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For all those who believe in magic.
CHRISTMAS IN MUSTANG CREEK
Linda Lael Miller
Dear Reader,
It’s Christmas in Mustang Creek and you’re invited to join the celebration! You’ll catch glimpses of some of your favorite characters from The Marriage Pact, The Marriage Charm and The Marriage Season, and make some new book-friends, as well.
Charlotte Morgan, somewhat at loose ends after losing her high-paying, high-profile job in New York City, has come home to Mustang Creek to look after her aunt, Geneva, and the family home, a charming old Victorian in need of some TLC. Imagine her chagrin when the first person she runs into is Jaxon “Jax” Locke, the handsome veterinarian she used to love. When they wind up sharing a hotel room, due to a raging blizzard—separate beds, please—the adventure begins.
Christmas in Mustang Creek is a magical story in many ways—for instance, what about the mysterious Millicent Klozz, the white-haired cooking genius of a housekeeper nobody remembers hiring?
And then there are the animals, always a favorite element in my stories.
The tree is decorated and sparkling with a thousand points of light. There’s a fire crackling on the hearth, and snow is drifting past the windows. Sit right down, have one of Mrs. Klozz’s delicious cookies and get ready to share in the joys of Christmas, Mustang Creek style.
With love,
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CHAPTER ONE
CHARLOTTE MORGAN SHOULDN’T have checked her bag for the flight from New York to Wyoming. Her layover in Denver had already been far longer than planned because of a storm that was coming in from the West Coast, and now she was—finally—waiting by a luggage carousel at the Cheyenne airport. And waiting… As her friend Karin always said, there were two kinds of luggage—carry-on and lost. And hers appeared to be of the lost variety.
December 21 meant it was almost the festive season, but her spirits were definitely on the low side.
This airport mess was typical of the dismal way her luck had been running lately.
Let’s see. She’d had to arrange for her aunt Geneva to move into assisted living. Dealing with that, mostly by email and over the phone, hadn’t been easy. Then there was the fact that a stranger was staying at Geneva’s house, the house Charlotte had grown up in. Of course, she’d questioned her aunt about Mrs. Klozz, asking how she and the mysterious visitor had met, but Geneva’s answers had been consistently vague, even evasive.
Worried, Charlotte had called Spencer Hogan, an old friend and Mustang Creek’s chief of police, to request a background check. He’d chuckled and said that wouldn’t be necessary; Mrs. Klozz was, as he’d put it, “all right.”
Finally, Charlotte had decided to drop the subject. She’d meet the woman soon enough and form her own opinion.
Despite all this, she felt uneasy.
Then—just when she’d thought things couldn’t get any worse—she’d been laid off.
Merry, merry Christmas.
Oh, the company, an advertising firm, had given her a generous enough severance package. Her boss had explained that budget cuts were taking a toll on everyone.
Not on him, apparently. His job seemed to be safe, unlike her own. It had taken some effort to not say something to that effect, but in truth, she just wanted to go home.
As she watched everyone retrieving luggage while hers was, predictably, nowhere in sight, she realized how ironic it was—as a teenager, she’d been convinced that all she wanted was to leave the small town of Mustang Creek, become successful, meet the right man and never look back. She’d done it. She’d left. She’d gotten a great job. She’d met the right man.
But she sure had looked back.
There was one other hopeful passenger waiting, and they exchanged a shrug of commiseration. The carousel was still moving, so maybe…
Yep, she’d left the small town. Got the dream job—and lost it. Met one Dr. Jaxon Locke, fell in love, and that hadn’t worked, either.
The other passenger won the lottery and his case slid down.
“Happy holidays,” he said in sympathy as he hurried away.
Then…a Christmas miracle! Her suitcase actually bumped out—no more than two seconds before she was going to head over to the airline counter to fill in the claim form—and began the journey toward her. Yay! Clean underwear for Christmas.
Aunt Geneva would tell her to count her blessings, and as she heaved her bag off the carousel and wheeled it toward the rental car area, Charlotte actually smiled. Things were already looking up. Oh, she still had to make the drive home with a giant storm roaring in, coasting a clipper from the Arctic, but at least she had her clothing. She’d need to make arrangements to have everything else sold or shipped home but would deal with that headache later. Her ridiculously expensive apartment had been sublet and all the rest of it was in storage.
The snow was coming in sideways when she finally reached her rental car. Nothing like driving an unfamiliar rig in bad weather, she thought, as she climbed into the midsize sedan and turned the key in the ignition.
She was on her way home.
After seven years in New York City.
Back in the day, she’d craved the city life, but now she simply wanted to get back to that big old drafty house, that comfortable house, where she’d grown up. Mustang Creek was the kind of small town where, if you sneezed, people were concerned you might be coming down with something and offered you their grandmother’s favorite remedy. She wanted the fragrance of grass in the summer, the view of the Tetons, the old grape arbor in the backyard.
She wanted home.
Geneva needed her, Charlotte mused as she tried to figure out how to turn on the windshield wipers. But she might need this change even more. Losing her job wasn’t a financial catastrophe since her aunt had taught her a lot about saving her money. She hated that the vibrant woman she remembered was slowly fading. Still, Charlotte viewed her own changed circumstances as a positive in some ways. They’d be able to spend time together. Quality time. Not just the fly-in, fly-out visits of the past few years. She could take care of the house, maybe use some of her savings to fix it up. The place had needed a new roof for at least ten years. She’d offered to pay for it more than once, but Aunt Geneva, her only living relative, had declined.
* * *
STUBBORN PRIDE WAS a family trait, no question about that. She came by hers honestly.
She should’ve looked more closely at the forecast, she decided when whirls of snow, like errant ghosts, circled her car. Almost no one else was traveling, which was just as well, since she could barely see enough to stay in her own lane. Other than the dim lights of one car some distance behind her, she had the road to herself.
She was happy that she’d grabbed coffee and a sandwich in the Denver airport, although—exhausted as she was—she could’ve used another coffee right now. She slowed her speed even more as she squinted at the increasing whiteout conditions. There was one other immediate problem she hadn’t considered. She didn’t have keys to the house. Aunt Geneva had been a seamstress, working at home; she was a wizard with her machine and had probably made most of the wedding dresses in Bliss County for the past half century. So Charlotte had never really needed one.
To be honest, she wasn’t even sure there were keys. The doors with their beautiful faceted glass panels were original, and to her knowledge the locks had never been replaced. Maybe Aunt Geneva had given keys to the friend who was watching her house and taking care of her beloved cat and dog, but it was already after ten, and she wasn’t going to get to Mustang Creek anytime soon at this speed.
It seemed wrong to go pounding on the door at midnight when she didn’t even know this Millicent Klozz. She certainly didn’t want to wake the poor woman from a sound sleep.
“Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas” came on the radio, and Charlotte turned up the volume. She loved the song, which brought back memories of getting tucked into bed on Christmas Eve, Geneva reading her a story and forbidding her to go downstairs until daybreak.
She’d always heeded this admonition—except for the year she was seven. She’d gone downstairs in the middle of the night—not all the way down that creaky staircase because she’d known she’d get caught—and seen the packages under the tree. When she’d heard Aunt Geneva get up—for a drink of water, judging by the running tap—Charlotte had taken a small liberty and peeked at the gifts. Most of them had her name on them.
Then she’d climbed into her aunt’s bed and nestled there, eyes wide. When Geneva had rolled over, she’d given a small scream, obviously not expecting a small face right next to hers, dimly visible in the glow of the hallway night-light.
“Santa was here,” Charlotte had informed her excitedly.
“I hope he brought me a new heart,” Geneva had replied, after gasping and pressing her hand to her chest. “Lord, child, you startled me.”
“He came to our house!”
Charlotte still remembered Geneva hugging her, remembered the warmth of her arms, the loving smile on her face. “Of course he did.”
Negotiating a slick turn, Charlotte wondered what her aunt had sacrificed to make sure Santa came to their house every year. As a child she hadn’t comprehended the effort that went into raising a toddler. Especially if you’d inherited that responsibility in your late fifties, because your much younger sister and her husband had died tragically in a train accident. Geneva had been single and inexperienced with tantrums and packing lunches, and later on, cheerleading practice and track meets, sleepovers with giggling girls…
Her aunt had done it all unflinchingly, and when it had come time for college, given her guidance, but let her choose. Now it was Charlotte’s turn to give back.
* * *
JAXON LOCKE HAD been chased all the way from Idaho by the storm and it was starting to catch up with him, mentally and physically.
He had no idea if he was being an idiot or not, going to Mustang Creek. After their breakup just over a year ago, he’d continued, though casually, to follow Charlotte Morgan on social media—they’d “friended” each other. A few days before, he’d checked in on her page and discovered that she’d left the firm. Even if she hadn’t mentioned her plans to return to Wyoming, he would have known where she was headed.
No part of him believed it was a coincidence that both he and Charlotte had ties to Mustang Creek. She’d been raised there, and he’d been hired by his friend Nate Cameron to work as a veterinarian in Nate’s practice.
He’d met Charlotte—Charlie, he called her—through an online dating service. Sort of.
Except he’d cheated. Sort of. He’d sat next to the girlfriend of one of his college roommates at a cocktail party. The event had taken place in midtown Manhattan. He had been working in a nearby Connecticut town at the time, and he’d come into the city for his friend Remy’s wedding. This woman had studied him over the rim of her cosmopolitan glass, then asked, “Single?”
No doubt she’d made that assumption because while he’d taken the time to pick out what he considered a nice shirt, he’d still worn jeans and boots. His best boots, expensive, but he’d probably looked like a cowboy. “Not married, not dating,” he’d answered wryly. “The invitation said casual dress. I took it to heart.”
Her lips had twitched. “You could use a haircut, too, but the look you’ve got going suits your style. Put you in an Armani suit, give you a five-o’clock shadow and you could be on the cover of a magazine. You’re from where?”
“Originally, Idaho.”
She’d gotten right to the point. “I know just the girl for you.”
He’d doubted that, not only because she was dressed in three-inch heels, wore too much perfume and spent most of the time talking on her cell phone, but also because they were strangers. “You don’t know anything about me.”
“Sure I do. Remy’s mentioned you before. You’re an animal doctor, right? You and Remy and a bunch of other guys all met at Ohio State.”
He’d nodded. “We shared a house. And, yes, I’m a veterinarian.”
She’d leaned in a little closer. “I work with this girl who’s beautiful, smart and hates the city as much as you obviously do but won’t admit it. Loves animals and is from a small town. Here’s the catch. She refuses blind dates from friends. I do know that she’s recently joined an online dating service. Let me write down her name for you, plus the site info. It won’t hurt to check out her profile.” Her smile was audacious. “Don’t tell her I had anything to do with it.”
“Since I don’t know your name, that would be impossible.”
“We’ll do official introductions if the two of you actually get together, okay?”
“Okay with me,” he’d said, figuring nothing would come of this odd conversation anyway.
“She’s a Wyoming girl, Mr. Cowboy. I have a feeling you’ll ride off for bluer skies and fresher air soon—and I think she will, too.”
The deliberately mysterious woman’s cell had rung again and while she’d answered it, she’d scribbled down Charlotte Morgan on a napkin, along with the name of a popular dating site.
Even though he’d basically just been playing along, passing the time, Jax had realized he was curious enough to take a look at Ms. Morgan’s profile.
He’d never even considered online dating. Later, when he got home, he’d typed in the information and, eventually, been completely…well, the English would have called it gobsmacked.
Charlotte Morgan was beautiful, all right. More than beautiful.
They’d exchanged a few tentative, getting-to-know-you emails over the coming days, and one fine day they’d agreed to meet for coffee. He’d been doing a stint at a small animal practice just across the state line, so the trip had involved trains and various other methods of transportation.
When he’d finally met Charlie face-to-face, Jax had discovered that her pictures hadn’t done her justice, and on top of her good looks, she was sexy, intelligent, charming…
A whirlwind romance later, Charlie still lived in New York and he’d had to go back to Idaho to help his dad, also a vet, after he’d had a heart attack.
Jax had missed Charlie, but he’d also learned something about himself. The West was still his home, the place where he belonged. He’d realized he wanted to stay—not necessarily in Idaho, since his father, once fully recovered, didn’t really need his help, but somewhere out there, under that sweeping sky.
He’d asked—okay, practically begged—Charlie to join him, but for reasons he still didn’t fully understand, she’d dug in her heels. Yes, she longed for the wide-open spaces sometimes, she’d said, but she liked her job, her neighborhood, her friends.
All of a sudden, she claimed to love the city, despite her colleague’s assertion to the contrary, back at Remy’s wedding reception.
They’d been at an impasse. He wanted to settle in a small town on the other side of the country. She wanted to stay in the city.
Jax recalled all too well the last time they’d tried to discuss the situation rationally, to arrive at some compromise. They’d just made love, she was still in his arms, but her averted face had made her feelings clear. It was true that she couldn’t have a job making the same sort of salary anywhere except a place that was a major financial and cultural center. It was also true that in a small town she couldn’t walk down the street and pick from a dozen different types of restaurants. No shopping, no theater, no symphony… The list went on.
A classic standoff. He might be Dr. Locke, but he didn’t have a glamorous profession like most of the men she met. He helped cows give birth and he treated horses, driving to some remote places at some strange hours to do so. He vaccinated dogs and cats, spayed and neutered house pets. No, the work wasn’t glamorous, but it was satisfying. Jax loved animals, loved his job and honestly couldn’t see himself living in a big city for very long. He’d grown up bottle-feeding abandoned kittens and baby goats, ridden horses every day, dug fence posts with the best of them and rarely went to art galleries or museums, her favorite forms of recreation.
He liked the outdoors; she liked skyscrapers.
Let’s call the whole thing off.
They had. Sadly, regretfully, unable to agree, they’d gone their separate ways.
The trouble was, Jax had never been able to get her off his mind.
So he was on his way to Mustang Creek, of all places.
What were the chances he’d know someone from her hometown, wind up practicing there?
Maybe this was more than a coincidence, a meant-to-be kind of thing. Like sitting beside the woman at Remy’s shindig—her name turned out to be Kendra Nash—and just happening to hear about Charlie for the first time.
Was fate intervening again? Jax hadn’t expected a job offer when he’d contacted Nate; he’d just wanted to know if there might be openings in the area.
Charlotte’s last Facebook post had said: “Catching a flight back to Wyoming soon. Goodbye, NY. It’s been nice but I’m heading home. Merry Christmas.”
Jax punched the hands-free device when his phone rang, startling him a little. Beyond his windshield, the weather was getting worse by the second. “Hello.”
“Jax, you’re still driving, right? Making progress?”
Nate Cameron, the man he’d be sharing a practice with.
Jax answered a little grimly, “Sort of, if you call thirty miles an hour progress. I was hoping to outrun the storm, but obviously that didn’t happen.”
“I booked you a room at the motel on Main about two hours ago. Last room, in fact. I’d be happy to have you stay with me, but you’ll never find my place in this mess. People miss the drive in broad daylight, never mind the middle of a blizzard. Besides, the way the snow’s drifting, I don’t care what kind of truck you have, you might get stuck. That’s one wicked wind. In town at least they’ve got the snowplows out.”
That sounded like a plan. He was starting to doubt he could even find the town; the road ahead was disappearing before his eyes. “Thanks. I’ll call you tomorrow morning.”
“Let’s just meet up. This is supposed to blow through pretty fast. Betsey’s Café is where I usually have breakfast, and it’s next to the motel. Eight o’clock?”
“See you then.”
When Jax finally saw the lights of Mustang Creek glowing in the distance, he felt a measure of relief. His shoulders ached from the tension, and what he really needed was a soft bed and a good night’s sleep.
It wasn’t hard to spot what he suspected was the town’s only motel. The parking lot was full, and the one car that had been in front of him for miles pulled in, too. After searching for ten minutes or so, he found a parking spot then grabbed his suitcase and ran for it, flipping his collar up.
The dated lobby was empty except for the clerk and a very dismayed-looking young woman at the counter.
She said, “No rooms?”
“None. I’m sorry. The storm and all.” The young man did seem apologetic.
Glossy dark hair swung as she turned around, obviously disappointed, and then she froze. “Jax?”
Charlie. She stared at him, incredulous recognition in those gorgeous green eyes.
“Yep. Hi.” He was almost too stunned to speak.
Coincidence? No way. Fate or something was definitely messing with his head.
Yes, he’d expected to run into Charlie—Mustang Creek was a small community after all—but he’d never dreamed she’d be one of the first people he encountered, especially in the middle of a snowstorm.
“What are you doing here?” Charlie’s eyes were wide and a little wary. Did she think he was stalking her?
“Job offer,” he said lamely.
“Oh…well…” She seemed to be struggling for words, too. Small comfort. “What are the odds of that?”
Good, when a person actively pursues a goal, he thought wryly.
He cleared his throat. “I have a room if you need a place to stay.”
The clerk hit a few keys on his computer. “You’re Dr. Jaxon Locke? Last person to check in tonight. Room 215. Two queen beds. Maybe there’s some holiday magic in the air, since you two seem to know each other. Let me get your key cards.”
Just then, the sound system began to play “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas.”
Maybe he would, Jax thought. Maybe he would.
CHAPTER TWO
NO WAY WAS she sharing a room with Jaxon Locke.
Charlotte was incredulous, completely thrown off balance by seeing him there, the last person in the universe she would’ve expected to run into in Mustang Creek, of all places. This was her hometown, damn it, her safe place, her sanctuary. What was he doing here? She could almost believe she was dreaming, except that every part of her ached with travel fatigue and the rigors of driving for hours through that wicked snowstorm.
Nope, this was real. And just to make it worse, the man had the gall to look good, too, even with tousled hair that still had flecks of snow, rumpled clothes and the slope of weariness in his broad shoulders. His beard was coming in, an attractive stubble, and there was a hint of lively amusement in his eyes.
“I don’t need a key card,” she told the clerk in a more abrupt tone than she’d intended. She immediately felt bad because he’d been accommodating, this young, apologetic local. More graciously, she added, “Thanks for trying, though.”
“I didn’t help much. I’m afraid there’s no place else to stay.”
He was probably right about that. Despite its relatively close proximity to Yellowstone and Grand Teton National Parks, not to mention the ski slopes that attracted winter-sport enthusiasts from all over the world, Mustang Creek was still a small town. Other than this hotel, there were a few modest motels and B and Bs, of course, but on a night like this one, and so close to the holidays, those places would fill up fast.
Jax stepped past Charlotte to slap his credit card down on the counter. Was that a smirk she saw, that faint twitch at one corner of his mouth?
“There are two beds, Charlie,” he reminded her with a brief, sidelong glance. “Count ’em, two. Trust me, I drove here all the way from Idaho, and I’m so tired I might forget my own name. Your virtue is safe, for tonight, anyhow.” He paused—he was smirking, damn it—and then brought the whole matter in for a landing. “Besides, what other option do you have? Sleeping in your car? Sounds chilly to me.”
The clerk swiped the card with a cheerful flourish of resignation and said helpfully, “The temperature is supposed to drop like a rock falling off a mountain.”
Great analogy. Maybe Mrs. Klozz was still awake…
She doubted it.
It was pushing midnight. Aunt Geneva would’ve been in bed hours ago. And what if Millicent Klozz was hard of hearing and Charlotte stood there knocking on the door, shivering?
Ending up here—with Jax—was an unexpected twist to a long, long day.
“Key card?”
Jax offered it.
After a moment she took it. “Don’t look so smug.”
“This isn’t smug,” he said, grabbing her suitcase and his. “I feel confident that my normal expression of wry triumph would be considerably better than anything I can summon up at the moment. Let’s go find our room so I can collapse. It might be the holiday season, but there’s no cheer in my spirit right now. I’m damned tired.”
And no room at the inn.
Ironic.
She followed him. This was definitely going to be awkward, and not just because she hadn’t planned on having a roommate. Jax Locke might not be an ax murderer, but he wasn’t precisely harmless, either, like a favorite cousin or an old friend or a trusted business colleague.
Oh, no.
She and Jax had a history. The last time she’d seen him was in New York, and suddenly, out of nowhere, he was in Mustang Creek?
What exactly was going on?
Something weird, that was what.
With a sense of the world being off its axis, Charlotte followed him down a hallway to the appropriate door and watched him open it. He waited for her. “After you,” he said with the slightest bow.
This was such a bad idea. But so were her only other choices: waking up an elderly lady in the middle of the night, risking hypothermia by bedding down in her rental car or crashing in the lobby, which would be embarrassing.
The room was okay, she decided. It was generic, but what would anyone expect? There were the requisite furnishings—two beds facing a long, narrow dresser with a TV on top, a round table with a chair on either side and a hanging lamp suspended above it. The decor also included heavy draperies with plastic pull rods and colorful but highly forgettable art on the walls.
The place looked and smelled clean, thank heaven.
And it was blessedly warm. No small consideration, with the wind howling outside the window.
“I hope they have a generator,” Jax remarked, probably in an effort to make conversation. “This storm is amping up into a full-scale blizzard.” He sighed and added, “I’m going to take a hot shower and then sleep for about a hundred years. If you want the bathroom first, go ahead.”
The window rattled under a fresh assault of ice-barbed wind.
Charlotte was just as tired as he was, and it was too much effort to argue, even though she had a question—or two—about what he was doing there. He’d had his reasons for leaving New York and settling in Idaho, but what could possibly have brought him to Mustang Creek? A job offer, he’d said. How…coincidental. Or was it? “Just give me a moment to brush my teeth.”
“Help yourself.” Jax sank down on the edge of the bed closest to the window and started hauling off his boots.
She hurried into the bathroom, clutching her cosmetic bag and the flannel pajamas from her suitcase. After closing the door with a firm click, she brushed her teeth, changed and emerged to find Jax wearing only his jeans, brows raised as he took in her less-than-sexy garb.
What had he expected? A little number from Victoria’s Secret, maybe?
Since his bare, muscular chest reminded her of other times, better times, she looked away.
“Pink kitty cats?” he teased.
Charlotte took a deep breath. “My aunt gave me these pajamas,” she said tersely, “so I wear them. They’re comfortable. Not to mention warm.”
“I believe that. Finished with the bathroom?”
She flounced toward her bed. No one ever flounced that she knew of—besides maybe a few select romance-novel heroines who did not do it in kitty-patterned flannel pajamas—but she tried anyway. She waved toward the bathroom door. “Yep. It’s all yours.” With that, she threw back the covers and scrambled beneath them.
“Thanks.” He disappeared into the bathroom and shut the door, and she finally relaxed a little, settling in and staring up at the ceiling.
Then she heard the water running.
He was naked in there, she realized, with sudden, visceral clarity. She imagined water streaming in rivulets over the chiseled landscape of his body, a terrain she knew all too well…
You’re hopeless, she told herself. Then, with tired resolution, she jerked the blankets up to her chin and once again came to terms with the baffling fact that that was then and this was now. And despite the bizarrely coincidental It Happened One Night situation she found herself in, things would return to normal in the morning. All she had to do now was close her eyes and let sleep take her under, enfold her in blissful oblivion.
Exhausted as she was, however, her brain remained busy, chewing and fretting, gnawing at a single thought.
Jaxon Locke was in Mustang Creek.
While she was in New York and he was in Idaho, she’d managed to ignore his existence. Mostly. She’d gotten on with her life, learned to live, even thrive, without him.
Mostly.
Now, all of a sudden, she was sharing a hotel room with him in a tiny Wyoming town.
Where was the logic?
And how was she supposed to survive this?
Simple question.
But no answers in sight, simple or otherwise.
She squeezed her eyes shut, determined to lose herself in sleep.
But she was still awake when Jax emerged from the bathroom long minutes later; through her lashes, she noted that he was naked, except for the towel wrapped around his lean waist. He seemed to know she was awake, although she was pretending she’d already drifted off.
“Listen to that wind,” he said. “Sounds like a pack of hungry wolves. It’s brutal out there.”
She gave up on the sleeping-beauty act. He’d always been able to read her energy in some mysterious way, and fooling him was usually too much work. “Nice of you to share the room.” There. She’d said something civil. Even cordial.
But distant, as well. She certainly didn’t want to send the wrong message.
No way was she going to sleep with him.
Not that he seemed to expect it.
The problem was that a part of her wanted to leap from her bed to his—talk about sending messages—to open her arms to him, brazen as could be, and abandon herself to his lovemaking, to him. To the singular combination of them.
Even after all this time, and all the deliberate forgetting, her body remembered.
They’d certainly never had any problems in bed. Their troubles had stemmed from other things, like his old-fashioned attitudes. He hadn’t wanted a professional woman who could go toe-to-toe with some of the most intimidating people in the advertising world. Some of the bitterness flooded back, sobering and hurtful. No, as far as she could tell, Jax had wanted a carpooling, cookie-baking wife and mother for his children, someone who loved small-town life to the exclusion of all else. Or, at any rate, to the exclusion of any other kind of place. Someone who sewed gingham curtains for the kitchen windows and taught Sunday school and fussed over her flower beds.
All right, maybe he hadn’t mentioned those things specifically, but they went with the territory, didn’t they?
To Jax’s credit, he’d never pretended to like New York City as much as she did. For him, it was a mere stopping place along the way to someplace else, third base in some metaphoric baseball game. Next stop, home plate.
Translation: wide-open spaces, pickup trucks, mixed-breed dogs.
The country.
Well, at least he’d been honest. That was more than she could say for a lot of the guys she’d dated, before and after him.
He’d been considerate, polite, intelligent…and sexy.
Very, very sexy.
Once again, Charlotte was stricken with quiet astonishment. One moment she’d been firmly planted in a reality she knew and understood. The next…
Well, the next moment Jax was here. She still didn’t quite believe it.
“Of course I’d share the room,” he said.
Charlotte was confused. Share the room?
Oh, yes. She’d thanked him earlier, and now he was responding.
Keep up, she chided herself silently.
It occurred to her then that Jax’s voice had sounded a little too gruff. Maybe he’d picked up on her thoughts. Maybe he was going to drop that towel any second now.
She flipped over onto her side, facing away from him.
“Thanks,” she murmured. For some reason, her throat seemed to swell, and her eyes burned.
