believe in. And now, especially during the holidays, he craved a love that offered refuge from his career’s storms, where he could revel in the celebration and spirit of the season.  

A.J. no longer wished to serve as an easy climb up a social ladder or a blood source for leeches seeking quick fame by association or to sell him out to the tabloids. He loved the large, glitzy life he’d been blessed to live but had never forgotten or stopped valuing the small, uncomplicated life he’d sacrificed to enjoy it. Now, at least for the time being, he’d will a piece of that small life back. He wanted to look into the face of an angel with eyes only for A.J. the man, not A.J. the pop star. His only real disappointment was not realizing sooner that he couldn’t enjoy such a relationship with Sabrina.

For her he served as a prop. A talking point. An attention-grabber that made her the center of attention with her in-crowds. Their relationship had little to do with loving him...and everything to do with fulfilling her every need. And, for this season’s social gatherings, she needed a walking Christmas ornament. If she had sacrificed her own selfish desires to allow him the simple pleasure of a Douglas fir, he might still be with her; he didn’t yet know whether that was a curse or a blessing.

As he neared 15 Street Northwest, the crowds on the sidewalks multiplied exponentially. Flocks of people padded quickly toward the Ellipse from every direction. The visual of this scene was cut straight out of a science fiction flick, as if the mother ship had landed and pulled a cluster of mind-controlled drones into the glow of the bright lights emanating from the south side of the White House.

Minutes later, he glanced down at his watch and muttered, “Oh no,” as he dashed toward the gates posted around the perimeter of the ceremony area. Inside, they’d set up an amphitheater with rows of chairs, leaving a large standing-room-only space between the entrance and the seating. The place was so packed with non-ticketholders, he struggled to maneuver through throngs of onlookers. At once, the movement came to an abrupt halt; the gates had closed. He grumbled and cursed the time wasted with Sabrina; if he hadn’t blown so much of his evening with her, he wouldn’t have missed the event.

“Shoot!” he muttered to himself.

Nothing to do now except reverse course and check in at The W Hotel to get some sleep and food. After a few steps, A.J. felt a looseness in his boot. He stooped down to tie them up when out of nowhere, something kicked against foot. Then a woman tumbled to the ground, face-planting right in front of him. How could she not see him kneeling there? Still, he felt awful. He quickly finished his task and bent forward to help her up. “Are you okay?”

Still faced downward, nothing about her appearance was visible except a mound of curly hair. With his life filled with so many women in the music industry donning laid-out weaves (which he certainly found attractive), he loved a woman who wore natural, thick styles; they reminded him of his mother and her Angela Davis afro.

He grabbed her hand to lift her up, and when she turned to him, his breath stopped in his chest.

The world stopped moving.

There was no sound, no light, except the ones dancing in her eyes, a shade of color between chestnut and chocolate. The flawless skin on her angelic face, the color of hot cocoa with marshmallows in it, appeared slightly bruised around her left cheek.

Potent volts of charged attraction coursed through him. His thoughts muddied, and he struggled to find words to speak. His eyes never drifted below her chin. He didn’t care what the rest of her looked like and found himself quite unable to turn his head or look away. A.J. wanted his eyes to remain where they were born to be. After a few moments of blissful but awkward silence, he choked out, “I’m…I’m sorry. Are you okay?” as he brushed the snow from her coat and shoulders. “Uh, you took a pretty bad fall.”

She stood there stunned, frozen in his gaze and her steps. For a moment he perceived a glint of recognition. He prayed that she couldn’t finger him.

Finally, she answered, “I’m, uhh...I’m better now. It’s not your fault. I’m so completely distracted, wasn’t looking where I was going.”

He studied her face.

Nope, nothing.

She had no idea of his identity.

“No,” he said. “I shouldn’t have been tying my shoe right here.”

“Well,” she said, appearing as if she’d calculated the way to say goodbye. His every instinct told him to stop her. “I should, uh—”

“I’m—”

He paused to devise his plan. First, he’d introduce himself, but no way could he give her his real name. He glanced around and saw Santa’s Workshop in the distance. “I’m A—Nick,” he said, offering his hand, thinking better than to say A.J. Dawson.

“Hi, A—Nick. I’m A—Kristie. Are you okay? I hope I didn’t hurt you.”

“No. I mean, yes, I’m fine,” he replied. “But I think you are…hurt, I mean.” He removed his glove and lightly stroked her face with his finger. She hissed at his touch. “It’s a bruise. You’ve got a little scrape.”

“Oh,” she said, tapping her hand to her jaw. “I’m such a mess, but I’ll be fine.”

“You sure?”

“No...yes...I dunno. Rough night. Attending the lighting was my last ditch effort to turn it around for the better and make at least one special memory. So, of course the gate closed as I tripped over a gorgeous stranger and fell on my face. Story of my life.”

“Gorgeous stranger?”

Her embarrassment showed in her expression if not her skin. “Sheesh. I’m sorry. Sometimes my outside voice and my inside voice get confused, and the outside one gets me in a lot of trouble.”

“I can only imagine,” he said with a chuckle.

That’s when he noticed it, the sadness in her eyes;  she’d been crying. An uncontrollable urge overtook him; the sensation felt almost spiritual. At that moment he knew, like he knew nothing else in his life, that he was meant to be there with her and that whatever pain she’d experienced, his purpose in life was to make it go away.

Before he could speak again, she said, “Anyway, I should probably skedaddle. And I’m sure you have better things to do than listen to some klutz in the park whine about not experiencing a silly tradition like seeing a tree.”

His body flooded with fear. What if he allowed her to walk away, out of his life, and never saw her sweet face again? What if he never held her hand or kissed her lips? He couldn’t allow that to happen. He had to say something. He examined her finger — no ring.

“Actually, it’s not a silly tradition. I’m here, too, remember? And, no, I don’t have anything better to do.” A second of silence passed, and her stomach growled so loud both of them heard it. He started to laugh but his followed suit.

“God, so embarrassing,” she said. “Sounds like a pack of hungry wolves roaming around in my gut, but I’ve had an unbelievably long day and just realized I never took the time to eat.”

“Don’t be embarrassed. You heard mine, too.  You know, a friend of my family owns a restaurant not far from here,” he said, speaking of his adopted parents. They sold the restaurant to the current owners. “We could catch a cab there, get you cleaned up, and grab a bite? My treat, of course.”

“I’m not certain that’d be a good idea. My dad told me never to eat dinner with strangers.” She paused before her expression brightened along with her eyes. “Where is it?”

“A few blocks up on I Street and, if we talk on the way, we won’t be strangers by the time we get there. Besides, they serve a great burger. And, you may disagree, but there’s only one food to eat at Christmastime...or any other time for that matter.”

“Onion rings!” they said simultaneously, sparking laughs from both of them.

He looked at her, astounded that she seemed so cool and easy going. “Really? You eat onion rings?”

“Are you kidding me? Who doesn’t?” she said with a shrug. “Okay, I’m game, except…”

“Except what?”

“Do you mind if we walk? I know it’s cold, but I love strolling through the city at this time of the year.”

He glanced up at the heavens as if thanking them for her. “No, I don’t mind at all. Sounds perfect.”


Chapter 7



 



In the first steps of their stroll, A.J. struggled to strike up a conversation. The initial awkward silence was filled with the sound of fresh snow crunching under their feet and cars splashing through puddled, slushy streets. A.J. soaked in every second. He should’ve been cold, even depressed after  pulling a Houdini on Sabrina, but standing next to Kristie, he was overcome with warmth and hope. He couldn’t remember when he’d last spent time with a woman who had no idea of his identity, who wanted nothing from him except his company.

“So,” he began, “in the interest of following your dad’s rule about not talking to strangers, tell me about yourself.”

She shrugged. “Afraid I’m not very interesting. Third-year law student. No life. A hermit who studies all the time. When I’m not studying, I’m thinking about studying. I don’t Twitter or Facebook or blog. Don’t watch TV. And the only music I listen to is from pre-2002, a collection of which I’ve saved on my iPod, the single modern convenience I use with the exception of my cell phone.”

He stopped in his tracks. “Whoa...wait, wait, wait. No social networks at all? Not even one tweet?”

“Nope. Not a single chitter on Twitter.”

“Wow. And what kind of music do you listen to?”

“None of the crap they put out nowadays, that’s for sure. I like songs with lyrics, you know. Words that touch the heart. The other day Jack was listening to some guy named A.J. Dawson. Now, don’t get me wrong he’s talented, but he’s not singing about anything with meaning, not anymore.”

“Ouch. You don’t mince words, do you?” He shuddered at the truth but found the honesty refreshing. Usually, people told him what he wanted to hear.

“I told you...my outside and inside voices—they get confused. I often suppress the things I should say out loud and vice versa. Anyway, A.J. and those of his ilk are the reason my music collection pretty much stops at 2002. Usually when Jack listens to that stuff I just plug in my ear buds and ignore it.”

“Jack?”

“Oh, my roommate.”

He flashed a disappointed expression, unable to help himself. Something told him she must be off the market.

“Oh, no, no, no. Short for Jacqueline. She’s my sister for all intents and purposes. We’ve been friends practically since birth.”

“Oh,” he replied, breathing a sigh of relief.

“I generally don’t people during the week but I make an exception for the tree lighting because...”

“Don’t ‘people’? That’s funny,” he said. “But I understand why you make an exception for this. It’s tradition, signals the start of the season.”

She looked at him and smiled. “My thoughts, exactly. So, uh, what do you do?”

His eyes bulged and heart pounded. He hadn’t thought of a cover story. He fumbled to think of a response that wasn’t a complete lie. “I’m, uh, self-employed. An entrepreneur,” he said.

“Businessman, huh? What’s your area of expertise?”

His mind churned through a thousand thoughts “Um...”

“You don’t remember what you do?”

“Of course, I do,” he said, his mind flittering through a quick range of options until he hit on the one that allowed him to tell the smallest of lies. “I, uh, I own a, uh...entertainment business. You know, for parties, corporate events, concert promoting. Stuff like that.”

The story was true enough, for now.

“Wow, sounds like fun. Much better than lawyering.”

“You say that as if you don’t like it.”

“It’s not that I don’t like law school. I enjoy it, and I’m pretty good at it. But let’s just say it’s not my first choice. I was urged to join the family business.”

“So what was your dream?”

“I had big ideas, grand hopes of traveling the world and serving humanity, you know? Clean water, feeding hungry children, teaching English, helping to build homes and communities, I wanted to serve wherever I could be of the most help.”

“Wow, sounds amazing...and honorable,” he said, his heart nearly melting in his chest. She was the exact opposite of Sabrina in every good way. “What stopped you?”

“My parents had other ideas for my future, and you need money to live that life. As the only child of two attorneys, they wanted me to take over our firm. And since I rely on them for my tuition and condo, I cowardly took the path of least resistance. I should’ve fought harder to make them understand but the vision was mine, not theirs, so they didn’t get it, didn’t want to, either.” She turned to look at him. “I sound like a big baby, huh?”

“Nooooo,” he said. “Not at all.”

“Yes I do,” she said. “Crying because my parents make me go to law school, pay for my education, keep a roof over my head. I’m not ungrateful, really. I appreciate everything they’ve done for me. It’s just that...this is going to sound weird, but I felt like I had a calling. As if a higher power kept drilling this idea into my head, and life just keeps getting in the way.”

“Oh, no. I truly sympathize. You’re amazing...I mean, that dream sounds incredible. But as long as you have breath in your body you can do what you were put on this earth to do. There’s still time.”

“What about you? Did the entertainment industry call you?”

“In a manner of speaking, yes. I think it’s bigger than putting on a show or a party, though. It’s about connecting with people on a higher level. Making them happy. Giving them an escape. Lifting them up when they’re feeling down. We all need that in our lives, don’t you think?”

She tightened her lips, nodded, and shook her hands vigorously. “I went somewhere earlier and forgot my mittens. My hands are freezing,” she said, stretching her fingers to get the blood to circulate.

“Here, let me help.” He stopped her in the middle of the sidewalk, grabbed both of her hands, cupped them inside his, and then blew his breath on them to warm her. “Is that a little better?”

She stared at him as if in a trance and opened her mouth to speak. Nothing came out as if the words caught in her throat. So, she nodded and squeaked out, “Uh huh.”

He wished he could capture this time with her in a bottle, with her eyes so big and bright, looking at him as if she’d relished the moment as much as he.

“Here,” he said, removing his gloves and placing them on her. “You can take these. We’ve only got a few more blocks to go. Almost there.”

“Oh, no. I couldn’t.”

“I’ll be fine. I’ve got pockets.”

They turned and resumed their trek.

“So, if you don’t mind me asking—”

“Uh-oh,” she replied.

“No, no. It’s nothing bad. I’m just wondering why are you out here...alone? I mean, you’re so beautiful and smart. You’ve got to have a boyfriend somewhere.”

“Hmph. That’s sweet of you to say,” she said, appearing unfazed by the compliments. “Not anymore.”

He tried to maintain an empathetic expression and to disallow an inner smile to escape, but one crept into his lips despite his best efforts. “What happened?”

She sighed in raised her hands in resignation. “You ever spend too much time with someone wrong for you? You wanted them for so long that when you finally got the chance to be with them, you felt as if you had to take it? After all, it’s what you always wanted.”

He tightened his lips before saying, “Yes, yes. I can relate.”

“I’ve known him since we were kids. Our families pushed us together, but I was this awkward kid. Big glasses, braces, lanky, shapeless; he didn’t look at me twice.”

He chuckled. “You sound cute to me.” He’d always had a thing for the nerd types, but he’d become a slave to the industry and Sabrina fit the mold, the standard of star-quality beauty, at least on the exterior. More and more, he’d begun to care about what was on the inside. And Kristie had some of the most beautiful interiors he’d ever encountered, which made her outsides dazzle him even more.

“Fortunately, puberty kicked in. My body found its shape. I got boobs and hips, although I’m still a little bony. My hair grew into this kinky curly mess you see before you today.”

“It’s gorgeous,” he said, hoping someday to run his fingers through it and grab it as he held his lips against hers. The thought made him begin to stiffen so he turned his attention to the traffic whizzing by.

“Anyway, after I changed, so did his attitude toward me. Suddenly, this guy who wouldn’t give me the time of day was all over me. He couldn’t live without me. Jack feared he changed because he wanted a quick ride up the career ladder at my father’s firm...and just about”—she glanced at the time—“an hour and forty-five minutes ago her fears were confirmed. I asked him to come with me tonight, and he told me he had a business meeting. Turns out he had a rendezvous with some office pop tart regarding his kissing and his lap. Which is where I caught her and what I caught them doing.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” he said, with a wide grin. “Are you okay?”

She chuckled when she peered at him to see his reaction. “Really? Please contain your sorrow.”

“What?”

She stopped, placed her hand on her hips, and glowered at him.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “But if a man is fool enough to let you go, then he gets no sympathy from me.”

“Hey, but what about me?” she said, restarting her walk.

“Because of him, we found each other. That’s cause for a celebration, isn’t it?”

“I s’pose it is.” She smiled. “What about you?”

“Unlike you, I’m responsible for my own misery.”

“You cheated?”

“Oh, no, no. Nothing like that,” he said. “My problem is that I valued the wrong qualities. It’s the party lifestyle in the entertainment business. Flashy cars. A harem of beautiful, sexy women. But I’ve come to learn that stuff isn’t important at all. What you need to ask yourself is, when you come home, do you have someone you can talk to who will understand you, even if they don’t always agree with you? Do you have someone you can trust? Do you have someone who believes that compromise must go both ways, that it’s not always one person making the effort? And when special times like the holidays come around, do you have someone who will go to the tree lighting with you? Even if they don’t want to be at the tree lighting, it’s okay as long as they’re with you?”

“Wow,” she replied. “Sounds painfully familiar.”

“Yeah, when I examined my life, I realized this person didn’t exist. So I walked out about”—he glanced at his watch—“one hour and thirty minutes ago, and I’m not looking back. Not for anything. Seems like the universe is trying to tell me the best times are ahead.”

She smiled and bumped him playfully with her shoulder.

As they approached the entry door to the BLT restaurant, A.J. stepped forward and took the lead, opening the door to allow her to enter inside. She stood in front of him, and, despite her height, he still towered over her. The maître de, DeAndre, who knew him well as a pop star started to greet him as such but A.J. eyed him with a hard stare, gritted his teeth, and shook his head vigorously to signal that he shouldn’t say his name.

“Uh, sir? Table for two?” DeAndre said. A.J. closed his eyes and breathed a sigh of relief.

“Yes, please,” he replied. “Table for two...or even a better, a booth if one’s available. Preferably, in a corner...away from the door,” he said with a wink.

“Indeed. I’ll see what I can do.”

After brief discussions with a few of the staff, DeAndre led them to a cozy quiet spot along the front of the restaurant, positioned on a corner opposite the entrance, and allowed them to get seated. A.J. helped Kristie off with her coat and waited for her to get comfortable before sitting down and scanning the menu.

“You’re going to love this restaurant. I hope you eat burgers.”

She looked at him with a smirk. “You hope I eat burgers? What else goes with onion rings?”

They both chuckled. “Good. They serve the best Wagyu here.”

“Well, since you’ve been here before and know what’s good, I’m going to trust you to order for me this once.”

“You’re in good hands,” he replied as the waiter stepped up to take their orders. They both bypassed the appetizers and decided to get straight to dinner. He ordered two beers, one for each of them, something to take the edge off their nerves and warm them up after their chilly walk.

During a few moments of idle chitchat, they admired the decor and people-watched. The candlelit centerpieces on the tables set a romantic ambiance. The spot had a contemporary vibe, dark woods, neutral-colored walls, and sleek furniture with artistic styling.

A burst of laughter erupted from a boisterous table of off-duty police officers seated in the center of the main floor and, judging by the fire arising from the cake and the round of beers, they were celebrating a work anniversary or something. A few of the ladies positioned around the main dining area, some sitting with dates, shot A.J. gazing looks that lingered a little too long for comfort, enough to make Kristie’s facial expression contort into one of concern. His only wish at that moment was that no one asked for an autograph and blew his cover.

“You’re awfully popular with the women folk, it seems.”

He shrugged. “Not as popular as you are with the fellas...especially the one sitting across from you.”

Her shy smile rendered his deflection successful. He decided to shift the conversation to a friendlier topic.

“I want to know more about you,” he said, studying her face, trying to imprint the memory of her beauty in his mind.

“Like what?”

He peered out the window for second and glimpsed the multicolored lights and garland twisted around the light poles. “What are your favorite holiday traditions? What do you most love about this time of the year?”

“Everything,” she said, her smile sparkling and her eyes glimmering. “My father and I so loved Christmas.”

“Loved?”

“Well, he passed away three years ago.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. He understood all too well what it was like to lose…everyone. “There are few things more difficult than losing a parent.”

“Part of me wants to forget the season ever existed. Yet, another part feels like he’s still with me and his presence is strongest now. As if celebrating will keep him close, you know?”

He nodded.

“I’m from the annoying family that started Christmas right after Halloween. We’d go pick out a tree, only live trees would do. My favorite is the Douglas fir.”