“You’re welcome.” He hadn’t moved. She would’ve known it, felt it, if he had. And his voice was still low, still hoarse. “I really want you, by the way.”
There went that honesty of his, kicking in at exactly the wrong moment.
Charlotte tensed. “Not gonna happen.” Was she warning him off—or reminding herself not to let yesterday’s memories overwhelm today’s good sense?
“Your choice, of course,” Jax told her quietly.
She rolled back to face him again and said the worst thing possible. “It would be a bad idea, you know.”
Great. She’d just admitted she’d been thinking about how good it would be to lie in Jax’s arms, to let him awaken her body just one more time.
Jax grinned, and he had the single most appealing boyish smile of any man she’d ever met. “But not out of the realm of possibility?”
She might as well be honest with him, too. “Unless you happen to have a condom, yes, way out.”
She was happy—and yet somewhat disappointed—that he seemed dismayed. “Yeah, good point. I don’t.”
“Then, go to sleep.” Charlotte closed her eyes again.
She heard the whispery rustle as he pulled on whatever he was going to wear to bed. He must’ve let the towel drop to the carpet… This whole thing was entirely too intimate, too familiar. If she could just fall asleep…
“Charlie…” Jax’s voice was soft, and she wanted to scream, because she was trying so hard to distance herself. She was, wasn’t she? Despite that dumb remark about the condom. But it wasn’t working at all. “I really have missed you,” he said.
Now he wasn’t playing fair.
Charlotte wouldn’t, couldn’t, look at him. “Am I the reason you’re here in Mustang Creek?” The question tumbled right out of her mouth, going straight from her subconscious mind to the tip of her tongue and neatly bypassing her normally competent brain. “I mean, I know you had a job offer, but…” She fumbled to extricate herself.
Must have been the exhaustion, she reflected, frantic to find an explanation for herself.
“Could be,” he said.
Then he sighed, and she heard his mattress give way as he got into his own bed.
And that was it. Two seconds later he began to snore gently.
She, on the other hand, was wide-awake.
Momentarily, she considered homicide. A pillow over his face might do the trick.
It was certainly tempting.
* * *
JAX WOKE, BLINKING, confused at first, having slept like the proverbial rock, but then it all came back to him.
The long drive.
The blizzard.
And Charlotte, sharing his hotel room but not his bed.
Right.
The storm must have eased up a little; the wind was no longer buffeting the window like a whole tribe of banshees trying to get inside. Intricate patterns of frost, stars and whorls covered the glass.
Water ran in the nearby bathroom, and he pictured billows of steam rolling out when the door opened.
Charlotte was in the shower. It felt good to lie there and imagine her gloriously naked, and so close by. He had an excellent memory, and she had the kind of body that did it for him: slender, nicely proportioned breasts, not big but not small, either, long legs that looked sexy when she wore a business skirt, but in his opinion would look even better bared by some cutoff shorts and tanned by the Wyoming sun.
He was definitely a leg man.
He enjoyed the fantasy he had going. A while later the shower was turned off and then, subsequently, the hair dryer. She appeared, wearing a pair of jeans and a light blue sweater, still barefoot, her dark hair shining and brushing her shoulders. She’d never worn much makeup; she didn’t need it, in his opinion. Other than a touch of lip gloss and maybe some mascara to accentuate those green eyes, she personified the small-town girl she’d tried so hard to leave behind.
“Good morning.” He said it cheerfully because he was feeling pretty cheerful, especially when her gaze dropped briefly to his bare chest before she realized it and looked him in the eyes.
“Uh, yeah, good morning.”
“How much snow did we get?” He was just making conversation, not actually expecting her to know, since she probably hadn’t been up long enough to check the weather.
She surprised him, though. “About a foot, I think, but it’s hard to tell with the window iced over.” She rummaged through her suitcase, produced some socks and sat down on her rumpled bed to put them on. “My rental car is sporty—I’m not sure it has studded snow tires.” A reflective pause. “I hope they have the streets cleared.”
Jax felt the need to keep things on an even keel. “I have a breakfast meeting next door at eight. If you want to join us, I can take you anywhere you want to go afterward. My truck can handle it.”
She hesitated, visibly preoccupied. There were tiny candy canes on her socks. Another gift from her aunt? He guessed that was the case, since the sophisticated woman he’d known in New York would not wear candy canes. He preferred the small-town candy-cane girl; he’d always known she was there.
Charlotte said, “I might call you if I have problems but I need to go home and make sure everything’s fine so that when I see Aunt Geneva, I can tell her Can-Can and Mutley are okay. That’s the first thing she’ll want to know.”
“Dog and cat?” It was an educated guess, based on previous conversations.
She nodded, and actually ripped loose with a tiny smile. “A friend of my aunt’s is taking care of them. My aunt might be too…vague to have animals. Her doctors seem to think so anyway. The whole idea breaks my heart. She loves those critters so much. They’re wonderful company, and she’d be lonely without them. I can’t stand the thought.”
He might have fallen more in love with her right then, if that was possible. “So you came back for Christmas,” he said carefully.
She meant to stay in Mustang Creek for good, but he didn’t want to let on that he knew, didn’t want to confess that he’d been paying attention to her social media posts. He’d watched to see if she was dating anyone else while he was back in Idaho, and there’d been no hint of anything serious, not even one picture or perky post. There’d been images of her and friends here and there, but either she was just more private than most of his friends, or she hadn’t really dated.
He figured it was the latter, and that gave him hope.
“I’m not going back to New York,” she told him flatly, pulling on a pair of short boots. She stood and shook back her hair. “Aunt Geneva needs me, so this is where I’ll be.”
“What a coincidence,” he said. That word again. “This is where I’ll be, too.”
“Coincidence, huh?” Charlotte seemed skeptical and a little intrigued. “I guess we’ll just have to agree that this town is big enough for both of us.” It was difficult to look innocent if you were wearing only a pair of boxers while the woman of your dreams stood in the same room. He adjusted the sheet. “I knew Nate in college. Now that he’s gone into partnership with Tate Calder in the horse-breeding business, he needs an associate for the practice. So, yes, maybe it’s a coincidence—that my friend from vet school happens to live in your hometown. I remembered how you’d described the place, and when he suggested I might want to join his practice, I jumped at the chance.”
Her reply made Jax wonder if she’d heard his explanation at all. “We’ll both be in Mustang Creek,” she said. She sounded resigned, but he couldn’t quite interpret her expression.
“We sure will. Maybe we can go out for dinner sometime. You can buy.”
“Dream on, cowboy.” Charlotte fished out a small knitted cap from her suitcase and slipped it on.
Her aunt had crocheted it, he figured. It looked homemade, and she looked delectable.
The woman he’d known in New York, always wearing designer outfits and pricey shoes, the woman he’d called Charlie, probably wouldn’t have been caught dead in that hat, not in the city anyway.
Cute was the only word he could come up with, and it made him laugh. Charlie, the original uptown girl—cute? What a concept. “We spent the night together, so maybe you do owe me dinner. Just sayin’.”
She pointed at her bed, but he could swear there was a gleam in her eye. “I slept here, and you slept there. Which means we didn’t ‘spend the night together,’ not in the strictest sense of the term, anyhow.”
“You’re right,” he said, with a twinkle.
“Jax, could you stop messing with my head for a second, please?”
He did his best cowboy imitation. “I’ll try, but, darlin’, you make it difficult.”
Some nuance in his tone or manner must have gotten to her, because she blushed. Despite all the big-city polish, Charlotte was still a small-town girl. She said hurriedly, “I need to go. I haven’t met this Mrs. Klozz who’s been helping Aunt Geneva, but apparently, she doesn’t have a cell phone, so I doubt she even knows I’m in town. I also need to check on the house and the animals, and then visit Aunt Geneva.”
“Don’t get stuck in the snow.”
She muttered as she wheeled her suitcase toward the door, “I’ll do my best.”
CHAPTER THREE
THE OLD HOUSE was covered in snow, but it looked warm and inviting. A decorated Christmas tree stood framed in the big front window, and Charlotte could have described every single one of those beloved ornaments in detail.
She smiled at the blue one with the image of a small town that had “Silent Night” printed on it in lacy white letters. The twisty ones with frosted glass in various colors. The sparkly red reindeer she’d bought with babysitting money and hung on the tree when she was twelve, so delighted to contribute. It really didn’t match the antique decorations, but Aunt Geneva had loved it, hugged her tightly, and the memory of her warm acceptance left Charlotte sitting in the car for a few minutes, teary eyed. This was hard.
Very hard.
Geneva should be coming out on the porch right now, wearing an apron like she always did and waving hello, her eyes alight.
Okay, put that aside. Life changed, Charlotte knew it did. Her aunt was in her eighties, and she’d seen a lot of Christmases over the years. The two of them had shared so many good memories; Charlotte refused to spoil them with regrets. She got out and shut the car door, noting that someone, no doubt Mr. Simpson next door, had plowed the driveway.
She didn’t need a key after all.
The faceted glass front door opened easily. The smell of cinnamon and allspice immediately hit her, and Charlotte realized someone was inside, baking cookies.
It was very much like coming home—even without Aunt Geneva.
“Hello,” she called out cautiously, not wanting to startle anyone.
Mutley came running, leaping all over her, barking with excitement. His breed certainly wasn’t a known pedigree—more like a combination of half a dozen or so—hence his name. She appreciated being greeted with all that unbridled enthusiasm. Can-Can was curled up on the sofa on her special blanket, and she raised her head and gave a feline yawn, followed by her version of a smile before she settled back into her nap.
Both animals were fine. That was a relief anyway. Charlotte assured Mutley she loved him, too, fended off a few more dog kisses, then set down her suitcase and tried again. “Um, hello?”
“Hello, dear.” The woman who bustled out of the kitchen was short and a little stout, white-haired, her eyes bright and her smile infectious. “I’ve been expecting you. That was quite a storm, wasn’t it? I made coffee and there’s a warm crumb cake, sweet rolls, too. It’s a new recipe, and I need an opinion.”
She tried for a semiformal introduction. “I’m Charlotte.”
“Of course you are, child.”
“Did Aunt Geneva tell you I was coming?” She hadn’t even told her aunt she was on her way, in case any of her flights were delayed or canceled. At least, she hadn’t mentioned a specific day; it was a given that she’d be in Mustang Creek for Christmas.
“No, dear, she didn’t. But there are pictures of you everywhere, so it was no trick to recognize you. You’re just as pretty in person.” The older woman smiled. “The cake is still warm. Are you hungry?”
Slightly bemused, Charlotte trailed her into the familiar kitchen. She was hungry, actually. She’d eaten her last meal, a prepackaged sandwich at the airport, yesterday afternoon. And the spice-scented air promised something special enough to make her salivate. “Yes, I am. It smells great in here.”
The outdated kitchen was as immaculate as ever, with the same ruffled curtains at the window, the familiar wooden table and the ancient refrigerator humming away.
“I’m fairly sure the cake is fine, but I’m trying to perfect my cinnamon rolls.” Millicent Klozz breezed over to the old oven, and the door creaked in its usual way as she opened it and took out a pan. “You’d think at my age I’d have the process down cold, but I believe life requires us to continually ask more of ourselves, wouldn’t you agree?” She moved energetically between the oven and the table, setting out two plates. “I want an honest opinion. Too much vanilla in the icing? That’s my biggest fear.” She sat down. “Now, what’s your young man doing today?”
Her what?
“I’m sorry?”
Mrs. Klozz handed her a plate with a roll and a fork as she tilted her head. “You know, the young man. The tall one. Good-looking.”
Charlotte nearly choked on a bite of her pastry. Once she recovered, she managed to say, “I don’t really have a young man.”
“Oh, yes, you do. The one with the blue eyes.” Millicent Klozz waved a hand. “He’s a veterinarian, isn’t he? Yes. That’s right, I remember now. I don’t want to seem old-fashioned, but you stayed with him last night, young lady. This is Mustang Creek.”
There was the perfect amount of vanilla in the icing, Charlotte thought, although that was beside the point.
Yes, this was a very small town, but still… How many people had been out spreading gossip in a storm like that?
She shook off a twinge of—what?
“I shared a room with Jax because there wasn’t any alternative. It was so late, I knew you’d be sleeping, and the weather was terrible. In any case, he isn’t my young man.” Wait, did she sound snarky? Defensive? She hoped not. “The roll is delicious, by the way. You definitely got the vanilla right. Thank you.”
Mrs. Klozz’s eyes fairly twinkled, and she waved off Charlotte’s thanks with a good-natured smile and a motion of one hand. Then she rushed on, caught up in the story she was spinning. “He followed you here. It’s quite romantic. What are you going to do now?”
Wow. The grapevine was in fine form, evidently.
Had Jax followed her to Mustang Creek? Charlotte had her suspicions, but he hadn’t come right out and said so—had he? He’d come to town expressly to join his friend’s veterinary practice; that was her understanding anyway.
Beside her, Mutley gave a very small begging whine. She ignored it. Aunt Geneva didn’t approve of animals hovering during dinner, although Charlotte had been guilty of sneaking him a morsel or two if she was through eating, so his bad habits could be her fault.
Charlotte realized she’d been asked a question and offered a belated response. “I’m not going to do anything,” she said. “Jax has his life, and I have mine. Mustang Creek might be small, but that doesn’t mean we have to be in each other’s pockets.”
Brave words.
Mrs. Klozz didn’t seem to be listening. She picked up a cinnamon roll, took a tiny bite and chewed thoughtfully. “Maybe some more brown sugar in the filling? Raisins? I always hesitate there. Not everyone loves raisins. An acquired taste.” A pause. “What do you think?”
Charlotte wanted to laugh. She liked this woman already. “About brown sugar or raisins? It’s delicious as it is.”
“No, no, dearie, about Jaxon Locke. Keep up with the conversation.” A second pause. “So…what do you have to say about that young man?”
Mrs. Klozz was pleasant, and quite eccentric, as well. Where had Aunt Geneva found her?
By then, Mrs. Klozz was beaming, offering up another cinnamon roll.
Charlotte helped herself. She was getting full, but the pastries were among the best things she’d ever tasted. “I…um, don’t have a lot to say where Jax is concerned,” she replied, picking up the thread of the discussion.
Millicent pointed a fork in her direction. “He’s going to join that practice and take over the small-animal part of the business for now. Which reminds me, we need to take Mutley and Can-Can in to have their nails trimmed. I’m sorry to push the job of getting them there on you, but I hate the expressions on their furry faces when they realize where they’re headed. Animals are so sensitive. Would you mind, dear?”
Mutley, sensitive guy that he was, scratched himself then, sort of ruining the moment. Mrs. Klozz ignored his less-than-charming behavior.
“I was unaware of his exact plans,” Charlotte said, shoving about half a roll into her mouth. “Jax’s, I mean,” she mumbled.
They were talking about Jax now, right? With Millicent Klozz making one verbal hairpin turn after another, it was hard to know.
Apparently regarding the trip to the vet’s office as a done deal, Millicent swung the conversation into yet another curve. “Geneva will be able to come home for Christmas, according to her doctor,” she announced. “Oh, dear, I need to get more baking done. Then I can take cookies to the other patients. Just because dear G gets to come home doesn’t mean everyone’s that lucky. You’re sure about the icing?”
She looked anxious, and Charlotte’s mouth was still full, so she merely nodded.
“Well, good.” Millicent settled back and sighed. “I love this old house. It’s so comfortable, isn’t it? That’s the word for it. Comfortable. I’m very glad you’re home, Charlotte. I was rattling around here all by myself except for Mut and Can, and I needed some company.”
* * *
JAX SCRAPED THE snow off his windshield and tried to cheer himself up. Sure, Charlie had hightailed it out of there at warp speed this morning, declining to stick around for breakfast, but there was no point in reading something into it that wasn’t there.
Maybe she hadn’t wanted to sit through his meeting with Nate, and who could blame her?
They’d be seeing each other again soon. He was convinced of it.
He’d come to Mustang Creek to find Charlotte again. He’d succeeded. The job was a bonus, since it provided him with a legitimate reason to show up here, but he couldn’t deny that she’d been his real reason.
Okay, last night hadn’t been the evening of his dreams, although it came closer than any other evening of the past year.
So what if he hadn’t gotten to hold her in his arms, let alone kiss her, let alone—
There was a downside to everything, he supposed.
At least he’d been with Charlotte. Just the two of them…
Anyway, the last thing he wanted to do was crowd her.
For now, he was content to be in the same part of the country. At one point during the night, he’d rolled over and lay there, listening to her soft breathing in the dark, and that had been enough. He wouldn’t mind being a little closer the next time, but that was a start.
The meeting with Nate had gone well, too. His flourishing practice needed another pair of caring hands, Jax was experienced with both large animals like ranch stock and small ones, typically beloved pets, and the new arrangement seemed to be a good fit. If not for Charlotte, would he have stayed in Idaho and eventually taken over his father’s practice? Probably. But it had been his father who’d encouraged him to pursue her, with that signature genial smile of his. Son, seems to me you can’t forget Charlotte, and I know you’ve tried, he’d said. I think maybe you need to take a trip to Wyoming.
Well, he was in Mustang Creek, he had a job and now he needed to win the girl.
Mission not quite accomplished, but he was two-thirds of the way there.
The clinic was a low sprawling facility that had a simple sign and a parking lot big enough for trailers; inside, it was surprisingly modern, with computers at the reception desk and a full surgery suite. Nate was young and vibrant, just as Jax remembered him from vet school.
Nate showed him around enthusiastically. “Kennels here.” He pointed. “And we have an excellent care staff. They love all the animals and make sure they feel as comfortable as possible in an unfamiliar environment. I have to warn you, we do an animal-rescue adoption on Christmas Eve, which is right around the corner. Free puppies and kittens, all shots included. That’s one busy night. Hope you don’t mind. Volunteer basis. If you have other plans, I understand.”
He didn’t have plans. Wouldn’t be heading back to Idaho for the festivities. His dad would be all right; he was spending the holiday with his older brother, Jax’s uncle Seth, which he did every year, so he wouldn’t be alone. The two men usually celebrated Christmas Eve by swapping stories and reminiscing over spiked eggnog. Jax always enjoyed the informal get-together because they enjoyed it so much, but this year, he’d skip it. He had a new job, after all, and besides, he’d heard those same yarns time and time again.
All the same, he felt a little nostalgic, thinking about his family. Christmas Day, the whole crew gathered at his aunt’s house and utter mayhem ensued with excited grandchildren running amok, too many women in the kitchen, stray scraps of wrapping paper on the floor here and there…
He would miss that, but out of all the cousins, he was the only one still unmarried. No one tried to make him feel left out, but he couldn’t help it, especially when everyone settled down to dinner next to his or her spouse, chatting comfortably. There was always the inevitable question—So, Jax, you seeing anyone special?
“The Christmas Eve pet-rescue deal is a great idea,” Jax said, meaning it. Normally, he didn’t encourage people to introduce pets to their households during the upheaval of a holiday, but he knew Nate would have some kind of screening process in place, and the need to find good homes for otherwise unwanted animals was year-round. “Count me in.”
“Thanks.” Nate glanced at his phone. “I’ll see you at my place around four o’clock. I’ve got to go check on a husky that had surgery on his leg this morning and then run out to the Calder ranch because we have a mare who’s about to drop. It’s like an early Christmas present.”
Jax walked back out to his truck.
Maybe Charlotte needed a kitten. Or a puppy. He had no idea what else to get her for Christmas. Someone had beaten him to candy-cane socks, and the pink kitten pajamas had already been done, too. He felt himself grin over that one.
A pet might not be a bad gift, but it was unfair to give an animal to someone who might not be ready to make that kind of commitment. Although he could take it if she decided to move back to New York…
He hoped she’d choose to stay.
Charlie was such a mix of country girl and city woman. He’d fallen for the city woman, and now he wanted to know the country girl. She’d looked right at home in the jeans and casual sweater that morning. It would’ve been even better if he could have taken them off and made love to her. He hoped that scenario was in his future.
Speaking of his future… He had a job, but he still needed a place to live. Sacking out on Cameron’s couch, which he’d been invited to do tonight, was fine for the short term. It would get old fast, for both of them. The hotel was adequate, if impersonal, and he wasn’t going to live there.
Time to look for a house or apartment.
So he got into his truck, started the engine and called Charlie. That took some fortitude. She didn’t answer so he left a message. “This is Jax. I need a place and wondered if you could recommend somewhere.”
Two minutes later, she called back. At least, that was her number on his call display.
Only it wasn’t Charlotte’s voice he heard on the other line. “Jaxon Locke?”
“Uh, yes.”
“Oh, good. Charlotte accidentally left her phone behind. I think she was in a hurry. I can use these gadgets, but they aren’t all the same, you know, so it’s an iffy proposition. I guess I pressed the right button, though.” A brief pause. “I’m so glad you’re here.”
Jax actually removed the phone from his ear, stared at it, then went back to the conversation. “I am, too. I’m not sure who I’m speaking to, but Charlie mentioned… Are you Mrs. Klozz, by any chance?”
“Call me Millicent, dear.”
Call her Millicent. “So, Charlie—Charlotte—isn’t home at the moment?”
“She’s out” came the reply. “I’ll tell her you called.”
All well and good, but Jax still didn’t understand why Mrs. Klozz—Millicent—had troubled herself to return someone else’s phone call.
“O-kay,” Jax said, drawing out the word. “Sorry to bother you.”
“Now, don’t you worry.” Millicent went on with the disjoined conversation. “You aren’t bothering me at all. Not one bit.” She drew in an audible breath. “I did want to answer your question, though. You should just stay here. We have plenty of room.”
Jax’s mind went blank. “What?”
Millicent sounded sympathetic. “This is a big house, and we could use a man around here. I can’t fix that stupid door on the upstairs bathroom—the one that won’t close properly—although I swear I’ve tried. There are other small problems you could probably take care of much better than I can, so why don’t you come and stay here with us? How ridiculous for you to pay rent somewhere.”
He finally understood. And he could imagine how Charlotte would react to that idea. “Ma’am, that’s very kind of you, but—”
“Call me Millicent,” she reminded him. “I realize this might be construed as bribery, but I make some mean Christmas cookies.”
He didn’t doubt that, but…
“Here’s the address. Even with Charlotte and me, there are four empty bedrooms. Think about it that way, Jaxon. Two helpless women who could use a little protection and someone to fix the bathroom door would appreciate having you here. You need a roof over your head, and you and Charlotte already know each other. Perfect.”
They needed protection? In Mustang Creek, Wyoming?
First of all, Charlotte Morgan could hardly be described as helpless. Plus, Jax might be new in town, but he was fairly sure that if he so much as dropped a quarter in the snow, some upstanding citizen would hunt him down and return it.
And how did Millicent know his name anyway?
Caller ID, maybe. But that didn’t explain how she’d found out he was in the market for a place to live. Surely she hadn’t gone so far as to listen to Charlotte’s voice mail. And even if she’d been so inclined, how would she have gotten the password?
“See you soon,” Millicent said breezily, ending the call.
Nate had emerged from the building at that moment and stopped by the truck, looking at him with amusement.
Jax rolled down the window. “The husky okay?”
“Husky is fine. Everything okay with you?”
“Not sure,” Jax said, scratching his jaw. “I think a little old lady just railroaded me. I might not need your couch, but don’t lend it to anyone else yet. Not all the parties involved have weighed in.”
“Okay. If it doesn’t work out, just walk in, shove off the dog if you can manage it because he weighs about a hundred and fifty and settle down with a pillow.”
Jax had to laugh. “Rufus sounds like quite the watchdog.”
“He’s conscientious in his own way. He barks if he can see the bottom of his food bowl. You could steal my car and he’d sleep through it, but try to take his bowl. And if you end up with no place to stay, remember that Rufus can sleep on the floor.” He went to his SUV, got in and waved cheerfully as he drove out of the parking lot.
Jax planned on getting a dog of his own someday. A midsize animal, maybe a beagle mix. Beagles barked a lot, even bayed now and then, but they were sweet tempered, good around kids and well mannered in general, although you had to keep an eye on them where low-lying food was concerned, because they were unabashed thieves.
Family friendly, though.
Jax chuckled, shook his head. Must be the season—he seemed to be thinking about settling down a lot.
Family friendly.
Really?
He needed to talk to Charlie.
CHAPTER FOUR
CHARLOTTE WALKED UP the front steps of the extended-care facility with a heavy heart.
It was an attractive place, cheerfully decorated for the upcoming holidays, with wide, ice-free sidewalks, a gazebo and a small pond with a fountain, out of service for the winter, of course. A seven-foot snowman stood near the main entrance, with one chunky arm raised in welcome. His eyes and mouth consisted of colorful buttons, and his nose was the customary carrot. To complete the look, Frosty sported a plaid neck scarf and a spiffy top hat.
For all that, it hurt to think of Aunt Geneva as a permanent resident, to acknowledge that when she came home, it would only be for a visit.
She’d always been a homebody.
On a brighter note, Charlotte came bearing gifts. She carried a quantity of baked goods that would lighten anybody’s mood, Scrooge and the Grinch included.
Mrs. Klozz had definitely outdone herself, loading Charlotte down with spritz, oatmeal chocolate chip, molasses and peanut butter cookies, and that was just for starters.
She’d gain ten pounds a week if Millicent kept baking like this.
She stepped inside, juggling her purse and the big box of goodies she’d come to deliver.
There was a reception desk with a smiling middle-aged woman behind it, and Christmas music played in the background. A large fragrant tree in the corner glittered with lights and ornaments, and there was a display of opened Christmas cards on the desk next to a guest registry.
“Good afternoon and happy holidays,” the receptionist chirped. “May I help you?”
“I’m here to see Geneva Roberts,” Charlotte explained, setting down the brightly colored box festooned with ribbons. She could swear it weighed about twenty pounds. “My aunt’s friend baked a few things for the staff and tenants.”
“Oh, that Mrs. Klozz!” the other woman cried joyously. “Isn’t she lovely? Everyone will be delighted when we serve afternoon coffee.” Her smile flashed as bright as the Christmas tree in the corner. She wore dangling earrings shaped like tiny elves in green suits, and her cotton scrubs were printed with lavish red poinsettias. “You must be Charlotte. Geneva talks about you all the time. Please sign in and I’ll give you a map of the facility and direct you to your aunt’s room.”
Although she’d chosen the place and made all the arrangements for Aunt Geneva’s admittance, Charlotte hadn’t actually seen the building in person until today. Despite the shiny brochures and high recommendations from the family doctor, she’d had moments of doubt. Along with a few disturbing dreams, in which she’d glimpsed dingy halls smelling of antiseptic and glum residents clad in gray, like characters in a Dickens novel.
The reality was more than reassuring.
Just the same, it was hard to imagine her aunt being truly happy anywhere but that big old house on Maple Street, where she tended her garden every summer. In the winter she’d sit and watch her “programs,” as she called them, knitting or crocheting, while Can-Can slept next to her on the sofa and Mutley lay curled up on the rug at her feet. Charlotte could barely recall the days when her aunt had worked as a bookkeeper for a local supermarket because she’d immediately cut back her hours to make sure she was there to see Charlotte off to school in the mornings and greet her when she came home every afternoon. That was when she’d started taking in sewing, specializing in wedding gowns and outfits for the bride’s attendants. Eventually, she’d worked from home full-time; as a seamstress, she was constantly in demand. Suddenly finding herself with a small child to raise couldn’t have been easy, but Geneva had certainly made it seem that way.
And there’d always been that big old house. Geneva and her sister, Charlotte’s mother, had been born and raised there, and she’d inherited the place while she was still fairly young. There’d never been a mortgage.
Now, through an arrangement Geneva had made long ago, ownership of the house would be transferred to Charlotte.
She had mixed feelings about that.
On the one hand, she knew she’d cherish the place, couldn’t have stood to see it sold, torn down or occupied by strangers. On the other, having the deed put in her name meant Aunt Geneva couldn’t manage the place anymore.
And that was sobering.
Furthermore, owning a house, especially an old one, was a responsibility. While she was fine for now, financially speaking, Charlotte would have to get another job sooner or later, and Mustang Creek wasn’t exactly a hotbed of opportunity. Another advertising job seemed unlikely.
But she’d worry about things like that once Christmas was past and the New Year’s glitter had been swept up. Not that she and Mrs. Klozz would be having a party with champagne and confetti. More like white-chocolate biscotti and maybe a splash of something decadent in their coffee.
Yeah, she could see the spritely Millicent Klozz going for that. Just once a year, but the gleam in her eyes said she was up for a little innocent mischief now and then.
Someday she’d have to pursue the question of how Mrs. K. and her aunt even knew each other.
“Down that hallway.” The receptionist pointed to the map. “Take the first turn to the right. Her room is D-25. We have staff popping in, just in case anyone needs anything, so you’ll have to pardon us if there’s an interruption to your visit. It’s why we’re here—to be of service.”
“I’m glad to know Aunt Geneva’s being looked after,” Charlotte responded in a genuinely grateful tone.
The room was easy enough to find, and Charlotte’s throat tightened when she saw the wreath on the door was the paper one she’d made in the fifth grade, battered after all these years but carefully preserved, with pieces of tape keeping it together. She had to stand there for a moment and compose herself before she knocked.
“Aunt Geneva?” she called tentatively.
When the door opened, the familiar face lit up in a smile of joyful recognition. “Charlotte Jean,” Geneva said, opening her arms. “You come here.”
Charlotte reciprocated her aunt’s warm hug 100 percent. To her relief, Geneva looked much the same, healthy, with a hint of pink in her cheeks, wearing a patterned pink top and white slacks, slippers instead of shoes. Her space was furnished with pieces brought from the house. The parlor table with the old lamp, that green chair, the faded rug under the coffee table…
“Let’s go sit down. I’ve made tea.”
The routine was familiar and therefore comforting. Smiling, she glanced over at Aunt Geneva’s treasured antique teacups, lined up on a shelf next to the mantel.
“Everything here is so nice,” Charlotte said honestly, noticing framed pictures of her at various ages on the walls. The sight made her throat constrict again. “Do you like it?”
Her aunt looked thoughtful as she went straight to the green chair, a book propped on one cushioned arm. “Well, let me put it this way. It’s restful. I don’t think I realized how anxious I was until I moved here. Before that, I used to wake up in the middle of the night, more often than I like to remember, and wonder if I turned off the stove or locked the doors or made sure the cat was inside.” She stopped speaking, just long enough to bite her lower lip. “I forgot my medication now and then, nothing drastic, but still not good. I probably fed Mutley ten times a day because I lost track of whether I’d done it or not and I didn’t want him going hungry. One night I let him out and forgot to let him back in. It was cold. The next morning there he was, shivering on the porch.” Moisture glistened in her eyes for a moment. “I’d like to think I’m smart enough to know when I need help. The doctor says I’m suffering from a mild case of dementia, and I don’t disagree. Let’s face it, honey, I’m no spring chicken. Let me put it this way. I no longer want to live alone.”
It was a practical attitude, but one that Charlotte found hard to accept. Geneva seemed so entirely normal.
And she clearly missed Mutley and Can-Can.
Pets were allowed at the retirement center, Charlotte knew, but that didn’t mean Geneva was up to taking care of them.
She perched on the edge of the couch, folding her hands, choosing her words carefully. “I’m back now,” she began. “We could—”
“No, we can’t,” her aunt interrupted kindly, but with conviction. “I won’t have you putting your own life on hold, Charlotte. I do pretty well most days, although I need extra care. Besides, you’ll have your hands full with that big old house. It needs a new roof, by the way.”
Charlotte nodded, smiling. “Yeah,” she said. “I’ve known about that for a while.”
“I think the furnace is from the Roosevelt era,” Aunt Geneva remarked, pouring tea for both of them and picking up her cup. “It was installed some time during his third term, if I remember correctly. If it quits, go down to the cellar and give it a good kick. So far, it’s holding up, but that’s not going to last indefinitely.”
Charlotte laughed. “I love you,” she said.
“Not as much as I love you,” Aunt Geneva retorted on cue. It was an old game. “Now, tell me what’s been going on with you. How’s what’s-his-name? The veterinarian.”
“You know perfectly well that we broke up a long time ago. And you also know his name is Jaxon.”
“I was so sure he was the one,” she mused sadly.
Charlotte sighed. “He’s actually here in Mustang Creek.”
Aunt Geneva looked delighted. “I knew it! Oh, I am so going to win that bet with Millicent Klozz.”
What?
“You two bet on my love life?” Charlotte was laughing again, but still chagrined. “Or lack thereof? No wonder Millicent knew his name.”
Aunt Geneva waved a frail hand. “So he’s in town. What happens next?”
There was only one answer. “I have no idea.”
* * *
IF THE CHOICE was either to share a couch with a bloodhound or move into a Christmas-card house like this one, well, no contest. Unfortunately, things weren’t that simple.
The complication? Charlie.
Despite the cold, Jax paused on the snowy sidewalk to take it all in.
He’d seen pictures of the old place, of course, and Charlie had told him dozens of stories, but this was his first actual, real-time visit.
So he savored the moment, admired the wraparound porch, the ornate front door, the shutters, the gables and arches. A picket fence surrounded the spacious—make that huge—front yard, and Jax knew there was even more room around back. He knew about the big garden plot and the clotheslines and a couple of gnarled old apple trees, still producing fruit every summer.
Jax sighed, suddenly wistful, opened the gate and started up the recently shoveled walk.
Getting closer, he could see that the paint was peeling in a few places and the roof over the porch sagged.
His knock was answered by an elderly woman who flung the door open wide and beamed at him.
“Jaxon?”
“Yes.”
She wiped both hands on her apron and offered one that seemed to hold a slight dusting of flour. “I’m Millicent Klozz,” she said.
“Yes,” he answered. “Hello.” Of course you are.
Her smile was welcoming, and she stepped back, making a sweeping gesture with one arm. “Don’t stand out there in the cold,” she said cheerfully, raising her voice to be heard over the happy barking of the dog at her feet. “Come on in. You can choose your room.”
He was being steamrollered, and he was letting it happen. Enjoying it, even. But he also knew he was playing along, although he wasn’t entirely sure why. He couldn’t just move in; Charlie, who couldn’t possibly know what was happening on the home front at the moment, would freak when she found out.
And he wouldn’t blame her.
Come on in. You can choose your room.
Indeed.
If he’d known Millicent better, and if she’d been about a hundred years younger, he would’ve quipped, “That’s easy. I’ll take Charlotte’s room.”
He didn’t say that, of course.
But he might as well have, because the sweet old lady answered as if he had. “Behave yourself, you rascal,” she mock-scolded, with a twinkle and a little ringing laugh. Then she bustled up the stairs, which looked like solid walnut and, with some refinishing, would amount to a showpiece.
Jax recovered quickly, deciding he must’ve imagined at least part of the exchange. “Maybe we ought to wait,” he called after her, hesitating at the foot of the stairs. “Talk this over with Charlotte.”
“Oh, she’ll be fine with the idea,” Mrs. Klozz said merrily, standing on the landing and gazing back at him with an expression of mild and totally benevolent impatience.
Well, that confirmed his suspicions anyway. Charlotte had no clue what was going on. The situation was downright odd—and kind of funny, too. Like something that might happen in a Christmas movie.
“She doesn’t know,” he said. It wasn’t a question.
“Not yet,” Mrs. Klozz told him, still blithe. “I’ll handle it. Now, if I were you, I’d take the larger one on the east side of the house, but then, I’m an early riser and I like a good dose of sunlight first thing.” She paused, regarded him with a smile. “Come along, dear. I don’t have all day.”
Despite his reservations, Jax climbed the stairs.
When he reached the top, Mrs. Klozz led him down a long, well-lit hallway. There was more fine woodwork, all of it intricately carved, and a huge stained-glass skylight cast beams of dancing color everywhere.
The place was almost magical, and Jax knew Charlotte loved every plank and pane and peg of it.
Then, why had she left? Meanwhile, Millicent launched into the tour. “Wouldn’t this house make an excellent B and B?” she said with an expansive gesture and a contented sigh. “That’s the bathroom door,” she informed him, pointing. “It doesn’t latch properly, so you might find Mutley in there once in a while. He likes to sleep next to the register. He’s a darling, but he sheds. You don’t mind pets, do you?”
Considering his vocation, he should hope not. “Um, no, ma’am.”
Her smile was back on high beam. “Of course you wouldn’t, you’re a veterinarian. I swear, sometimes I don’t think my memory is any better than Geneva’s, bless her heart. You’ll want to watch out for Can-Can—the cat—because she finds men irresistible and likes to lounge on the window seat in your room in the morning. It’s the eastern exposure, you know.”
His room. Right.
Until Charlotte came home.
“Naturally, Mutley will adore you,” the lady prattled on. “He’s a sweet soul, like most dogs. Still, enough can be enough, and if you forget to close your door at night, you might find him in bed with you. Can-Can, too.” Before Jax could wedge in a comment—he was still playing along, humoring the old woman—she continued. The merriment was gone, and she looked just plain sad. “They miss Geneva. And so do I.”
Jax opened his mouth to say something kind—he hadn’t decided what—but he missed his chance.
Millicent had brightened again. “Come to think of it,” she said, “Mutley could use a walk. Would you mind once you’ve got a minute? I worry about icy sidewalks at my age.”
Jax replied that he’d be glad to walk the dog. He looked down at their furry escort and smiled.
Mrs. Klozz stopped in front of a door and opened it, gesturing for Jax to step inside. The early riser’s bedroom, he assumed.
He went in. The room was big, the floor hardwood, and instead of the flowery wallpaper he might have expected in a house inhabited by women, there was just paint. No frilly curtains at the bay window, either, and the cushions on the built-in seat underneath were plain, too. The bed was antique, a brass four-poster, covered with a colorful homemade quilt. An old hope chest sat at the foot, and he saw a sturdy desk and chair on the far side of the room.
Jax could imagine living here, sleeping in this room, working at the desk, surveying the snowy landscape from the window seat.
This game, he thought, was getting out of hand. Charlotte would never agree to Millicent Klozz’s plan.
But he found himself wishing she would.
Once again Millicent seemed to be reading his mind. “Don’t you worry about a thing, young man,” she said quietly. “Charlotte is a sensible woman, and she will see reason.” A confident sigh followed. “She’ll be gone a while longer, though, handing out cookies and catching up with Geneva. In the meantime, would you mind taking Mutley out for that walk?”
Jax, still bewitched and bewildered, was grateful for the distraction. “No,” he said. “Not at all.”
They went downstairs, closely followed by Mutley. He was aging—at least ten, Jax figured—and obviously going deaf. The name suited him, since he was of no discernible breed. Millicent produced a leash, attaching it deftly to the dog’s collar.
“When you get back,” Millicent said, “you can have a look at that bathroom door.”
“Er—right.”
“Wonderful!” Millicent trilled. “Now, I have something in the oven, so please excuse me. I don’t want it to burn. It’s for the church bake sale.”
Mutley was waiting eagerly, tail sweeping back and forth.
Jax smiled and bent to ruffle the dog’s ears. “I guess we’re out of here,” he said.
Mutley all but dragged Jax to the front door. There was some terrier in the little guy, he decided. Maybe some spaniel. Could be some border collie in there, too. He was probably too small to be part Airedale…
Jax was like that. He analyzed.
By then, Mutley was definitely ready to roll; he was high-jumping at the door.
“Whoa, slow down,” Jax said with a grin. Good thing he’d never gotten around to taking off his coat. “The great out of doors isn’t going anywhere, buddy.”
It was snowing again, not blizzard-style like last night, but in fat, showy flakes, drifting lazily from a heavy sky.
It all looked perfect. Too perfect.
For a short while, though, he could pretend that walking Mutley was his job. Ditto, fixing the latch on the upstairs bathroom door.
Yep. He could do that.
That and a whole lot more, if Charlotte gave him half a chance.
What he had to do now was relax, trust, let things unfold.
Easier said than done. After all, he’d made a huge emotional investment, moving to Mustang Creek, pretty much staking the rest of his life on a relationship that might be one-sided.
Still, he thought, watching Mutley trot through the snow at the end of his leash, it hadn’t seemed one-sided last night. He was hardly a player, but he knew when a woman was thinking about sex, especially when that woman was Charlie. She’d been…well, thinking.
There was a chance, a good one. If he’d believed there wasn’t, he wouldn’t be here, walking Charlotte’s aunt’s dog through mountains of snow. Wouldn’t be looking forward to starting the new job, finding a place to live, any of that.
There he went, analyzing again.
Time to shake it off. “So what do you think, Mut? Am I wrong? Stupid? A stalker?”
The dog didn’t even look at him, just pitched his ears forward, sniffed the sidewalk and wagged his tail.
No help there.
He was on a conversational roll, though, so he went right on talking. “Let me ask you something else. What should I get her as a gift? Charlotte, I mean.”
Mutley turned, spotted a dog across the street and tried to make a break for it, barking excitedly.
Jax had to laugh. The other dog looked like a beagle mix to him.
A sign?
Okay, part of his shopping list was done.
Charlotte was getting a puppy for Christmas.
CHAPTER FIVE
THE FIRST THING Charlotte saw when she got back to the house was Jax’s truck parked at the curb.
Now, that was interesting.
Charlotte pulled into the driveway and marched up the steps. She’d forgotten her phone, unheard of for a businesswoman, especially one who worked in advertising. Or used to. She acknowledged grudgingly that if he’d called, she wouldn’t have been able to answer. Usually that phone was her constant companion; she’d carried it everywhere for the past seven years.
Strange how she’d left the thing behind and never missed it. At least, not until she’d decided to call and ask Millicent if she needed anything from the store.
There was a certain freedom in her new circumstances and she knew that, but she mustn’t lose perspective. She’d just arrived, and there was a lot of important stuff on her personal agenda.
Now was probably not the best time to embark on a relationship with an all-too-attractive veterinarian. She needed to get the house in order; she needed to get her life in order, look after her aunt and Mutley and Can-Can, too.
She got out of her rental car—which needed to be returned and replaced with a vehicle of her own. As she did, she heard that familiar woof and turned around to look. What was Millicent thinking, going out with the dog when the sidewalks were still icy in some places and totally impassible in others? She could break a hip, for heaven’s sake!
Only it wasn’t Mrs. Klozz.
No, it was Jax, coming her way.
Mutley was with him, straining at his leash, wagging his tail in welcome, eyes luminous with joy at the sight of Charlotte, as if she’d been gone for years, not an hour and a half. Jax’s boots crunched the snow, and the hint of a smile curved his lips. He drawled in what he must imagine was a cowboy accent, “Howdy, Miz Morgan. Shore is a fine day, ain’t it?”
It was, actually, now that the blizzard had passed, replaced by a gentle snowfall.
The mountains were gorgeous in their glistening blanket of white against the softened sky—a sky that would be the same piercing shade of blue as Jax’s eyes, once the clouds parted.
She wished she hadn’t thought of that but, when it came to Dr. Locke, her mind, normally so well organized and reasonable, tended to run wild.
“Um, yes, it is.” She frowned. Why was he here? “Did I leave something at the hotel?”
“No.” He leaned down and caught the dog by the collar just in time to keep Mutley from flinging himself at Charlotte in his exuberance and covering her in slushy paw prints. When he straightened, Jax asked seriously, “How was your aunt?”
“Fine.” Charlotte eyed him suspiciously. “It’s nice of you to walk Mutley, but what are you doing here?”
“Can we discuss this inside?” he asked. “The storm of the century might be over, but it’s still pretty chilly out here.”
The expression on Jax’s handsome face was a touch too innocent, Charlotte felt as she opened the door moments later, but he had a point. As festive as that feathery snowfall was, the temperature was probably in the single digits.
Besides, he’d been a total gentleman the night before, hadn’t he? And now he’d taken Mutley for a much-needed walk. It wasn’t his fault, after all, that she was overly susceptible to his smile.
The least she could do was be courteous.
As they stepped inside, into the warmth and the enticing aromas of whatever was baking in the oven or cooling on the kitchen counter, or both, Charlotte’s thoughts jumped the curb again.
What would’ve happened if he’d had a condom?
Nothing, she told herself firmly.
Liar. You were tempted. You would’ve given in and you know it.
Mrs. Klozz was belting out a rendition of “Jingle Bells” from the kitchen, and the cheery sound was comforting. Charlotte couldn’t imagine walking into the house and finding it empty and quiet, like her former apartment back in the city.
Jax bent and unhooked Mutley’s collar and then hung the leash in exactly the right spot before unzipping his jacket. “Can I take your coat?”
Considering it was her house, Charlotte reflected, she should probably be the one offering to take his coat, but he’d already hung it on the antique coat tree. He seemed awfully…well, at home.
Not surprising, really. It was almost Christmas, and there was magic in the air. The house was cozy, despite its size; it seemed to enfold visitors, make them feel welcome.
Naturally, Jax was comfortable here. Everyone was.
He collected her coat as she unwound her knitted scarf, and he automatically took that from her, draping it over the hook that held her coat. “Thanks,” she said, a little awkwardly. “Can I get you something to drink before you explain why you’re here?”
There. She could be polite, too, and still get her point across.
He smiled, very much at ease. “Mrs. Klozz was making a fresh pot of coffee before Mutley and I took our walk. Let’s go sit in the kitchen. That’s the most beautiful trestle-style table I’ve ever seen, by the way.”
Charlotte blinked. Was she having an out-of-body experience or something?
Mutley might be deaf when it suited him, but he heard the word kitchen and trotted off in that direction to check on his bowl. Jax looked at her expectantly. She muttered, “I agree about the table.” She raised one eyebrow. “How long have you been here?”
“Long enough for the grand tour. This is a great old house. Please tell me it always smells this good in here.”
That seemed an odd thing to say. The smell was fabulous, yes, but Jax was merely passing through. Why should he care about always? “I… Well… She likes to bake, apparently.”
He gestured, then bowed slightly. “After you.”
Gracious of him. Charlotte walked into the kitchen and not surprisingly, there was a plate of sugar cookies on the table, decorated with red and green icing, and what looked like banana muffins. Also a plate of chicken-salad sandwiches on homemade bread. Plus a carafe, two coffee cups, two plates, a small creamer and a sugar bowl…
Mrs. Klozz had switched her personal playlist from “Jingle Bells” to “Silent Night,” but stopped in midrefrain when they entered the room. “Oh, you’re back, I see, both of you. How was my dear Geneva?”
“Good. Much better than I expected her to be.” Charlotte wondered if this woman was more wizard than sweet little old lady. “They all said thank-you for the cookies.”
“Oh, my pleasure. Now sit down and help yourselves. I have the shameful habit of tasting everything as I cook, so you’ll rarely find me sitting down to a meal.”
Jax was invited to lunch. She wasn’t surprised, since Millicent seemed that sort of person, but there was an undertone she didn’t understand. Something was afoot.
Earlier, Mrs. Klozz had referred to Jax as Charlotte’s young man. How did she even know that?
Through Geneva, she assumed. Charlotte hadn’t given her aunt the details about their relationship; all she’d mentioned was that she’d met someone and they’d clicked immediately, but their lives were headed in different directions.
That didn’t explain how Mrs. Klozz had known Jax was in Mustang Creek.
Millicent had the good grace to blush slightly. “I invited him over,” she confessed. “You see, he called your cell phone, and I was worried it might be important, so I tried to answer, but I wasn’t fast enough. Then I started punching buttons, and lo and behold, that cunning little device just called him right back. He picked up and, well, here he is.”
Charlotte tilted her head to one side, wondering exactly where she’d lost track of the conversation.
“Okay,” she said.
“Such a modern world,” Mrs. Klozz went on, still talking about the phone. “I don’t mind technology, you understand, but change is always a challenge, especially for an older person. By some miracle, I managed.”
Charlotte was finding out for herself that change was a challenge, and she had the distinct impression that this sweet old lady could manage anything she wanted to. At least it explained why Jax was there.
Sort of.
Jax was focused on the food. “This looks fantastic.”
He was right; it did.
“The way to a man’s heart.” Mrs. Klozz glowed, either heedless of the timeworn cliché she’d uttered or not caring. Before meeting Millicent, Charlotte hadn’t been aware that people could actually glow, but here was proof.
Not standing on ceremony, Jax picked up the plate of sandwiches and offered it to her. “Ladies first.”
* * *
JAX KNEW HE’D have to come clean, and quickly, because Charlotte was intuitive; she’d guess that something was up. If she didn’t want him there—and he was sure she wouldn’t—he’d go dislodge Rufus and sleep on Nate’s old couch. The thought overwhelmed him with loneliness. And the old house really was homey.
He had to wonder what Charlotte was going to do with a place like this. She was used to sleek apartments, cabs and limos and subways. While the small-town girl with the crocheted hat might thrive living within these walls, he wasn’t so sure about Charlotte’s alter ego, the no-nonsense city woman. And right now he hadn’t figured out which Charlotte he was dealing with.
At Millicent’s urging, they took their places at the table.
In the next moment, Mrs. Klozz bustled off to some other part of the house, presumably to give them some time alone.
Charlotte immediately tucked into a sandwich. Well, that answered one question anyway. “I can’t believe how good this is.” Between bites, she dropped her voice and whispered to Jax, “She can’t stay. I’ll gain a thousand pounds.”
Jax smiled at the picture that arose in his mind. “I doubt that,” he said. “A hundred pounds, maybe. But a thousand?”
Charlotte was still fretful. “This is just too delicious.”
Jax agreed. “Best I’ve ever had.”
City Charlotte was back, as quickly as that. “You never answered my question. Why are you here?”
“I…well… I’ve been invited to live here.”
For a few seconds, he really thought Charlotte was choking. He was this close to performing the Heimlich maneuver.
Then she recovered. “Oh, you mean in Mustang Creek. You’re joining Doc Cameron’s practice.” She hesitated and reached for a second sandwich.
“Well, it’s more than that,” he said solemnly. Might as well get this over with. “I called earlier, as Mrs. Klozz mentioned, to ask you where I should look for a place since you’re familiar with Mustang Creek. One thing led to another, and before I knew it, the woman was showing me the east bedroom, apparently convinced I’d be moving in right away. She even came up with a few odd jobs for me to do, starting with walking Mutley.”
“Here?” Charlotte paused midbite, her green eyes wide. “You mean, here here? In this house?”
This was how he’d pictured the conversation going, but it was little comfort. Against all reason, he’d already started thinking of the place as home. When had that happened?
“I wouldn’t be around much,” he heard himself say. “I’m good at fixing things. And I do need a place to stay, as I said before.” He studied Charlotte’s face; she seemed astonished, though not affronted. “But it wasn’t my idea, Charlie. I swear.”
“You can’t sleep down the hall from me.” She wasn’t looking at him; she seemed to be lost in thought.
He should have shut up, he knew that, but he couldn’t refrain from trying to make his case. “Charlie, I’m not going to ravish you, all right? Remember last night? We were in the same room and I didn’t so much as touch you, did I?”
Her response couldn’t have surprised him—or delighted him—more. “I’m not worried that you’ll ravish me, Jax. I’m worried I’ll ravish you.”
The instant the words were out of Charlotte’s mouth, she regretted them. She reddened, obviously horrified. She glared at him, but he could tell she was bluffing. “Forget I said that,” she ordered.
Never.
Things were already improving.
“I’ll lock my door,” he promised, taking a banana muffin. He was very careful not to smile, although he wanted to. God, how he wanted to. He cleared his throat and tried to look earnest. “Seriously, I don’t want to make you uncomfortable. I’ll find a room or apartment somewhere, and in the meantime… I’ve slept in worse places than Nate’s couch.”
Right on cue, Mutley came over and laid his head on Charlie’s leg, gazing up at her. She said curtly, “Mut, don’t take his side. Hasn’t anybody told you that dogs are supposed to be loyal?”
Jax sensed victory. “He loves you, that’s all,” he said in the animal’s defense.
And so do I.
“It’s a male conspiracy to make me say yes.”
Just before Jax took a bite out of a muffin, he asked hopefully, “Is it working?”