“Is there any other kind?” he asked.

“And we’d decorate with these totally random ornaments. A lot of them I made in elementary school; he kept every single one no matter how ugly. Hung them proudly. And then we’d sing Christmas carols. But not normal ones, of course. Funny ones.”

One of his eyebrows rose, and he tilted his head to the side. “Such as?”

“Oh, I’m not singing in here…or anywhere,” she said, shielding her face with her hand. He loved that she was shy, but she’d break out of it with his lifestyle.

“C’mon. I want to hear it.” He poked out his lip to pout. She stared at him, mesmerized for a second and then conceded to his wish.

“Okay, um. So our favorite is the Twelve Days of Christmas...you know how it goes, right?”

“I think I’ve heard it once or twice in my lifetime.”

She chuckled. “Well, we don’t sing it that way. We sing it like this,” she began, “on the first day of Christmas, my true love gave to me, a Partridge Family CD. On the second day of Christmas, my true love gave to me, two dirty gloves and a Partridge Family CD. You get the gist. The best part is on the fifth day, we'd sing ‘Five onion riiiiings.’”

He chuckled at the humor even more surprised at the tone of her voice. In addition to her beauty, she had the vocal stylings of a shy songbird. “That’s pretty funny. I love it. And let me find out you can sing! Has anyone ever told that to you before?” he said.

She shook her head. “Well, a few have, but you earn no extra points for singing in Torts or Constitutional Law. I reserve my singing strictly for the shower...or inside my head.”

“I’ll see what I can do about that,” he said with a wink as she waved him off. “Well, I realize your dad isn’t here, but maybe you’ll teach it to me one day, and you and I can sing it together.”

“I’d like that.” She looked a bit uncomfortable but in a sweet, blushing way.  “What about you? What are your traditions?”

“I’m not as lucky as you are in some ways but very blessed in others, I guess. I lost my parents in a car accident when I was fifteen.”

She gasped lightly and covered her mouth. “Oh, no. I’m so sorry.”

“It’s okay. My mom and dad both were only children, and my grandparents had passed away so I was lucky enough to be placed in a foster home with a family who adopted me. But I’ll never forget my first Christmases. My parents loved this time of the year. My mom would decorate the house so much it looked like the North Pole threw up in it.”

She chuckled and smiled as if something he said had resonated with her. “It’s the only way to decorate.”

“And we always had a tree so tall we could barely fit the star on top of it without scraping the ceiling. Then we’d decorate it and sit around and listen to Christmas music. Sometimes we’d sing. Silent Night by The Temptations was our favorite. They were both brilliant musicians. My dad played guitar, and my mom played the piano. So there was always beautiful sound in the house, good music. Jazz and the old school stuff, mostly.”

“Wow. Sounds completely amazing,” she said with a dreamy tone in her voice. “Our families would’ve gotten along perfectly.”

“Yes...I think so, too.”

“What about your foster family?”

“Oh, they’re great people. They live in California now. Once upon a time, they owned this restaurant, but they sold it and headed west. They’re white, so there wasn’t as much Motown soul in the music. Lots of Fleetwood Mac and the Eagles. And the food was different. Way different. Salads and tofu as opposed to deep fried turkey and greens seasoned with neck bones. But they took me in when no one else would, so I’m eternally grateful to them. I’m scheduled to visit them next week.”

“You’re leaving?” she asked. Her expression exposed her disappointment, maybe more than she'd intended. She tried to alter it but a moment too late, for her and for him.

He shrugged. “I dunno now. I had made those plans before I had such a good reason to stay.”

She blushed again...and at that moment he couldn’t resist anymore. He had to experience the feel of her lips against his. Just once.

“Can I tell you a secret?” he said. “I need to sit beside you so I can whisper it in your ear.”

“Okay?” she said with a question in her voice.

He stood up and eased himself onto her bench.

“Ah, that’s better.” He put his arm around her shoulder.

“What are you doing?” she asked, tilting her body toward him, her nose wrinkled in confusion.

“Moving in closer so you can hear me”—he turned to her, looked her in the eyes, and whispered—“I thought of another tradition that I’d like to share with you tonight...right now.”

“Which is?”

“Well, my ancestors believed that if you made a Christmas wish in the seconds before kissing a beautiful girl, it would come true.”

“Your ancestors? Is that right?” she replied, subtly shifting in her seat.

He loved making her squirm. It quickly had become his favorite thing to do.

“Well, does the same thing happen to girls who kiss beautiful boys?” she continued.

“I don’t know,” he said, stroking her cheek gently with his finger. “Let’s find out.”

He leaned forward, positioning his lips close to hers, but not touching. He wanted to linger in the anticipation, engrave the memory in his mind so he could travel back here, to this place, to this moment, whenever his dreams carried him there. Before he could move, she lifted her sweet, tender lips to meet his. The satiny softness of her tongue lapped against his in a brief kiss that revived the life stolen from him earlier in the night. He’d never experienced anything like this before, his stomach had never fluttered from so many butterflies at once, he’d never felt as if someone had been gifted for only him. But in this kiss he knew, the way he knew music was his calling, so was she.

The kiss didn’t last long, but it would last forever.

The sensation of her lips against his, the touch of her hand caressing his cheek, each memory would linger in his mind and in his heart for all time.

As they pulled apart, he asked, “Well, did it work?”

She nodded and peered up, her eyes wide and glossy. “I got everything I wanted...and more,” she replied.

They lingered in each other’s gazes until the waiter approached and said, “Your food is ready,” jarring them both back into the moment.

He distributed their plates, which contained two mile-high burgers, stacked with cheese, lettuce, tomato and a ring of red onion. The best part? The pan of onion rings towering high in a small cast-iron skillet.

They each marveled at their food; the portions were huge. “See, I told you these onion rings are enormous. Here, let me give you half.”

He lifted them, a knife on the bottom and a fork on top, and laid them on an empty appetizer plate.

Her eyes bulged wide. “Wow...this is amazing.”

“What?”

She shook her head. “Nothing...you’ll think I’m crazy.”

“Tell me,” he said.

“Do you believe in signs?”


Chapter 8



 



With her hand concealed under the table, Kristie grasped the skin on the back of her hand between her forefinger and thumb and squeezed to make sure she was still awake and alive, not in a dream.

In what universe did nights like this happen to girls like her?

In what world could she walk out of one of the saddest and most humiliating moments in her life, finding her sleaze ball fiancé kissing a skank in his lap, taking the schlepp of loneliness and shame to the tree lighting ceremony, only to trip over an angel and fall into a dream? Kristie now sat across from Nick wondering how the magic of fate twisted this night from the worst night of her year to one of the best of her life.

She didn’t know God made men this beautiful, star-quality glorious for mere mortals. Here she was, sitting across from this man who would qualify as a deity in any other world, stealing flirtatious and sometimes lustful gazes. In Kristie’s wildest wishes and imaginings, she never could’ve planned or devised a moment sweeter than this.

Each minute spent with him passed by quickly and slowly at the same time, as if she known him for all of her life but not for enough of it. She’d been unable to talk with anyone about her father, including her mother, without crumbling into a ball of tears. Yet, here she was smiling at the thought of his spirit being with her. She wondered whether he might approve of Nick, eventually concluding that he would without a doubt.

What are the chances she would meet him, on this day, in this way?

Slim and none...and slim had gone south for Christmas vacation.

Her soul smiled, warmed at the thought that an angel guided her, and their meeting was not so much a coincidence as a divine plan.

She, Nick, and her father were the only three people she knew that considered onion rings a Christmas food—the real “golden rings.” As Nick placed the crispy goodness on her plate, Kristie couldn’t help but wonder whether his gesture was the final sign from above that he indeed was “the one.”

He lifted them, a knife on the bottom and a fork on top, and laid them down. She thought nothing of it at first. But out of the blue the sound of her father’s voice singing the crazy Twelve Days of Christmas rang in her head and stopped cold at five onion rings. Her eyes bulged wide, and she shook her head. “Wow! This is amazing.”

“What?”

“Nothing. You’ll think I’m nuts.”

“Tell me,” he said.

“Do you believe in signs?”

He nodded his head yes, but she didn’t know whether he believed it or was trying to make her feel less bonkers.

“It’s just the song I told you about, the one my Dad and I used to sing together”—she sang the words—“On the fifth day of Christmas.” She peered up at him with a wondrous expression. “Look at what you’re handing me.”

He smiled and shook his head. “Fiiiiive oniooon riiiiings,” he sang, his melodious voice stopping her heart and catching the attention of a couple of patrons sitting nearby. Gee whiz he sang the heck out of that line. It only took a few notes to tell. He’d missed his calling going into the entertainment business. He should’ve been a music star.

Then he paused, locked his eyes on hers, and added, “Wait...my true love gave to me.”

She shyly tilted her head downward and traced her finger along the edge of the table. Her stomach fluttered and knotted. She wished she could reign in her outside voice and keep her thoughts inside her head where they belonged.

“You think I’m silly, right? I mean, who believes in signs anymore?”                                                                                                                      

He reached out for her hand, opened his palm face up, and she placed hers on his. “I do. And there’s nothing silly about you or this moment or anything you believe in. Don’t you ever think otherwise. In fact,” he began, letting her off the hook and releasing the tension in the moment, “the only thing silly would be to let all of this great food go to waste. Let’s eat.”

He squeezed her hand in his to bless their meal, and they went on to devour their delicious meal in near silence.

 

An hour later, Kristie and Nick sat back in their seats, picking at the remnants of their meals. With their stomachs stuffed, both appeared ready to take naps, satisfied by the scrumptious feast, warmed by the company, and enchanted by the kiss. Nick waved over the waiter, asked for the check, and then leaned forward. “It’s almost 10:30. They’re going to close soon, but I don’t want the night to end.”

“Me, either,” she replied. The thought of walking away from the restaurant and going home without him seemed unfathomable to her. No matter where he was in the world, she wanted him to find her when he returned to D.C. “We can go to my place. It’s in Georgetown. Not far from here.”

His smiled widened as the waiter picked up his credit card and asked if they needed anything else. She shook her head no, but couldn’t help but notice that Nick paid with one of those Visa Black Cards. The entertainment business sure must pay well, she thought.

“Understand when I say Netflix and chill, it’s movies, popcorn, and maybe a cold beer," she said. "I’m in no way shape or form talking about the horizontal body boogie.” With Jack there, she felt safe enough.

He laughed and held up his hands in surrender. “Trust me, I don’t want to move too fast. With you, I want to take it slow. I want to take everything slow…except the kisses.”

She closed her eyes and allowed the words to wash over her like a warm shower. If he didn’t stop saying things like that, Netflix and chill might return to its original definition.

“Sounds like a plan,” he said. “But let me hit the restroom first and then we can be on our way.”

“I’ll be waiting,” she said.

She studied his gait as he sauntered to the rear of the restaurant and down a hall. Man, even his walk could make a grown woman giddy. She pulled a compact from her purse to touch up her makeup and lip-gloss when a glaring, sonic sound boomed across the room. Kristie’s head jutted upward; startled, she peered around along with the other patrons. She then muttered, “A fire alarm?”

At once, the police moved into action. With their radios to their ears, they received muffled messages from emergency operators on the other end. Diners scrambled, picking up their belongings and grabbing their coats. Kristie craned her neck toward the bathroom, waiting for Nick, hoping he’d emerge from the restroom, but he didn’t.

She couldn’t imagine this had been planned. One police officer jumped up, spoke into his radio, and said, “It’s a bomb threat. We’ve got to clear out the entire block.”

A bomb threat? 

She stood up and put on her jacket, her eyes trained on the hall waiting for Nick to return, but still no sign of him. That’s when the police went into beast mode, all but shoving folks out of the door. Patrons sitting at the rear were guided to an exit in the back while those in front were forced out of the nearest exit, including her.

Officer unfriendly came by her table. “I’m sorry you can’t stand here. We’ve got to evacuate the entire block. There’s been a bomb threat.”

“But...but my date. He’s in the bathroom.”

“We’ll make sure he gets out safely. We just need you to leave. You can meet him outside.”

“But...but...”

“I’m sorry, ma’am, you’ve got to go now!” he barked.

She shuffled behind the crowds, meeting hundreds of people in the streets, a large gathering thick with confusion and panic. Sirens blared from every corner of the city. She spun around in circles, looking for Nick, calling for him until the cops herded everyone away from the restaurant and toward 17 Street. It turned into a scene from of Exodus. Flocks as far as the eye could see moved quickly out of the perimeter.

She freaked, wanted to cry, but all she could do was maneuver through the crowds looking for him.

“Niiiiiiick,” she’d yell every few steps, hoping to hear him respond. She could hear nothing but the sound of fussing and muttering about the inconvenience and the lack of information.

Time zipped by and every effort to find him netted her nothing. There was no guarantee he’d even landed on the same side as she. The police might’ve forced him out of an exit that led somewhere else. She thought about walking around to find him but hesitated. What if she left there and he came to 17 Street looking for her? They’d spend the night walking in circles trying to find one another to no avail. No, she decided that it would be best just to wait in one place, hoping and praying he’d appear. She stood on the corner of 17 and K streets and lingered.

Over the next few minutes, every squad car in the city from five different law enforcement agencies rolled up. Then a large white repurposed ambulance arrived with “Bomb Squad” written in bold letters on the side.

She craned her neck from side to side. Still no sign of him. 

Finally, it struck her: What if he left?

What if like so many men in her life, he didn’t mean what he said? What if he was content with the memory of the night they shared together and had no intention of taking their relationship any further? And what relationship really? They didn’t have one.

He might not even be there anymore, and she had no way to find him. What did she really know about him? He was tall and gorgeous. His name was Nick. They’d only shared a stolen moment and the most wonderful kiss she’d ever experienced.

An hour later, the scene was abuzz, and he still had not appeared. Something inside told her he wouldn’t. With that thought, her dream night ended; she turned on her heel and departed for home.

Somehow the night grew colder; the Christmas stars dimmed. She rubbed her hands together, dug them into her pockets, and felt his gloves there. She found a small smile, realizing that the night hadn’t been a dream. It was real. He was real. And his gloves and her heart were the proof.


Chapter 9



 



The morning sun brought no joy for A.J. today. He glanced out the window of his suite in The W Hotel and took in the snowy, breathtaking views of the Washington Monument and the city, but his mind was preoccupied with more important matters.

Over and over again he replayed the events of the night before, wondering if it happened. He’d been told of love at first sight. Never believed in it. Thought the concept sounded more like instant infatuation, split-second attraction. Not something as deep as a soul-stirring affection. And yet here he stood, thinking of her, feeling like a piece of him had gone missing.

Still unable to grasp the evening’s twist, he knew he must accomplish one task, beyond any other commitment during his visit: find Kristie.

He returned to the stylish white laminate desk where his computer sat and slipped into the sleek black leather seat which conveniently rolled on caster wheels, allowing him to slide across the floor and gawk out of the window between thoughts.

He pulled up Google and typed furiously hoping to find some trace of her somewhere, anywhere, but even she had told him she’d never signed up for any social networks, that she was too busy studying to Facebook like normal people. So he had no idea how he’d find her. When they were together, he felt as if he’d known her for a lifetime, at least in spirit. But clearly, he lacked a few of the critical details.

He vowed that if they ever met again, the first thing he would do is write down her address and phone number. He never dreamed he wouldn’t have the opportunity to do so at the end of the evening.

On a sheet of paper next to his MacBook, he’d jotted down every detail he could remember. He played their conversation over and over again, picking out each breadcrumb that might lead him to her.

She had a best friend, like a sister, named Jack...short for Jacqueline. She lived a condo in Georgetown that her parents bought for her. Her father owned a law firm. She attended law school and was in her third year. She loved Christmas traditions and had a funny way of singing the Twelve Days of Christmas.

She loved onion rings.

He started with what seemed to be the most obvious first step, scouring the area law schools. A query reveal only two at this end of town. He figured she must be attending either George Washington or Georgetown given her home was based somewhere in the area.

He searched her name in what felt like twenty different spellings along with law school names. She may not be on Facebook, but maybe some of her friends posted pictures of her. He Googled, now amazed at how many girls named Kristie attended law school. Mostly white, brunettes. None of them his. His head started to hurt at the prospect of losing her forever. It seemed like all hope was lost.

After taking a deep breath and throwing his head back in despair, a knock came at his door.

“Room service,” a man’s voice called from the hall. He wasn’t hungry but with his busy schedule, he needed to eat.

“One second,” he replied, jogging to the door. The uniformed man pushed the table in, accepted his tip, and disappeared. A second before the door shut, Chloe knocked, announced herself, and followed him inside.

“Well, well, well, look who finally arrived,” she said. “I stopped by the front desk to find out which room you checked into last night, and they told me you weren’t here. I know you ditched Broom Hilda, but please tell me you didn’t find your way back to the lair.”

He laughed. “No...uh, hell no. I got in late”—he paused—“because I, uh, I met someone.”

“You what?” she said, now all ears. She scurried to the nearest chair and sat Indian-style in her oversized black sweatshirt, yoga pants, and slippers.

He continued. “I didn’t just meet someone...I think I met ‘the one.’ Last night, at the tree lighting.”

“The one? You better stop playing with me!” She dragged her seat across the floor to position herself directly in his face. Then crossed her legs and arms waiting for him to reveal everything. “Put it down, flip it, and reverse it. I want all the details.”

 “I still can’t believe how the night unfolded...or how it ended. I’m just...I’m in—”

“Just start from the beginning.”

“Well, I’m working my way toward the lighting ceremony, incognito. Nobody recognized me this time.”

“I know...it would’ve been all over social media this morning, if they had.”

“Okay, so, I’m running late, messing with Sabrina all day, and ahead I can see the gates are closing. I’m not going to make it in time, so I decide to tank my plans. Before I turn to leave I realize I’d been dragging around with my shoe laces untied all day so I bend down to tie them, when this girl, trips and basically face plants, boom, right there in front of me.

“I go to help her up, and when I see her face, I was like ‘whoa’!” he said. “I mean, she’s not that refined model perfection, but she’s beautiful like the girl next door that you’ve been crushing on since you hit puberty, the one you never shake out of your system. Naturally curly hair, chocolate skin, average height, shorter than I am. A little slender, but shapely—a nice rack.”

“Really?”

“Anyway, so we clean her off and I couldn’t let her leave me so I asked her to dinner at BLT.”

“So, wait? She didn’t recognize you? Not even a hint of recognition?”

“No. She doesn’t listen to contemporary music. She’s a third-year law student stuck in the books. She doesn’t do any social networking, no Facebook, no Twitter, no YouTube, no nothing.”

Her face screwed up into a hilarious expression. “What is she, Amish or something?”

“No. She’s just someone with better things to do with her time,” he replied. “But you’re missing the whole point. Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve been able to just sit with a girl interested in me, not because of my status or who I am or what I do, but just because I seemed like an interesting guy she wanted to know?”

“Trust me, like no one else. So then what happened?”