“Maybe. I’m fond of Mutley. He’s a hard guy to refuse.”
“Well, then, there you go.”
“Plus, it wouldn’t hurt to have some money coming in.”
Jax allowed himself a grin. “I’ll pay double the going rate,” he said.
“Don’t push it,” Charlie warned. Then she sighed again. “If Mrs. Klozz is behind this, and of course she is, I might as well go with the flow. I’m powerless to resist.”
He felt the same way.
Jax took his time, using his napkin to wipe his mouth as an excuse not to respond immediately. “Let’s take this slowly. I’d appreciate the hospitality, at least for tonight, because the alternative is either the hotel—if they have a room available—or bedding down on Nate’s couch. With his bloodhound, Rufus by name. I’m as fond of bloodhounds as the next guy, but they’re heavy and they drool a lot. A bed here would certainly be preferable.”
Charlotte rubbed her forehead, looking beleaguered—and amused. “Go ahead and stay until you find something else. You should know, however, that I haven’t got the slightest idea what I’m doing with my life. That’s about as honest as I can be. I lost my job, for one thing.”
“I gathered that from your online post.” Oops. He blamed his slip on the muffin; it was delicious. Beyond delicious. “I’m sorry about the job, but not sorry you left New York. Want a bite?”
She plucked off a morsel and ate it. Her shoulders slumped. “I’m not sorry, either. I just want it understood that I have no idea where my plans are right now. Let me get through the holidays first.”
He might argue with the assumption that he was there in pursuit of her, except that it was true. It made sense. If you lived in Idaho, met a woman in New York City and then showed up in someplace like Mustang Creek, Wyoming, your intentions were pretty unmistakable.
Subtle, he wasn’t.
“I’m planning to spend Christmas Eve at the clinic,” he threw out, in case she thought he’d need hand-holding over the holidays.
“You’re in charge of the pet adoption thing this year? Aunt Geneva was telling me about it today. She still reads the weekly paper from cover to cover. Luckily, she’ll be home for Christmas. I’d find it hard to feel merry without her.”
Mrs. Klozz came back in then, followed by the cat, his tail swishing. “I’ve been informed that cats need to eat, too.” Her comment was punctuated by a demanding feline yowl. “You see? Jaxon, would you mind getting Mutley out of here? If only they made dog food that tasted like cat food, then everyone would be happy. He shamelessly eats it in one gobble, and poor Can-Can is left in the lurch.”
Another chance to be useful. At this rate, he’d be indispensable in a matter of days.
“Thank you, Mrs. Kl—Millicent. For lunch, I mean. Mut and I will go up and check the bathroom door. Come on, boy.”
He had to grin at the pensive way Mutley looked over his shoulder, as if he suspected somebody was about to break out a can of cat food, but he followed Jax out of the room.
“We men have to stick together,” Jax told the dog as they climbed the steps to the landing.
The dog barked. Jax took it as a sign of agreement.
On closer examination, Jax discovered that the latch on the bathroom door was stuck because the handle mechanism no longer fit into the frame. With Mutley supervising, he took it apart, using the screwdriver on the pocketknife he carried all the time unless he was dressed up for some reason, which wasn’t often in his line of work. He tightened all the screws, then put the lock back together. It worked like a charm.
Walk the dog. Fix the door. He put a mental check beside both items.
He was getting a lot done; he’d checked out of the hotel and he was ready to move in.
With Mutley at his side, he went out to his extended-cab truck to fetch his suitcase, shaving kit and laptop from the backseat. He’d checked out of the hotel, assuming he’d be staying at Nate’s. There were still a few boxes, but Jax decided to leave those where they were for the time being. The balance between him and Charlotte was delicate; he didn’t want to come across as pushy.
Upstairs in his new bedroom, Mutley lay down, panting, to watch as Jax unpacked his clothes, hung up his shirts, stowed away his other belongings in the antique dresser. He set his laptop on the desk and plugged it in to charge.
That done, he sat down on the edge of the quilted bed and dispatched a brief text to his dad. Just your basic update, a “hello, I’m fine, how are you?” kind of thing. This time of day “Doc Locke,” as the locals called him, would still be with his furry patients. Jax would call him later with his new—temporary—address and the phone number at the veterinary clinic.
In the meantime, since he had the afternoon free, maybe he’d go out and do some Christmas shopping. Get a look at the town in the process.
Now that he was acquainted with Mutley, who seemed a perfectly adequate canine, he was having second thoughts about presenting Charlotte with a dog. So he was back at square one when it came to buying her a Christmas gift. He’d bought gifts for his dad and various other family members online, so that was done, but he wanted to pick up a little something for Mrs. Klozz, for the vet techs and receptionist over at Nate’s clinic and for Charlotte’s aunt, too.
There was one problem, though.
“Hey, Mut, what do old ladies like?”
The dog unhelpfully gave a small snore, sound asleep in a stray patch of sunlight coming through the window. He opened one eye when Jax went to the door, then closed it again. Evidently, old Mutley had had all the fun he could stand for one day.
CHAPTER SIX
HADLEIGH GALLOWAY CERTAINLY hadn’t changed much, Charlotte thought as she entered the quilt shop, and the bell on the door jingled. They’d seen each other last summer when their friend Bex Stuart had gotten married, but hadn’t had a chance to really talk amid all the bustle of the wedding. Not to mention that Hadleigh had a newborn then, so she’d been more than a little preoccupied.
The shop looked festive with garlands along the ceilings and a wreath on the wall behind the desk. All the gorgeous quilts on display had a winter theme of pine trees or reindeer, most of them patterned in the traditional red and green, but there was a particularly lovely one in pale blue and ivory, picturing a church covered in snow.
Festive music played softly in the background.
“Charlie!” Hadleigh left her perch on the stool behind the counter and came around to hug her. “You’re home for Christmas. I was hoping to see you.”
Charlotte hugged her in return. “I’m home for longer than just Christmas this time. I’ve moved back here. Guess I’m more of a small-town girl than I thought and, anyway, Aunt Geneva needs me. Other than that, I’m not sure what I’ll do next.”
“We’ll have a girls’ night out with Melody and Bex and catch up soon. Make the men watch the babies and kids instead of football.”
“Sounds perfect.” While she’d certainly made friends away from Mustang Creek, her roots were deepest here. They’d all gone to school together—she, Bex, Melody and Hadleigh.
Hadleigh’s eyes sparkled. “So the new vet… What’s that story?”
“How could you possibly—”
“Mrs. Klozz sometimes brings me suggestions for new quilt designs. Like that one.” She pointed to a child-size quilt featuring a reindeer wearing a Santa hat. “She breezes in, usually with a treat, like those yummy tea cakes with white chocolate drizzle, and chats for a minute or two. She’s mentioned Dr. Locke more than once. And keep in mind this is Mustang Creek, where everyone knows everything.” Hadleigh stopped to take a breath. “Let’s see, Bex is married to Tate Calder, and Doc Cameron is Tate’s partner in the horse-breeding business. He acquired a new vet for his practice, so it was just a matter of connecting the dots. He followed you here, correct? Did I miss anything?”
Seven years away from Mustang Creek was apparently too long. “I have so much to handle right now, I can’t even begin to figure out how I feel about Jax.”
“Want some coffee? You can bounce your ideas off me.”
“That would be great, if I had any ideas. I’d love a coffee, though.” Charlotte chose a wing chair by a small gas fireplace that gave the shop some of its cozy ambiance. Hadleigh vanished into the back room and returned a few minutes later with two steaming mugs and a huge smile.
“I love that fancy machine Tripp bought me. Pop in one of those little pods, push a button and presto, instant anything-you-want.” She sank down in the opposite chair. “So how have you been? Bring me up-to-date.”
That was where they were five minutes later when Jax strolled through the door.
He was a lot of things, but deceitful wasn’t one of them. Charlotte knew the look of surprise on his face was genuine. He stopped abruptly about two feet into the shop. “Oh.”
“How many times in one day do I have to ask why you’re somewhere I don’t expect?” Charlotte teased, enjoying his discomfort just a little.
Hadleigh was hardly slow. She glanced at him, then over at Charlotte, and said with evident amusement, “Hey, call me Sherlock. By the process of elimination, I’ve deduced that you must be Dr. Jaxon Locke.” She stood up, stretching out her hand. “Hi. I’m Hadleigh Galloway.”
“Hi.” He took off his cowboy hat—it looked perfectly natural on him—and stepped forward to shake Hadleigh’s hand. Then he said to Charlotte, “I swear I didn’t know you were here. I asked my grandmother what your aunt might want for Christmas, and she suggested a quilt. Mrs. Klozz agreed and recommended this shop.”
Mrs. Klozz. Of course she’d be involved.
Charlotte sighed and pointed. “That blue one. It’s beautiful and she’ll love it. I was going to buy it for her, but go ahead.” She was joking, actually. The quilt was one of a kind, and it was bound to be expensive. Why hadn’t his grandmother suggested something more manageable, like talcum powder or fancy soap?
Hadleigh was definitely laughing. Oh, she was trying to hide it, but without success.
Jax bought the quilt, which was expensive, without a second’s hesitation and beat it out the door pretty fast, and Charlotte had to laugh then, too. “I can’t win. I walked in and took one look at that quilt and thought of Aunt Geneva. He’s moved here to my hometown, into my house and won over the dog. By tonight, tomorrow at the latest, the cat will be all his, and you can bet he’ll charm my aunt.”
“He’s really cute, Charlie.”
No argument there. He was. And that, of course, was part of the problem.
“We don’t want the same things, Hadleigh. I don’t know if you remember, but we were a couple for a while when I lived in New York.” At that, Hadleigh nodded vigorously. “He always seemed impressed by my job, but deep down, I have this fear that he has visions of a sweet little housewife. A woman who’ll have his babies and make sure supper’s ready when he gets home from work every night. And I’m nothing like that. I’m a go-to-the-office and pick-up-takeout kind of gal. He seems to have his life all sorted out, and I’m as confused as ever.”
“Don’t despair. It only took Tripp and me about ten years or so to come up with a plan.”
“Oh, that’s comforting.”
It was true, though; the road to true love had been a rocky one. Tripp had barged into Hadleigh’s first wedding, slung her over his shoulder and carried her out of the church to prevent her from marrying the wrong man. He’d done the right thing. But a pending divorce—his; a sense of outrage—hers; and a job out of state—his again, had all conspired to keep them apart. Until recently…
Hadleigh said, “I couldn’t be happier, but both Tripp and I had to make adjustments. So Jax knows what he wants, and that’s you. Now it’s your turn. What do you want, Charlie?”
Charlotte felt philosophical. “Before this, I probably would’ve said I wanted Jax—but the big-city version, if you know what I mean. I think I knew all along that that wasn’t going to happen. He had a great job. He made enough to pay all his student loans—and he liked New York well enough. He just didn’t love it. Not the way I did. It was hard to imagine him living in the East indefinitely. He missed tending horses and cattle, I could tell, but he missed the West even more. He’s the kind of man who needs a broad sky to look up at, and miles of space in every direction.” She paused, gazing into her empty mug. “Mustang Creek will suit him.”
“Does he suit you? If not, you’re very picky, Charlie Morgan. He’s handsome as all get-out, and he’s obviously nice. Hmm, maybe if he cured cancer or wrote a best-selling novel, you’d be impressed. Come on, Charlie.”
The truth was, she sometimes thought Jax suited her a little too well. She could lose herself in a man like that, become somebody she no longer recognized. She’d seen it happen, had watched, appalled, as smart, capable women gave up parts of themselves, one by one—shedding jobs, opinions, religions, even friends.
Especially friends.
“It isn’t his problem,” she admitted at last, “it’s mine.”
“Now we’re in agreement.” Hadleigh sipped her coffee. “You’re scared, Charlie. Plain old scared. Well, here’s a newsflash—love is risky. For everybody. It’s also worth taking a chance on.” She reached over, patted Charlotte’s hand. “Let’s sum up here. He’s in love with you and you’re in love with him. You’re living in the same house, but Mrs. Klozz is living there, too, so what can possibly happen?” Maybe the next statement made sense to Hadleigh, but it sailed right over Charlotte’s head. “It’s still two days before Christmas. I think you should go skiing.”
“What? Skiing?”
Hadleigh pointed toward the mountains. “See those? That’s where you go skiing. You strap those wooden things to your feet—”
“I know what skiing is.” Charlotte had to laugh. “Do me a favor. Explain why we should go skiing.”
Hadleigh got up and came back with a set of keys. “It’s too late to go today, but tomorrow would be good. There’s all this romantic snow, and Tripp and I have a condo up in the Tetons. Don’t ask, it’s some sort of corporate thing left over from when he owned the charter jet service. Anyway, I refuse to lurch down the slopes with a baby strapped to my chest, and we haven’t even used the place this season. Maybe the two of you could go there and talk.”
Talk. Right. Charlotte was fairly sure they’d just fall into each other’s arms and not leave that condo, never even set foot—or ski—on the slopes.
She took the keys. Slowly, but she took them. “Thanks. I don’t know how much talking we’ll do. Jax doesn’t officially start his new job until Christmas Eve, and I’m currently unemployed. And while this may well be the worst idea on earth, I might eat my weight in pastries hanging out with Mrs. Klozz. A little exercise couldn’t hurt.”
“There’s no better exercise.” Hadleigh twinkled.
Charlotte said drily, “Are we still talking about skiing?”
“Uh-huh.” Hadleigh took another sip of coffee, did her level best to look innocent and failed completely.
* * *
AT SUPPER TIME, Mrs. Klozz—Millicent—served a pot roast that would make his grandmother’s famous recipe fade into the recesses of culinary history, which meant he was never going to mention it to her, and he had three helpings of the mashed potatoes.
Forget Charlie. He might just go ahead and propose to Mrs. Klozz. She was a bit old for him, but still…
“That was better than good,” he told her, when he was finally full. “I think I’m on a food high.” Both Charlotte and Millicent scooted back their chairs to rise, but he stopped them. “No, no, stay where you are. I’ll clean up. Least I can do.”
“You’re a very sweet young man.” Mrs. Klozz relinquished the plate she’d picked up.
Sweet? Not so much. This was an act of self-preservation; he needed to move around before he fell over. He was used to grabbing a sandwich and calling that dinner.
Charlotte ignored his offer, took the plates from his hands and walked to the sink. “Way to suck up, you sweet young man, you.”
He couldn’t help watching the sway of her hips. Those feminine curves really did it for him. “I meant what I said. Let me do the dishes.”
“We’ll do them together. Anyway, you don’t know where everything goes. I’ll dry.”
He relented, but only because he liked the idea of standing next to Charlie. “That’s fair.”
As he washed the dishes, she asked unexpectedly, “Do you ski?”
“I’m from Idaho.” He rinsed a glass and handed it over. “Yes, I ski. Can’t remember when I didn’t. My dad taught me, probably as soon as I could walk. He still loves the slopes, but he’s been told to lay off since his heart attack. Why?”
She hesitated.
Jax waited with slightly lifted brows.
“Oh, hell, here goes,” Charlie said, her eyes reflecting uncertainty. Then the words tumbled from her lips in a breathless rush. “I have friends who offered to lend me their condo near a resort. You met Hadleigh this afternoon. She and her husband, Tripp, have a new baby and haven’t had a chance to use the place this season. I wondered if you wanted to go up there with me tomorrow. I’ve checked the forecast on my phone. It’s supposed to be just like today, cold with intermittent snow flurries. If you have other plans—”
“I’d love to,” he interrupted swiftly, unable to stifle a smile, but trying not to look too elated.
A secluded night with her after a day on the slopes? Early Christmas present for sure. Thanks, Saint Nick.
“I’m a little rusty,” Charlie continued with uncharacteristic shyness. “I went skiing a few times in upstate New York with friends, but it’s been several years.” She put away another dish, keeping her face averted. Was she blushing? God, he hoped so, because that would mean she knew what he was thinking, might even be thinking the same thing herself. “And I’ll have to dig out my skis from the basement. You can rent equipment at the lodge.”
“Are you kidding? Do you suppose I’d come to a place like this, right by the mountains, and not bring mine? They’re in the back of my truck. My poles and boots, too.”
“There’s a nice restaurant at the lodge. Maybe we can have dinner there unless it’s completely booked, which is possible, with the holiday rush. I’ll call and check. The food won’t be as good as it is here… What did she put in those potatoes?”
“I have no idea,” Jax replied, wiping off the gravy boat carefully; it was obviously antique—Spode, he saw, turning it over—and probably irreplaceable. “She must’ve waved a magic wand over them or something. How long has she known your aunt?”
“I asked, and Aunt Geneva was pretty vague about it.”
He wasn’t quite sure what to say, so he thought about it before asking neutrally, “Was she vague in general?”
“No.” Charlotte’s voice was firm but held a hint of sorrow. “Smart as a whip, to use an expression of hers. But she’s aware that she’s having some issues in the memory department, and she can’t manage this big house. That I understand. I think she’s happy to be in a community of people like her, and it’s a comfortable place. She’d love to have Mutley and Can-Can there with her, but she’s afraid she won’t be able to take proper care of them. I guess it makes her feel better to know that someone else—Mrs. Klozz, and now me—is on it, and that eases her mind.”
Now me. Jax hoped that offhand phrase meant Charlotte intended to stay in Mustang Creek, that she hadn’t changed her mind. However, it could just as easily be interpreted as for now me.
Well, they’d see, wouldn’t they?
Maybe this ski excursion would be a turning point. Back in New York she’d been confident and settled in the electric life of that city. Now he sensed a new vulnerability in her, one he understood well. When he’d gotten the call that his father was in the hospital, recovering from a near-fatal heart attack, his world had certainly changed.
His first priority had been to go home.
He understood her current dilemma, too; it wasn’t easy, juggling your own responsibilities and the needs of an ailing loved one. Plus, it was tough to admit that someone who’d cared for you all your life was no longer the same strong person you’d come to depend on.
“I’m anxious to meet your aunt.” He touched Charlie’s shoulder, then dropped his hand. His sudden reappearance in her life probably wasn’t helping the situation, but in his own defense, he would’ve been an idiot not to take the job with Nate, not to accept Mrs. Klozz’s unauthorized invitation.
And what about the ski trip? He certainly hadn’t orchestrated that.
“She’s going to love that gorgeous quilt,” Charlotte said. “As I mentioned earlier, I sort of had my eye on that as a gift for her myself. Luckily, she’s not hard to shop for. I bought her a sweater and a new pair of slippers in a boutique down the street from Hadleigh’s.” She looked away for a moment, then added quietly, “It was nice of you to think of her. She’ll be so pleased. She’ll also give you a lecture for spending too much money.”
He let the money reference pass. He wasn’t rich, didn’t even aspire to be, but he’d always had enough. “I’d like to think I’m a nice guy,” he said immodestly. “Besides, I have a thing for her niece.” Now, there was an understatement. “Um, any thoughts about a gift for Mrs. Klozz? I’m stumped there. I’d buy her a new cake pan, but that seems a little self-serving.”
Charlotte laughed. “Maybe a little. My friend Melody makes the most gorgeous jewelry, and she’ll have some pieces with a Christmas theme. I’ll call her to see if we can stop by the ranch and look at what she’s got.”
“No man in his right mind would turn down that kind of help.” He took the last glass from her and put it away, closing the cupboard. “If you want a power tool or a chisel or something like that, I can help out. Otherwise I need major assistance.”
“I doubt that Mrs. Klozz would appreciate a chisel.”
“There you go. I’m hopeless.”
Not quite true. A skiing trip with Charlotte? He was hopeful.
CHAPTER SEVEN
CHARLOTTE HAD JUST packed a small suitcase for the trip. She was latching it shut when Melody Nolan—no, it was Melody Hogan now—returned her call. “Mel, thanks for getting back to me so quickly. And happy holidays, by the way. How are Spence and little Delilah?”
She loved that name.
“We’re all fine—and I’m so glad you’re home, Charlie. According to Hadleigh, the four of us are getting together after Christmas. I can’t wait to see you again.”
“Me neither, but I was wondering if you could help us out—I mean, help me out—with a gift suggestion or two. Do you have anything on hand for a sweet older lady, probably in her seventies?”
“Uh, let’s see. I do have some ornaments that are hand painted. Christmas village, North Pole and all that. I was going to do brooches, but the design got away from me, which happens sometimes, so I decided to make them bigger. How about one of those?”
An ornament on their tree for Mrs. Klozz. Perfect. “That’s a huge help. Can Jax and I come over?”
“Absolutely. Jax? I’ve heard about him.”
Of course she had. Hadleigh kept no secrets from Mel as far as she knew. Their friendship was as strong now as it’d been when they were six years old. “We’re going skiing.”
“Knew that, too.”
Charlotte laughed. “We’ll be by in a few.”
“Delilah’s sleeping, but at this point, I can still vacuum under her bed and she doesn’t wake up. I’m told that’ll change soon, and then start again when she hits puberty.”
“My aunt never allowed sleeping in, even on Saturday mornings,” Charlotte said. “So I wouldn’t know. It used to kill me if there was a football game the night before or I’d been out on a date. Of course, I had a strict curfew, too. Served me well in college. I got up early to study when it was quiet and skipped the frat parties because by the time they got started, I was ready to sleep. Kept me out of trouble.”
“Good parenting advice. Keep it coming. Maybe I should go visit your aunt and see what other tidbits she can toss my way. Dee’s still an infant, and Spence is already talking about what kind of car we should buy her when she gets her license. Can you say spoiled rotten?”
“Aunt Geneva would love to see you. Me, too. It’s been a while.”
“Too long,” Melody said warmly. “Word of warning, Harley will run up barking his head off when you pull in, but your only danger is he might love you to death.”
Harley, needless to say, was the Hogan family dog.
When the call ended, Charlotte took mental inventory of what she’d packed. Toothbrush, small cosmetic bag, change of clothes for after the slopes, several pairs of wooly socks, cozy robe, gloves, hat, boots…
Pajamas? Almost an oops there. Would she need them? And if so, what kind? Casual or more feminine? Maybe she’d been subconsciously putting that decision off. She had no illusions about the outcome Jax was hoping for after a romantic evening in a ski condo. She didn’t want to inflate his ego by confessing there’d been no one since him, and darned few before him, even if she was thirty. She’d never viewed sex as a casual thing, and she wasn’t looking at it that way now.
So her kitty pajama pants and a T-shirt, or…something slinky and feminine? In the end, she packed both. The final decision could be made later.
She met Jax on the stairs, her suitcase in tow, and he took it from her. “Dog’s been walked—again—and sidewalk cleared,” he informed her, his smile surfacing. He hefted the bag. “I think I packed about a third of what you did, but that seems to be how it goes—a male vs. female thing. You got thirteen pairs of shoes in here?”
She sent him a scathing look. “No, I do not. I talked to Mel and we might be in luck, in terms of our gift dilemma. On the downside, I emailed the restaurant and they’re booked solid. We’ll have to improvise on that one.”
He let her go past him on the stairs. “I can whip something up. Just give me a loaf of white bread, peanut butter and a jar of jelly, and I’ll take it from there.”
“I can do better than that,” Charlotte said archly.
Truthfully, though, after seven years in a place that had every sort of fabulous restaurant on earth, and living alone for so long, she’d lost interest in cooking ages ago. Besides, it was lonely making one meal, setting a single place at the table.
But maybe cooking was like riding a bike—once you knew how, you never really forgot.
She was still thinking that lavishly optimistic thought when Mrs. Klozz hurried out of the kitchen, lugging an elaborate cooler.
Jax put down Charlotte’s suitcase—his own must be in the truck—and took the cooler from her.
Ignoring his concern, Millicent announced, “Here you go. I was up early, and since you couldn’t get restaurant reservations, I threw together a few things for your trip. Just put the casserole in the oven, 350 degrees, for thirty minutes. The bread is fresh, and that vegetable salad is a secret family recipe, so don’t ask me to list the ingredients, because every female ancestor of mine would roll over in her grave if I breathed a word.”
Charlotte was speechless. More than that, dazed.
Exactly how had Mrs. Klozz known that the lodge restaurant was completely booked?
Despite the cooler in his arms, Jax managed to plant an appreciative kiss on the older woman’s cheek. “That was very thoughtful of you,” he said. “Thanks.”
Millicent winked at Charlotte. “My pleasure. Have a good time.”
When everything was loaded in the truck, Charlotte slid into the passenger seat. “She’s matchmaking.”
Jax, looking incredible in a dark blue ski jacket, smiled at her. “Ya think?” He closed her door and went around to climb in and start the vehicle. “Directions to the Hogans’ ranch, please.”
“I can do that.” She fastened her seat belt. “Take a left on Main.”
As they traveled out of town, Charlotte asked, “How did she know that?”
“Know what?”
“That there were no reservations at the restaurant.”
“I assumed you told her.”
“No.”
He sent her a quick glance. “You do realize that our Millicent reads minds? Either that or she simply made an educated guess that, with the holidays practically on top of us, the restaurant might be booked up.”
No doubt he was right about the educated guess. And she definitely agreed that Millicent Klozz was a mind reader. “Still—”
Jax shrugged. “Look on the bright side. We can ski all day, and you don’t have to cook.”
That was a valid point. The weather was excellent, too, cold and crisp. Charlotte nodded. “Works for me. I’m sure everything she made will be delicious.”
“Me, too. But whatever you had in mind for dinner would probably be—”
“Not half as good.” She knew it and he knew it, too.
“I never said that.”
Charlotte made a face at him. “Turn at the next light and follow the highway.”
He grinned. “Yes, ma’am.”
She gave up on the cooking and let herself feel relieved that she wouldn’t have to do it. She was decent, but she wasn’t in Mrs. Klozz’s league.
And that was okay.
* * *
CHARLOTTE’S FRIEND MELODY HOGAN turned out to be a beautiful, slender blonde with a baby in her arms. She greeted Jax and Charlie at the door, smiling, and, after introductions and a breathless mutual fuss over the infant, Melody led her guests toward her studio.
The rooms they passed through were simple and they were decorated, not surprisingly, with artistic flair. The place could only be described as impressive, and the view from several large windows was magnificent.