“So, we walk and talk. She tells me about her childhood, how she loves Christmas, and I do the same. And it’s like we click, automatically. And check this out. Even though she’s in law school, her dream was to do volunteer work in global charities.”

“Hm. I like this one already.”

“Exactly. And like I said, she has no idea who I am so she’s not putting on airs or trying to impress me. No faking and parroting what she thinks I want to hear. I don’t think there’s an insincere bone in her body. Oh, and guess what her favorite food is?”

“Don’t tell me she eats onion rings for Christmas food?”

“And burgers. Big, thick ones. She didn’t order a salad, oh, no. Double Wagyu burgers and she hung with me almost bite for bite.”

“Wow. She sounds heaven-sent for you.”

“And,” he said, “before we ate, I kissed her.”

“Stop it. No, you didn’t!”

“Yes, I did. And she kissed me back!”

“No, she didn’t!”

“Yes, and it was amazing. I mean. I never felt this way before. Ever.”

“So, when are you going to see her again? And more importantly, when do I get to meet her?”

“Uh...”

“Uh, what?”

“I, uh...I lost her.”

Her disbelief phased from shaking her head to picking up her bottom jaw from the floor to finally blinking rapidly while cocking her head to the side. “I’m sorry. Repeat that for me, please. I know you didn’t say what I just heard.”

“I lost her...or we lost each other.”

She clenched her eyes shut and showed her palms. “You misplaced a whole person this time?”

He nodded.

“Are you freaking kidding me? Didn’t I tell...how? Tell me how you made a whole person disappear?”

“Well, we finish dinner, and the evening is going great. I pay the check, and she invites me over to her place to watch movies and hang out.”

“Netflix and chill?”

“No, no. She made it clear there’d be no funny business right from the jump, and I’m okay with that. With her, I want to take it slow.”

“Okay...”

“So, I tell her I’m running to the bathroom real quick and then we’ll catch a cab to her place. I should’ve gotten her number before I walked away, but who would’ve thought all hell would break loose?”

“What...what happened?”

“A bomb threat. Apparently, the emergency alarm went off. But I couldn’t hear it from the bathroom, not clearly. I mean I heard a faint sound, but I couldn’t get up...I mean I could not get up...if you know what I’m saying,” he emphasized. He didn’t want to say the words, but he knew Chloe would understand.

“Oh, no. Mother nature strikes again. What a time for a colon cleanse.” She fell out laughing at his pain. “I’m sorry, but this is so typical A.J. Always Murphy’s Law with you.”

“Exactly. What I thought would be a quick run in and run out turned out to take a lot more time than I expected. So I finally finish, walk out the door, and there’s a cop standing in my face. And he hurries me out the back door, into an alleyway, and then over to 15 Street.”

“Oh, no. And you didn’t see her?”

“Chloe, they emptied the entire block. There’re people standing outside as far as the eye could see. For well over an hour.”

She covered her face with her hands and groaned.

“I look everywhere in the nearby area. Can’t find her. From what I understand there was a whole other group of people several blocks over, but then I thought, what if I go looking for her, and she goes searching for me? So I thought it better to stay put in one place.”

“Oh my God. I can’t believe this. So, you’ve got nothing to help you find her?”

He handed her the slip of paper he'd been scribbling on. “I’ve replayed the night a hundred times, again and again in my mind. This is everything I can remember.”

Chloe scanned the document. “This sure isn’t a lot to go on...at all.”

“To top it off, she doesn’t even know my real name.”

“Wow, I didn’t even think of that. What name did you give this time?”

“Nick...as in St. Nick. I was looking at the Santa Workshop in the distance, and that’s what I came up with.”

“Wow, St. Nick.” She laughed again. “This is surreal. I mean, surreal.”

“I’ve been Googling all morning, but she told me she’s not on social networks, so I don’t know how to find her. I have no idea. I don’t even know if she’s going to look for me.”

“Oh, trust me, if what you described is true, she won’t rest until she finds you.” She tapped her chin. “There’s got to be something we can do. Give me a minute to think about it.”

She stood up and paced as A.J. picked at the food on his plate. Moments later it hit her. She clapped her hands and then lifted up her palms up in a victory sign. “I’ve got a plan!”

A.J. practically teetered on the edge of his seat waiting for her to speak.

“What is it? What?”

“First, we’ve got to carve some time out of your schedule in the evenings. You both love this National Christmas Tree.” She jumped on the computer and typed and Googled. “Says here, it’s only open until 10pm. She’s bound to show up again looking for you, don’t you think?”

A wave of relief washed over him. His mind had been in such a panic all day that he hadn’t thought of the obvious.

“That’s a good idea...a really good idea. Except my schedule is crazy busy basically until I leave.”

“I know, but I should be able to free up some time  early a couple of days. It’s worth a try,” she said. “But my other idea is the real winner—a missed connection ad.”

“What the heck is that?”

“So I’m reading Perez Hilton, and he’s written this article about missed connection ads. They now have these sites on which you can place an ad to find someone who you crushed on in passing, in the gym or on a milk run, but for some reason didn’t have the nerve to speak to. Or, in your case, you lost one another. Some of the ads are hysterical, many weird. The most popular site is on Craig’s list,” she said.

“Oh, hell no. I’m not putting anything Craig’s list. They have deranged murders on that site. Don’t you watch Discovery ID?”

“Well, there are safer sites. The good news is, sometimes people do connect. And while she may not use social networks herself, I guarantee you she has a friend who does. Who knows what will happen if she tells one of her girls about your story? You’ve got a chance, even if it’s a small one.”

“Well, what choice do I have, right? Today is Thursday, and we fly out Sunday. If I don’t find her soon, we’re leaving and won’t return for months. So let’s give it a try.”

“You shower and dress. Leave it to me. I’ll take care of everything.”

 

A half hour later, after collecting the nitty gritty details, Chloe hovered over his desk, pen in hand while she scribbled on the writing pad, the floor filled with crumpled wads of paper.

A.J. stepped out of the bathroom, fully clothed in slacks and a button up, hoping he looked as good as he smelled. “How’s it going?”

“I think I’ve got it,” she said. “I found this really popular site called WeMetOnce.com. It’s only a tad less popular than the Craig’s List ads but considerably less creepy.”

He nodded. “How does it work?”

“It’s completely anonymous. You put in your ad. You can use your name—Nick. They post it and your love interest can message you back through the system. That way you don’t need to give out personal information until you’re sure she’s the right one.”

“Sounds good.” He scanned the floor. “Boy, somebody’s been busy, huh?”

“The best part is, the minute you submit your ad, the system automatically searches it against recent entries to see whether or not someone else in the same location is looking. So, if she signs up for the site, too, then you two will be back together in no time.”

“That’s if she’s even trying to find me.”

Chloe sucked her tongue and rolled her eyes. “Anyway!” She dismissed any concern he had about Kristie. She handed him the sheet of paper. “Read this and tell me what you think.”

“Hmmm, ‘Under the Moonlight in Presidential Park-M4W,’” he read. “I like the beginning. Let’s see...

      We met at the National Tree Lighting ceremony. 

      You tripped over me. And I fell for you. 

      You wore a red coat and matching scarf. 

      You had curly hair and your eyes made me melt. 

      We spent a magical evening walking and talking. 

      When the alarm bells rang we were separated and 

      I tried to find you, but there was too much chaos. 

      It was the most amazing night of my life. 

      And you are the sweetest, most beautiful girl I’ve 

      ever seen. If you’re interested in meeting again,

      tell me how to finish this line: 

      “On the 5th day of Christmas, my true love 

      gave to me...”

 “So what do you think?” Chloe asked, appearing eager for his response.

“Not bad, not bad.”

“Not bad? I got a toothache writing this thing, it’s so sweet.”

A.J. chuckled and scanned the wall clock. “Isn’t it almost time for us to leave?”

“Oh, God. Where did the time go? We’ve got to get to WZIP for your interview and then you have the D.C. At-Risk Teens visit today. Then you promised to stop by the Platinum Nightclub to promote the winter coat drive. In between there somewhere, you’ve got to eat.”

“Wherever we go, they better serve onion rings.”

“I know, I know. And I’m going to do my best to whisk you out of the club early enough that you can make it to the Ellipse before closing time. We’ll see if your dream girl shows up.”

She walked toward the door. “I’m going to change and grab my coat and bag, but can I offer you one piece of advice?”

“If I answered no, would that stop you?”

“Absolutely not,” she said. “Listen, my warning to you is this. I’m not sure how truly broken up you and Ursula really are this time—”

“Ursula,” he chuckled. “The Little Mermaid. I only know that because of Sebastian.”

“But if she ever gets wind of you meeting this girl, let alone searching for her, she will not create the cyclone, she will be the cyclone.”


Chapter 10



 



After waking early to watch the sunrise, Kristie sat at her desk, shifting her view between her laptop, the newly fallen snow, and the Christmas tree, waiting for her big sister to return home. Working on-call, Jack had left their condo in the midnight hour; she couldn’t wait until the next rotation when she could switch shifts. As she stood to get her fourth cup of coffee, Kristie heard a key insert into the doorknob before it jiggled and turned; Jack practically fell through the door, overcome with exhaustion.

“Good morning,” Jack said, trying to force some cheer into her voice. “What are you doing up so early?”

“I wanted to talk to you about last night. But you look dead-tired. I’ll just...I’ll let you snooze.”

She dragged her weary body to the closet, threw off her coat, and then collapsed into the couch. While pulling off her shoes, she said, “I’m truly a dead woman walking. But give me the headline, and I’ll get the full details when I wake up.”

“Okay.” She thought for a second, trying her best to cut to the chase. “Caught Zach kissing another woman and broke off my engagement”—she held up her hand to show her empty ring finger—“then I tripped over a new guy and fell in love.”

Jack bolted upright in her seat. “Oh, no! Sleep can wait! Are you kidding me? You’ve got to be joking me. Tell me what happened. I want all the details…now!”

“Only if you promise not to tell me I told you so.”

She held up three fingers on her right hand. “Scout’s honor.”

Kristie delivered the gruesome details of her humiliation at the restaurant. How she caught Zach kissing the girl. How he looked at her with his smug, fat, lying, smug face. How she threw his ring at him and stormed off, forgetting her favorite reindeer paw mittens. Just recounting the scene dredged up the sour emotions, forced her to relive them all over again.

“I’ve never felt so entirely stupid in my life.”

“I told you so! Piece of crap. I knew it.”

“Hey! You promised.”

“I quit Girl Scouts, remember? Green was just not my color. Now, go on. What happened next?”

Kristie sucked her tongue and flipped her hand in Jack’s direction. “So, you know how clumsy I can be. I nearly made it to the tree lighting ceremony, a couple hundred feet away, and they started closing the gates. I tried to run for it...and that’s when it happened. I fell.”

“You fell in love?”

“No, I literally tripped over him. Face-plant. BAM!”

Jack covered her face, shook her head, and laughed. “Oh my gosh. I’d have paid big money to see that.” She rolled over in her seat holding her tummy. “Okay, okay. I’m sorry. So, you face plant. Then what?”

“This guy helps me up. Nick,” she said. “I shouldn’t even call him ‘this guy’ because he could never be a ‘this guy.’ It’s more accurate to call him the most amazing looking god, formed from the dew drops of heaven, molded into the most well-sculpted, hottest mortal male I’ve ever seen.”

“Really?” she said, clearly skeptical.

“No, really. He’s all things awesome. The eyes. The curly hair. The height—he’s tall. The lips. The eyes.”

“You said eyes.”

“They bear repeating. And if God had not bestowed enough glory upon him, he can even sing. I mean, it’s wrong how amazing he is,” she said. “But even beyond all of that, he was smart, and he and I share the same views on so many things, including Christmas traditions. I mean, look at where we met.”

She went on to describe their talk and how much they shared about their lives and their dinner before leading up to the best part. “So then he says he wants to tell me a secret, that making a wish before kissing a beautiful girl will make it come true and he kisses me. Right there.”

“And you...you kissed him back?”

“Boy did I!” she said. “I’m telling you, Jack. It was one of those moments that when I’m old and gray and sitting in a rocking chair on a front porch, staring out into the horizon and watching the sunset, I’ll be thinking of those few seconds and that kiss. That’s how devastating it was...in the best way.”

By now Jack’s mouth gaped open, as she was totally drawn into the story. “Holy cow. I can’t believe you kissed someone you barely knew. So completely unlike you.”

“I know. I mean, I’m not sure who was sitting across from him, but I wasn’t me. I was alive and happy and in the moment. I wasn’t thinking about school or homework or papers. It’s as if he turned me into the best version of myself. The strong and beautiful and funny and smart version…because he made me feel all those things.”

“Wow, I think I just fell in love with the guy, too. Like a brother, of course. “

“And how’s this for a sign? Bet you can’t guess what he handed to me at dinner?”

“Uh, a napkin?”

“No,” she replied. “Five onion rings.”

Jack gasped and covered her mouth.

“I kid you not. It was as if Dad whispered from the heavens to tell me he was the one.”

“This is so amazing! I couldn’t be happier for you,” she said, glancing around the apartment. “So I guess my next question is where the heck is he? Have I taught you nothing? When you find the good ones you’ve got to rope and hogtie them so they don’t get away.”

“This is where the story takes a turn for the worst. I, uh, I lost him.”

“You what?”

“Well, we lost each other.” Kristie explained how the alarm went off and the chaos that ensued immediately after. “I tried to find him, but the police had everything blocked off for more than an hour. People were everywhere. And unfortunately, we didn’t have a chance to exchange contact information or anything. He didn’t even tell me his last name.”

“Oh, no!” Jack said. “Are you sure there’s nothing you can think of?”

“I’ve been online all morning long. I can’t think of anything at all. What I do know is that he’s leaving town in three days. Off to California. His family’s out there. Who knows when he’ll be back.” 

“Aw, man. Well, we’ve got to do something.” At once, she stood to her feet and started pacing around the apartment.

“Well, for starters, you’ve got to sign up for social media. At least set up a Facebook account. He’ll have no way to find you.”

“That’s not going to help. I didn’t tell him my last name, either.”

She again started pacing across the floor, back and forth, until a path wore on the carpet. “Well, you met him at the tree lighting so there’s a chance he could go back. You’ve got to return, wait and see if he shows up.”

She nodded. “That’s a thought. I’ll try. Although Mom has all these charity events scheduled that she asked me to attend, including her own which I don’t want to go to. What if I go there, and he’s waiting on me?”

“I know...wait. Ooh, I’ve got an even better idea!” She sat on the arm of the chair adjacent to Kristie’s. “You remember my friend Gina, right? Well, she literally just finished telling me she started dating this guy Jerrod, who’s apparently the second most wonderful man in the universe, next to your Nick. Guess how they met?”

“Does it matter?”

“Yes. Because it’s how you’re going to locate Mr. Wonderful,” she said. “They met through one of those missed connection ads.”

“Missed connections? What’s that? You know I’m pop culture stupid.”

“It’s like a personals ad—”

“Oh, no. Not me. Uh-uh.”

“It’s not exactly the personals. First, you’re completely anonymous. You write an ad, tell the person where you met, what you were wearing, everything except your name and address. And then, if Nick sees the ad and wants to find you, he can send you a message through the system. It’s totally safe...although I don’t advise you to go on the Craig’s list site because some of them can be a touch creepy.”

“Why would a guy like Nick use a site like that?”

“To find you, that’s why! And you’re worth the effort. If he was smart, he’d hire a private investigator to hunt you down. Trust me, because of my personal experience, once Kristie gets under someone’s skin, it’s pretty hard to get rid of her.”

“You make me sound like a bad rash.”

“Sometimes, you are...but as your unofficial sibling, I can say that.”

“You are many things to me. But you are as real a sister to me as could ever exist.”

“A sister from another mother,” they said simultaneously.

“Let me get a shower and a nap,” Jack said, taking a few steps toward the bedroom. “Then I’ll do the research, and we’ll get an ad posted. It’s only going to be a matter of time before we find Mr. Wonderful...or, even better, until he finds you.”

Kristie crossed her fingers on both hands. “I hope so!” She hurtled up from the couch and practically skipped into the kitchen. “You want coffee—” she began before her phone rang. She hooked a U-turn toward the sofa table and checked the screen.

“Mom. Ugh,” she stomped her feet in quick, steady beats like a toddler, clicked the answer button, and slipped into her fake happy voice. “Mom! Surprise, surprise. It’s so wonderful to hear from you this morning.”

“Boy, you’re sure laying it on thick. You must’ve gotten lucky last night.”

Kristie plopped on the couch. “In a manner of speaking...yes, I did.”

“You and Zach finally set a date? Can I call Trista?” She was the family wedding planner. Every aunt, uncle and cousin had used her for the last twenty years. She’d created mammoth events that were discussed in the society pages of major newspapers across the country. Kristie wanted nothing of the sort. She’d rather use the excessive money required for a big wedding to buy a new car or a single-family home. Or take a trip around the world. Spending $50,000 on a wedding that would take a million hours to plan and four hours to enjoy seemed ridiculous. And Kristie never passed up the opportunity to remind her mother of statistics stating that the higher the cost of the wedding, the higher the divorce rate.

Didn’t matter, she’d gotten this one wrong.

Way wrong.

“Yes, we set a date. But it was for our break-up, and that occurred yesterday...last night, to be exact.”

“Break-up? Kristie! What happened?”

“I popped into Old Ebbitt after work to see if I could convince him to walk with me to the tree lighting, and he was unable to move his legs, and he couldn’t talk.”

“What happened? Did if he have a medical emergency.”

“Almost. If he had been standing, he might’ve needed an EMT to remove my foot from his butt. But as fate would have it, the only problem was he had some big-haired, big-assed woman sitting on his lap, shoving his tongue down her throat.”

“Jesus,” she said. “I was afraid of that.”

Her eyes bulged open. “You knew? And you didn’t tell me?”

“Of course, I didn’t know per se...or you wouldn’t have been the only one with your foot in his behind,” she said. “But I’d heard murmurings around the office from time to time. I never believed them.”

“You never wanted to believe them. That was the problem.”

“So what are you going to do now?”

“What do you mean what am I going to do? It’s done. Over. Finito. Ended. Adios. Sayonara. Shall I go on?”

“You do realize he’s not going to walk away from you that easily. Just be prepared for a lot of begging.”

Kristie huffed. She didn’t believe her mother’s assertion for a second. The skank had every quality Kristie didn’t—including big boobs and a low IQ. She was a woman he could control, manipulate and Kristie could never be that woman for him or, for that matter, any man. That’s when it struck her, Nick’s greatest quality. He didn’t seem to expect her to be anything except herself; with him, she felt comfortable in her skin.

“I can’t tell you what to do,” she said. “But you’re the best thing that will ever happen to him. No question about it. He will not let you walk away without a fight.”

“I’ll be ready for him. Don’t worry about that.” She was armed with the knowledge that her mother wasn’t privy to...nor would she be until Kristie found Nick. She only hoped Nick showed up before Zach.

“You’re my daughter. Of course, you will be. Now, I actually called about something else. The At-Risk Teens function is this evening. I want you to come with me.”

“What time is it?”

“It starts at 7pm. And I hear A.J. Dawson is appearing. I know Jack is on-call, but what about you?”

Kristie only had one thing on her mind: Returning to Presidential Park. What if Nick showed up, and she was stuck sitting at some stupid event she didn’t want to go to, listening to some ridiculous songs she didn’t want to hear, sung by a man she couldn’t care less about?

“I’ll take a pass on that tonight, Mom. And I don’t think that I’m going to make any events this Christmas. Honestly, I’m just not in the spirit. I’m afraid I’d be anti-social and besmirch our good family name.”

“Kristie, listen,” she said.

Her daughter rolled her eyes and let out a deep sigh. Bring on the entrée of guilt, she thought. With a side dish of ‘step up to your responsibilities.’

“I realize you’ve had a rough time, but you’ve got to shift back into gear. Someday the company your father and I built will be yours. And it’s very important to him and to me that our firm acts as a good corporate citizen. That means going the extra mile during the Christmas season, the giving time of the year. So, while I understand you hate schmoozing, at some point you’ve got to suck it up and push your way through it. This is what makes our company strong. Capiche?”

“Capiche,” she said, now prepared to play on her sympathies. “But can you cut me some slack? I’ve been with Zach for two years, and I found out he’s a slut like five minutes ago. And even though I’m so grateful that you’re here and looking out for me, I’m still missing dad. Can you do me this one solid and give me a week or two to mourn? It’s hard to be the life of the party when you’re feeling so down.”

“Okay, baby. You’re right. I’m pushing too much. I’m sorry,” she said. “But only this season—January second we’re back to business. We don’t wallow in self-pity. We may get knocked down—”

“But we don’t stay down. Trust me. The theory’s been tested a time or two, and I’m still blessed to be standing.”

“Okay. Enough nagging for today. I’ll call you tomorrow and see how you’re holding up.”

“Love you, Mom.”

“Love you, too, my sweet baby.”

No matter how tiresome talking to her mom tended to be, hearing her say, “I love you, sweet baby” never seemed to get old.

 

Later that afternoon, Jack tapped on Kristie’s bedroom door and poked her arm through, waving a sheet of paper as she entered. “I’ve got it!” she said, handing the pages to Kristie. “These are the sites we’ll post on.”

Kristie scanned their list. At least seven names were listed. “All of these?”

“Yeah.”

“But I don’t want to look desperate doing it. I mean, c’mon. How about we only pick one? The most popular one.”

Jack frowned. “Are you serious?”

Kristie held her firm expression.

“Okaaaaaay. Well, that’s without question the Craig’s List site. But this other one seems okay, too. WeMetOnce.com.”

“I don’t care. You pick one. My fate is in your hands.”

“Okay, okay,” she said, scanning the list again. “Craig’s List it is.”

“Sounds like a plan. So what’s the ad going to say.”

“This is what I came up with after looking up a couple of examples,” Kristie said, passing the second sheet to Jack.

The Ellipse in Washington, D.C.. December 3rd. 

When I tripped over you at the tree lighting, 

I fell harder than I ever expected. 

You were tall, beautiful, and we instantly clicked. 

At least I thought so. 

Talking to you was like talking to a friend I’d known 

All of my life. 

And the kiss...oh, the kiss. It was amazing. 

Just like you are. But the alarm sounded, we got 

Separated and our night came to an abrupt end. 

I couldn’t imagine a night so wonderful in my 

Wildest dreams. And you gave me a gift that 

I’ll never forget — Five Golden Rings. 

Write me back and tell me what that means. 

“What do you think?” Kristie asked, waiting with bated breath for Jack’s response.

“Le sigh,” she said in whispery sing-song voice, rapidly batting her eyelashes. Then she chuckled. “Seriously, though, I’ve never seen you be so...romantic. Where has this woman been all my life?”

Kristie shrugged. “Waiting for Nick, I guess.”

“Well, I’m not changing a single word. This is perfection. Let’s hope he finds this ad before he leaves!”


Chapter 11



 



Kristie couldn’t remember the last time she’d been this nervous. Her hands trembled as she lifted the eyeliner to her lid and traced a line across one and then the other. The almost unbearable nervousness made her recall the first day of law school and how her stomach twisted into such tight knots that she almost threw up in Torts. Barely made it through Civil Procedures without chucking up her bagel on the back of the poor guy sitting ahead of her. The thing was, at that time, the uneasiness didn’t bother her so much as the fear of failing miserably; the last thing she wanted to do was serve as the family cautionary tale for centuries to come and, worst of all, disappoint her dad.

She then turned her thoughts to the day she paced the sitting area, while waiting on her dad’s prostate surgery to end, trying to stay hopeful but remaining terrified at the same time, praying for good news that never came.

She supposed that even then the sensation was more grounded in fear than what she’d experienced today.

No, her current jitters had a more positive vibe than in those moments. Indeed, better than all of her good times rolled into one.

She’d begun the long trek out of her mundane existence and into the life of her dreams. She reveled in the excited anticipation of her last first meeting with Nick.

Standing in the mirror, Kristie imagined standing on the Pathway of Peace, staring at the lights hanging on America’s state Christmas trees as she sized up their decorative value when he swept up behind her, covered her eyes with his palms, and said, “Guess who?”

She gripped his hands, just to feel them inside hers, and then spun around and fell into his arms, embracing him as if they’d never lost one another, as if they’d never let go again. “I’ve been looking for you,” she said before pulling back to glimpse his expression.

She blinked herself out of her dream and back to reality, but she still could picture his face, each detail so alive, so real. The softness of his eyes. The perfect form of his thick, kissable lips. The sharp cleft in his chin. And the sizzling smile that reduced her to ooze. It was as if he stood next to her in the flesh.

In her mind, he gazed at her, just as when they first met, as if she was the only woman in the world and destined to be his. “I found you. And I’m never letting you go again,” he said.

Then she clenched her eyes shut for the blink of a second as she recalled the warmth and sensuality of his kiss. “Mm,” she moaned...until she heard Jack’s voice call out. “Kristie, are you ready?”

She snapped out of her thoughts, sorry that her daydream must end but also over-the-moon for the adventure about to begin. She hoped like she never hoped for anything in her life that her dream man would search for as she did for him. She’d tapped into the faith that lie in the deepest part of her spirit, willing him to show up tonight. He had to.

After stepping out of her bedroom and taking a short hop into the living room, Kristie thrust out her arms and said, “Ta-da! How do I look?”

She wore black tights, a skirt, and a sweater underneath the same red coat and hat so that he wouldn’t mistake her for anyone else.

Jack spun her finger in a circle, gesturing for Kristie to turn around. “You look maaaahvelous daaaahling. I hope you’re layered, though. It’s supposed to be blustery out there tonight.”

“Yes, I’m wrapped tighter than Tupperware. Thermals. Sweaters. Thick tights with lining. Along with his gloves, a scarf, and hat. I can’t spend too much time walking on carpet because I’ve got enough wool on to start a static fire. But I’m hoping for a short wait. He’ll probably be so eager to see me that he’ll arrive before I will…right?”

“Okay. Let’s go with that.” Jack jumped up and gave her a hug. “Good luck, Sis. I’m rooting for you. In the meantime, I’ll be checking online to see if we’ve gotten any hits.”

“Call me the minute you hear something. I’m out.”

Kristie headed up to Pennsylvania Avenue where it was easier to catch a taxi. Even though she’d bundled up, the cold was particularly bitter, and allowing it into her core this early meant she’d have a long evening ahead.  

Within a few minutes, she hailed a Yellow Cab and stepped inside. Silent Night by the Temptations played on the radio, Nick’s favorite Christmas song. It was a sign. Tonight would be the beginning of a new life with him.

 

Three hours later, Kristie stood on the Path of Peace feeling anything but peaceful. The icy night had taken a turn so far to the left that any fantasy she had about seeing Nick had died two hours and fifty minutes ago. Her teeth chattered, and the evening’s chill had seeped into her bones so completely that only a hot shower and a pile of thick covers could make her feel warm again. Worst of all, her foot was soaked from stepping into a pothole while crossing 15th street. Love had drifted far from her mind. Now she wanted to curse him out for keeping her waiting for so long.

She checked the time. Ten minutes to ten. Pretty soon the park would be closed, and she’d be forced to leave. Her disappointment in his absence mushroomed with every second she stood there.

She took one last glance up to the star topping the National Tree and cursed it for giving her hope. Right before she conceded the fight for the night, a pair of hands covered her eyes.

This is it! she thought. He showed up. Finally.

The voice standing behind said in a low tenor, “Guess who?”

She gripped the hands and held them, then pulled them away from her face. When she turned around, her eyes narrowed into the thin slits. “Oh my God. I don’t believe you.”

 

***

At the D.C. At-Risk Teens charity event in the grand hall of the Omni Shoreham, A.J. sat on the outskirts of the festive crowd, checking the time every twenty minutes. It was almost 9pm, and Chloe hadn’t sprung him as she promised, leaving A.J. in less than good cheer. Something inside him, he couldn’t say what it was, told him that with very second he spent at this event, he was missing Kristie in more ways than one.

As he stood to locate his trusty assistant, he saw Chloe weave through the crowd, inching toward him with a smile stretched across her face.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” she said in response to his agitated expression. “You’ve only got one more flesh to press, and you’re out of here. I promise I’ll get you to the park on time. The only reason we’re meeting her now is because you’re doing a charity event for her foundation this weekend.”

She grabbed his hand and pulled him to the other side of the room where a long, elegant, cougar-looking woman stood. She stirred her drink and chatted up the ring of gentlemen surrounding her.

When she locked her eyes on him, they widened, and her lips stretched into a smile revealing a perfect even row of teeth. The only thing that gave away her maturity was a thin streak of silver in her hair. Her most striking features were her eyes, which appeared warm and oddly familiar.

“Chloe! Is this our star?”

“The one and only,” she said enthusiastically. “A.J. Meet Mrs. Duncan. Mrs. Duncan, please meet A.J. I apologize. We’re running late for a critical appointment, but I wanted to make sure you got a chance to say hello before we departed.”

“Pleasure to meet you,” he said extending his hand to shake hers.

She cupped hers over his, not in a flirtatious way, rather in the way that suggested she felt at home with everyone, including complete strangers. “Same here. I’ve heard such marvelous things about the work you’ve done, not only for children in the United States but for kids around the world; I’m very much looking forward to your performance this weekend.”

He blushed. “I’m very flattered, but I appreciate you providing me with an opportunity to give my time to a cause as worthy as this. Children are the future,” he said, taking a glance at his watch on the sly, which she apparently picked up on.

“You don’t find many young men like you nowadays; your parents must be proud.”

He shrugged, uncomfortably and nodded. Somewhere in the heavens, he hoped they were.

“Well, I won’t keep you any longer. I know you’ve got to go, but I’ll see you this weekend. Enjoy your evening, and I hope I didn’t make you late for your meeting.”

He extended his hand again to say goodbye. “No, we’ll make good time. I look forward to seeing you later this week.”

A.J. swept out of the room and over to his awaiting car; he and Chloe hopped inside. “Jim, put a little fire on it, will you? I’ve got to stop by the hotel to freshen up really quickly.”

“Freshen up? A.J., you don’t have that much time. I mean, you’ve got less than an hour to get there before closing. I don’t think you should take any chances.”

“Chloe, I cannot meet her again with my breath smelling like shrimp cocktail over fillet mignon. I’m going to be there five minutes tops. Just brush my teeth, wash my face, and splash on cologne. Maybe hit the minibar for something to help me calm down.”

“You nervous?”

“No,” he said taking a long pause. “Yes.”

“About?”

“I don’t know,” he said with a shrug. “What if those few hours are as good as it’s going to get? What if we meet and it fizzles out?” He’d gone over the night in his mind a hundred times, and he still had to pinch himself and ask if what they experienced was real. The night didn’t only happen in his mind, did it? He did more than just dream of spending the most wonderful night with the most amazing girl, right? And if so, was there any genuine chance they could repeat the moment forever?

Even more worrisome than the thought of her showing up at the National Tree was the thought that she might not. What if the night didn’t hold the same promise for her as it did for him? The energy generated from the best first kiss he’d ever experienced astounded him, but she may not share his view or think him worth the effort. But he could never share this fear with Chloe...or anyone.

She smirked and gave him the side eye. “You’re full of crap, you know that?”

“What?”

“The only thing you’re afraid of is whether she fell for you as hard as you fell for her...and I’m here to tell you...”

He froze in the silence waiting for her to finish her sentence.

“A.J., of course, she did. You’re an amazing person...and you don’t have to be a musical genius and public personality to be the star in a woman’s life. You’ve only got to be a great guy and treat her well, which you do for everyone.” She patted him on the arm. “Don’t worry. She’ll show up tonight, not for the A.J. Dawson, but for the sweet man who kissed her that day. You’ll see.”

He glared at her in silence before saying, “You think you know me, don’t you?”

“Better than anyone else in the world.”

She was right. He and Chloe had been friends since the days when his parents were alive. Back then, she was the girl next door. Cute, skinny, with long pigtails and a big smile. He wanted to be her guy, but she had other ideas. She’d long been attracted to the more athletic types; he was a scrawny, nerdy artist. So what started out as a schoolboy infatuation evolved into the friendship of a lifetime, and he wouldn’t have it any other way.

The tornados of doubt swirling within him started to settle down. He began to realize that his only cause for doubt was their separation, not the time they spent together—and that thought, in the end, would carry him back to her.

At once, all questions dissipated, each one displaced with hope. His fear turned to excitement as he pulled up to the hotel and trekked through the lobby and up to his room with Chloe trailing behind.

With thirty minutes to go, he still had plenty of time to get there before the park closed but he still had not a moment to spare. When the elevator door opened, he jetted down the hall, patting his pockets until he found his key card.

 He jammed it inside the reader, burst into the room, and stopped in his tracks, his eyes bulging open and his anger brewing into a quick fury. He started to yell and curse, but calmed himself down enough to limit himself to saying, “What the hell are you doing in here?”


Chapter 12



 



Kristie had always been a creature of habit, a quality which had served her well throughout most of her life. Consistency gave her a sense of calm and steadiness, perhaps the reliable predictability she needed to deal with life’s challenges. But this night, at this moment, she regretted it. Why? Because it was for this reason he knew where to find her.

“Hi, baby,” Zach said to Kristie, the view of him framed by the Path of Peace lights. “Thought I’d find you here.”

Much taller than she, he stood in front of her blocking her ability to see passersby. The last thing she wanted was for Nick to show up and find some other guy anywhere within the vicinity of her, as if she’d returned to their “spot” with another man. “Well, you need to leave me here. Alone. I don’t even know why you bothered coming.”

“Aw, c’mon. Don’t be that way,” he said trying to caress her cheek with his gloved finger. “She means nothing to me. It was only a kiss. We can work this out.”

“Only a—are you kidding me? For weeks I beg you to spend time with me and participate in my holiday traditions because we’re supposed to be building a life and a family together, and you dismiss me at every turn. You ignore my hopes. You belittle my wishes as some child’s fantasy rather than embracing a season of love, and giving, and family, and the birth of our Lord and Savior. You rejected all of it.”

“Kristie—”

“And then you bring your sorry butt down here to surprise me as if there could ever be any hope that I would not only forgive you for what I saw but also for every date I didn’t see. Every touch I didn’t see. Every cuddle I didn’t see.”

“But—”

“And don’t need to see it to know you’re a liar and a cheat. I don’t want you in my life anymore.”

“Sweetheart,” he said in a near-whisper. “I’m human. I made a mistake. Isn’t this season also about forgiveness? Isn’t it about loving someone, even if they’re not perfect? Because I’m not perfect. But I want to be a more perfect man for you, and I promise you I won’t stop until I become him. Look...look what I’ve done? This is all for you.”

He pulled out an envelope and handed it to her. She removed the papers and reviewed them. “June 18th? You’ve been to a wedding planner? You set the date?”

“I put down a deposit with the consultant, and we discussed all details...and it’s everything you said you wanted, including a ceremony at the National Cathedral.”

Instead of specifying the location for him to stick his planning and the Cathedral, she found herself, asking, “How?”

“My mom,” he said. “She made a generous donation, and she attended St. Albans.”

“A small reception at The W Hotel?” she said, again a question slipping out of her mouth instead of the chewing out he so richly deserved. He’d considered everything she ever asked for.

All this coming from a man who’d never lived up to the dream. With his little presentation, he’d posed this question to Kristie: Do you believe I can be a better man for you now, even though I never behaved like the man you deserved ever before?

Nope.

But another man existed, one whose behavior remained untainted by lies and infidelity, one who offered her the hope of a life more compatible with her expectations and he was as real as the one before her. So she finally replied, “You can’t be here right now. Please leave.”

“Why?” he said nonchalantly until it dawned on him something was amiss. “Hold the hell up. You’re waiting for someone, aren’t you?”

She answered him with silence, pierced him with as cutting a glare as she could muster in the midst of her chattering.

“You are. You’re waiting on someone. A guy? Who is it? You’ve replaced me already?”

She rolled her eyes. He had some audacity to be standing there acting affronted by the fact that she wasn’t home wallowing in misery. It wasn’t her fault he was thinking with the head in his pants instead of the one with the brain in it. And she would make no apologies for Nick or what they shared. After all, unlike him, she didn’t go looking for it. It just happened.

“Go, Zach,” she said, her expression growing more desperate.

“I’m not going anywhere until you do. You’re freezing, and your teeth are chattering. You’ve apparently been here for hours, and he’s not shown up. It’s time to go. Let me take you home.”

Only five minutes until the park closed, and she was frozen to the bone. Maybe Nick wouldn’t show tonight...or any night for that matter. Maybe she was chasing rainbows.

Then her mind flashed back to the day she fell sick, and Zach showed up with soup, the moment she always remembered when she doubted him; she conceded the fight, at least for the night.

“Fine,” she snapped. “Let’s go.”

He started down the path toward Constitution Avenue, and she quickly fell in line beside him. When he reached out for her hand, she snatched hers away and expanded the divide between them, literally and mentally.

“Don’t touch me. I’m not ready for any level of intimacy with you right now.”

“Okay, I understand. I’ll wait, no matter how long it takes,” he said. “You’ll see I’m determined to change, and you’ll come around.”

Now at the edge of the park, she turned and looked back one last time, hoping to glimpse Nick in the distance; she’d gladly abandon her escort and run to him.

But his absence only left her with emptiness and disappointment.

She felt a hand on her arm. Zach turned her around and looked into her eyes. “He didn’t show up. He’s not here, Kristie.” He lifted her hand and placed it against his heart. “But I did...I am. And I’ll never leave you again.”

 

***

A.J. couldn’t believe his eyes. There she was, sitting in front of him, hair flowing over her shoulder, a half smile on her face, a black trench coat and red stilettos covering her body and feet, no doubt concealing an outfit similar to the one she’d worn the other night during their make-up session. The same outfit she always wore when she wanted to distract him from his mission of leaving her, to make him remember and forget at the same time.

“How’d you get in here?” he said.