So were the Christmas ornaments they’d come to see.
Made from porcelain, they were hand painted and exquisite, tied with silk ribbons for hanging, and if he was any judge, Mrs. Klozz would love any or all of them, but the one Charlotte selected was a cottage in the woods with drifts of snow up to the windows and an elf walking up the path, bright lights in the windows.
“That’s the one I’d choose,” he assured her.
“It’s almost magical,” Charlotte mused. “Oh, Melody, this is so beautiful. You are so talented!”
Melody looked pleased, even a little shy. “It was inspired by an old Swedish print I ran across somewhere.”
Jax selected a second ornament, this one an oval picture of a decorated tree with snow falling and two deer walking past—truly a work of art.
The baby, meanwhile, began to gurgle and squirm a little in Melody’s arms. “Maybe I could hold her,” Jax offered, having already extracted a credit card from his wallet. “While you finish up the transaction?”
Melody smiled and immediately handed over the wiggle worm. “Thanks.”
He cradled the child carefully, looking up to see Charlotte watching him.
“You’re a natural,” she observed, her tone pensive.
Jax felt his heart swell slightly. “I’ve had lots of practice,” he explained. “All my cousins have kids. Fact is, I’m not sure how I’ll recognize a Christmas with no kids knocking over their milk, having meltdown tantrums about something or eating mashed potatoes with their hands.”
Charlotte’s eyes held a soft light, lingering on him and the baby. She had a crocheted cap on again, this time in red, and her dark, gleaming hair spilled out of it, curly and thick. “If it helps,” she said with a grin, “I’ve been known to knock over my wineglass. Probably can’t do anything about the tantrum or mashed potatoes part of it, though.” Another grin. “Well, maybe the tantrum.”
He laughed, wishing that particular moment could last.
He noticed that Melody, who’d been busy tallying and wrapping, was smiling to herself. She’d missed nothing and obviously drawn some conclusions of her own. Receipts were signed, the cards returned to their respective owners and then Melody took the baby from Jax. The small, decorative shopping bag had been placed in Charlie’s custody.
“Enjoy,” Melody said, with a nod toward the bag.
Charlotte hugged her. “Mrs. Klozz is going to love these. Thank you.”
Melody arched one eyebrow. “Mrs. Claus?”
“’Tis the season,” Charlie said, amused. “But no, it’s Klozz with a K and two Zs.”
The child was straining toward Jax by then, both arms out. Melody kissed her curly head and chuckled. “She likes you,” she told Jax. “I’m not going to be the one to tell Spence his baby girl has a new favorite man.” Melody made a shooing motion with one hand. “Go forth and conquer the slopes, and have a wonderful evening, too.”
Jax saw the knowing look Melody sent Charlie’s way. As they walked back to his truck, he asked in amusement, “Is there such a thing as a secret in this town?”
“Nope. It’s probably just like the town you grew up in over in Idaho. Get used to it, Dr. Locke.”
“Our ski trip is a matter for local gossip, then?” He opened her door.
“Count on it.” She climbed in.
“Then, I hope to make our excursion gossip-worthy.”
Maybe if he hadn’t shut the door, she would’ve had some comeback for him. Moments later they were headed toward the mountains.
The drive was picturesque, the roads lined with stately pines and Douglas fir, their branches laden with snow. The aspen trees were barren this time of year, but still graceful. They spotted two elk that stopped and gazed at them as they passed, and Charlotte sighed. “I can’t believe I ever left this place.”
Jax wanted to say he couldn’t, either, but instead decided to be tactful. “There’s a lot to be said for the city. Convenience. Excitement, that special energy, bright lights—all the shopping and food. A lot of people obviously prefer those things to country roads and wildlife.”
“But not you.” Was that sadness he heard in her voice?
“No,” he answered. “Not me.” The roads were slick and he slowed down to negotiate a curve. “It’s part of me.”
He wasn’t inflexible, he thought, but he only had this one life to live, and he didn’t want to be miserable. He visited big cities, enjoyed them in small doses.
But he lived in places like this.
Charlotte had grown wistful. It was as though, for once, she’d lowered her defenses. “I have no idea what I’m going to do next. I know my time with Aunt Geneva is limited, but my choices here in Mustang Creek are, too.” She rubbed her forehead. She was wearing red mittens to match her hat. The way she wore whatever her aunt crocheted for her was pretty cute.
Maybe her options weren’t as limited as she seemed to think.
Tread lightly, buddy, warned a voice in his mind. This is delicate ground.
He was so sure of what he wanted—Charlie and the life they’d make together—but convincing a very independent, successful woman to let herself be taken care of, even a little, would be tricky.
He knew she wanted a career, and he had no problem with that—her quick mind and inborn ambition were part of who she was, after all, the way country life was part of him. But when it came to job opportunities in her line of work, she was right.
Mustang Creek wasn’t exactly the advertising hub of the Western Hemisphere.
No, that was New York.
“Ever thought of opening a bed-and-breakfast?” he blurted, as surprised by the outburst as Charlie probably was. “You’ve got a big house. You’d have the summer season, that’s popular with tourists, and then the winter crowd, for skiing and snowboarding and all that.” Where was this coming from? Oh, yes, Mrs. K. had made some comment about how the place could be turned into a B and B; she must’ve planted the idea. Intentionally? Who knew? “If you could hire Mrs. Klozz to do the cooking,” he added, “you’d have a shot at a four-star rating.”
Charlie stared at him as if he’d lost his mind—and he wasn’t entirely sure he hadn’t. “Jax, the place needs to be remodeled,” she pointed out. “Extensively, from top to bottom. Besides, inn keeping isn’t part of my skill-set. I created advertising campaigns, handled brand management, stuff like that, remember? I wouldn’t know how to decorate or—”
“Melody would. Know how to decorate, I mean. Besides, your skills would help you promote the business, wouldn’t they?”
He’d scored a point there, he could see that. Two points. She even nodded.
But then she slouched down in her seat and shook her head. “I can’t.”
He’d never learned when to shut up. “This town doesn’t have enough decent hotels. Didn’t you tell me your friend Bex’s husband arranges trail rides because he raises horses? You could set up a summer package that includes riding.”
“Tate? Yes, he does, sometimes. Now, would you cut that out? I hereby order you to stop putting impossible ideas in my head.”
“Impossible?” Jax retorted. “As long as I’ve known you, Charlie, I don’t think I’ve ever heard you use that word.”
Wow. Good one, Locke.
And he was just getting started. If he wanted to spend the rest of his natural life with Charlie, he had to get things moving.
But carefully.
She folded her arms, and her head was set at a stubborn angle. “Well,” she said, “now you’ve heard me say it. Impossible. Impossible, impossible, impossible…”
“You can stop that anytime now,” Jax said.
“I’ll stop when you stop.”
He could barely keep a straight face. “Stop what?”
She punched him in the shoulder, hard, and then laughed. “This isn’t exactly an adult conversation, is it?” she asked.
He grinned. “Have we had one of those recently?”
“Not that I can recall.”
“Hmm.”
“The fact remains that I know nothing about running a small business.”
“No, your expertise is running big ones.”
“It’s not the same.”
“It is the same, Charlie. It’s just a matter of scale.” He watched out of the corner of his eye while she digested that. “You could pick Hadleigh’s brain—she’s been pretty successful, right? And what about Bex? Doesn’t she qualify as an expert with all those fitness centers? And then there’s Melody—”
Charlotte groaned. “You should’ve been a lawyer. Or, better yet, a politician.”
“God forbid,” Jax said with conviction.
It lightened the moment. She gave a sputtering little giggle.
Jax picked up the proverbial ball and ran with it. “You could put brochures in all the rooms, advertise Hadleigh’s quilt shop, Bex’s gyms, Melody’s jewelry and other artwork. Quadruple win.”
“Stop.”
“I can’t.”
“Obviously.”
“You could offer dinner on the weekends, too. Mrs. Klozz suggested that.”
Charlie sat up very straight, as if she’d backed into the business end of a cattle prod. “You’ve been discussing this with Millicent?”
“It would be more accurate to say she’s been discussing it with me. She’s a fast talker, that woman.”
“I’m surprised she managed to get a word in edgewise.”
“Very funny, Charlie.”
“I thought so,” she replied. “And the subject is closed.” With that pronouncement, she turned her head to stare out her window.
Jax smiled. She was thinking it over.
And that was good.
CHAPTER EIGHT
PREDICTABLY, TRIPP AND HADLEIGH’S condo was a charming second-story unit with a view of the chairlift and lodge, and its own balcony. The enormous kitchen boasted granite countertops and stainless-steel appliances, and spiffy travertine tile on the floor. The furniture throughout was modern with sleek lines. The bed was king-size, graced with one of Hadleigh’s artistic quilts, a museum-quality piece with an appliqued mountain scene, and there were his-and-hers closets. Not to mention his-and-hers bathrooms.
Charlotte found herself thinking about quilts. Patchwork. Log Cabin. Wedding Ring.
Well, maybe not Wedding Ring.
They’d strike just the right note, colorful and cozy, in a bed-and-breakfast.
Not that she was seriously considering Jax’s idea about turning Aunt Geneva’s lovely old house into anything of the kind.
That would be downright reckless, from a financial standpoint. A new roof, already in the forecast, was merely the beginning. Each of the bedrooms would need its own bath, and it would be only sensible to put in an elevator, in order to accommodate elderly guests or people with disabilities.
“Nice place.” Jax set Charlotte’s bag by one of the closets, snapping her out of the B and B fantasy. It was something of a jolt.
As fancy as the condo was, there was just one bedroom.
Well, they’d managed all right at the hotel the other night.
Except they’d had two beds.
Might as well go straight to the heart of the matter.
“I haven’t decided yet if I’m going to sleep with you,” Charlotte informed him.
“You mean you haven’t decided if we’re going to make love,” he said. “That’s up to you. However, you’re definitely going to sleep with me, because this appears to be the only available bed.”
Charlotte felt a rush of heat, but tried not to let on. “There’s a couch.”
“Yes, I noticed. It’s big, it’s cushy and it’s as white as the powder on the ski slope. I don’t think it’s meant for sitting on, never mind sleeping on.”
He was right, of course. When Hadleigh and Tripp visited the condo, they probably didn’t spend a lot of time sitting around in the living room, admiring the view, as beautiful as it was.
They’d be skiing.
Or making use of the bed.
Charlotte felt an unmistakable tingle. That bed was the size of a farm field, but it didn’t mean she and Jax wouldn’t collide.
Hadleigh hadn’t mentioned the limited sleeping arrangements.
Imagine that.
Jax chuckled, apparently reading her mind. Or maybe it was her body language. “Must be fate, the way we keep winding up in this situation.”
“Fate?” Charlotte fussed. “Or plain bad luck?”
He rested his hands on her shoulders, drew her a little closer. “Relax,” he said. Where had she heard that before? “Do I want to make love to you?” His voice dropped. “Yes, I do. I don’t think that’s any big secret. I moved to Wyoming from Idaho, which isn’t like crossing the street. And I did it because of you. I want you as much as I ever did, maybe more, but the fact remains, Charlie—it’s your call. Unless you say the word, nothing’s going to happen between us, whether we’re sharing a bed or not.”
Jax wasn’t the only painfully honest person in this equation. Charlotte sank to the edge of the three-acre bed and sent him a reproachful look. “You must know I’ve been thinking of practically nothing but sex ever since the other night.”
His grin was quick and easy. “I had my suspicions,” he said.
She flopped backward on the bed to stare up at the ceiling. The mattress was unbelievably comfortable. Naturally. “The timing for us, for getting involved again, is terrible, Jax. The house, my aunt, no job, the fact that I’m going to have to start my life over. I don’t trust myself, either. I thought I wanted a high-profile job in a big city. I liked that life while I had it, and yet…it wasn’t enough. I can see that now. I almost killed myself in college getting that MBA so I’d graduate at the top of my class. It isn’t going to do me a whole lot of good in Mustang Creek. Neither will my experience organizing major advertising campaigns for national brands. Here, it all seems…irrelevant.”
Based on what he’d said earlier, she knew he didn’t agree, but at least he had the grace not to argue. “Let’s change clothes, get out there and do some skiing. This condo is fabulous, the powder is wonderful according to the news and you don’t have to make every decision right this minute.”
She’d already made a radical one—by inviting him on this little trip in the first place.
So who was she trying to kid here?
Herself, obviously.
“You’re right,” she said. Then she stood up, pulled off her sweater, tossed it on the floor and started to unfasten her jeans. “Can we put off skiing for a little while?”
The look on Jax’s face was priceless.
For a moment he seemed paralyzed.
It really was funny.
But then her practical side kicked in. Sort of.
She froze. “Oh, no,” she said.
Jax’s eyes widened. “What do you mean, oh, no?” he demanded, his voice husky.
She managed not to laugh. “Please say you brought condoms.”
His relief was billboard obvious. “Yes.” His voice was more of a rasp. His blue eyes were intent. “I wasn’t going to make that mistake again.” He was quiet for a moment. “Charlie, are we talking about now?”
She unfastened her bra, baring her breasts as it slipped off. “Is this a bad time for you?”
“Hell, no.” Jax’s gaze was riveted south of her face. He pulled his shirt off over his head after unfastening only a few buttons. His boots went next, then his jeans, then—
When he joined her on the bed she was naked and ready, and so was he.
He held her, nuzzled the sensitive skin beneath her ear, his breath warm on her neck. “Charlie,” he murmured.
She put a finger to his lips. “Shh,” she said. “We always get into trouble when we talk. Let’s just do, okay?”
His reply was a rumbled, “Okay.”
So they did.
Charlotte watched him rip open a foil packet, then allowed her eyes to drift shut, giving herself up to sensation, to the moment, to him.
He gave her the pleasure she not only wanted but also needed, in long, smooth strokes, in tender touches and soft words, until she trembled in his arms and wished for one insane second that she hadn’t insisted on a condom.
The thought was soon lost in a torrent of mounting passion, each shared breath, each motion of their joined bodies more exquisite than the last.
When Charlotte climaxed, she cried out, the sound guttural and exultant, and Jax’s surrender was simultaneous.
After what seemed like a very long time, they finished, and lay still, breathing audibly and in perfect sequence, their bodies entwined so closely that she could feel his heart racing. Or was it hers?
Once they’d recovered a little, Jax was the first to speak, lifting his head, his eyes alight with humor and the sultry aftermath of release. “Charlie, I’ve missed you.”
In reply, she put her hands on either side of his face and kissed him, hard and deep. It would be easy to suggest they skip the skiing altogether and spend the afternoon in bed, but she was well aware that she was sifting through some complicated emotions, and she held back the words. Instead, she ran a fingertip down his nose in a playful caress. “I’m so glad. Because, in case you haven’t noticed, I’ve missed you, too.”
He considered that for so long, she thought he was about to tell her he loved her.
Instead, he said, “We need to make a pact.” He was braced on his elbows, gazing down at her.
“Okay.” She spoke cautiously.
“I’ve been pushing you, Charlie, and I’m sorry.” He kissed her shoulder. “The truth is, we both need a chance to relax, to learn about each other again, so let’s keep it simple and not talk about the future—or worry about it, either. That’ll be our Christmas gift to each other.”
It was the reprieve she needed, although a part of her wanted a declaration of love, a proposal, a lifelong promise. And now, damn it.
But she knew he was right. “Good idea,” she said.
He nibbled at her lower lip, arousing her all over again.
How, she wondered, had she ever managed to resist him?
She brushed a lock of his hair behind his ear. “You need a haircut.”
“Do I?”
He drew her down, pulled her against him. And then they made love again, slowly this time, sweetly.
“I have to be honest,” he told her, much later, when they were getting ready for the slopes. Starving, they’d raided the cooler they’d brought from home. “I might be in love with Mrs. Klozz,” he teased. “That casserole could be the deciding factor in who I choose. Do you have any clue what’s in it?”
“None,” she said.
“And that bread.”
“Yeah,” Charlotte agreed. “The bread.”
He lowered his voice. “You have some tough competition.”
“I happen to have a few advantages of my own,” she reminded him.
They were sitting at the kitchen table, and Jax reached over, tugged Charlotte out of her chair and onto his lap.
It was immediately apparent that he wanted her.
Again.
Which was fine, because she wanted him, too.
The perfect powder out there on the ski trails would just have to wait.
* * *
OH, YEAH, HE was going to sleep tonight.
First a long afternoon of making love to the woman of his dreams, then a few hours of downhill under floodlights, on some challenging trails—now, at least, they could say they’d actually skied—followed by a spiked hot chocolate at the lodge bar to take the edge off the winter chill.
Here he was, showered and dressed and standing in the condo’s spectacular kitchen, pouring wine into two glasses as the most fantastic aroma wafted from the oven.
It had been one of the best days of his life—so far.
“What’s in that?” He pointed at the casserole as he handed Charlotte a glass of merlot. Since Mrs. Klozz had packed enough food to last for two weeks, they hadn’t broken into the casserole yet. “I don’t think I’ll even need to eat it—I’m getting full on the smell alone.”
Charlotte’s eyes sparkled and she looked delectable in the kitty pajama pants and a pink T-shirt. “I know. It seems to be some sort of chicken stew, and Millicent tucked in written instructions. We’re supposed to drop biscuits on top at a certain point in the baking process. I almost hate to tell you this, because I’m not positive I want to share, but there are brownies, too, and they did not come out of a box.”
“Brownies?” he repeated with a mock groan. “I’m going to have to go to the gym about fourteen times next week.”
Charlotte sipped her wine and leaned against the counter. “I’m afraid Millicent might grab the lead in the romance race once you taste that casserole,” she joked.
He was glad Charlotte seemed easier, less tense, maybe even comfortable, with her decision to give in to the attraction between them. He understood about crossroads; he’d recently been there himself. Once you made the decision to take a certain path, forward was the only way you could go, because life was too short for much backpedaling. Everyone had regrets now and then; it was inevitable. But he didn’t intend to be one of hers.
“I have a big heart,” he said magnanimously. “I think I can love you both.”
“Glad to hear it,” she responded with a laugh. “The casserole does smell good, doesn’t it? We have another twenty minutes according to her instructions. Sit by the fire?”
There was a gas fireplace in the living room, and through the glass doors the Christmas lights of the lodge were visible, twinkling in the distance, reflecting on the snow. He was pleasantly mellow from physical exercise and the glass of wine in his hand.
It was only by the grace of whatever powers controlled the universe that Charlotte’s cell phone rang, or he might have yielded to the impulse and proposed marriage on the spot, never mind all that talk about giving themselves the gift of time and space.
She answered the call.
Apparently, the caller was Charlie’s aunt. He tried not to listen while they discussed their plans for Christmas Eve, but it was hard without leaving the room.
When he tried, Charlie reached out, pinching his shirtsleeve, and shaking her head. Mouthed the word stay.
So he stayed. His name didn’t come up, but he was going to be busy tomorrow night anyway. He understood, and yet it stung.
After Charlotte ended the call, he asked as casually as possible, “Big plans?”
Charlotte threw him a look. “You know you’re invited. I believe you live at our house now.”
“Does your aunt even realize I exist?”
“My aunt? Sure. I’ve mentioned you.”
“I’m glad I’m worthy of a mention, at least.” He didn’t know why he was being snarky; it wasn’t like him. And it didn’t feel good.
“Interesting to see a grown man sulk.” Charlotte leaned back in her chair, her expression amused. “She’s bound to love you as much as Mrs. Klozz does, so you don’t need to worry. Charming young men always impress sweet old ladies.”
“First of all, I wasn’t aware I was charming.”
“Not all the time, certainly.” She gave him a saucy little smile. “But mostly.”
He chose to ignore that. “Second, I wasn’t sure whether you’d told her about our previous relationship.”
The fire, visible through the wide archway between the kitchen and the living room, was romantic, and the place was redolent with the aroma of the casserole warming in the oven. Jax was surprised all the neighbors weren’t pounding on the door demanding a taste of it.
Charlotte didn’t comment immediately, but after a few minutes, she said quietly, “I told her I’d met the right man at the wrong time. She understood. Aunt Geneva never got married, but she said she’d once met the right man, too. I get the impression he might’ve been married to someone else. There’s a story there, although she hasn’t told it to me. I’ll probably never know. I figured if she’d wanted to explain, she would have, so I didn’t ask.”
The right man. He liked the sound of that.
Once more, he was tempted just to go ahead and ask her to marry him. Looking past her shoulder, Jax considered the flames. Whoa, he told himself. He only planned to propose marriage once in his life, and he wasn’t going to jump the gun, risk spoiling everything. Especially after suggesting they take things slow.
“More wine?” he asked instead.
“I’ll have some with dinner.”
On cue, the buzzer on the oven dinged. He practically jumped to his feet. “You get the food and I’ll set the table. Deal?”
“The way to a man’s heart. Oh, the wisdom of the ages—and Mrs. K.”
His smile was deliberate. “You don’t need to find your way into my heart,” he said. “You’re already there.”
Easy now.
Clearly, Charlie had no idea how to respond, but she didn’t seem put off.
Rummaging around, Jax found quilted place mats—Hadleigh’s touch, of course—in one of the drawers. Then, with a little searching, he located plates and cutlery, too.
Place mats, no less.
His father, a widower since Jax was barely two, had been casual about things like place settings. Their meals, while ample and certainly healthy, were catch-as-catch-can affairs. That was the life of a country vet; often his dad had to leave the house at a moment’s notice, climb into his battered truck, drive off and tend to some emergency.
Over the years, Jax had a girlfriend or two who’d been picky about what side of the plate the fork went on, but by and large, he’d always figured that having everything there, all the necessary plates and utensils, was good enough.
The dish Charlotte took from the oven turned out to be even more delicious than its aroma had promised, which hardly seemed possible.
As a man who was holding back a proposal, Jax did his best to not eat too fast, a clear indication of poor table manners, but Charlie seemed to be keeping pace. The creamy sauce and tender chicken were balanced by the flaky biscuits, but the brownies eclipsed all expectations.
And things just kept getting better from there.
CHAPTER NINE
CHRISTMAS EVE STARTED with light snow and a gentle wind tossing up white swirls. Charlotte woke to the solid weight of a male body next to hers, Jax’s breathing gentle in her ear, one of his strong arms curved around her waist. The fairy-tale evening was over, she thought as she watched the flakes float down outside the balcony doors, the breeze building small drifts against the glass.
She was grateful for that one special evening, although Hadleigh and Mrs. Klozz had been the elves who’d delivered at least part of the magic.
Beautiful surroundings, wonderful food, great conversation…and fantastic sex, she added wryly. She was probably an idiot, because unless she sorted out what she was going to do next, this Christmas gift to herself could end up being a huge mistake. Until she saw the lawyer, she’d have no clue about the state of her aunt’s finances, and paying the taxes and utilities on the house, plus the assisted-living place, might require moving to someplace like Los Angeles, Denver or Chicago. Someplace she could get a job…
It might be possible to work from home, perhaps as a consultant, but it wouldn’t be nearly as lucrative and she’d have to build a client base on her own. That would likely involve small businesses, and it would take a while.
And then there was Mrs. Klozz. Had Aunt Geneva been paying the woman a salary? Or was the woman simply an old friend, someone Charlie had never met or even heard of? Or—another possibility—was Aunt Geneva the one doing a favor for a friend?
What if Mrs. Klozz was helping out because she needed a place to stay?
If that was the case, Charlotte might find herself with two elderly dependents instead of one. After all, she couldn’t just toss poor Millicent out into the street, especially after the way she’d helped Aunt Geneva and taken care of Can-Can and Mutley.
“Hmm, good morning.” Jax stirred and stretched, looking boyishly sleepy. “Sleep well?”
She was sore, thanks both to him and to skiing for the first time in a very long while, but yes, she’d slept very well. “I did.”
“There’s nothing like waking up next to a beautiful woman.” He touched her shoulder, trailing his finger along her collarbone. “Even better when that beautiful woman’s naked.”
“Happen to you often?”
“The last time was in New York. I think her initials were C.M.”
“Smooth, Dr. Locke.”
“I try. What a pretty morning. Appropriate to the holiday.”
Good pillow talk, but Jax had never failed in that department. His major flaw—and she conceded she had her share of flaws, too—was that he was too much of a romantic. He wanted a simple life, a big family, and she suspected she might come around to his way of thinking sooner or later.
He was living in the same house, and now they were sleeping together again, although she couldn’t let that continue once they were home, not with Mrs. Klozz in residence. And it went without saying that Aunt Geneva wouldn’t approve.
Charlotte sighed. To Jax, life was straightforward, and decisions were clear-cut.
Her life was a lot more complicated. An elderly aunt who’d selflessly cared for her, given her a childhood, an education and all the unconditional love anyone could ask for. An elderly aunt who was slowly slipping away.
Her life was losing a job she’d been proud of and inheriting an old house she probably wouldn’t be able to keep but couldn’t bear to part with. It was moving back home because every plan she’d made for herself had fallen through all at once.
Life was falling in love with a handsome veterinarian but not being certain that they wouldn’t end up going their separate ways—just like last time.
How would she stand that?
Jax propped himself up on the pillows. “It isn’t?”
Charlotte was momentarily at a loss. Then she remembered. He’d been saying how pretty the morning was.
“It’s beautiful,” she agreed, wondering if her hair looked halfway decent and guessing it was a disaster. “I’ll find my robe and make us some coffee.”
Hadleigh’s kitchen had one of those instant-gratification machines, like the one at her shop. They took less than a minute, and a person could choose almost any conceivable flavor from a variety of single servings. Charlotte’s was still packed away in storage, with her books, furniture and many of her other belongings.
That was another issue, she thought as she put on her robe and padded barefoot into the kitchen. If she stayed in Mustang Creek, having miraculously discovered a way to make a living, she’d have to get rid of most of her furniture, and she needed to buy a car, too. She couldn’t keep paying the exorbitant rates to rent the one she’d been driving.
She hadn’t owned a vehicle in New York, because parking made it a nuisance and public transportation was frequent and reliable. Without a job, a loan was out of the question, so there would go a chunk of her savings.
Not that she didn’t have money; she did.
And she wanted to keep it that way.
She might have driven Aunt Geneva’s old sedan, but Geneva had sold that once she realized she was having problems remembering where things were, although she’d lived in Mustang Creek her whole life. She’d told Charlotte on the phone that she’d needed to pick up her prescriptions and had gone to the post office instead of the drugstore.
“At first I just thought, silly me, so absentminded,” Geneva had gone on to explain, “but one day I couldn’t remember how to get to the grocery store. Can you imagine? Well, to be truthful, honey, that scared me. What if I accidentally drove out of town and got completely lost? There are some remote roads out here. Besides, I might be a danger to others if I can’t pay better attention. So I sold the car. It was getting to be kind of a rattletrap anyway.”
As the recipient of that call months ago, Charlotte had felt her first true misgivings about letting her aunt live alone. So she’d arranged for her groceries and medications to be delivered and for someone to come in and help clean that big house, and she’d asked Mr. Simpson, a kindly neighbor, to walk Mutley. He’d agreed immediately, and begun taking the dog out twice a day instead of once. He was retired, he’d said, and a little bored. He needed something to do.
“I can get my own coffee, Charlie. You don’t need to wait on me.”
Jax had followed her into the kitchen. His hair was tousled and he was shirtless, wearing only his jeans. He had an athletic body, not too heavily muscled but well defined, and he could certainly outski her. He hadn’t lied about knowing what he was doing when it came to downhill, and he said he also enjoyed cross-country on silent snowy mornings. Great exercise, he promised, and if she’d never done it, he’d love to teach her.
She handed him a cup. “Here you go, already made. I hope you still like breakfast blend.”
“I like the cup of coffee I’m holding. Thank you.” He took a grateful sip.
It was unsettling that she remembered how he liked his coffee—basic, black, no sugar. She looked at the clock. “When do you have to be at the clinic?”
“Midafternoon. Should be an interesting experience. I’m a great fan of these rescue programs. I hope a lot of people show up.” He rested his elbows on the counter. “Free shots and discounted spay and neuter coupons for when the animals are old enough. Smart. That way, people are more likely to do the responsible thing and vaccinate and neuter their pets. It costs the clinic in vaccines, but if the doctors volunteer their time, it’s a nice gift to the community. Great idea of Nate’s.”
He was definitely a good guy and a whiz with animals. Mutley loved him. Can-Can wasn’t fond of vet visits and went into hiding at the mere suggestion, so Nate had come to the house more than once to handle various concerns and had good-naturedly searched under beds and in dark corners to locate Geneva’s beloved cat. “You know he’s a partner of my friend Bex’s husband, Tate. She really likes him. I’d volunteer to fill out paperwork tonight at the clinic, but I’m picking up my aunt around four. That’s why I kept my rental car.”
Jax frowned. “I guess I hadn’t thought about that—you not having wheels of your own, I mean. Once you return the rental, feel free to borrow my truck anytime. In fact, you can drop me off at the clinic and use it all day if you want.” His quicksilver grin appeared. “Just don’t forget about me after the adoption event so I have to sleep in a kennel or on the floor.”
Charlotte was touched by the offer, perhaps a little too deeply, so she spoke in a light voice. “If I could forget about you, last night wouldn’t have ever happened.” She’d chosen caramel drizzle as her flavor of the day, and the coffee was delicious. Charlotte wrapped both hands around her mug. “Like I said, I have some decisions to make and a car is one of them, but I might take you up on your offer once in a while, after the holidays are over. I rented the car for two weeks.”
“No problem, then.”
“You can be maddeningly likable at times, you know that?”
He replied with a crisp nod. “I’m a very sweet young man,” he said. “Just ask Mrs. Klozz if you don’t believe me.” Laughter lurked in his eyes.
“Would she still think so if she knew what we did last night?”
Jax shrugged, his expression comically rueful. “Probably. If you suppose she expected us to politely sleep in separate rooms after a chaste good-night kiss, you’re incredibly naive. That woman knows everything.”
Even that I’m in love with you? Does Millicent know that, too?
Mentally, Charlotte answered her own question. Of course Mrs. Klozz knew.
The brownies had heart-shaped chocolate pieces in them. Where you’d find heart-shaped chocolate chips in a place like Mustang Creek was a mystery, but the message was clear enough.
Charlotte moved to the sink to rinse her cup and put it in the dishwasher. “I won’t make you sleep in any kennels, I promise, but I don’t think it’ll be an issue. I’m going to start looking for a car.”
* * *
JAX COULD TELL that Charlie was uncomfortable being dependent on anyone else, even in a small way, but that wasn’t news.
She was stubborn, intelligent and determined; she was also sensitive and more sentimental than she cared to admit. Her personality was a wall a man could slam up against, and yet Jax wouldn’t have changed that, or anything else, about her. He’d never been drawn to the needy, indecisive type anyway.
No, he wanted her.
He sighed. It had been a memorable night. At least he’d never forget it.
But that party was over.
Briskly she said, “I’m going to hop in the shower and then we should head home. But first, would you mind stripping the bed?” She looked appealingly disheveled, her usual smooth fall of dark hair tangled—probably his fault—and she wore only a soft blue robe with a sash knotted around her waist. Jax would like nothing better than to suggest they go back to bed, but didn’t want to push his luck.
“Sure.”
“Hadleigh said the maid service will wash them and make the bed. I guess they come in once a week to dust and check on the place.”
They’d cleaned up the kitchen together the night before. Jax had felt a sense of domestic accord that reinforced his conviction that once they were married—and he was more committed than ever to making it happen—they’d get along fine. Not just in bed, but in everyday life.
They were perfect for each other.
Now all he had to do was convince Charlie.
The main problem, as he saw it, was that Charlotte was never going to be content without a career. She was used to high heels and business meetings and classy restaurants. Still, he thought philosophically as he took a pillow from its slip, she’d been born and raised in Mustang Creek.
Roots, his father often said, were roots. You could put down new ones, but where you were born was where you were from.
He would always be from Idaho, even though he was willing to put down new roots. He’d done that, in essence, by accepting the job with Cameron and moving closer to Charlotte. Now he wanted it to be worth the effort. Not that it was a hardship to move to a town that reminded him of his own. He wouldn’t mind raising his children here, but he and Charlie had to be in agreement where life choices were concerned.
After Jax had stripped the bed, he brewed a second cup of coffee and gazed out the window. It was a classic Christmas scene with the snow drifting lazily down and the chalet-style lodge sporting pine garlands and colored lights. A huge lit tree filled one of the lobby’s massive windows, and there were two smaller decorated trees on either side of the ornate front door. The view really inspired a holiday mood.
Skiers were already out, winding down the slopes, some graceful, some taking a tumble now and then, their bright coats and hats vivid against the white background. Jax couldn’t sing as well as Mrs. Klozz did, but he found himself humming “The First Noel” and was still standing by the window when Charlotte emerged from the bathroom. Her hair was damp, and the scent of her shampoo wafted along with her as she went to her suitcase and rummaged through it for clean clothes. To his disappointment she didn’t drop the towel but hurried back into the bathroom.
He heard the sound of a hair dryer, and when she came out again she was dressed in a midthigh soft gray tunic over black leggings with short boots that matched the sweater. A black belt emphasized her slender waist.
Jax was, as his dad might have said, “bowled over” by the sight of her.
“You look great,” he said softly. “I tend to think that all the time, though, so feel free to take it for granted. In other words, I’m a not-so-secret admirer.”
A tinge of color came into her cheeks. “Thanks. Sorry I was in the bathroom for so long. Your turn.”
“I’ll take about five minutes. That’s the advantage of being a guy sometimes, but there’s a trade-off. I won’t look half as good as you.”
Charlotte raised her brows. “Oh, don’t sell yourself short, Doc.”
He shaved carefully, so it was more like seven minutes, but since his real introduction to Mustang Creek was happening this afternoon, and he was going to meet Charlotte’s aunt—if she was still awake by the time he left the clinic—he wanted to look decent.
When he went to get dressed, he saw that Charlotte had set her suitcase by the door and washed the coffee cups and put them away. She even had her coat on. Back to real life, he thought in resignation as he pulled on a pair of clean jeans, a denim shirt and his socks and boots. Two minutes later they were out the door, but he hoped for another visit soon.
He owed Hadleigh Galloway big-time.
However, when they reached the parking lot, there was a problem.
His truck wouldn’t start.
He was handy with cars, due to an uncle’s enthusiasm for working on them when Jax was young and hanging around, absorbing tips along with some colorful language. He’d already had a few issues with the engine turning over too slowly—he’d blamed it on the weather—but when a couple leaving the resort offered to jump-start the vehicle and it still wouldn’t turn over, he decided he knew what the problem was.
“It needs a new battery.” He dropped the hood into place, sending up a poof of snow. “At least I suspect that’s what’s going on. Not the best timing, but it happens. Let me go into the lodge and see who we can call. Sorry.”
Fortunately, Charlotte wasn’t someone who went to pieces over every inconvenience. “It does happen and always at the worst time. We both need to get back.” She sighed. “If I know Aunt Geneva, who’s early for everything, her bags are packed and she’s sitting there watching the clock.” She sighed again. “Oh, well. Can’t be helped.”
They dodged a snowy group of skiers as they went in the front doors and approached the desk. The young woman working it looked harried but smiled brightly. “Merry Christmas. What can I do for you?”
“Merry Christmas to you, as well,” Jax said. “We aren’t actual guests. We stayed in one of the condos last night, the one owned by the Galloways, and now my truck won’t start. I think it needs a new battery. Is there a local auto service?”
She typed something into her computer. “There is. They close at noon, in about a half an hour, because it’s Christmas Eve. I can call, but getting them out here could be a problem. You could go there yourself—if you can arrange for transportation. I’m afraid we can’t help, since staffing is minimal due to the holiday.”
He swore mentally until someone behind him said, “I can help.”
Jax turned and saw a young man with a stocking cap and engaging grin, clad in a green jacket and dark ski pants. “I think you’re dressed for it, and Sheba could use a warm-up before we get started. I was going to take her out anyway.”
The guy’s car was named Sheba? Okay. At least he seemed willing to lend a hand, and Jax was grateful.
“Thanks…”
“My ride is outside. Half an hour is cutting it close, so let’s go.”
They didn’t have a lot of options, so they followed him and saw—of all things—a horse-drawn sleigh out front. The real deal, with large runners and a chestnut Morgan in harness.
“I’m Vince.” They exchanged a quick handshake. “Climb in. Blankets in the back. We do sleigh rides on Christmas Eve and she’s a great horse, but like I said, a warm-up would be good. We can have you there before it closes.”
Charlotte whispered as they got in, “Seriously? A sleigh ride? Did you plan this?”
“I wish I’d thought of it.” He sat next to her and grabbed the blanket as they took off, draping it over both of them. “Apparently, fate’s been smiling on me this holiday season. Generally speaking, there’s nothing romantic about buying a battery for your truck on Christmas Eve, but I suppose doing it by sleigh might qualify.”
Charlotte laughed at his disgruntled tone. She said, “It does.”
And then she leaned over to kiss him.
He’d never considered car problems romantic, but there was a first for everything.
CHAPTER TEN
LATER, BACK IN Mustang Creek, as she and Jax pulled up in front of the house, Charlotte could still hear those sleigh bells ringing, jing-jing-jingling. And she was still smiling at the memory.
They were running a little late, but everything had gone pretty well, considering. They’d reached the auto parts place just minutes before closing time, purchased a new battery for Jax’s truck and, after sledding it back to the lodge, Jax and their bearded rescuer had swapped the old for the new in a matter of minutes.
Now, as they reached the house, Charlotte was definitely in the Christmas spirit.
Aunt Geneva was going to get a major kick out of the whole sleigh-ride story. Millicent would enjoy it, too.
Charlotte hummed a carol under her breath as she climbed out of the truck.
Of course, relating the tale would mean explaining that she’d been stranded at a ski resort with a man. Aunt Geneva wasn’t a prude, but she had certain ideas about how relationships should be conducted.
First, a sweet romance.
Then the altar.
Then, and only then, overnight visits to places like ski resorts.
At least, it was supposed to work that way, according to her aunt’s generation.
Charlotte’s heart remained light as she hurried up the front walk. She’d fallen in love and was fairly sure Jax had as well, but love by itself wasn’t enough.
On the porch, Jax reached past Charlotte, opened the door and held it for her with a sheepish look on his face. “I almost knocked. I don’t want to make Mrs. Klozz drop everything and answer the door, but it’s going to take time getting used to walking right in.”
“It’s going to take time getting used to having you live down the hall.” She walked past him, bracing herself for Mutley’s usual enthusiasm. She needn’t have worried as he dashed past her to jump all over Jax, instead. Charlotte sent the dog a mock glare. “Traitor.”
Jax scratched behind the dog’s ears. “Hey, it’ll pass once I start coming in smelling like the clinic every night. No doubt the cat will shun me completely, at least until after I’ve showered. Speaking of which, I’d better get cleaned up, grab my lab coat and get out of here. I’d rather not be late, especially on my first day.”
Charlotte nodded, feeling a little distracted. She’d called her aunt from the lodge to warn her she might be late, and she’d been told not to worry about it. Still, Geneva was eager to come home, even if it was only for a day or two.
She told Jax, “I’ll wrap the gifts when I get back here with my aunt. She can visit with Mrs. Klozz. What is that fabulous smell, by the way? It involves chocolate. I have a keen inner sense of chocolate radar, and the screen is beeping.”
“Don’t know, but if you bottle it, there’s a million bucks in your future. Go find out and I’ll bring your suitcase to your room.”
Charlotte watched Jax as he headed toward the stairs, flecks of snow still in his hair, his strides long and athletic. Mutley had decided he still loved her and stayed behind, transferring his affection. She leaned down to pat his head. “He’s a good guy, right, Mut?”
Mutley wagged his tail in vigorous agreement.
She laughed. “Well, for a vet anyway, huh? Okay, let’s say hi to Mrs. Klozz and then go pick up Aunt Geneva. Want to ride along?”
Clearly, he did. From her blanket on the couch Can-Can gave him a look of disdain and yawned, but she’d lifted her head at the mention of Geneva’s name.
Animals were just so darned smart, she thought as she went into the kitchen to find Mrs. Klozz there, wearing one of Geneva’s aprons and peering into a pot on the stove while she stirred its contents. Her white hair was coiled in its usual bun, and she was pleasantly flushed.
Without turning around, Millicent said, “Hello, dear. I’m so glad you had a nice time with your young man.”
Charlotte wasn’t sure how the woman could know if she’d had a good time or not, but she was getting used to living with the mysteries of Mrs. Klozz. “It was lovely, and dinner was wonderful. Thank you so much.”
“Oh, just something I threw together.” She raised one hand in a dismissive wave. “However, I’m quite concerned about this soup. Would you mind taking a small taste?”
Charlotte was willing to taste anything made by Mrs. Klozz. “My pleasure.”
The older lady spooned some of the concoction into a small bowl and handed it over, endearingly anxious as Charlotte sampled it. Closing her eyes, Charlotte identified the flavors of cheese, various vegetables and shrimp.
Not the source of that chocolate aroma, then.
“Delicious,” Charlotte said, with perfect honesty. “Please tell me we’re having that with supper.”
Millicent actually seemed relieved. Had she really thought any dish she made could turn out badly? “Yes. It’s the first course.”
There were going to be courses? Charlotte vowed to get a membership to Bex’s gym. Jax would faint in gratitude when he tasted that soup. “I think I also smell dessert.”
Mrs. Klozz’s eyes twinkled. “A special surprise. I know how you love chocolate.”
She did? Charlotte wondered again, for just a moment, but then it came to her: almost everybody loves chocolate. “I confess I have a weakness for the stuff.”
“Well, we shall see if this is up to par. I suppose you’re off to pick up Geneva?”
“I am. And I’m taking Mutley with me. I invited him and he accepted.”
A flicker of sadness crossed Millicent’s gentle face. “That poor dog misses her something terrible,” she said. “I try to take up the slack, but—”
Charlotte gave the other woman a quick, reassuring hug. “You’re a godsend,” she said. Meanwhile, the dog in question, sitting nearby, perked up his ears as if listening to the conversation. Most likely, he understood every word. “You’re working too hard,” she told Mrs. Klozz. “When we get back, please let me know what I can do to help.”
Mrs. Klozz smiled widely, and it was as if the clouds had parted. “You have helped, my dear, just by coming home. Geneva is happy, and your friends are happy, and so, of course, is Jaxon. You’ve given us all a very special gift, one that can’t be wrapped and put under a tree.”
Charlotte was moved. “You’re giving me way too much credit,” she said. “You’re the one who’s made all the difference!”
Mrs. Klozz had assumed a modest expression, but her wink was mischievous. “As folks tend to say hereabouts,” she confided, “you ain’t seen nothin’ yet.”
* * *
JAX WAS IMPRESSED by the turnout for the rescue pet adoption. The waiting room was jammed with people, most of them with excited children in tow, so the noise level was high enough to virtually drown out the seasonal music wafting from the sound system.
One older lady informed him she’d driven a hundred miles one way, as he finished examining the tiny black-and-white kitten she’d selected.
“My friend told me about this, and my old cat Peterson recently passed.” She teared up at the mention of her departed pet. “He was eighteen years old, though, and that’s a good long life for a feline. Millie said I should come straight here and get myself a new companion.”
Millie?
As in Millicent Klozz?
Couldn’t be.
Could it?
Jax asked, as casually as possible, as he handed over his tiny charge, “Does she have white hair?”
The older lady laughed and patted his arm as he signed the paperwork. “A lot of us do,” she said. “My friend Millie included.” She looked years younger than she probably was, holding the small adoptee close to one cheek and closing her eyes for a moment. “Thank you so much for this little sweetheart. You’re a fine young man.”
A fine young man. It was unsettling, that phrase. He’d rarely heard it—until he met Mrs. Klozz.
On the other hand, he supposed, it could well be in common use, especially among elderly women.
The important thing was that this cat would be cherished and probably spoiled. It was purring in an audible hum as the woman carried it away, draped like a tiny furry boa over her shoulder.
Good start to the evening.
Two boxer-husky mix puppies went next, both to the same family, and Jax felt duty bound to warn, “They’ll make wonderful pets, but they dig. They also have loads of energy and will grow to a fair size. I hope you have a big backyard.”
“Ranch,” the youthful father said, watching fondly as his twin boys played with the puppies. “Those dogs can dig all they like out at our place. They were all the kids seemed to want for Christmas—our old shepherd, Barney, died last spring—so I thought, why not? I doubt it’ll be a peaceful Christmas Eve, but then again, it hasn’t been for the past six years.” He held out a work-worn hand. “Thanks, Doc.”
Jax shook the man’s hand, smiling. Then he gave him the coupons for the neutering. “Cute dogs and even cuter kids. You can count your blessings this Christmas.”
“I always do.” The rancher tipped his hat and headed out, followed by his beaming wife, a pair of happy dogs and two delighted young boys.
Naturally, Mrs. Klozz had donated cookies, presenting Jax with a huge box just before he left the house, and they disappeared fast. Jax grinned as he heard the murmurs of appreciation, especially for some sort of fudgy mint bar that one woman, who picked out an older calico cat with a sedate disposition, claimed was a little bit of heaven on earth.
He sincerely thanked her on behalf of Mrs. K. and also because she’d adopted a mature animal and they tended to be harder to place. “She’s already been spayed,” he said, handing over the coupon, “but if you know someone with a pet that hasn’t been, feel free to pass this along.”
“Thank you, Dr. Locke.” She squeezed his hand. “Merry Christmas. And don’t forget to track down that recipe for me. Remember, it’s the one for chocolate-mint bars.”
“Merry Christmas to you, too,” Jax said. “I’ll get the recipe, provided it’s not a family secret. Call the office next week.”
Nate gave him a cheeky grin from the next exam table, during the brief gap in the stream of adopters and adoptees that followed. “The older ladies seem to like you a lot,” he observed.
Jax thought about Charlotte’s aunt. He’d be meeting her soon, and he wanted to make a good impression. “Here’s hoping that trend continues.” The evening seemed to be flying by. “How many people are still waiting to adopt?”
“Twelve,” Nate answered. “This is a bigger turnout than usual. Obviously, people are feeling generous.”
Jax cleared several more kittens and a German shepherd pup before he realized that the next young woman in line appeared to be bringing in a puppy instead of taking one home with her. He didn’t recognize the animal.
Her expression was apologetic. She was probably in her early twenties, dressed in a coat with a hood, her face pink from the cold. “I didn’t come here to adopt,” she said, in a small, regretful voice. “But I’m hoping you could—well—help me?”
Something inside Jax softened. He focused on the energetic little guy in her arms. “I’ll do my best,” he said quietly, feeling sorry for the girl.
“My roommate moved out of town and left her dog behind. I work long hours, and I can’t let him loose in the apartment while I’m away, so he has to stay in one of those cages.” She paused, bit her lower lip. “I hate that,” she went on miserably. “And so does he. But all the neighbors are complaining because he howls all the time and I—” Tears welled in her eyes. “He’s a really nice dog, though.” Another hesitation. She set the pup on Jax’s exam table. “I heard about the adoption on the radio and wondered if anyone here might want him.”
Jax could hardly believe what he was seeing. The dog was a beagle mix.
And he’d been hand delivered.
“I think so,” he said in a voice that was slightly hoarse. All afternoon, he’d been weighing the pros and cons of giving Charlie a puppy for Christmas, and getting no closer to a decision in the process. This little guy, maybe three months old, was lively, all right, and he looked healthy. When he reached his full growth, he’d be about the same size as Mutley. “Shots?” Jax asked.
The girl shrugged, her expression uncertain. “I don’t know,” she said. “Probably. I’m pretty sure she brought him here—my ex-roommate, I mean—once or twice. I remember her complaining about how much it cost. You could check your records, couldn’t you? His name is Felix. The address would be 83 Aspen Place, apartment 14.”
Felix was busy licking his hand by then, and Jax picked him up. “I can check, and yes, he’ll be placed. And, by the way, you did the right thing, bringing him here.”
She smiled gratefully. Her eyes were still wet. “I’d gladly keep him, but I can’t stand to think of him shut up like a criminal all day. He needs a yard or a big space where he can run around.” She sniffled. “He’s sort of house-trained. And he’s smart, too.”
“I personally know someone who’ll love him. He’ll have a good home.”
If Charlotte didn’t take a shine to Felix, Jax would find another place to live and keep the dog himself. They’d already bonded, the two of them.
Half an hour later, Jax and Nate were finished for the night. All the pets had been adopted and, although the staff looked a bit shell-shocked, everybody was happy.
He’d asked one of the techs to check on Felix’s shots earlier, and he was indeed up-to-date. Jax bought a collar and a leash, and the tech added a bright red bow, just for fun.
“Here you go, little fella,” Vickie had said, fastening the bow to Felix’s new collar. “Such a cutie. Your girlfriend will love him.”
Was Charlotte his girlfriend? He hadn’t referred to her that way.
He’d said friend, not girlfriend.
And he wasn’t even sure Charlotte wanted a dog.
He did, though. He definitely wanted a dog—this dog. Plus Charlotte, plus a whole passel of kids…
Still, there was no denying that Felix was a risky gift.
Maybe he should’ve gone with perfume or a piece of jewelry from Melody’s ranch-house studio.
Once everyone else had gone, Jax took the puppy over to Nate. “If you had to call it, what would you say we have going on here, besides beagle?”
His colleague picked Felix up and ran his hands over him, then looked at his teeth. “Maybe a German pointer. Good dogs. I’d say he’ll hit maybe forty to fifty pounds. A decent size, and he’ll make an excellent watchdog. Not too big to handle, friendly but protective and great with kids. So you’re taking this one?”
“Note the bow. He’s a gift.”
“So I gathered, from the tidbits I overheard. The techs think you’re awesome, by the way, as well as cute. Personally, I don’t see it.”
Jax shook his head, laughing. “I’m definitely not awesome when it comes to picking out gifts, but I do know a thing or two about dogs. He seems like a good one. Charlotte, Mutley and Can-Can need a friend.”
“Oh?”
“My new family.”
“I’ve met Can-Can and Mutley,” Nate said in his good-natured way. “And I remember Charlotte Morgan from high school. Very pretty girl. Congratulations.”
Very independent girl.
“That’s premature,” Jax mumbled. Congrats were not yet in order. “I’m working on it, though.” Jax retrieved Felix and wished he’d brought a carrier, but decided to hope the dog didn’t act up in the car. According to his phone, it was now well past six, but then, if they hadn’t stayed open late, he wouldn’t have Felix.
“You’ll love Charlotte,” he told the dog as he loaded him in the passenger seat. “Do not jump on her aunt, please. Just a request. You’re supposed to be a happy surprise, and it would be great if you behaved. I’m giving you to her, and her to you. It’s a win-win, so don’t blow it.”
Felix responded by hopping off the other seat onto Jax’s lap, which made driving difficult, but he immediately settled down, head on his paws, so Jax let him stay put. It was only a few blocks. In the summer, he’d be able to walk to work in about five minutes.
Charlotte was going to love Felix.
He was sure of it.
Okay, it was Christmas Eve, and he might be under a spell. But the pup had those luminous, please-love-me eyes; he was one big heart with fur.
So, yes, Charlie would love the dog.
Fingers crossed…
“Work your magic,” he urged Felix, stroking those silky ears with his free hand. “I’d appreciate it.”
The puppy sat up and licked Jax under the chin.
A few minutes later they pulled up at Charlotte’s aunt’s place. As Jax eased out of the truck, the dog in one arm and a bag with heartworm medication, puppy food and treats in the other, he hoped this all went well. He hoped Mutley and Can-Can would be pleased, not to mention Charlie, her aunt and Mrs. Klozz.
Charlotte’s car was in the driveway, and Jax was glad he’d taken the time to shovel the porch steps before heading for the clinic earlier.
As he approached, still lugging Felix, who was getting squirmy again, impatient to be set down, he heard holiday music playing inside. The Christmas tree shimmered and glowed in the front window. Jax paused automatically and lifted his free hand to knock at the front door, caught himself and instead turned the handle and pushed it open.