“Well, Chloe’s staying here, and I knew you wouldn’t be far behind. So I called one of my father’s contacts at the hotel. He does a lot of business here, charity events and the like. She told me your room number, and when I arrived, it was just my luck the maid was cleaning. So I let myself in, told her I was your fiancée, and gave her my contact’s name.”

“How long you been here?”

“Long enough to order room service. The saffron linguini here is divine.”

“I’m going back to using code names.”

 She laughed as if he was joking, completely blew him off. “Oh, sweetheart!” Sabrina batted her beautiful, but ineffective eyes. For the first time in his life, he could say he’d seen better. “Listen, I realize you’re still angry with me. But, forgive me, please? We were only days away from getting engaged, from spending the rest of our lives together. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”

The answer was obvious. The fact that he could break up with her should be proof enough that the  engagement and marriage meant everything. “Yes, that’s why I won’t marry anyone who doesn’t care about what I want or need. All I asked for was a simple traditional Christmas, but you couldn’t even give me the gift of compromise. I buy a tree, you take it down. I turn on holiday music, you turn it off or change the station or, even worse, you taunt me with Vince’s music knowing how I feel. What your words say is completely different than what your action show. And the only thing you’ve shown me is you have no regard for my feelings whatsoever.”

“I know,” she said. “Sometimes I can be very selfish, aloof, and self-absorbed. But, remember, I grew up as an only child; my entire universe has always revolved around me. My world, my parents’ world. And I understand that I’m an adult now. I’m in control of the person I am today, but it doesn’t help that you’re always traveling, and I don’t get the chance to practice sharing my life and compromising on a regular basis. Some of us need time to learn what comes naturally to others. Doesn’t make me a bad person; I’m a work in progress.”

She’d made a few very valid points, which he couldn’t deny. He spent weeks on end traveling. City to city, state to state, country to country. There were days he’d wake up, and he wouldn’t even know where he’d landed. In his world, everything revolved around him, but he’d been raised with a certain character, to think of others, too. Perhaps, it also came naturally for him. What Sabrina had inadvertently confirmed for him was she’d been spoiled rotten since birth and changing twenty-six years of ingrained behaviors seemed unlikely.

The contrast between her and the woman he’d met at the National Tree was stark, glaring, and undeniable.

During his brief time with Kristie, he could see her humor, her resilience, her love of humanity. It was clear she came equipped with all the values he held dear and required no training to be considerate and thoughtful, to think of others. She’d wanted to make service to others her life’s work but family obligations dictated otherwise.

So what should he do? Stick with Sabrina and hope someday she became the woman she promised to be—or try his best to locate Kristie who was everything he needed and more.

“Sabrina, I can’t deal with you or this situation right now. I’ve got somewhere I need to be.”

Instead of following her into the living area of his suite, he detoured to the left and locked himself in the bathroom; he grunted silently in frustration, shook his head, and commenced to brush his teeth.

 She knocked on the door then stood outside waiting, stalking. “Honey, I know I can be a bit abrupt sometimes, and maybe I don’t always say the right things in the right way...”

“That’s the understatement of the century,” he responded.

“But I came all this way...”

“You mean your driver chauffeured you two whole miles?”

“Please, don’t do that. Don’t belittle me,” she said, her voice easing into an annoying whine. “I made an effort, which is more than I can say for you. I tried calling you last night a hundred times. I texted you a thousand times, and you didn’t respond to me once. I’m here now because I love you, and I can’t lose you. We were made for each other; we’re good together.”

He could tell she was leaning on the door; her voice was close and muffled. He kept silent and made no remark. If he’d said what he wanted to say, she’d have gone off on some infantile tirade, and he was not in the mood for it.

 “Sabrina, I keep telling you, you’ve got to go. I’m leaving.”

“Sweetheart, where could you possibly be going at this time of night? Your schedule is full, and you just got home.” Now her voice was farther away. Maybe she walked back to the sofa to grab her purse and disappear. Wishful thinking.

 After a minute or so of silence, he heard the rustle of papers and thought nothing of it at first. But then his stomach tanked. He put his hand on the doorknob to walk out, as she said, “What the hell is this? Are you freaking kidding me?”

 He clenched his eyes tightly and exhaled in frustration before opening the door and peering around the corner to catch Sabrina sitting there reading a draft of his ad for WeMetOnce.com. In his mind, he screamed a litany of curse words. He should’ve told Chloe to toss them, but he never suspected he’d find Sabrina in his room.

“Sabrina,” he said. “It’s not what you think.”

“Well, I don’t know about that because what I think is twenty seconds after we broke up, you went out and found some skank to go on a date with last night while I sat at home crying my eyes out trying to think of a way for us to get back together. Are you kidding me right now? I mean you have me and all of this.” She opened her coat to reveal the sexy lingerie beneath. She was certainly one fine woman and even when angry with her, that body reminded him in every way that he was a man. But the hard truth was—it alone was not enough to hold onto him. It never would be. His body would follow his heart. And his heart was with Kristie.

“Well, then, maybe it is what you think.”

“So you mean to tell me you’re going to throw away everything we’ve built over the last two years for some woman you barely spent a few hours with? Some stranger you don’t know?”

“I know her,” he said. “And she knows me better than you ever did.”

“Oh, really. So what’s her name, first name and last? Where does she live? Who are her parents? What does she do for a living? How many boyfriends does she have? She got any diseases? She ever been treated for mental illness? Does she have bad credit? Does she lie, cheat? Is she allergic to peanuts? You know nothing about this woman except she made you feel good one night after a bad argument with me.”

 Every word she said made common sense, and under normal circumstances, he might’ve been dissuaded. But Kristie was different…wasn’t she?

“You have no idea what you’re talking about. And I’ve got to go.”

“Oh, no. You will not leave me to go looking for this heifer. I won’t let you.”

He jerked his head back, his eyebrows crinkled, and he looked at her as if she’d lost the last little bit of sanity that she had left. “You won’t let me? I’m a grown man. I’ll go where I want.”

“Technically speaking, that’s correct. You certainly can go, but I’ll be right there with you. Behind you. Beside you. Lurking from corners. In your face. In her ear. My chauffeur’s at my disposal, and I’ve got nothing better to do. If she finds you, she’s going to find me, too, and I promise you, you don’t want any part of that scene.”

“I can’t believe this. You’re threatening me?”

“No. I’m desperately trying to rescue our relationship…and save you from yourself, I might add. And if I must go bat-crap crazy until you come to your senses, then that’s exactly what I’m going to do. I love you that much, and I’m not going to let you walk away from me that easily.”

 A.J. found his way to the couch and glanced at the digital clock on his desk—five minutes until 10pm.

He’d never make it in time.

What if she was there? What if he missed her? He slouched forward, propping his elbows on his thighs and dropping his head into his hands.

Something in his heart told him she would not give up on him easily. And he was in no way ready to give up on her. He only had two days left, and he was bound and determined to find her before then. But what was he going to do about Sabrina?

He needed a plan. A plan to rid himself of Sabrina, while clearing his schedule, so he’d have an opportunity to try again.


Chapter 13



 



Kristie woke up groggy next morning, her soul drowning in disappointment. Not only did Nick not show up, but, of all people, Zach did. What would she do now, keep trying to find someone who may not even be looking for her? Or settle back into her comfortable life in which she might not be ecstatically happy, but she’d be content?

She rubbed her eyes and tried her best to sit upright, but her body weighed her down like lead. She collapsed back onto her pillow, draped her forearm over her eyes, and groaned.

 A knock came at the door. “Can I come in?” Jack asked.

“Yeah,” Kristie replied. “It’s open.”

Jack walked in, gawped, offered a tsk tsk tsk, and shook her head. “Well don’t you look like death on an arsenic diet? What happened to you last night?”

“I’ve got bad and worse news, which do you want first?”

“Bad first.”

“Nick didn’t show up, and I’m beginning to doubt he ever will.”

“And worse?”

“Zach did show up. Not only did he show up, but he’s been plotting our wedding, brought all the plans. He included everything we talked about, the ceremony at the National Cathedral. The intimate reception at The W Hotel. Everything. All I need to do is buy a dress and the flowers of my choice.”

“But did he actually set a date?”

“June 18th.”

“Wow. I’m going to sit down for this.” Jack plopped on the bed and folded her legs, leaning forward attentively. “So, what’ll you do now?”

Kristie rolled over on her side; she could feel her woeful expression. “I don’t know. Every time I think of Zach, every time I recall the vision of that woman in his lap, I just want to vomit. The memory makes me physically ill; it makes me question my own judgment, that I could’ve trusted someone so untrustworthy and allowed him to ruin my most favorite time of year. Then came Nick. Within a couple of hours, he turned my whole world around. How could I live the rest of my life knowing someone like him exists and not give my all to find him?”

“Well, then, it sounds as if you’ve made your choice. We can’t quit looking for him. When at first you don’t succeed...”

“Drink lots of vodka,” Kristie replied. “And then try again."

“You said he’s here for two more days right?”

 Kristie nodded. “Yep. That’s what he told me.”

“Then there’s only two things we can do. The first is to start scouring the missed connection ad sites to see if he’s trying to find you, too.”

“And the second?”

“Back to the park you go. Tonight. If something held him up, by some chance, you need to see if he shows up.”

“I felt so incredibly humiliated last night, standing outside for hours with icicles building on my eyelashes.”

“Well, you have no idea why he didn’t show up. He could’ve had an emergency. Maybe he’s working late. And I think you owe it to yourself and him to give it the old college try.”

“What if I’m wrong, Jack? What if he’s not searching for me? What if he’s moved on? Oh, God. What if he made up with his girlfriend? They’ve been apart as long as Zach and me.”

She pressed her lips together. “It is possible, I suppose. Was what you shared worth making the effort to find out? From what you described to me, I think so, but what does your heart tell you?”

Kristie sat up in bed, her back upright, and she swung her feet over the side. “My heart tells me I need to get my scared butt out of bed and check my computer right now.”

“That’s what I thought. So let’s get to it. Get cleaned up and I’ll make the coffee.”

An hour later, Kristie and Jack disembarked from their emotional roller coaster. They’d read hundreds of ads on three personal lost and found sites. Some made them laugh, some made them cry, some were downright creepy and gave them the heebie geebies. They still had two sites to go but had no luck so far.

“All right. I’m back to losing hope,” Kristie said. “There’s no guarantee he even placed an ad. My best chance is to show up at the park. That’s the one place we both love, except maybe the restaurant.”

“I’m beginning to agree, but a nagging feeling keeps telling me to press on so that’s what I’m going to do. The next site on the list is WeMetOnce.com.”

 A few minutes later, a knock came at the door. Jack, who stood closer, walked over and peered through the peephole.

After a long groan and with a dead-eyed expression, she announced, “Romeo has returned.”

“Oh, no. Zach?”

“The one and only. I’m happy to let him sit outside if you want me to. We’ll just pretend as if we didn’t hear anything.”

“No, no open it up, and see what he wants.”

 She opened the door, and he greeted Jack with a big cheesy grin. “Is Kristie—Oh, there you are. I stopped by to give you this.”

 He handed her a bag, and she looked inside. “A corsage?” It was a beautiful white orchid with a wristband attached. She glared at him, her head cocked to the side. After everything he’d put her through, the least he could do was bring her a full bouquet of roses.

“I thought it would be a nice touch; it should go with your outfit.”

“Outfit? What outfit? Don’t these usually go with formal gowns and not sweatpants and a Hoya sweatshirt?”

“Not for the one you’re wearing today, silly. It’s for the one you’re wearing tonight. To that Christmas charity masque ball thing. You didn’t forget, did you? I paid  five-hundred bucks per ticket.”

“Yeesh,” Kristie said. “I completely forgot. Guess I’ve had a lot of other things on my mind, you know, lots of flashbacks to horror scenes.”

“Kristie, I know you’re upset with me, and you have every right to be. But you can’t leave me hanging tonight. This is so important to me and my family, their biggest event of the year. Please, don’t make me go to the ball by myself.”

“What about your girlfriend? She’s not available?”

“Yes, she is,” he replied. “But she’s not the one I want to be with. You are. Listen, this isn’t a wedding or an engagement party. It’s just a ball where people go and have drinks and dance. And I really don’t want to spend the night alone, not for Christmas.”

“I can’t even begin to convey into words, Zach, the extent to I could give a flying flock of geese about what you want. This is the bed you made, and it’s too crowded for me.”

“Please, Kristie. If you won’t be my date, at least attend with me and view it as a tremendous favor which I will one day repay. I’m asking a lot, but I need you tonight.”

“It’s that important to you?”

“Yes. It’s important for us. And you don’t want to let a thousand bucks to go to waste, do you?”

He knew exactly where to strike. Despite growing up in a wealthy family where there was never a shortage of cash, she’d always been instilled with the value of money since a very young age. And even though they paid for school and helped her with housing, her family paid her a very small monthly stipend compared to other kids at her school—in addition to providing the other four basic necessities. Her budget was tight, fueling her drive to study so hard. She wanted to attend graduate school so she could make her own money and pay her own way. Zach knew that which is why he brought up the cost of the tickets.

Fortunately for him, it worked.

“Fine, I’ll go to the ball but only as a friend. No snuggling, no cuddling, no kissing, no funny business of any kind. And I’m leaving by 9pm. I have something else to do this evening.”

“You’re not going back to meet that guy, are you?”

 She responded with a deer in the headlights expression. “Uh...,” she started before Jack piped in.

“Kristie,” she called from her bedroom, “are you still going with me to work tonight? To help me with that thing?”

“Uh, yeah,” she replied. “I’m definitely going to be there for you.”

“What thing?” Zach asked.

“I dunno.” Kristie’s thoughts spun quickly. She wasn’t good at making up lies on the fly. “Apparently, uh, some creepy guy at her job keeps bothering her, so she wants me to go, uh, and pretend to be her, uh, lesbian lover.” She almost choked on the last word. In no place in her mind did she imagine saying those words, but she decided to roll with it and take it to the grave.

He looked at her with a steady gaze. “You know I can always tell when you’re lying. You have no poker face. But that sounded too bizarre not to be the truth. So fine. 9pm it is.”

“Great. So let me take a nap and get rest so that I don’t look as if I’ve been on the losing end of a boxing match.” She pointed to the bags under her eyes, a consistent feature since she always stayed up late studying.

“See you at six?”

She nodded. “Six it is.”


Chapter 14



 



The sun was barely visible over the horizon when A.J. made his way to Chloe’s suite, two floors above his, still wearing his pajamas. Sabrina had refused to leave his hotel room the night before, still bickering and begging, so he allowed her to sleep in the bedroom while he took the couch. After a long night of back and forth they finally dozed off; he carried her to bed, laid beside her until she was sound asleep, and then bailed the second her snores became audible.

A.J. knocked on Chloe’s door and waited for her. Seconds later, the lock clicked, the door flung open, and Chloe stood there in pajama pants, a long-sleeved top, and  a rag on her head.

 She hung her hand on her hip and said, “Get in here.”

 He walked in and headed straight for the sofa. “Before you start, let me just say—”

“Oh, no, no, no,” she cut him off. “I told you that heifer was crazy, but you didn’t listen. You let your little winky do the thinking for you, and now look at you— standing in my doorway at the butt crack of dawn, trying to figure out a way to fix crazy. And you can’t fix crazy.”

His body sagged in the seat, and he released a long, low sigh. “What I’m going to do? If I try to go find Kristie then I run the risk of Sabrina ruining everything before I’ve had a chance to talk to her and explain what’s going on.”

“Are you certain it’s over with Sabrina? Because I’m going to be honest with you, for years I’ve watched you go for the same hot crazy girl time and time again. Sometimes they come after you but too often you go after them, and you don’t stop until you get them. Your life has never worked for normal women. This jet-setting lifestyle does not mesh well with ladies who hold nine-to-five jobs.”

“True.”

“So, if you’re serious about this, the first thing you need to decide is whether you’re ready to sacrifice a part of your career to be the kind of man a nine-to-five girl needs.”

“See, that’s the beauty of Kristie. Her dream was never the nine-to-five. She wanted to serve humanity, volunteer, and donate her time and services. Her family didn’t support her, but she can do that with me...although she doesn’t realize it yet.”

Chloe half shrugged. “Wow. I keep forgetting she’s unaware of your identity. Boy is she in for a rude awakening. Sabrina, on the other hand, fully embraces your lifestyle.”

“Yes, for all the wrong reasons. I’ll never be happy with her, not the way that I’m happy with Kristie. And, yes, it’s only been a few hours, but I know. I believe she’s right for me like I believe nothing else in my life.”

“Okay, I’m down,” she said, clapping excitedly. “We’ve got to come up with a plan.”

“Exactly. That’s why I came to you, the master planner.”

“Well, you’re always welcome to stay with us, for now. I’ll book you another room somewhere where she can’t find you and then you can use a codename this time.”

“That won’t work. She already knows my schedule, and that I’m trying to meet Kristie at the park; she read your ad from the slips left on the desk. So technically she could show up and cause a scene that would push Kristie out of my life forever. No, to rid myself of her, it has to be a mutual agreement—or she must decide to leave me on her own. I can’t make an escape.”

“Well, it sounds to me like you’re going to need to find some kind of bargaining chip. Placate her, give her something she wants. Anything she wants. Then ask for your freedom in return. The way I see it, that’s your only way out.”

“I thought about the possibility, but what could I possibly give her?”

 Before Chloe answered, a knock came at the door. She opened it, and Sabrina the Bad Witch stood there taking up space in her doorway. “Here you are. I’ve been looking for you all over. Finally, I called down to my friend, and she told me which room Chloe was staying in. So, here I am!” She sang the last part in an annoying operatic tone.

“Yes, here you are. And, lucky for me, A.J. was just about to leave.” Chloe glared at him and jutted her head toward the doorway.

 Sabrina held out her hand to take him home. “Come, come now. We have a very busy day ahead of us. Lots to do. Let’s go order room service so we can get started.”

 A.J. grumbled under his breath and followed her lead. They walked down the hall together side-by-side, hand-in-hand, his stomach turning all the way. He felt as if he’d been taken hostage and didn’t know how to get away. That’s when he realized...

“Hold on. Wait a minute. You said we’re busy today. Doing what?”

“I can’t believe you don’t remember. The ball. I told you. It’s the biggest couple’s ball of the season.”

“I was never scheduled to attend any couple’s event, and I’m not going now. Too much on my plate as it is.”

Once inside his suite, she darted straight to the desk to review the room service menu.

“I mentioned it the other day, certain I might convince you to squeeze it in. Honestly, A.J., I’d rather die than go alone. It’s the social event of the season. Some of the most influential people in the city are going to attend, and I told everyone that you would be with me. How would I look if I went alone?”

A.J. had to pause on that comment for a second. His initial thought was, it would look like we broke up, which is exactly what happened. But he did not want to set her off and send her into some angry rant.

“Why should I care?” A.J. asked.

“Because you love me,” Sabrina replied. “You just need a little time to remember what you once felt. And how many hundreds of events have I attended with you?”

“Not under these circum—wait a minute.” His mind flashed back to his conversation with Chloe. The bargaining chip had presented itself. “How about this? I’ll make you a deal. I’ll go with you tonight and be the perfect escort, rub elbows and do all the glad-handing you want. But when it’s over, you must agree not to stalk me.” He was careful to add, “And this doesn’t mean we’re breaking up. This means you’re giving me a little space after the ball is over to reconnect with my feelings for you. It’s going to take some time.”

 He had no intention of reconnecting anything with Sabrina. But he did realize how important the event was to her family. And to her. His dream, however, was Kristie and having the freedom to find her was worth suffering through one last event with Sabrina.

“Do we have a deal?”

“On one condition.”

“Sure. Name it.”

“I want open affection. Not only for appearances but to give us an honest chance to reconcile.” She extended her hand, and he returned the handshake; the agreement was made. She pulled him close and try to kiss him, but he tightened his lips closed.

“I want to kiss on it,” she whined.

 A.J. paused for a minute and thought about his response. Then he replied, “Fine.”

He grabbed her by her shoulders, eyed her with a piercing glare, pulled her close, their lips almost touching, and then directed his lips to her forehead.

“There,” he said. “There’s your kiss.”

“Okay, fine. I’ll take that for now. But if you try to give me that weak stuff later, trust me, the deal is off.”


Chapter 15



 



No matter how much she balked, Kristie secretly loved dressing for formal occasions like the Christmas Couple’s Charity Masque—especially white-tie balls, the ultra-ritzy social events. And truthfully before her father passed away she never griped about the fundraising event marathon as she did now. They used to be reminders of her bountiful blessings, but now they reminded her of what she’d lost, the pain of which was easier to hide than confront and overcome.

But she loved the beautiful dresses, like the Princess one with the full skirt and off-the-shoulder sleeve she wore today. She loved her matching high-heeled, open-toed sling backs with white straps, bedazzled with rhinestones.

She even loved her hair for a change. Jack had somehow managed to tame her curls so they looked sleek and modern and topped the beautiful hairdo off with an aquamarine-colored tiara that perfectly matched her dress and masque.

 But she could not force herself to be happy about Zach. She was less than thrilled to be attending with him at all. The thought of hanging on his arm, pretending to be something she wasn’t, faking a relationship they no longer had, physically drained her. It was more work than she wanted to do, happier than she wished to try and feel. The night held not a glimpse of excitement, except for the dressing part.

And the truth was her angst about attending the ball brought on a new realization, that she simply no longer had any desire to be with Zach. As cute as her outfit was, and as much trouble as she had gone through to prepare, part of her considered calling off the entire deal.

Where she really wanted to be, in her heart, was standing outside in the cold waiting for Nick, praying he would show up. Time was ticking down, and he’d soon be off to his next adventure without her if they didn’t find one another.

She studied herself in the mirror, admiring Jack’s handiwork. “I clean up pretty well.”

“Yes, you do,” Jack’s voice called from behind her. “I buzzed up Zach. He’ll be here in a minute.”

She let out a deep sigh and twisted her lips. “It’s only a couple of hours, right? I’ll make it through.”

“Yes you will,” Jack said. “And you’ll look every ounce of phenomenal doing it, too.”

 She’d have turned blushed red if her brown skin would have betrayed her.

 Moments later, a knock drew Jack to the door and her project followed behind her. Jack opened it to reveal Kristie standing there. “Wow, you look absolutely amazing. I’ve never seen you look so beautiful.”

“Thank you,” she said and then muttered, “I think.”

He stepped into the living room and surveyed her outfit once more. “As perfect as you are, you’ve forgotten one thing.”

“What’s that?”

He held up his arm and shook his wrists.

“Oh, the corsage. You don’t think it’s a bit much do you? For the masque?”

“I think it’ll be perfect. Grab it and we’ll put it on.”

She turned to walk to the kitchen to grab the corsage. He tried to play the gentleman that he’d never been before; they both knew it.  She half considered snatching a Bounty towel from the roll to soak up his excessive schmoozing, but Zach sucked up better than any Bounty towel ever could.

Her mind drifted back to only days ago when he walked into her condo like Ebenezer Scrooge, appearing as if he’d arrived to attend a funeral rather than celebrate Christmas. Now, all of a sudden he was Tiny freaking Tim. Didn’t impress her one bit. All the more reason to call off the evening, but she’d made a promise. She reached into the refrigerator and pulled out the corsage, then glanced at her watch.

“Only three more hours until nine and I’m out. I can’t wait.”

 

Their car arrived at the Mayflower Hotel thirty minutes later. The chauffeur stepped out to open Kristie’s door but Zach quickly interceded. He held out his arm for her to take and she obliged, looping hers into his as he escorted her inside.

The largest hotel in D.C., the “Grande Dame of Washington,” was both breathtaking and historical, as evidenced by its monikers the “Hotel of Presidents,” and the city’s “Second Best Address” (next to the White House). Presidents had celebrated there, so the organizers were clearly trying to draw the city’s crème de la crop.

Once through the main entry-doors and into the Promenade lobby, the beauty of her surroundings wowed and amazed. Her eyes first drew to the gilded ornamental ceilings towering above, down to a twenty-foot Christmas tree set center-stage, decorated in the most elegant ivory and lavender decor she’d ever seen. They then followed along the pristine, elegant marble flooring that shown like glass. It formed a long path through the hotel, one lined with smaller blue spruce’s glittering with multicolored lights; it seemed to go on forever.

When they finally entered the ballroom, the site nearly took her breath away. She’d been to many luxury hotels and even more Christmas events, and she’d never seen a ballroom that appeared so plucked straight out of a fairytale. The sea of white linen tablecloths covering tables as far as the eye could see, the chair back’s blanketed with red covers, crimson and cream balloons and glittery snowflakes, quickly immersed her into the ambiance. The lighting was low except a blue glow, which cast an almost magical hue across the room.

“It’s amazing, isn’t it?” she heard Zach say.

 She nodded in agreement, still too awestruck to speak. After stopping at the table to check in, one of the evening’s hostesses directed them to a Lock & Key charity wall.

Each guest was instructed to take a lock or a key—males took keys, women took locks.

Nothing subtle in that gesture.

For every match found during the course of the night, the foundation would donate an additional $10,000 to the Prostate Cancer Fund. Throughout the evening, guests were requested to mingle and test their locks and keys.

“Sounds like fun,” Zach said.

 Kristie could only think, “Who are you and what have you done with Zach?” Instead she said, “Yes, it sure does.”

As they entered the ballroom area, the hostess called out, “Don’t forget to put on your masks.”

“Oh, yeah,” she responded.

She reached into her bag and pulled out one for each of them, and Zach helped her put hers on, trying his best to maneuver around her hair. Their identities now concealed, they headed toward his family’s reserved tables and took their seats, people-watching and chatting as the remaining guests began to file in.

Within the hour, the room was packed. After a couple of martinis, she loosened up and her festive mood kicked in. After all she still had more time to burn before she could leave. She clung to that fact as she meandered through the crowds, checking her lock against keys along the way.

While eyeing the door, studying her escape route, Kristie spotted a woman entering the doorway who looked a whole lot like her mother. But it couldn’t be because this woman had come with…a date? She couldn’t believe her mother had the audacity to date. Her father was barely in the ground. She dashed over to the woman who now felt like a stranger and stood in front of her flashing a judgmental glare. Her mother caught the smirk but ignored her daughter, and skillfully so.

“Baby. I didn’t know you were coming.”

“Apparently not, you—”

“You look amazing! Absolutely stunning. I told you that dress would be fabulous on you.”

 And she had. What she didn’t tell Kristie about was the six-foot-tall, silver-haired fox she brought with her.

“You’re beautiful, Mom. Glowing,” she said kissing her on the cheek in a way to avoid messing up either of their lipstick.

“Honey, I’d like you to meet, Eric.”

Kristie offered a half genuine smile and a quick wave before she said through tight lips, “Mom, can I speak to you for a minute.”

They stepped to the side. “What’s going on here? What are you doing with him?”

“He’s my date to the ball, dear. We haven’t purchased real estate together. I told you I had someone I wanted you to meet.”

“But I thought—”

“Honey, it’s been three years. Nobody loved your father more than I, but he wouldn’t want me spending the rest of my life alone. Do you?”

“I guess, I—I’ve got to...we’ll talk later.”

“Kristie!” her mom called out too late. Her daughter had already disappeared into the crowd.

Kristie knew the day would come; she thought she’d be eased into the idea first, not thrust into this scene accidentally during such a public event.

Why hadn’t her mom been honest before? Why not just tell her? 

And then Kristie answered her own question. “Maybe she knew you’d react this way?”

By the time she returned to the table, Zach had disappeared. She peered across the room and observed him lingering on the edge, talking to some cronies from another firm. He waved and with his eyes asked if she was okay. She nodded and turned to head toward the bar. No more martinis but a Shirley Temple called. She took a step and bumped into a tall, solid man standing with his back toward her. He wore tails like most of the men in the room.

“Oh, excuse me,” she said. “I’m so so sorry. Such a klutz.”

“No problem,” he responded. He turned around and tried to talk over the music. “It’s so crowded in here, I’ve cost two people their drinks, already.”

“I know what you mean. I’m, uh, I’m going to the bar.” She glanced up at his masked face; something seemed familiar about him, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. The room was dark and packed, and she probably wanted to see more than was actually there.

“Hey, wait. I might as well try my key in your lock. It’s for charity right?”

He inserted and turned. They both yelped when they heard the lock pop.

“Oh my God. It fits. Can you believe this?”

“That’s as fast as I’ve ever made ten-thousand dollars. Let’s go turn them in.”

They reached the Lock & Key table and showed the hostess their discovery. “Oh my God. What are your names?” the woman asked.

He responded, “A.J.” while she followed with “Kristie.”

“Well, this is fantastic! Now, you two take off your masks so we can take a picture of you together for our newsletter.”

Each removed their mask and looked at the other, their mouths dropping open and their eyes bulging wide.

“Kristie?”

“Nick?”

In unison they said, “What are you doing here?”


Chapter 16



 



A.J. peered through the window, gazing at the night sky in the general direction of Presidential Park, wondering if Kristie would be waiting for him. Hoping beyond all hope that she wouldn’t seek him out, not tonight. If she had shown up last night, she might be inclined to give up on him if she visited a second time and he played ghost again.

He glanced up at the stars and made a small wish, that if she had plans to visit the tree tonight, something would detain her to keep her from showing up until he was free of Sabrina. The next time he saw the tree, he prayed they’d be standing next to one another and able to enjoy the scene together.

The longer the evening dragged on, the more A.J. realized he had zero desire to be hanging out in a swank hotel, bound up in a Tom Ford tux with tails, choked off at the neck by the white bowtie. He’d never envisioned his brief vacation this way. No, he’d much rather be snuggled with the one he loved, next to a fireplace, laughing and talking, and singing. Then late into the evening, with only embers burning, they’d fall into one another’s arms and onto the floor where they’d make passionate love again and again until spent. For him, it hurt to know one woman in his world wanted the same thing, but he couldn’t find her.

So, the dream night wouldn’t come to fruition.

Instead, he must endure this one.

He’d made an obligation he must fulfill, one that would release him from the black widow’s grip by night’s end and for every night thereafter. Seeing this side of Sabrina’s crazy, he’d grown tired and ready to call this relationship quits.

“Are you almost ready yet?” he called. She’d turned his suite into her beauty spa.

“Just a few more minutes. I promise it’ll be worth your time.”

He glanced down at his watch. She’d been locked inside for nearly an hour and a half. This is one thing he couldn’t stand about being in a relationship with her: too high-maintenance.

She’d ushered in an army—a stylist, make-up artist, and hairdresser—and even with three people working on her, bringing her clothes, she still couldn’t get dressed on time. While he usually enjoyed the end result, he found the “during” process annoying as hell.

He’d poisoned himself with grouchiness. He’d have to snap out of this mood to survive this night on her terms. He meandered to the minibar to prepare himself a cocktail when the door opened.

Finally.

Her team said their goodbyes, and with barely an acknowledgment to him, found their way out. However,  the butterfly still had not emerged from her cocoon. After the door had shut, she called out, “Almost finished! Just putting on my shoes.”

“Okay,” he said, pouring a mini-bottle of Jack Daniels into the Coke and quickly downing the elixir; the burn of the concoction warmed him as fast as the drink hit his gut. 

Just as he shifted to face the door, she emerged. “Wow. Your hair,” he said, his eyes filled with weave as far as the eye could see. The ends twisted and curled down the length of her entire back, twice as long as her natural hair. It was a wonder she could stand upright.

The sad thing was she didn’t need extensions. Even with her model features, she had no confidence in her own beauty and relied on others for validation, whereas Kristie was comfortable in her own skin...and hair. Judging from the wounded expression on her face, he’d have some cleaning up to do in order to live up to his deal with the devil. “I mean, your hair, your dress...everything. You look exquisite.”

She smiled as if she’d taken his remarks to heart. “Thank you. I did all of this for you. I want you to be proud of me.”

He’d have been prouder an hour ago and minus three people. As it stood, he just nodded, held out his arm, and said, “Shall we? Your chariot awaits.”

“Oh, wait, we’re forgetting something,” she said, scurrying back into the bedroom. “Our masks.” She returned quickly handed him one. “We’ll be incognito. Isn’t this the cutest?” she said, her voice raising an octave. “Here, I think it’ll go well with your outfit.”

Masculine, sleek, and black, the artsy mask had ornamental silver carvings around the eyes and forehead. Cut asymmetrically, the costume piece nearly formed a diagonal, covering most of his face with the exception of his left cheek and jawline. He’d be difficult to identify, which made the entire occasion much more appealing.

“Nice choice,” he said, complimenting her taste; it’d always been impeccable. “Let’s get going or we’ll be more than fashionably late.”

“That’s the entire point, dear,” she said. “With everybody there, we can make an entrance.”

He smiled and obliged, but he could care less about an entrance. The only moment of this evening that held any  promise of bringing him the slightest satisfaction was the moment he made his exit from this ball and her life.

 

Within minutes, they arrived at the Mayflower Hotel, located barely a few blocks from The W. A.J. took in the scenery from the lobby and into the ballroom. The dim light was a bluish-purple hue, and the decorations appeared to be plucked straight out of a Christmas advertisement for the perfect party. The chairs were covered in red and the tables in white, and the music was loud and classic, lighting within him a spark of cheer he thought had abandoned him for the season.

After they had checked in at the front table, a wave of murmurs traveled across the room. A.J. Dawson had arrived with his beautiful date Sabrina. Fortunately, he’d been around this crowd before, most too self-important to treat him as if his presence was any more remarkable than their own, so they acknowledged him with nods and smiles and pretty much left him alone.

At a small stand next to the makeshift reception desk, his eye zeroed in on an instrument of torture to inflict on Sabrina—a charity contest that would force her to go against the religion of Vogue—a Lock & Key contest. The women wore locks on chains that looked like Mardi Gras beads; the men wore keys. Each match would score ten thousand dollars for the Prostate Cancer Fund.

“Isn’t this the cutest?” he said, mimicking her voice. “Here, I think it will go well with your outfit.”

“You’re not funny,” she sneered, narrowing her eyes.

He handed her the lock while he looped the key around his neck.

She twisted her lips sideways. “Totally throws off my entire look.”

“Then wear the thing around your wrist or carry it in your bag. C’mon. Would you really want to deny some cancer patient ten grand rather than carry a tiny lock?”

“If it ruined my outfit, absolutely,” she said. Then she patted him on the chest and gave her eyes a long roll.

He wished he could’ve said she was joking, but whatever claim she made about kidding later, she meant every syllable right now.

“I’m kidding. See? I’m wearing it,” she said, looping the chain around her neck. “Now, c’mon. Let’s go mingle.”

For the next hour, he wouldn’t take three steps in a row without running into someone Sabrina knew, Dr. and Mrs. So-and-So, or Judge and Mrs. So-and-So, or Mr. and Mrs. So-and-So of the blah-blah So-and-Sos. He’d had it up to “here” with this bourgie group.

Sabrina, on the other hand, was in her element.

Social events were sustenance for her; she lit up with energy. And the more people who cooed over her and complimented her hair and fawned over her outfit, the happier she grew. He, on the other hand, became increasingly drained and tired, mentally and physically.

He might be a pop star, but the stage and his real life were two completely different areas for him. He kept each compartmented and separate, both in how he behaved and with whom he associated when the curtains came down.

Right now, he wanted nothing more than to be the normal Dawson kid again.

The time had come for another cocktail; the last one had started to wear off.

“Sabrina, you want anything?” he turned to say, but some older gentleman had whisked her off to the dance floor; she appeared more than happy to oblige.

Just as he faced the bar, he felt a bump against his back. The room was dark and the difficulty of making out her facial features was compounded by the beautiful aqua-colored mask covering the majority of her face. But the hair, the lips. It couldn’t be…could it?

“Oh, excuse me,” she said. “I’m so so sorry. Such a klutz.”

His heart leaped and sank all at once. If he didn’t know better...it was...she was here, it was Kristie, looking more beautiful than he could’ve ever imagined. All he wanted to do was take her in his arms.

He scanned the room to make certain Sabrina was nowhere in sight. Then he tried to think of an excuse to take her somewhere so they could speak in private, where he could tell her who he really was...without the masks on.

“No problem,” he responded as he surveyed the area again. “It’s so crowded in here, I’ve cost two people their drinks, already.” He raised his voice, trying to talk over the music.

“I know what you mean. I’m, uh, I’m going to head to the bar.” She pointed in its general direction. She started to walk away, but he couldn’t let her. He had to think of something that wouldn’t tip off anyone around him. If Sabrina even got a whiff of an idea that he’d found interest in someone else, he’d need to take Chloe up on her suggestion to use a bucket of water to take her out. Then glancing at the stand near the door, he remembered the contest and knew exactly what he needed to say.

“Hey, wait. I might as well try my key in your lock. It’s for charity, right?”

He inserted his key and turned. They both yelped when they heard the lock pop.

“Oh my God. It fits. Can you believe this?” she said.

“That’s as fast as I’ve ever made ten thousand dollars,” he said, which wasn’t exactly true. His manager had done the math on one concert tour in which the draw equaled about ten thousand every minute. “Let’s go turn them in.”

They reached the hostess sitting at the table and turned in the key and lock. “What are your names?” the woman asked.

He responded, “A.J.,” and she followed with “Kristie.”

All the confirmation he needed.

The second they walked away, he’d confess his identity and take her somewhere, anywhere so he could hold her, kiss her, and explain. He’d have a lot of explaining to do.

“This is fantastic! Now you two take off your masks so we can take a picture of you together for our newsletter.”

His eyes bulged wide for a second, but he must remove it at some point. Now, he supposed, was as good a time as any.

They removed their cloaks and stared at each other; Kristie’s mouth dropped open, and her eyes widened as much as his.

“Kristie.”

“Nick?”

Then in unison they said, “What are you doing here?”

She exposed what he could only imagine was her brightest smile when she looked at him with such adoration, affection…and relief. Seemingly overcome with emotion, she reached up to hug him, and he returned the embrace, held her so tight he wondered how he’d let go. Feeling her body against his was all the Christmas present he’d ever need again in life; he never wanted to release her but he must.