All three women had gathered in the kitchen; he heard happy voices and laughter, and the sounds reminded him of his own family’s Christmas gatherings. He paused, just taking it in, struck by a sweet aching sense of nostalgia. Felix brought him around with more wiggling and a little yelp of impatience.
He put the dog on the floor, trusting that the critter wouldn’t lift a leg against the nearest piece of furniture and let fly. Felix had taken care of business in the clinic parking lot, christening one of Jax’s front tires with aplomb.
Jax shifted his attention to the quiet magic of that house. It already seemed like home.
Better yet, it was Christmas Eve, he had a gift to deliver and whatever Mrs. Klozz was whipping up smelled fantastic, as always.
He smiled down at Felix. “Showtime, buddy,” he said. “Turn on the charm.”
CHAPTER ELEVEN
CHARLOTTE FELT A warm glow of mingled anticipation and gratitude.
It was wonderful to sit around the kitchen table with Aunt Geneva again, having a cup of coffee and chatting about ordinary things. Mutley sat at Geneva’s feet, gazing up at her in adoration, and Can-Can was glued to her lap.
Mrs. Klozz was bustling about, as usual, and she’d waved away Charlotte’s initial suggestion that she join them.
“You two need to catch up,” Millicent had said, busily pulling a pan from the oven. “Mrs. Andrews down the street lost her husband last January, and this will be her first Christmas alone. I’m hoping a brief visit and this cake will cheer her up—and, besides, she seems thinner than she should be. Don’t you think so, Geneva?”
Geneva had nodded. “Why don’t you invite Doris to join us tomorrow for Christmas dinner?” she asked. “Don’t fret about her weight, though. She’s always been on the skinny side, in my opinion. Nervous type, you know.”
Charlotte had smiled into her coffee cup. She certainly wasn’t in any immediate danger of being on the skinny side, she thought. Not with Millicent doing the cooking.
The next second, a deep voice said from the doorway, “I’ll deliver the cake and the invitation if you can take care of this little guy for a few minutes.”
Charlotte swiveled in her chair and saw Jax standing there, still in his coat and scrubs, accompanied by the cutest puppy she’d ever seen.
The dog scampered straight over to Charlotte.
Mutley seemed pleasantly intrigued by the new arrival, while Can-Can hissed indignantly, hunkered down in Aunt Geneva’s lap and went right back to sleep.
Charlotte, incapable of resisting, promptly picked up the eager puppy, noting his hopeful eyes and the bright red bow on his collar.
“Well,” she said, laughing as the critter licked her face. “Hello, there, handsome.”
Over the pup’s head, Charlotte met Jax’s eyes. He looked as hopeful as the dog, and a lot more uncertain.
Clearly, the adorable little furball was a gift—for her.
The last thing you need is a puppy, argued her sensible side.
True enough. But this guy was beyond cute, with those big brown eyes, floppy, oversize ears and assorted spots—he wasn’t a purebred—and he was so busy licking her face that she gave up and let him do it. “Who would you be?”
Jax relaxed visibly. “His name’s Felix,” he said, still cautious. “You could change it, if you wanted.”
She’d been right. He’d actually gotten her a dog for Christmas.
Incredible.
And, somehow, so very sweet.
Jax turned to Mrs. Klozz, who was taking in the scene with a tinsel-bright smile.
“Which house belongs to Mrs. Andrews?” he asked, as calmly as if he hadn’t just brought over a delightful but awkward gift.
Mrs. Klozz, enormously pleased, patted his cheek. “That’s sweet of you, dear. Doris doesn’t really know me, so you can just wish her a merry Christmas from the family and tell her we’ll be having dinner tomorrow afternoon at around two, if she’d like to join us.” She paused thoughtfully. “She lives in the blue house on the corner, the one with white shutters.”
He departed immediately, carrying the still-warm cake pan in the box Mrs. Klozz had provided.
“Oh, he’s darling,” Aunt Geneva crooned the instant Jax was gone. Without disturbing Can-Can, who was snoring contentedly, she reached over to pat the puppy’s head. “Mutley needs a friend, someone to keep him young. What a good idea, and what a handsome young man you have.”
“You don’t think giving a person a puppy is sort of, well, presumptuous?” Charlotte asked somewhat lamely, although, in fact, she was already in love with Felix.
“Presumptuous? Piffle,” Aunt Geneva said. “The man is decisive, and that’s something to be admired, my dear. Your young man’s downright adorable—almost as cute as this puppy.”
“Jax isn’t my—” Charlotte began, but the objection fell away. Obviously, neither her aunt nor Millicent would believe her protestations anyway.
Besides, the puppy was cute.
Not necessarily cuter than Jax, but cute just the same.
For his part, Felix appeared to be even more of a mongrel than Mutley. He did have the sweetest little face, and he’d settled down in her lap, a warm weight on her thighs.
Still—a puppy?
Aunt Geneva seemed to be reading her mind. Not an unusual thing, as she recalled. “Jaxon is a veterinarian, Charlotte Jean,” she said, as though that settled the matter. “You can expect a steady parade of animals through your life from now on.”
“Very wise of you, Geneva,” Mrs. Klozz agreed, looking thoughtful, although the oven mitts on her hands took away some of the saintly aura. “Has Charlotte mentioned her idea about turning the house into a bed-and-breakfast?”
My idea? But it wasn’t. Jax had been the one to bring that up. She’d all but dismissed the whole thing out of hand.
Moreover, Charlotte knew she hadn’t mentioned anything of the sort, not to Mrs. Klozz, and she was pretty sure Jax hadn’t, either.
She shook her head fitfully.
And proceeded to babble. “It would be way too expensive. Jax was just throwing out suggestions. Granted, this is a big house and worth preserving and restoring, but I wouldn’t know the first thing about how to run a B and B, I’m certainly not a cook like Mrs. Klozz, and the project would cost a fortune…”
Mrs. Klozz and Aunt Geneva simply watched her.
Felix, sound asleep, made a snorting noise and rearranged himself on Charlotte’s lap.
Aunt Geneva, stroking Can-Can’s head, broke the ensuing silence. “We could help,” she murmured, musing aloud. “I have some money saved. Hoarded it like a miser, so I could leave my Charlotte a decent inheritance. Using the funds this way might make more sense, though, don’t you think?”
Charlotte gaped. Aunt Geneva, it seemed, wasn’t addressing her at all. She was speaking to Millicent Klozz. All of which left Charlotte feeling as though she’d lost her footing on a stream bank, toppled into the water and was now being carried swiftly away.
“Yes,” Mrs. Klozz murmured. As if there weren’t enough baked goods scattered across the counters, she got out a mixing bowl from one of the old cabinets. “I could provide plenty of recipes. Normally, I don’t share, but in Charlotte’s case I might. I’m not getting any younger.”
Aunt Geneva nodded sagely.
“I’m right here,” Charlotte said, the puppy on her lap. The two older women were discussing her future as if she was absent—or invisible. “Sitting in this chair. Care to include me in the conversation?”
“No,” they chorused, in perfect unison, and then they laughed.
“Child,” Geneva said, watching Charlotte with that benign steadiness she remembered so well. “One must take chances in this life, if one hopes to accomplish anything. Fortune favors the bold.”
Charlotte had heard that speech before, variations of it, anyway, before she’d gone off to New York, but tonight it struck home in a whole new way. Cautiously, she asked, “You wouldn’t mind if this was a bed-and-breakfast? It wouldn’t bother you, knowing strangers were tramping in and out of your house?”
“Houses need people to give them life,” Geneva said in a firm voice. “Otherwise, they get lonely. Think about it, dear. You could take care of Mutley, Can-Can and Felix, fix up this old place and provide the people who visit Mustang Creek with a truly lovely place to stay.”
She was going to strangle Jax Locke, Charlotte decided. “But what about the money? Do you realize how much this could cost? The investment would be staggering.”
“What if you had someone to help with the finances?” Mrs. Klozz dumped flour into the bowl, sending up a gentle cloud of white. “I have a friend who’s invested in various businesses in Mustang Creek. Her name is Lettie Arbuckle. Well, I suppose now it’s Lettie Calder, since she’s remarried and all. She has a strong personality, mind you, but a keen eye for a business opportunity. I think she’d see the potential. She’s a bit of a meddler, though. Fair warning.”
She’s a bit of a meddler, Charlotte thought in disbelief, remembering the heart-shaped chocolate chips on the cookies Mrs. Klozz had made for her and Jax.
“I know Lettie,” Aunt Geneva said with enthusiasm. “Millie, what a wonderful idea.”
“I’ll call her tomorrow,” Millicent said.
“On Christmas Day?” Charlotte asked. This whole situation was getting away from her, and if she didn’t put her foot down now, who knew where it would lead? “Besides, I—”
“Why, Lettie won’t mind at all,” said Mrs. Klozz. “As a matter of fact, I’d be calling her anyway, to say merry Christmas.”
“But—” Charlotte attempted to stem the flow.
To no avail, of course.
Geneva broke in, “Your Jaxon could help with the gardens. The flowers are almost all perennials, but the vegetables need to be tended. In the summer you’d always have fresh produce. I kept it small because it was just the two of us, but there’s plenty of room for a bigger one.”
“Jax isn’t mine,” Charlotte said, quite uselessly. “I—”
“She needn’t spend all her time baking, either,” Mrs. Klozz interjected. “The local bakeries are quite good. And there’s Bad Billie’s if the guests get to hankering for hamburgers and the like.” She stopped long enough to add butter to whatever she was about to bake. “Not everyone likes to cook constantly, the way I do. And in the beginning, Charlotte could accept bookings only for weekends and special occasions, so she and Jaxon could have some private time together.” She filled a measuring cup with sugar, emptied it into the bowl. “Naturally, pets would be allowed. Even encouraged.”
Felix made a little sound in his sleep, as though agreeing.
In Charlotte’s opinion, it was rather early to assume that Jax would continue living in the house, let alone want to look after the yard, take care of the pets and spend private time with her.
Interest danced in Geneva’s eyes. Her memory might be slipping, but she was still a smart cookie in many ways, and she knew that she and her mysterious friend, Mrs. Klozz, were getting under Charlotte’s skin. Can-Can raised her head, and Charlotte could’ve sworn the cat was amused.
“Would you two mind very much,” she began, not unkindly, “if I just arranged my own future? Jax is great, but I’m not sure we have the same life vision. Besides, it isn’t as if he’s asked me to marry him or anything.”
“He will.” Mrs. Klozz took a wooden spoon and stirred vigorously.
“He will,” Aunt Geneva agreed, nodding. “I know a besotted young man when I see one.”
Besotted? Did anyone still use that word in real conversation? Charlotte was exasperated, tired and apparently responsible for a new puppy in addition to having two old ladies meddle in her life, with the aforementioned Lettie Arbuckle about to be thrown into the mix.
It was all too much. So she got up from her chair, still holding Felix, and announced, “I have gifts to wrap and, apparently, a dog to walk.”
Mrs. Klozz turned. “What did you get Jaxon for Christmas?”
Charlotte just stood there, flummoxed. First of all, in her defense, she hadn’t expected the man to show up in Mustang Creek or move into her house. Second, maybe the night before could be counted as a gift—but she’d enjoyed it every bit as much as he had. She looked at the clock. It was late. Way too late. All the stores were closed. Her only excuse was that her life had been taking a lot of unexpected twists and turns lately.
“Nothing,” she admitted. “I didn’t get him anything.”
Mrs. Klozz smiled serenely. “Don’t worry, dear,” she said. “I’ve got you covered.”
* * *
THE WOMAN WHO answered the door with a wan smile brightened and then hugged Jax when he handed her the box containing Mrs. Klozz’s Christmas cake.
“How lovely!” Mrs. Andrews trilled, and for one awful moment, Jax thought she might actually reach up and pinch his cheek. “Thank you,” she added. “What a wonderful surprise!”
Jax felt a rush of modesty. “I didn’t really have anything to do with it,” he said, feeling he should explain. “I’m just dropping it off. It’s from Geneva Roberts and her niece, Charlotte Morgan. And, uh… Millicent—Mrs. Klozz. Millicent’s worried about you being alone tonight.”
“Millicent…?” The woman looked puzzled.
Once again, Jax had that peculiar sensation of being…adrift. Thrust into the heat of some game without a clue what the rules were. “She and Geneva and Charlie—Charlotte—thought you might be free to join us for dinner tomorrow. Two o’clock.”
He was rambling.
He was also cold.
“Well,” Mrs. Andrews said, still puzzled. “I’m afraid dinner is out of the question, although I appreciate the invitation. I’ve already made plans for tomorrow.” A pause. “Sometimes I wonder if I’ve still got my wits about me. I’ve known Geneva and Charlotte for years, but I can’t seem to place that other person you mentioned—”
Jax felt compelled to describe Mrs. Klozz. He wanted the neighbor’s face to brighten again, wanted to hear her say, “Oh, yes, Millicent. How could I have forgotten?”
“Mrs. Klozz,” he coached. “White hair, bright eyes, maybe comes up to here on a tall day.” He held a hand in the middle of his chest.
“Hmm,” said Mrs. Andrews, obviously at a loss. She sniffled, wiped her eyes. “My daughter’s flying in from Salt Lake City in the morning. Tonight’s not a perfect Christmas Eve, but this does make it better. It always helps to know someone’s thinking about you. Thank you.”
“Once again, I can’t take the credit. I’m just the messenger. Have a wonderful evening and enjoy the visit with your daughter. I’m Jaxon Locke, and I’m boarding at Geneva’s place, so if you ever need a hand, just get in touch.”
“Oh, yes, you’re Dr. Locke, the new veterinarian. Of course I know where you live. Have a merry Christmas, young man, and please thank Geneva and Charlotte and—that other person for me.”
He walked back to the brightly lit house, his hands in his pockets, hoping that Felix was minding his manners. “Sort of house-trained” meant accidents did happen, and he didn’t want Charlotte to celebrate Christmas Eve by cleaning up after an excited puppy.
He met her on the front steps, Felix coming out first with Mutley a close second, two leashes clutched in her hand, and that little lacy hat on her head. Charlotte immediately handed him one leash. “You take Mut,” she said. “I still haven’t forgiven him for liking you better than me when we came home.”
Jax laughed. “Charlie, where’s your holiday spirit?”
She made a face at him. “At least Felix loves me, unlike Mutley.”
The puppy sat down on Charlotte’s right boot and rested his head against her leg.
Great technique, Jax thought. He needed to try it sometime. “Oh, he does, but don’t write Mutley off. I was probably a novelty, that’s all.”
“Ha,” Charlotte scoffed. “When I think of all the tennis balls I’ve thrown for that dog.”
Jax, holding Mutley’s leash, started down the porch steps. Funny, but he didn’t feel quite as chilled as he had on the walk home. “Just wait until I trim old Mut’s nails and give him a shot or two. You’ll be golden again.” He tugged Mutley toward the sidewalk. “Shall we?”
Charlotte followed him down the steps, and he was happy to see that Felix was in good spirits, trotting obediently beside her, and Mutley didn’t seem to mind. Dogs could be territorial, but Mut was an easygoing sort, and at the moment, anyway, Felix wasn’t a threat to him as the alpha male. Eventually, Jax knew, the older dog would put the younger one in his place; it was the natural order of things. In all the important ways, he figured they’d be totally compatible. Admiring Charlotte out of the corner of his eye, Jax wondered how he’d fare sleeping down the hall, and not with her.
He’d just have to cope somehow.
“Your aunt’s a delightful lady,” he said, partly because he meant it and partly because he wanted to steer his thoughts away from the current sleeping arrangements. “She seems healthy—maybe a little frail, but that goes with the territory. Her mind seems fine.”
Charlotte nodded, and then her voice broke. “I think she is fine in general, but she told me about a few mishaps and slipups that frightened her, and after hearing about them, I don’t want her living alone, either. I suggested that now I’m here, she could move back home. But eventually I’ll have to do something, get some kind of job. Which means she’d be alone for most of the day. Oh, and thanks a lot for telling Mrs. Klozz about the bed-and-breakfast flash of brilliance you had. She told my aunt and now they’re ganging up on me.”
A few snowflakes had landed on her eyelashes. Jax was so fascinated by that, he almost tripped over Mutley when the dog stopped to sniff the sidewalk. “Actually, I didn’t come up with that idea on my own.”
Charlotte stared up at him, but she didn’t seem all that surprised. “What? Then, who did?”
“Take a wild guess.”
Mrs. Klozz, of course.
“Well, anyway, now she has Aunt Geneva all excited about the idea, and I’m sorry to say, it really isn’t practical. Until the house is remodeled I couldn’t have guests, so there wouldn’t be any money coming in. The two of them had all these suggestions—Millicent knows some woman who invests in businesses, and Aunt Geneva’s talking about handing over her savings. It’s out of control.”
Just then, Felix did a hop-skip, barking at a snowman in someone’s yard, perhaps because it was wearing a red scarf. Mutley decided he ought to join in. Jax ordered, “Hey, fellas, quiet down.” To Charlotte’s astonishment, they both gave it a rest, Felix probably taking his cue from Mut. There was already some hero worship going on.
Jax continued, “It seemed like a good solution to me. You’re the PR and business wizard, so I bow to your judgment. I was under the impression you didn’t want to sell the house.”
Charlotte looked away. “I don’t.”
And he didn’t want her leaving Mustang Creek. He liked this place, and he loved Charlie. However, she’d make her own choices, and that was the way it ought to be.
He changed the subject. “Not to be selfishly occupied with my own needs, but I’m starving. The clinic was a madhouse, so I didn’t even get to have one of those mint things. Oh, I’m supposed to pry the recipe out of Mrs. Klozz. Think I have a chance of getting it?”
Charlotte tapped her chin with one gloved finger and pretended to be thinking hard. “Let’s see, Mrs. Klozz can’t do enough for you, since you’re such a fine young man. Mutley’s besotted with you, and I’m ninety-nine percent certain Aunt Geneva feels the same way. Yes, I’d say you have a chance at the recipe.”
“Besotted?” Jax chortled.
“Had to use it,” Charlotte said. “It’s the word of the evening.” She stopped, looking up at him again. He felt things inside him collide and then melt from the heat of contact. “Shall we go back? As for your state of starvation, all I can say is that Mrs. Klozz has another meal ready to serve. Maybe she’s forgotten that we—the rest of us—already had supper once tonight.”
He smiled. “You don’t mind about Felix? If you do, I’ll take him. Giving someone a pet presumes that he or she is willing to invest years of care and responsibility. He was basically abandoned, and the woman who brought him in couldn’t care for him, so I…”
Her eyes glimmered green in the starlight. “I’ve been warned that you have a soft heart. And no, I don’t mind. He’s precious. Plus, I suspect he’ll turn out to be a challenge, but I’ll cope.”
This might be the time to inform her that Felix was just “sort of” house-trained. “I think some vigilance might be in order. He’s still pretty young.”
Charlotte shot him a dubious glance. “What does that mean?”
“Lots of walks until he gets the hang of it.”
She sighed. “You know, Dr. Locke, you tend to bring turmoil into my life.”
He grinned. “Merry Christmas.”
CHAPTER TWELVE
THE TABLE GLEAMED with old china, inherited from her aunt’s parents, so at least a century old, and Geneva never took it from the breakfront in the dining room except for Christmas and birthday celebrations. It was patterned with scenes of an English garden, cream and red, and Charlotte loved it. That china represented very special occasions, and this was certainly one. There was also the heavy old silver, as well as the antique crystal glasses, and a vase with crimson roses that Jax had ordered; they’d been delivered while he was off at the clinic. Half a dozen for Mrs. Klozz, half a dozen for her aunt and a single long-stemmed white beauty for her.
Now that was some serious sucking up.
She’d set the table in the dining room they rarely used and shook her head as she contemplated the thought of paying guests sitting in the formal space. Charlotte preferred to eat in the kitchen, since the room was so cozy, and it was the place where she and her aunt had always taken their meals.
Just the two of them.
Charlotte felt a whisper of nostalgia. The enormous walnut table in the dining room would comfortably seat ten people.
Looking around, she realized there were treasures everywhere. The hutch in the pantry was hand-hewn and rustic; she had no idea how old the piano in the parlor might be, but it was a Steinway, and the case was solid rosewood. The living room rug was a Bokhara and beautifully patterned, and the old grandfather clock, English, with a separate face that showed the phases of the moon.
Having grown up surrounded by these things, she’d been mostly oblivious to them, but with maturity came an appreciation of the history and beauty of each piece. Who knew what a treasure trove the attic might hold? Her aunt had mentioned now and then that there were a lot of family pieces stored up there, awaiting the inventory Aunt Geneva had never quite gotten around to doing.
Charlotte sank down on a dining room chair and stared at the painting that hung over the sideboard. It depicted horses in the snow, their manes blowing, the image skillfully done. The frame alone was probably worth thousands of dollars.
But the house needed paint, the floors refinished, the extra bathrooms had to be installed, the kitchen remodeled. The yard would need upkeep, and surely there were zoning concerns to be addressed and permits to apply for. And that didn’t include expenses like insurance and a website and new bedding.
“Why that pensive look?” Jax came in and handed her a glass of wine. “This is Christmas Eve.” He regarded her with an expression of gentle thoughtfulness that stirred her heart. “The table’s beautiful, by the way.”
He’d showered and changed since Charlotte had last seen him. His hair was still damp, and maybe in deference to the older ladies, he wore a pair of dark slacks, a white shirt and a red tie patterned with small snowflakes. He looked great, and managed it so effortlessly that Charlotte was a little annoyed, but then, he was right. It was Christmas Eve. She took a sip of the wine—lovely and mellow, the color of burnished gold. “Thank you,” she said, remembering the compliment he’d offered. “I was just…thinking.”
Jax’s mouth twitched. “Here’s a helpful hint, never do that. Leads to nothing but trouble. Where’s Felix?”
She pointed at her feet, and he peered under the table and laughed. “You have a friend.”
Felix was snoozing away on her stylish boots, bought on Fifth Avenue for a small fortune. He had sophisticated taste for a mutt from Wyoming. “I was kind of hoping I had two friends.”
“Count on it.” Jax’s eyes were really a remarkable blue.
“I meant Mutley.” She couldn’t resist a smile.
“Dang, it’s true, a woman scorned holds a grudge.” Jax might have said something else, but at that moment Mrs. Klozz hurried in, set down a silver platter of fresh bread, and Aunt Geneva came in at a slower pace carrying a small plate of butter. Mrs. K. fixed Jax with a stern look. “You are no longer Dr. Locke, but my personal flunky. If you want to eat, young man, you can bring in the food. Do we have a bargain?”
“Ma’am, do you even need to ask? Being a waiter was my second career choice if the veterinary gig didn’t work out. I’m all yours.”
“Then, come with me.”
Geneva was chuckling when she took her usual chair, and Millicent and Jax disappeared into the kitchen. “I like him.”
Of course you do.
Charlotte spoke sincerely. “I like him, too.”
“But do you love that man?”
Charlotte considered the question. “I’m not entirely sure.”
Aunt Geneva sighed heavily. “It is an unfortunate family trait that we are so emotionally stubborn. I wouldn’t want you to hop on a plane to go to Las Vegas to get married or to do some other impulsive thing, but I fear you suffer from the same malady I do, which is a tendency to think about things too long and too carefully. Charlotte, my child, you know your own mind. Do you love Jaxon Locke or not?”
“Yes,” Charlotte heard herself say. Interesting, she thought, that Jax had said something along those lines a few minutes earlier. She’d assumed he was joking—but maybe not.
Jax came in from the kitchen then, carrying four soup bowls on a tray, along with a tureen and a ladle, and doing a pretty good job of it, too. “First course,” he said. “I’ll be back to pour the water.”
He was wearing one of Aunt Geneva’s aprons, a faded favorite with tiny honeybees on a yellow background. Charlotte and her aunt looked at each other, and both dissolved into gales of laughter while Jax set down the bowls of soup. “What? Mrs. Klozz gave this to me and told me to put it on. I did it because she said I looked nice. Do you realize there’s roast beef, mashed potatoes and gravy? I’d flap my arms and fly to the moon if she asked me to.”
Aunt Geneva giggled like a young girl. “I love it.”
“You two go right ahead and yuk it up,” Jax said, although he couldn’t quite pull off the stern act clad in a ruffled apron. “I’m willing to do whatever she says. That kitchen smells so good I’d probably walk the plank and dive into shark-infested waters for a single bite. I’ve already agreed to take food to about a dozen different places in town tomorrow. I think I’m under a spell.”
He left, and Aunt Geneva’s eyes twinkled. “So he’s the one. What happens next?”
Well, wasn’t that the question of the hour?
“I wish I knew.”
“Charlotte,” Aunt Geneva whispered. “Don’t pass him by. You don’t want to end up alone.”
Tears brimmed in Charlotte’s eyes, even as she smiled. “Are you planning on going somewhere?”
Aunt Geneva reached over and squeezed Charlotte’s hand. “I won’t be here forever, dear,” she said. “You know that.” Geneva habitually carried tissues, and now she pulled one from her pocket and thrust it in Charlotte’s direction. “Give that wonderful young man a chance, sweetheart. That’s all I’m asking. Take your time. Yes, think it over. Just don’t think yourself into a life of loneliness.”
Nothing like being called out by your elderly aunt. “It isn’t as if he proposed and I’m sitting around twiddling my thumbs,” Charlotte whispered.
“He moved all the way from Idaho to be near you,” Aunt Geneva said. “He’s living in your house, and he got you the world’s cutest puppy for Christmas. Maybe I’m old-fashioned, but I’d say those are some mighty good indications that he’s serious about you. Besides, I want to see you settled and happy before I die, and naturally I’d love it if the two of you turned this old place back into a family home.”
“Aunt Geneva,” Charlotte began, “I—”
Naturally, Jax came in at that moment with the water he’d promised. His brows went up, so he’d noticed that she’d broken off the conversation midsentence, and he looked a little smug. He probably knew he’d been the topic of discussion. “You…what?” he asked innocently. “Don’t let me interrupt.”