Darth Sabrina would sense a disturbance in the force, and he needed to explain before she arrived to ruin their reunion.

After snapping a few pictures, he pulled her out of earshot of the nosey ladies at the table, and he leaned in to talk into her ear.

“I’m so happy to see you, but we need to talk.”

He bent down further so she would speak in his. “I’ve been looking for you, searching for you. I waited at the tree last night, hoping you would show up. I’m with Zach tonight, but only as a friend. I never imagined I’d find you…here.”

She’d made several statements, but he stopped listening at the point at which she confessed to waiting for him. “You did? I can’t tell you how happy I am to hear that. But listen. I have to tell you something. I came here tonight with—”

“A.J., Sweetheart,” Sabrina said, sweeping in on her broom. Then she planted on his lips the wettest, the sloppiest kiss she could muster before A.J. could even react. He pulled away about five seconds too late.

“Who’s this?” Kristie asked.

“Hi, I’m A.J.’s fiancée Sabrina, and you are?”

“A.J.?” Kristie said, glaring at him, shocked, heartbroken. “I thought your name was Nick.”

“It’s not what you think. Listen, I can—”

“And your fiancée? Save it!” she barked, tears now building in her eyes. She gave him “the hand,” unable to disguise the hurt and anguish in her expression. Not only was he not Nick, but Sabrina professed him to be her fiancé rather than a boyfriend, something he’d never been. Her feet were already headed in the opposite direction when she said, “I have to go.”

He tried to run after her, but Sabrina had him by the short hairs—and his arm, a Kung Fu death grip he couldn’t escape quickly enough. Meanwhile, Kristie had  disappeared into the crowd and out of his life.

“Was that your little girlfriend? The one you’ve been looking for?”

“No, she’s the one I found,” he replied, snatching his bicep out of her grasp. “Do what you want to me; I’m not going to let her get away. You and me? We’re over.”

As he ran away, Sabrina tried to grab him once more to no avail. He slipped through her fingers and searched through every inch of the hall but couldn’t find Kristie anywhere.

The answer to his Christmas wish had appeared in an instant and then vanished before his eyes. Destiny once again had dealt him a cruel hand; they’d parted before exchanging contact information—again!

How would he ever find her now? How would he explain what really happened…before he left to make his album in California?

After the evening’s twisted scene, she’d never show up at the tree again. All hope seemed lost. What more could he do?


Chapter 17



 



Storm clouds hovered in the sky as Kristie trudged down the hall, her body heavy like lead. She couldn’t remember a time when she felt so lost and alone, and, most of all, so foolish. How could she allow herself to hinge all of her hopes on a man she’d met only days ago and had only spent hours with? She thought he was different. Yes, she didn’t know him…but she really believed she knew him. And the night proved her wrong, very wrong, indeed.

She tried to push the memory of Sabrina’s slob-down from her mind. Engaged? He’d planned to wed her? He told Kristie she was only his girlfriend—ex-girlfriend. Their split, the one between Kristie and Nick, was clearly fortuitous. If he’d bind his life to that Barbie doll, he’d never truly be happy with her. That’s for certain.

She opened her condo door to find Jack laying there, camped out on the couch with a big bowl of popcorn.

“Hey, you’re home. Have I got news for you,” she said sharply.

 Didn’t take long for Jack’s expression to shift from one of excitement to concern. Kristie must’ve looked like a disheveled mess. Her hair had flopped, forcing her to constantly wipe it away from her eyes, and her outfit didn’t look as pristine as it had before she left the house. After all, she’d run two blocks before realizing the air was too cold and her heels were too high to make the trek to Georgetown so she caught a cab.

 Once Jack realized something was amiss, she jumped out of her seat and ran to greet her, concern permeating her expression. “What are you doing here? What happened?”

 Kristie opened her mouth to speak, but when the comfort of Jack’s arms invited her in, she fell into them and sobbed.

“Oh, no. Come here. Sit down and tell me all about it.”

 Jack grabbed some Kleenex from a box on the edge of an adjacent table and dabbed her sister’s eyes.

Through her whimpers, Kristie began to respond. “It started out nice. The ballroom, the decorations everything  was amazing, as beautiful as anything you’ve ever seen. It was the epitome of a Christmas dream. Something out of a fairytale. The only thing missing was a prince. “

“But you went with Zach,” Jack replied facetiously.

She pursed her lips. “He may be a lot of things, but he’s no prince. But that was okay because I ended up bumping into him—or who I thought was him. Nick was there.”

“What!”

“Here, I’d stood out in the cold for hours waiting for him, scoured the Internet looking for him, and I found him at the Couple’s Ball.

 “I didn’t recognize him at first. We both wore masks, and his face was almost completely covered. But he and I both played this lock-and-key game where the guys carry keys, and the girls carry locks for charity. And his key fit my lock.”

“Wow. How many people were there?”

“Hundreds. Maybe five hundred.”

“So, you mean to tell me, five hundred people attended this dance and, out of everyone there, you and he had the lock and key that fit? I mean, sounds like more than a sign to me, and I don’t believe in signs.”

“Well, how is this for a sign? We walked up to the table turn in or our lock and key for charity, and the hostess asks us to remove our masks for newsletter pictures. Of course, we’re both shocked to see one another, me probably more than he. As I started to explain to him that I’d been looking for him and that I’d waited for him, Naomi Campbell walks up…okay, not really Naomi but some woman who could be her twin, and plants the biggest kiss on his lips and tells me they’re engaged. I couldn’t believe it. I just couldn’t. He tried to explain, said it’s not what I thought, but I just ran away.”

“Oh, my goodness. I can’t even.”

“And get this—his name isn’t Nick. It’s A.J.”

“A.J? A.J. what?”

 Kristie shrugged. “I don’t know, and I sure didn’t stick around and find out.”

“W-w-wait a minute. Didn’t you tell me he sings?”

“Yeah, like an angel.”

 Jack scrambled to grab her phone and tapped a finger on the screen. Then she held up a photo of Nick.

“Uh, how do you have a picture of him?” Kristie asked.

“That’s him? Your guy? This is Nick?”

“Yeah, and please tell me how you got that.”

“Kristie, this is A.J. Dawson. The star. The same future superstar who arrived in town following his first world tour? He’s doing a bunch of charity events before he goes off to make his next album. It’s all over the Internet.”

 Kristie grabbed the phone and stared at his face. “I can’t believe this”—she fell back against the couch—“I had no idea. Oh, God, when we were eating he asked me what I thought of A.J. and…oh, no!”

“What?”

“I told him that I’d heard some of his music and thought his voice sounded great, but his lyrics sucked.”

Jack fell out laughing and shook her head. “Only you. This could only happen to you.”

“I’m mortified. Well, that seals it. There’s no way a star like him would want somebody like me. No wonder he didn’t look for me I didn’t mean anything to him. I was only some girl he met one day. I’m going to forget all of this foolishness, forgive Zach, and marry the sweet guy who brought me soup when I was sick, even if he’s not perfect.”

“Uh, about that, there’s something I have to tell you... something you should know before you make your final decision.”

“What is it?”

Before Jack replied, a knock came at the door.

“I hope it’s Zach,” Kristie said.

Jack strolled over to the door and opened it. “Mom?”

She kissed and hugged Jack before turning to Kristie. “I looked for you everywhere. I saw you get upset and run off. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, Mom,” she said. “Come in.”

 After stepping into the door, she and her daughter embraced and then sat down to talk. Jack made herself scarce. “I’ll let you two have some time alone.”

 Her mom began, “I thought you were angry that I arrived with my date, and that’s why you ran away.”

“No, no. It wasn’t you. Don’t get me wrong, I mean I was shocked and a little hurt, but I do realize you can’t spend the rest of your life by yourself. I wouldn’t want you to. I want you to be happy, Mom. And if Eric makes you happy then I want you to have him.”

 She grabbed her daughter’s hands. “I’m so pleased you said that. I should’ve given you more credit. I feared you weren’t quite ready to handle my dating again.”

“No, I’m okay with it...now,” she said with a chuckle.

“Then what happened? What made you so upset?”

“It’s kind of a long story.”

“Tell me about it?” her mother asked.

 Without a second’s hesitation, Kristie curled up in her favorite place, her mother’s arms as her mom stroked her hair. She told her the entire tale, about that special night at Presidential Park where she met Nick who turned out to be A.J., about the kiss, about the alarm, about their separation, about their search, and about finding him again. And finally about her decision to give up and marry Zach, the guy who brought her soup.

“That’s the one thought I always go back to, you know? Whenever I think he’s this awful guy who doesn’t understand me or doesn’t care about me, I always remember the soup.”

Her mother released her from her grip, stood, and began to pace around the room. “Uh, sweetheart, there’s something I need to explain about that night. But, first, let me just say that I thought I had your best interest at heart. Now, I realize I need to stop interfering and let you live your own life, find your own way.”

“What is it?”

“The night Zach showed up here with soup, I called him and told him to bring it to you. The gesture was mine, not his.”

“What?”

“I knew you weren’t feeling well, and I couldn’t get to you. So I asked him to come in my place. And if I’m honest, the first time I asked he offered some excuse. It was only after some prodding that he relented.”

 With those words, Kristie could feel her heart break a little. He was not the man he claimed to be. He never was. And she’d wasted years of her time.

“Why didn’t you tell me this before, Mom?”

“Because I thought…hoped he’d grow into the man you needed. Your dad was a little rough around the edges when I met him, too. But he turned out to be the love of my life, and no one will ever replace him. I thought Zach would come around, gave him more credit for possessing character and decency he never had. And you deserve more, baby. You deserve everything.”

“Then how come I keep ending up with nothing?” She leaned forward and cried and her mom came to her side to console her.

“Sweetheart, I can’t tell you whether this A.J. Dawson is the right or wrong guy for you. But I met him once.”

“You did? How?”

“Yes, only briefly at the D.C. At-Risk Teens event that I asked you to attend. He’s doing my charity event tomorrow; I booked him for you-know-who,” she said, jutting her head toward the bedroom where Jack stayed. “What I do know about him is that he’s a kind young man that does a lot of good in the community. He has a good heart. I don’t know what happened with this woman tonight, but a generous man like that? You should at least give him the opportunity to explain. And the Duncan Fundraiser seems like a perfect opportunity, don’t you think?”

 The corners of Kristie’s lips turned upward but only slightly.

“Well, I’ve got to be going,” her mom said, standing up to leave. “Eric is downstairs patiently waiting for me in the car. I had to stop by and make sure that you were okay.”

 Kristie walked her to the door and waved goodbye as she disappeared down the hall. Then she closed the door and leaned on it, allowing her head fall back against it.

 That’s when Jack reappeared with a piece of paper in her hand.

“Did you hear all of that?” Kristie asked.

“Every word. Are you going to take her up on her advice?”

She shrugged and found her way back to the couch. “What good can come of this? He’s a star. I’m only a law student. I’m sure I don’t mean anything to him.”

 Jack handed her the sheet of paper. “Here. Read this.”

Kristie read the first line. “Oh my God!! It’s him.”

      We met at the National Tree Lighting ceremony. 

      You tripped over me. And I fell for you. 

      You wore a red coat and matching scarf. 

      You had curly hair and your eyes made me melt. 

      We spent a magical evening walking and talking. 

      When the alarm bells rang we were separated and 

      I tried to find you, but there was too much chaos. 

      It was the most amazing night of my life. 

      And you are the sweetest, most beautiful girl I’ve 

      ever seen. If you’re interested in meeting again,

      tell me how to finish this Line. 

      “On the 5th day of Christmas, my true love 

      gave to me...”

Kristie gasped, covered her mouth, and her eyes watered. “He was looking for me. That night meant as much to him as it did to me.” Salty streams flushed down her eyes so fast she couldn’t keep up with them. They were happy tears, the happiest. She hadn’t cried them in years ...maybe ever.

Jack handed her a couple of tissues and sat down beside her. “I found it about an hour after you left. I think he’s the real deal, Kris. So the only question now is what are you going to do?”

She stood up and turned her back to her sister and pointed to her zipper. Jack accommodated. “Get some beauty rest...because I’ve got a party to attend tomorrow.”


Chapter 18



 



A.J. banged on Chloe’s hotel room door at 5am. Unlike him, she wasn’t an early bird, and he had no doubt she’d be in a deep slumber. But he was dying to talk to someone. He needed her help pronto, and she wouldn’t answer her phone.

“Chloe? Open up! I need to speak with you. Chloe?”

“Chill. Here I am,” a voice said from behind him in a loud whisper. “What are you trying to do, wake up the entire hotel? Wow, you look amazing. How’d your deal with the devil worked out? From the looks of your expression, not well, huh?”

He looked at her, his eyes wide, his hand on his chest, and breathing hard. “Jesus, you scared the crap out of me. I thought you were ignoring me.”

“Oh, believe me. I would’ve been if I were inside. As it stands, I need to get past you to enter the door, so I guess my cover’s blown. Byron and I had a little disagreement so I’m back. Come on in and tell me all about it; I could use the distraction.”

 He paced inside the suite, headed straight for the window, and peered out across the city. “Of all the rotten luck. I can’t believe what happened.”

“What? Did Sabrina mount her broom and fly around the room? Or did she invent a spell to turn water into weaves?”

A.J. tried his best not to laugh but found himself bent over with laughter despite himself. No matter how dire the situation, funny was funny.

“I wish the performance she put on tonight had been that tame. No, she really showed her butt. Not literally, of course, but I’ve had it! I’m done. Finished.”

“Yeah, well I’ve heard that before.”

“I mean it this time. You’ll never guess who appeared.”

“Who?”

“Kristie.”

“Wait a minute! Not the one we’ve been looking for over the past few days, not that Kristie.”

“The one and only.”

“What a nightmare. How did you find her? What happened?”

A.J. recounted how she bumped into him, and he turned and recognized her. He told her how their lock and key fit and how they notified the hostesses about the discovery and were asked to remove their masks to take a picture. That’s when all hell broke loose.

“She’d been looking for me all this time. She waited outside in the cold for hours. Do you have any idea how much that meant to me? She had no idea I was the A.J. Dawson, but she cared enough to be there, to try. She thought I was worth it even without the million-dollar record deal.”

“I know...”

“What do you mean, you know?”

“I’ll explain further in a minute. Finish the story.”

“Just as I was about to explain what happened and the reason I showed up with Sabrina, this heifer swoops in out of nowhere, yes on her broom, and she kissed me dead on the lips; she told Kristie we were engaged.”

“Nooooooooo,” Chloe groaned. “Tell me it isn’t so. Please, tell me.”

“I wish I could but I can’t. Before I caught my breath and reacted, Kristie took off running. I lost her in the  crowd, couldn’t see her anywhere, and, believe me, I searched. Inside, outside I scoured that whole place from top to bottom. I asked the concierge if they helped her flag down a cab. They told me she took off on foot. Now I don’t know what to do. I still don’t know her last name or any information to locate her. And after the charity event tomorrow I’m gone, and I may never have a chance to find her. What am I going to do?”

Chloe patted the sofa cushion next to her. “Come here and have a seat.”

“What’s up?” he said, indulging her request.

“Remember when we were kids, and we used to hang outside on the front stoop of our apartment building. You’d stand higher on the platform and sing, and I’d be your audience sitting on the steps.”

 He chuckled and smiled.  “How old were we then? About five, six?”

“Probably somewhere around there,” Chloe said. “And do you remember what you’d tell me?”

“Of course. I said I was going to be a star.”

“No, to be precise, you said 'the only thing in the world I want is to be a star.' And as we grew up, I believed you because you worked your butt off for it, singing at every dank dive between here and the edge of nowhere. You wrote music night and day, day and night. I never saw you without a digital recorder in one hand and a notebook in the other. I couldn’t believe the level of your dedication. Your work ethic made me so proud, and it was inevitable that you would find success.”

Nick shrugged, his expression somewhere between embarrassed and flattered.

“And with every year that passed, you wanted more, more, more. More music, more performances, more writing. You could not be stopped, but only in the best way.”

“I know. I’ve been crazy right?”

 “A little bit. Driving me cuckoo in the process, but it’s what you love. As your best friend in this world or any other, I loved watching you fulfill your dreams so I supported you every step of the way.”

 He elbowed her, the way a brother does to a sister. That’s what she was to him in every way except blood.

“But I have to tell you, these past few months, I’ve watched you become disillusioned with the business and with your music. A light in you dimmed and, to be honest, when we arrived in D.C., I feared it might be extinguished...until you met Kristie.”

 He perked up and straightened his back. Everything she said was true. He had felt dissatisfied, as if he had started making music for popularity’s sake, as if he had begun to chase the money and sacrifice his art, something he swore he’d never do. Music had been his savior, and he never wanted to cheapen it for the almighty dollar. He’d lost his way, himself. And somehow, in a few short hours, Kristie reminded him of not only who he was, but who he wanted to be.

“I’ll tell you this. I’d never seen you want anything more than music...until Kristie came into your life. And as I take note of the timing, I can’t help but wonder, whether this happened for a reason. If the universe has been so full of grace to deliver this blessing to you, are you going to let your career block it?”

“What you’re saying is true, but I made commitments.”

“Nobody knows your commitments like I do. I book them, okay? I’m not asking you to break them, but somewhere between the black and white, don’t you think you can find some gray?”

 He thought for a moment, a second maybe. Chloe was right. There was only one way that he’d have any chance of finding Kristie now. And it would require him to make a sacrifice he never planned for.

 He stood up and paced the room. “I hate it when you’re right but this time you’re right. The question is how can I be in two places at once?”

 After a few more minutes of walking shoe tracks into the plush carpet, he stopped and snapped. “I’ve got the answer. Vince.”

“Vince?”

“Yes...Vince. You and I both know what I need to do if I’m going to get her back.”

“Well, now that you’ve come to that conclusion all on your own, I’ve got something you really need to see.”

“What?”

 She disappeared into the bedroom and reappeared with a sheet of paper in her hand. “After you left for the ball, I did some poking around and found this.”

He scanned the paper. “Get out of here.” He read the words aloud.

The Ellipse in Washington, D.C.. December 3rd. W4M

When I tripped over you at the tree lighting, 

I fell harder than I ever expected. 

You were tall, beautiful, and we instantly clicked. 

At least I thought so. 

Talking to you was like talking to a friend I’d known 

All of my life. 

And the kiss...oh, the kiss. It was amazing. 

Just like you are. But the alarm sounded, we got 

Separated and our night came to an abrupt end. 

I couldn’t imagine a night so wonderful in my 

Wildest dreams. And you gave me a gift that 

I’ll never forget — Five Golden Rings. 

Write me back and tell me what that means. 

“She was looking for me all along. It’s clear she didn’t find my note. I’m sure she would’ve mentioned it if she had.”

“Well, from what I see, she’s going to find something better, much better.”

 With fingers crossed he kissed Chloe on the cheek and jetted toward the door. “We can only hope. Now, I’ve got work to do.”


Chapter 19



 



Saturday rolled in with an icy chill, under the guise of a bright sun, brimming with excitement and filled with the possibility of forever. Butterflies tumbled around in her stomach all day as Kristie anticipated what the night might hold.

Everything in her life had led up to this moment, and she couldn’t wait to find out how the evening would end. Her nervousness about how they had left one another, how she ran out on him assuming the worst, how she thought the time they spent together only meant something to her, left her filled with angst. But Jack finding the missed connections ad made all the difference in the world; it told her she was not alone.

She sat back and thought about their meeting for a moment, what it all meant, how it all happened, and it suddenly occurred to her that she and A.J. had been destined to meet one another since her mom booked him for the charity event last year. If she’d spent a little more time on social media or listening to Jack’s iPod, she’d have known who he was ages ago.

But if she knew, would she have treated him differently?

Would she have had the nerve to speak so comfortably with him?

Would she have allowed her prejudices about what stars are supposed to be like keep her from getting to know the real him?

As she viewed the situation, things had unfolded according to a divine plan; something much larger than she or he guided them to the National Christmas Tree that day and rather than fight against it, for once, Kristie readied herself to fall into it, arms open wide.

 Overnight, she’d tossed and tumbled over what it meant to date a music star. The pretty girls fawning all over him, the flashy lifestyle that she saw on the rare occasion she watched TV. She doubted whether she could compete with the wealthy high-fashion crowd. But she woke up with a sense of calm realizing Nick…A.J. already had all of the women and money he could handle in one lifetime, yet he still found value in her, still searched for her. Now the time had come to find him for the last time.

 “Are you ready, yet?” Kristie asked Jack.

 Kristie primped and prepped early. She couldn’t wait to get into her gown this time, a stark departure from her usual drag around and dress late routine. This was the first event she looked forward to with such great anticipation. And, for once, Jack had taken some time off of work so she could join in the fun, too. No one questioned the reason. Jack wanted to meet A.J.; she was a huge fan. 

“Almost done,” Jack said. “Finishing up my hair.”

“Need any help?”

“No, I’ve got it. I’ll be out in a sec.”

 A few moments later, Jack emerged looking incredible. She, like Kristie, spent her days in casual gear; Jack wore scrubs. But she was far fonder of playing dress-up than Kristie had ever been.

“Wow, you look amazing,” Kristie said, admiring Jack’s chiffon wrap dress, a plum floor-length number that fell slightly off the shoulder and tightened with a sash at the waist; her blonde locks were twisted in an up-do. Her outfit contrasted well with Kristie’s sleeveless, scoop-neck gown in royal-blue chiffon playing beautifully against her cocoa brown skin.

“Ditto,” Jack said. “Say what you want about Mom, she has exquisite taste in formal wear.”

“I know that’s right! We hate that about her, and yet we love that about her.”

“You look...nervous,” Jack said.

“Yeah. I can almost feel the difference this night is going to make in my life. Everything’s going to change.”

“Are you afraid?”

“No, I’m ready.”

 

An hour later, they arrived at the Renaissance Hotel ballroom, more than fashionably late. Unlike the Mayflower, the room was more brightly lit, the theme snow and ice. White and ice-blue balloons traced the ceiling where lighted snowflakes dangled in random patterns. The chairs had engraved antique silver backs, and the tables were covered in white linen and fine China, the napkins shaped like swans. At the center of it all was a dance floor capped by a stage.

The crowds were thick and formally attired. Cocktail-wielding holiday guests mingling among each other, began to gather at the stage for the night’s entertainment.

At once, her mother took the stage and the house lights went down, along with a pit in Kristie’s stomach. The time was upon them. She’d finally see A.J. and, after his performance, talk to him and make things right. This was the beginning of forever.

“This is it. He’s about to perform.”

“Come on,” Jack said, guiding her to the front. “You need a close up view.”

 Just as they maneuvered their way ahead, where her mom had reserved a table for them, her mother began to speak. She went through the usual rigmarole, reading off the names of a litany of donors who’d made the night possible; thanking her family and friends, and finally introducing the night entertainment.

“I have some good news and bad news. There’s been a slight change in the lineup for our guest tonight.”

 Kristie’s eyes stretched open, and she turned to Jack appearing shocked. Her heart practically beat through her chest. “Noooo,” she cried out in her mind. After all this time, he couldn’t have canceled, could he?

“I’m afraid A.J. Dawson will be unable to perform tonight. Unfortunately, he fell very ill and had to cancel his show. I know you’re all disappointed, and I’m sure my daughters are going to kill me.”

 A wave of “Awwwwws” rippled across the room.

“The good news is, A.J., being the gracious and kind soul he is, called in a huge favor for us. And so without further ado, please, welcome to the stage, Grammy Award winner, Vince Stone!”

The crowd erupted with cheers. Even Jack practically jumped out of her skin. The only person she could have been more excited to see than A.J. was Vince Stone. Everyone in the crowd was ecstatic. He strolled out on the stage, and the yelling cranked up to a level where she could barely hear herself think. His band took their places; the drums began to play, and Vince began to sing.

His power over women was undeniable—unfortunately, Kristie couldn’t share in the joy. Unable to conceal her disappointment, she dropped her head and stared at her feet as she worked her way to the back of the room. There she could conceal her heartbreak and watch the show from a distance. She found an empty wall and leaned against it.

Her thoughts traveled and wandered, thinking about the night she and A.J. met. She closed her eyes and pictured his face, wishing there was any way to find him. But with only one day left, he’d called in sick, and her last hope of finding him was lost.

Moments later, she felt a tap on her shoulder. “Fancy meeting you here.”

She turned and forced a smile. “Zach. You came.”

“I’m surprised you’re here. You ran out on me last night. But I saw you with A.J. Dawson; he’s the guy, right? The one you were looking for in the park?”

 She nodded her head yes. “The night didn’t turn out well, though. His girlfriend told me he was engaged.”

“A lot of that going around it seems.”

Kristie looked at his face and wondered what she'd ever seen in him. She wanted to confront him about the soup, to tell him she knew he only brought it because he’d been prodded, but what would be the point? The only thing that mattered is the little sliver of glue holding their relationship together had dissipated. The time had come for them to let go and move on.

“Listen, Zach, I’ll always care about you, but you and I—we could never work. We’re two very independent people who want and value different things. And I think it’s probably best we acknowledge our reality and part as friends rather than get married, drag one another through years of misery, and divorce as enemies.”

“I agree,” he said. “But before I go, make no mistake about it, I really did love you. I may not have loved you in the way you needed it, or in a way that made you happy, but I loved you the only way I knew how.”

 He opened his arms to her, and she leaned in for the embrace, saying her final goodbye with a kiss on the cheek; he pressed his lips to her forehead in return. Gradually, he let her go, allowing his hand to graze along her arm and hand, extending his reach until the faintest touch lingered at their fingertips. His expression filled with hopelessness, Zach disappeared into the crowd and from her life for good.

 After allowing the finality of their break up to sink in and trying her best to pretend as if she’d enjoyed Vince’s performance (but failing miserably), Kristie resolved to leave. Staying at the event only reminded her of hope lost. At first, she thought she’d take a moment in a quiet place to clear her head, just step out of the room, maybe grab her coat for a breath of fresh air.

Then she decided to walk, only a block, and come right back. But the longer she strolled, the more she got lost in her thoughts and then one block became two, and two became three. Before she realized how far she’d gone, she’d walked down to 9th Street and turned onto Pennsylvania Avenue, a few blocks from the Ellipse. The lights and decorations, the garland strung around the streetlamp poles, and “Merry Christmas” fixtures lit her way, a path to Christmas joy.

By the time she realized how far shed gone, she found herself on 15th Street, too close to the National Tree to turn back now. She passed the Hotel Washington and the glow from the Path of Peace in the distance drew her there.

“One more time,” she said to herself. “One last time.”

She gave up any false hopes of ever finding A.J., who’d probably gone already. And spending the rest of her life with Zach for the sake of doing what she was expected to do, well, she wasn’t going to do that anymore, either. Her life had always been a testament to her commitment to her family; she had nothing more to prove.

She was her own woman, now. Nothing to do but say goodbye to a dream and welcome possibility.

By the time she’d arrived, a sense of calm had washed over her. She’d released her expectations and desires and realized the greater plan for her life must be more than she’d ever see with her worldly eyes.

She gave up trying to figure it out, control it, and she just agreed to lean into the wind and allow it to carry her where it may. She had full faith and belief that wherever she landed, it’d be the place where she was meant to be.

As she walked up to the tree, she stood there, staring up at the Christmas star, a tear trickling down her cheek as she took a minute, and only a minute, to mourn her loss.

The moment with A.J. might not be meant to last, but the specialness of their unique space in time had so imprinted on her heart, the thought of never seeing him again should bring sadness.

She wouldn’t wallow in it, but she’d acknowledge it.

While standing there, the sounds of footsteps crunched along the snowy path behind her, and people moved in and out of her peripheral vision, but she mostly ignored them.

She thought of her father, wondered what he must be thinking, and a whisper in the wind said, “Sing our song.”

She squinted at the sky and muttered, “Here?”

And the winds said yes, so she did.

She began to free her song from her heart, low enough so that people wouldn’t instantly think she’d forgotten to take her medication, but loud enough so he’d know she’d followed his instruction.

After the fourth day of Christmas, she opened her mouth to sing the fifth day line and a melodious sound piped in from behind her. It was the same soul-stirring voice she’d heard singing to her in the restaurant only days before.

In a set of amazing runs demonstrating the richness and range of his sweet tenor, he sang, “On the fifth day of Christmas my true love gave to me...” and he paused.

Her breath caught in her chest.

For a moment, she was scared to turn around, afraid she might be dreaming, that she’d gone delirious and imagined the entire scene. She pinched the back of her hand, barely able to hold herself inside her skin. But then he spoke, and she knew the moment was real; he was real. “It’s your turn.”

She spun around and locked her eyes on his smile, and all of him. Everything sparkled with all that was glorious and beautiful about him. She smiled and sang in her smaller but also melodious voice, “Fiiiiive onion rings.”

He smiled, pulled her close, nuzzled his nose against hers, gazed into her eyes. His body felt cold. He’d been outside for a while. “I’ve been here since 6pm, waiting for you, praying you’d show up again. Just one more time.”

“Are you kidding me?” She gasped and her hand flew to her chest. That he’d waited outside for hours was an unfathomable miracle. Somewhere in her lifetime, she’d done something right, something good.

“Feel my hands,” he said, holding them out to her.

She removed her new mittens and grasped both. They’d turned to blocks of ice, hard and cold and rough. She just held them inside hers, blowing warm air on his hands as he’d once done for her, not wanting to let go.

“Mm, that feels so good,” he said.

“I thought you were going to be at the charity event. I went there hoping to tell you I’m sorry for running away and refusing to let you explain. But Jack found your ad on WeMetOnce.com. When I realized you’d been looking for me since the day after we met, I knew I had to find you. Something brought me here. I can’t explain it.”

They paused and beheld one another, both in seeming disbelief. Then they fell into each other’s arms, holding one another as if they never wanted to let go. He picked her up and spun her around, smothering her cheeks with kisses. And then he returned her to her place on cloud nine, pressed his lips against hers, and his body to hers. Their mouths connected in sweet passion, their tongues danced in a rhythm that drove her to heights of excitement she’d never experienced before. Her body began to burn with the heat generated in their kiss.

She wanted him...and she’d have him.

But first, she had to know.

“What made you come here?”

He pulled away and looked at her. “I absolutely can explain it,” he said, holding her hands to his lips and placing sweet kisses on them. “You, Kristie, are the answer to my Christmas wish.”

“And you’re mine,” she echoed.

In a brief moment of silence, their stomachs growled.

“Wow,” she said. “I’m so embarrassed. I was so excited to see you today that I didn’t eat.”

“Me, either,” he said with a chuckle, rubbing his stomach. “Well, I’ve been told there’s only one acceptable food during Christmastime.”

They both smiled and at the same time said, “Onion rings.”


Chapter 20



 



Three weeks later, the Christmas day sun filtered through the blinds of A.J.’s new penthouse apartment in the heart of Georgetown, only blocks away from Kristie’s and Jack’s place. After falling head over heels for the girl next door, he decided to replant his roots in his hometown, to be near her. He’d carve a soundproof studio into his 7,000-square-foot space and work locally on his new album while Kristie finished school.

After cracking his eyes open to a burst of bright light, one from which he shielded his eyes with his forearm, he rolled over and groped through the mounds of blankets and sheets on his king-sized bed until his fingers touched the warmth of her skin. He rubbed his hand down her smooth back until it found her hips, then he wrapped his hand around her waist and pulled her into a spoon, which woke her from her deep slumber.

Mission accomplished.

“Mmmm,” she released a sexy moan. “It’s not morning already, is it?”

“It’s not only morning, but it’s also Christmas morning. And I want to open my gift.”

She turned to him and gave him the side-eye. “Again? You’ve been opening your present for three days now, including twice the day before yesterday and three times yesterday.”

“Breakfast, lunch, and dinner. I’m a hungry boy.”

“You’re a greedy boy,” she said, nuzzling her lips against his neck, causing him to let out a throaty groan. She traced her tongue up his neck and around the edge of his ear, which made his body tremble with excitement.

He rolled her onto her back and pushed his palms beneath her bottom, filling his hands with her soft round rump. The more he squeezed, the harder he stiffened against her and the more he wanted her.

He wedged himself between her legs and sat back on his haunches, smoothing his fingers up to her chest as she placed her palms flat against his. The hardened tips of her luscious peaks begged for the softness of his tongue. When he cupped them and took her into his mouth, her groans grew louder, she wriggled as she began to lose control.

“You like that?” he said, preparing for his journey further south.

“I want you inside me,” she whispered, begging him for relief from the aching between her thighs. “I need you now,” she whispered.

She reached down to grab his hardness in her hand and tried to massage him into a frenzy, but he backed out of her reach and eased his head down.

Without warning, he thrust his tongue between her wet fleshy mounds and lapped and dipped and flicked it until she screamed and shuddered with pleasure.

It was his turn now, and he could hardly wait for the gift that kept on giving.

He protected himself and plunged into the deep recesses of her hot, silken core, pumping and thrusting and again and again, the tightness of her walls against his hardened shaft swelling and expanding until he could no longer hold the pleasure inside. His body convulsed until she’d drained every ounce within him. They cried out together, both of their bodies spent but satisfied.

He flipped onto his back and covered his face, in disbelief that he’d almost let this jewel get away from him. His heart filled with gratitude and gratefulness every time he looked into her soft eyes or kissed her thick, perfectly formed lips. He just exploded with emotion at the very sight of her. Sometimes his emotions manifested themselves in sex, although he found himself to be insatiable when it came to her. But there was more...much more. She complemented and completed his life in a way no other woman had. And for that reason he rolled over and said, “God, I love you.”

She jerked her head back and smiled. “You love God...or you love me?”

He laughed and tickled her until she giggled herself into a snort. “Both. And you know what I meant, smarty pants.”

As her merriment dissipated, she replied, “I love you, too.”

“Do you know how much it means to hear you say that?”

She nodded and gently caressed his cheek. “I think I have a clue.”

He jumped up from the bed. “Let’s get cleaned up. I’ll make breakfast, and then we can watch movies and open our real gifts.”

 

Stuffed with eggs, biscuits, and bacon, he led Kristie to the living room. The decor was sparse. He’d gone to escrow only a week before and had minimal furniture delivered, a California king, a large espresso colored contemporary sectional, a sixty-inch television with stand, the latest in Bose surround sound, and a stack of movies waiting for their attention. The entire place would’ve been incomplete without the bare ten-foot Christmas tree they hadn’t had time to decorate with anything except blinking lights. It didn’t matter to either of them. Cuddling up next to the fireplace in each other’s arms, laughing and talking, that’s all that mattered.

“First thing, first. Which movie are we putting in?” Kristie asked, flipping through the selections. “We need the perfect backdrop to open our presents. Ooh”—she held up a box—“I vote Charlie Brown Christmas.”

“After what you gave me this morning, you can watch anything you want.”

She smiled and slipped the disc into the DVD player.

“Now,” she said. “Who’s first?”

He raised his hand. “I get first dibs since you picked the movie. And I want you to go first.” He looked under the tree and couldn’t find the gift. “Did you see the box?”

She shook her head no. “Oh, my goodness. You lose everything. I’m so glad your head is attached.”

He walked into the bedroom and emerged with a wrapped box in his hand. “Here it is.”

The present was flat. Looked a bit like he’d put it inside a tie box.

“What’s this?” she tore off the paper and couldn’t believe what she saw. “An airplane ticket? This is to L.A.!”

“I want you to come with me. Travel with me.”

“Travel? I mean I thought you were done touring, and you put your roots down here. You just bought this place. You’re staying, right?”

“I am, but I thought you...well, I have several charities and volunteer opportunities that I participate in across the country. Homeless shelters, children’s hospitals, cancer centers. And I thought since you came into my life and made my dream come true, I could do the same for you.”

Her eyes instantly welled with tears. “Oh my goodness, are you serious?”

He nodded, and she fell into his arms.

“Wait...but what about school? I have one semester left.”

“I thought you could postpone school, just for one semester. You’ve spent your life fulfilling your parent’s dreams; I thought maybe your mother would be okay if you took six months off to finally live your own.”

“You don’t know my mom. She’ll flip.”

“Give her some credit. Because when I proposed this idea, she was ecstatic about the chance for you to go.”

“You mean...you mean, she’s okay with it?”

“Yes. We have her stamp of approval.”

She leaped up from her chair and jumped up and down before diving into his arms. She held him so tightly she could’ve squeezed the life out of him. And then suddenly...she stopped.

“Oh, no. The gift I bought you, it’s nothing compared to what you’ve given me.”

“How about you let me be the judge?”

She lifted the small box from under the tree and handed it to him. To be funny, she wrapped with thirteen layers of paper around it. He laughed as it took him darn near five minutes to open it.

“Remember. I’m a starving law student, and this is all I could afford.”

He finally opened the lid and lifted the most beautiful, special present he’d ever been gifted. Not because of the cost, but because of the thought.

A smile stretched across his face. “This is so beautiful. It’s perfect, my Kris Kris.”

“Five golden rings.”

“My true love gave to me.”

“It’s set in an antique looking sterling silver ring. Our first Christmas ornament. You really like it?”

He stood to hang it then grabbed Kristie by the hand and pulled her into his arms. He gazed upon her sweet face and with his eyes laser-focused on hers, said, “I couldn’t love anything more. I’m so glad I found you.”

“Then you lost me...but you found me again.”

“All my life I’ve been searching for you,” he said. “Funny how that happens, isn’t it? You only find what you want when you’re not looking for it.”

“It’s amazing, isn’t it?” she said. “Oh, I forgot one part of your gift.”

She reached into her pajama pocket, pulled out a piece of mistletoe and stood on her tiptoes to hold it over his head. “Merry Christmas, A.J.”

With a soft, delicate, tender touch, he pressed his lips against hers and then whispered. “Merry Christmas.”

 

The End
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