Charlotte’s first instinct was to glare at him, but that would be out of keeping with the theme of the evening. Peace and goodwill to men. And women!
“I would love some water, thank you,” she said as sweetly as possible. “I was just saying that to Aunt Geneva.”
Jax passed her the heirloom Delft pitcher. “Here you go. My work is never done, I’m afraid. I think I’m supposed to use my manly muscles to mash the potatoes. Would you mind pouring? Since you’re sitting around while I work my fingers to the bone, waiting on you hand and foot?” His warm teasing smile did interesting things to various parts of her anatomy.
“I set the table,” Charlotte pointed out with a grand gesture at the china and glassware.
Jax upped the ante. “I carved the roast beef,” he said.
“Humph. Big deal. I wrapped the gifts.” Charlotte realized she was enjoying this little exchange.
“I had to put on this apron and drizzle some sort of white icing on some cookie bars.”
She’d been trumped. “I’d love to have a picture of you doing that,” she teased. “Could you do a reenactment? I’ll get my phone and record the scene for posterity.”
Jax pretended to grumble, although his twinkling eyes gave him away. “You’re a real comedian, Charlie. I’ll have you know, Mrs. Klozz is a hard taskmaster, cleverly disguised as a sweet older lady. I need to get back in there. Besides my potato-mashing task, I’ve been nominated to pipe the filling into the deviled eggs. I won’t be responsible for the results.” He drew in a breath. “So just pour the water, please.”
Charlotte was fuzzily aware of the warmth of the house, of her aunt removing her glasses to wipe her eyes, this time from tears of laughter, of Felix making a small sound of protest as she gently dislodged him from her feet, of the soft Christmas music in the background.
Of Jaxon’s other gift. He was here, with her and Aunt Geneva and Millicent Klozz, when he could’ve been in Idaho, with his own family. It would have been a simple matter of starting his new job after the first of the year, instead of arriving in Mustang Creek a few days before Christmas.
She got to her feet, pitcher in hand, and began filling glasses. As soon as Jax had gone back to the kitchen, she spoke. “I feel as though I’m standing on a precipice,” she told Geneva softly. “Not sure if I should move or stay completely still.”
“You never were very good at staying still, Charlotte,” Aunt Geneva remarked with tender amusement.
* * *
DINNER WAS DELICIOUS, of course.
More than delicious, in fact, but as far as Jax knew, a better word had yet to be invented.
True, the deviled eggs looked as though they’d been prepared by an actual devil, instead of a well-meaning veterinarian, but he’d given the job his best shot, and a sprinkle of paprika, as suggested by Mrs. Klozz, had jazzed them up. The soup had been a holiday gift in and of itself, and by the time dessert rolled around, he’d forgiven Millicent for making him wear the bee apron and use that piping-bag contraption.
His grandmother would love these ladies and this big old house, he thought, missing his family, but content because Charlotte was sitting directly across the table from him, indulging in the chocolate confection Mrs. Klozz called Heavenly Delight. He might not be at home, but he felt at home.
“Melted chocolate,” Mrs. Klozz had told him, while the preparations were going on in the kitchen, “some whipped cream, half a cup of coffee, a few secret ingredients and some homemade cookie crumbs on top. Easy as can be.”
Now, with the four of them gathered around the dining room table, candles lit, Christmas tree visible through the wide, arched doorway, aglow with light and color, Jax was happy in a new way.
“So, Jaxon, when do you start regular hours at the clinic?” Aunt Geneva’s eyes were bright, and maybe not as green as Charlotte’s, but it was clear that the two of them were related.
He managed to refrain from licking his spoon before answering. “I’m on call tomorrow. Officially, I start Monday morning.”
“You might have to work on Christmas Day?” Aunt Geneva queried, mildly concerned.
“That comes with the job,” he replied, with a semblance of a shrug.
He’d certainly worked his share of holidays, Jax reflected. He’d never minded; it was a given, something he’d grown up with. If an animal needed care, it needed care. Didn’t matter what day—or night—it was. Or what time.
“I suppose it does,” Charlotte’s aunt agreed, smiling at him from the other side of the table. “Come with the job, I mean. Still, I think your attitude is admirable, young man. Not everyone is capable of such selflessness.”
Jax smiled back, privately dismissing the compliment. He was no saint. And he had a few very unsaintly fantasies regarding the lady’s niece.
He stood and began gathering the plates. “Thank you,” he told Geneva. Then he smiled at Mrs. Klozz. “At the risk of repeating myself,” he added, “that was one terrific meal.”
Mrs. Klozz looked pleased. “I’m glad you think so. Thanks, Jaxon.”
“It was wonderful,” Charlotte agreed, jumping up from her chair. “Let me handle the cleanup.”
“We’ll do it together,” Jax said.
By then, Charlotte’s aunt and Mrs. Klozz were chatting amiably about Christmases past.
“You are such a suck-up,” Charlie accused in a happy whisper, as they went into the kitchen.
“If I remember correctly,” Jax whispered back, “that’s one of your favorite things about me.”
He was rewarded with a deep blush and a painless punch in the arm.
She recovered quickly, though. “Smooth,” she drawled. “Not that it’s going to work with me.” She reached the sink, started the water running so they could hand-wash all the dishes. Aunt Geneva’s special china, never, ever, went into the dishwasher.
Not that the antiquated machine worked anyway.
And that was another good reason not to open a B and B. No way was she going to run an inn and serve meals to guests without a dishwasher. A high-tech, quiet one at that. Or, better yet, two of them. Another expense.
“Wash or dry?”
“I’ll wash,” he replied. “Since I have no idea what goes where.”
“Fine.” Her expression was angelic. “You know, for a man, you’re pretty useful. But don’t expect me to back you up if you tell anyone I said that.”
Jax laughed. “Gosh, thanks,” he said. “A man who wears an apron adorned with bees and some sort of flowers needs all the positive reinforcement he can get.”
“I think they’re peonies,” Charlotte supplied, getting out the dish soap.
“What?”
“The flowers on your apron. Peonies. They bloom in the spring, smell like heaven and fade away fast. Here’s the sponge.”
Jax took it, after rolling up his sleeves, but the glint in his eyes was downright dangerous. “The apron story does not leave this house, Ms. Morgan.”
“We’ll see. I know Cameron quite well. I’m sure he’d love to hear it.”
“Great,” he said, with a feigned growl.
She was bluffing, and she was sure he knew it. “I’d never stoop to bringing up the bees and flowers. Or the ruffles. Or how you let a sweet little old lady boss you around—and liked it.”
He slipped a dish into the sudsy water and went to work. “Maybe I’m practicing for when you’re a sweet little old lady. Not that you’d wait that long to boss me around.”
She scooped up a handful of shimmering soap bubbles and tossed it at him, hitting the bib part of his apron. “Count on it,” she said.
He grinned, taking a plate from the stack on the counter beside him and dunking it into the hot, sudsy water. “Oh, believe me, I am.”
A tiny thrill raced through her bloodstream and then lodged in her heart. “How about that dessert tonight?” she asked, suddenly desperate to turn the conversation in a different direction. “If I had that recipe, I could…”
She stopped. It was fine to have a dream, but this one seemed patently unrealistic. Hadn’t she already decided against the bed-and-breakfast idea?
“You could what?” Jax prompted, his brawny forearms immersed in the dishwater.
Charlotte heaved a heavy sigh. “I really wish you’d never put the idea in my head—the one about the B and B. I can’t afford it, not without emptying my 401(k) and my savings accounts. I could mortgage the house maybe, but if things fell apart, I’d lose pretty much everything.” Why was she saying all this? Worrying the same old bone, like some ancient and mostly toothless hound? She didn’t know why, only that she couldn’t seem to stop. “Aunt Geneva wants to chip in, but maybe she’ll live for a good long time—I certainly hope so—and she might need specialized care at some point. I want to be able to help her for a change.” She paused. “It’s my turn, Jax.”
He washed a glass and handed it over to be rinsed and dried. “Uh, Charlie? Taking chances is part of life. For example, I know this veterinarian guy who moved from a different state to a town where he’d never been because he had this crush on a beautiful woman. Now, that might make him sound like an idiot, but he has no regrets and remains ever hopeful that it was a wise call. So far he loves the town, is sure he’ll like his new job and he gets to…ski now and then.”
Maybe that old line did work, at least some of the time. Charlotte set the clean, dry glass aside. “I enjoy skiing,” she retorted, tartly sweet. Then her tone softened. “Jax, why do I do this? Why do I question everything, worry about everything? I spent seven years in New York, worrying about schedules, deadlines, waiting at the deli down the street for twenty minutes… I’m officially putting off worrying until after Christmas.”
“So you say.” He scrubbed a plate and rinsed it. “I think you want to go with the flow, but you backslide a lot.”
There was no way she could deny that.
Distracted, she lifted her eyes. And there it was, right above their heads, a sprig of mistletoe dangling from the ceiling on a narrow strand of red ribbon.
Now, how could she have missed that?
“She didn’t,” Charlotte murmured.
Jax was still busy at the sink but he turned. “Who didn’t what?” he asked.
Charlotte pointed. “Up there.”
Jax blinked. “Mrs. Klozz strikes again,” he said, a slow grin spreading across his face. “She must’ve climbed onto a stool or something. Risked life and limb. But when?”
“She probably just floated up while she was high on Heavenly Delight,” Charlotte suggested.
“If anything would make a person levitate, it would be that stuff.” Jax took the towel from Charlotte and dried his hands. “Well, if Mrs. K. went to all that trouble, I guess we ought to do our part.”
“That woman is absolutely incorrigible,” Charlotte said.
Jax reached for her. “Absolutely,” he agreed.
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
MRS. KLOZZ MIGHT be incorrigible, Jax thought, standing there in that kitchen, holding Charlotte close, but she was also a true friend.
Charlotte’s tempting mouth was inches from his when he murmured, “Merry Christmas, Charlie.”
He kissed her gently, trying to keep his head in deference to the season and the setting, but when she put her arms around his neck, his control slipped just a little.
Maybe a lot.
The kiss deepened, and Jax drew Charlotte even closer, so she was tight against him. “I want to feel every curve, every inch of you,” he whispered when their mouths finally parted.
“Mmm,” Charlie breathed. “Forget the animal-doctor gig. You should be writing romance novels.” He felt her smile. “One thing’s for sure—you do know how to give a girl a present.”
That was when Felix, evidently feeling neglected, bombed into the kitchen, wedged himself between them and sprawled across their feet.
Charlotte laughed, a soft, breathy sound, warm against Jax’s mouth. “Besides the dog,” she added.
The second kiss was even more heated than the first. Jax, with the weight of a puppy resting on his insteps, wondered at the wisdom of taking advantage of an innocent bit of greenery when he and Charlie wouldn’t have the privacy to properly finish what they’d just started.
“I thought it had gotten rather quiet in here.” Mrs. Klozz chuckled in the background. “Don’t let me interrupt, dearies, but Geneva would like another cup of coffee.”
They broke apart, and Jax sensed Charlie’s urge to dash over and retrieve the pot herself, and he caught her shoulders as she turned around, whispering in her ear, “Um, I’d appreciate it if you stood in front of me for a minute or so, if you know what I mean. And I’d be willing to bet you do. Also, if you make any sudden moves, you’ll probably trip over Felix.”
Mrs. Klozz grabbed the coffeepot and hustled herself out of the kitchen, pronto, but not before gracing both of them with an audacious wink.
Charlotte glanced downward, then burst into laughter.
Jax’s smile was wry. “Yeah, go ahead and LOL. Just keep in mind, this is all your fault.”
Her eyes were full of merriment. “Do you want me to apologize?”
“Because I really, really want you? No, but I’m a bit uncomfortable just now. Let me go back to washing dishes. That should take care of the problem.” That or an ice-cold shower.
“If we can relocate this guy.” She bent down and picked Felix up. In true puppy style, he’d nodded off, and now he looked befuddled, yawning and blinking his coffee-dark eyes. “I needed another responsibility like I needed a bad rash,” she told the dog lovingly, “but you’re one cute little complication.”
Felix roused enough to try to lick her face, then rested his head on Charlotte’s shoulder, for all the world like a tired toddler, and went back to sleep.
“It’s all right, then?” There was still that seed of doubt. He’d overstepped, giving Charlotte a dog. But she seemed pleased with the gift, and of course he was glad. Felix, adorable though he was, might’ve been a deal-breaker.
She kissed the puppy’s velvety crown. “Better than all right,” she confirmed.
Suddenly choked up, Jax turned back to the sink. “Mutley doesn’t seem to mind the company,” he said, and then he had to clear his throat.
“Yes,” Charlotte said. “And I think our Mutley has become your dog, by the way. He sat by your chair all during dinner.”
“Maybe, but I think that means I was the person voted most likely to spill something he could snarf up.” Jax drained the cooling water from the sink and turned on the faucet again, reaching for the dish soap. There were still pots and pans to wash, now that they’d finished with the china and crystal.
“No, he loves you,” Charlotte insisted. “Although you were eating as if you were on a deadline.”
“Hey, I make no apologies. Mrs. Klozz should tour the country, competing at every cooking contest there is.” He waited while she set the sleeping puppy down on a hooked rug nearby and washed her hands before handing her a dripping saucepan to dry. “You seemed to be deep in appreciative mode, too, darlin’. I saw a few second helpings.”
“We’ll just have to walk the dogs a little more often. Visit Bex’s fitness center, run the trails in spring and summer…whatever, as long as we do something physical.”
He gave her a mock leer. “I have a suggestion or two,” he volunteered.
“Stop it,” Charlotte warned, but she was smiling.
He tried to look chagrined and probably failed. Never mind. He liked knowing that Charlotte was envisioning a future that included him. “Yep, we have to stop the insanity. How about salads at lunch from now on? No dressing.”
“Now you’re being ridiculous.”
“I suppose so. If you think I can resist temptation, then you haven’t been paying attention.”
Charlie raised her eyebrows. “We appear to have a mutual flaw.”
“Not the word I’d use.” He passed her another pan. “I’d go with vulnerability.”
“Oh, don’t you dare be more sensitive than I am.”
“Charlie, just admit it, I am more sentimental, soft-hearted and sensitive than you are.”
She acted outraged, but he could tell she was faking it. “Jaxon Locke, that is so not true.”
Recklessly, he went on, “Then, let’s get a passel of dogs and adopt a few cats, too, have about six kids and the whole bunch of us can live together in this big house.”
Charlotte took an audible breath. “If you just proposed to me,” she said, “that was a pretty lame effort.”
So much for recklessness. Jax was as careful with his response as he’d been with Aunt Geneva’s prized porcelain gravy boat. “If I had proposed, what would you say?”
“I’m not sure.” At least she was honest, and she hadn’t turned him down flat.
Since he was already in too deep to get back to solid ground, he said, “When you figure it out, tell me and I’ll try again.”
* * *
CHARLOTTE WANTED TO throw a plate at him. Or throw her arms around him and kiss him crazy.
Or both.
When you figure it out, tell me and I’ll try again.
Jax had an infuriatingly romantic soul, Charlotte thought, while she was…sensible.
Considering their combustible chemistry, someone had to be the voice of reason.
She dried a meat fork and then pointed it at him. “I’m not going to be dependent on you.”
“That’s the issue?”
Hmm. Maybe it was the issue.
Charlotte averted her gaze, feeling like an idiot. Then she jerked open a drawer to put the fork away. “I’m very good at self-reliance, and terrible at trusting other people to be there for me. My parents died when I was little, Jax—they were young and healthy and then they were gone. If it hadn’t been for Aunt Geneva, there’s no telling what might have happened to me. Most likely, I would’ve ended up in foster care, since there wasn’t anybody else. She and I barely knew each other, but she took me in, loved me.” She stopped, swallowed. “Geneva is the strongest, most self-reliant person I know, and look what’s happening to her. It scares me.”
Here she went again, worrying. She couldn’t seem to help it.
“If you think we aren’t all scared on some level, Charlotte, you’d better think again.” He sounded reasonable, and firm. “My mother died, too, remember? As a kid, I spent a lot of time worrying about my dad. A few years ago, when he had his heart attack, I had to face the fact that I might lose him for real. He made it, thank God, and I’m lucky to have a big extended family, but my epiphany came when I realized I was wasting energy worrying over something I couldn’t control.”
“I haven’t quite gotten to that stage, I guess,” she admitted. “It’s good to be here at home. I just don’t know how I’m going to feel when I take my aunt back to her new home.”
Perhaps she deserved the look he gave her, a mixture of exasperation and sympathy, at least the way she read it. “The place makes her feel safe and happy, Charlie, anybody could see that. She probably has a lot of friends and plenty of activities. So take her back there when the time comes. It’s what she wants after all. Visit her as often as possible, take her out to lunch once in a while, or bring her back here for a few days. But you have to get on with your own life. That’s what she wants for you.”
“Now you’re being preachy.” She threw her towel at him, but she did feel better.
He caught it in midair, his reflexes obviously in good shape. “Preachy? I doubt it. I have some singularly impure thoughts where you’re concerned, as you know.”
Felix chose that moment to wake up, rise from the hooked rug and head for the nearest corner, a move Jax seemed to recognize.
Seconds later he was crossing the kitchen. “Uh-oh, let’s get this little guy outside right now. I’ll take him.”
“No leash?”
“No time for that.” Jax scooped up the puppy and went out the back door of the kitchen at full speed, without even pausing to put on his coat.
He’d given her a puppy for Christmas. He really, truly had.
And with that puppy came emergency pee runs, as well as cuddles and dog kisses.
Just one of the hazards of being attracted to a veterinarian, she supposed, taking over the dishwashing. They were almost finished anyway.
She poured herself a cup of coffee when she was done and took it back into the dining room. Aunt Geneva and Mrs. Klozz were still chatting companionably, and she joined them. The house felt cozy and warm, the tree was lit up—everything said Christmas, just the way it was meant to be.
“Where’s Jaxon?” her aunt asked, her gaze inquiring.
“Outside with Felix. I think we barely escaped a small accident.”
“He’s a darling.” Mrs. Klozz sighed. “Well, the puppy is, of course, but I’m talking about Jax. He reminds me of my Nick.”
Nick? As far as Charlotte could tell, this was the first reference Mrs. Klozz had made to a significant other, if indeed she’d been referring to her husband, and that was intriguing.
She might have asked about Nick, if she hadn’t figured he was the late Nick Klozz. Charlotte didn’t want to make the old lady sad, especially on Christmas Eve.
“Jax is likable enough, I guess,” she said.
Considering the fact that Millicent had walked into the kitchen a little while ago and caught Jax and Charlotte in a passionate embrace, the older woman’s slightly ironic chuckle was understandable.
Jax returned just then, with snowflakes in his hair and on his shoulders, Felix romping before him, skittering clumsily to a halt at her feet.
Charlotte greeted the dog, but her eyes were on Jax. “Thanks for taking him out. How about some coffee?”
“Sounds good, thanks.” He settled back into his chair at the dining room table. “By the way, I think sort of house-trained translates into not really house-trained. In other words, pay attention. But he did great. He’ll be a pro in no time.”
That was progress anyway. Charlotte loved Mutley, but she’d never considered getting a dog of her own while she lived in the city.
Although plenty of people did it, keeping a dog in New York was a difficult proposition, or so it seemed to Charlotte, perhaps because she’d been raised in a small town.
Felix wasn’t just the perfect Christmas present, she decided, but a homecoming gift, as well.
The dog trotted after her as she went back to the kitchen, plopping down to watch her pour Jax’s coffee. “He walked you in the cold,” she informed the dog. “Without a coat. Otherwise I wouldn’t wait on him like this.”
She’d bet that Mutley wasn’t the only canine Jax fan in the household. Women might offer comfort and warmth, but men were fun, from a dog’s point of view anyway.
“I heard that,” Jax said. “You don’t have to wait on me.” He was leaning against the doorway, that engaging, lazy smile on his face. “I’m quite capable of pouring myself a cup of coffee.”
“I offered.”
“Charlie, will you relax? I swear I won’t rush this.”
“That kiss wasn’t rushing it?” She handed him the cup.
“Thank you.” His grin was crooked. “Well, not the first kiss. Maybe the second one.”
It was impossible not to like the guy. “Have you ever had a serious relationship?” Since we were together, I mean.
“Once, but she lived in New York and I moved back to Idaho to help my dad run his practice. Luckily, we live in the same house now.”
“Jax.”
“Have you? Had a serious relationship, that is?”
Relationships? Yes. Serious ones? No.
She let Jax’s question go unanswered.
“I figure we’ve been waiting for each other.” Jax took a sip of coffee. “We can work out the details later.”
Charlotte’s laugh was weak. “But you want six kids eventually? Really? No pressure, obviously.”
“Six is a nice round number. What’s wrong with it?”
“It’s six, that’s what’s wrong with it. Half a dozen small individuals in constant need of love, maintenance and protection. Six is a soccer team, isn’t it? Add puppies and kittens to the mix.” She pointed at Felix. “Fawns, too, I’ll bet. Bunnies, tadpoles, birds with broken wings.”
“Maybe. Probably. But here’s what I know for sure—I love you, Charlie.”
“Did…you just say you love me?”
He straightened from the doorway and moved toward her. “I believe I did.”
She scooted back a half step, then forward again. He rested his hands lightly on either side of her waist and went on, which was a good thing, since Charlotte couldn’t speak.
“I promised to wait, give you time, and I will. But facts are facts, Charlie. I definitely love you, and you might as well know it.”
Charlotte understood what he was offering her—a life. Love, laughter, shared responsibility, a home and a lot more besides. Nothing glamorous. There’d be laundry to do, dishes to wash, grass to mow, sack lunches to make for little people heading off to school in the mornings.
She wanted it all. She wanted that life and she wanted her own career, too, wanted to use the professional skills she’d honed. Could she—could they—create some kind of compromise?
Yes, she wanted it all, and yet she was terrified.
“You can stop sweet-talking me anytime now, big guy.”
Jax was unrepentant. “Why? It seems to be working.”
He was positively hopeless. Back in New York he’d still been that romantic cowboy with the sexy smile, and he should just have worn a T-shirt that read, “I was Captain of the Rodeo Team in High School.” He was smart, no doubt about it, but his simple approach to life was the antithesis of what Charlotte had lived these past seven years, what she’d hoped and planned for her future. He seemed to know exactly what he wanted, and she envied him that.
“Can we discuss this some other time?”
He acquiesced with a small forward tilt of his head. “We can do whatever you want.” He glanced upward. “Well, look at that. We’re standing under the mistletoe again.”
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
CHRISTMAS DAY DAWNED clear and bright. Jax rolled over in bed and accidentally dislodged Can-Can, who had evidently decided to sleep on his legs sometime during the night. The cat, disgruntled, leaped gracefully off the bed and stalked away.
“Sorry,” he said. Can-Can responded with a forgiving swish of her tail before she disappeared through the partially open door.
Mutley, curled on the floor near the foot of the bed, jumped up and began wagging his tail with flattering enthusiasm, as if to say, “I’ve been waiting for you to wake up. Merry Christmas. Now can we go outside, please?”
Jax reached down to pet the dog and then got out of bed. He pulled on his clothes, finishing with a clean pair of jeans and a cable-knit sweater. If he’d had the place to himself, he would’ve thrown on a robe, but his usual pajama bottoms were on the tattered side and would’ve been inappropriate for breakfasting with two old ladies. Not to mention that the big house was drafty, especially in the mornings. The place was beautiful, with tons of character, but small eddies of cold air drifted here and there. Charlotte could be right—maybe it would be prohibitively expensive to get the staid Victorian in shape for guests. Still, it was built to last.
In fact, the house reminded him of Geneva, aging but lovely, and with an unmistakable serenity.
Before he’d gone up to bed, she’d patted him on the arm and said, “I agree with Millicent. You’re a fine young man. Our Charlotte is lucky. Keep in mind she’s stubborn, but she’s also completely wonderful.”
Jax sat on the bed to call his father. “Good morning and merry Christmas. How was your traditional evening with Uncle Seth?”
The elder Dr. Locke chuckled. “Merry Christmas to you, son. As for your uncle, well, he told his usual exaggerated stories, most of them outright lies. It was a good time, as always.” A pause, an indrawn breath. Dear old Dad was cutting to the chase. “How goes the quest to win the fair maiden?”
“Fair maiden? Dad, have you been reading fairy tales instead of Tom Clancy and Clive Cussler?”
A chuckle sounded at the other end. “Maybe. My reading habits are eclectic. And just answer the question, why don’t you?”
Jax wasn’t sure what the answer was. “I’m optimistic, cautiously so. The fair maiden has a lot going on right now.”
Mercifully, the conversation switched to the Mustang Creek practice, with Jax’s dad asking about the clinic facilities and staff. Before the goodbyes, though, the topic swerved back to Charlotte. Jax told him about Felix, and how quickly Charlie had warmed to the little guy, taking him straight to her heart. That account won Charlotte a few points, Jax could tell.
After ending the call, he left the bedroom and went quietly down the hallway to peek through her door. Charlotte was lying on her side, and the puppy slept in the curve of her knees.
She was asleep, too.
Jax caught Mutley by the collar just as he was poised to leap straight onto the bed and liven up the party. Gently, he urged the dog back down the hall. “How about a walk?”
Mut took off, apparently in search of his leash, thumping down the stairs. Jax followed at a more leisurely pace, registering that, as usual, something smelled delicious. A pastry of some sort, he thought, and the scent of bacon drifted from the kitchen. He poked his head in the kitchen door and, as he’d predicted, Mrs. Klozz was at the stove, busy as ever, while Aunt Geneva arranged plates and silverware on the trestle table.
“Good morning, ladies,” Jax said. “I’m going to take Mut out for a walk. We’ll be back in a few.”
“Wear your boots,” the women said, speaking at the same time, and then looked at each other, chortling.
Geneva added, “And a scarf. It seems to me you’ll find a package by the front door for both you and Mutley. Go ahead and open it.”
Sure enough, there was a package waiting beside the door, wrapped in sparkly paper and tied with a bow. After he’d slipped on his coat, Jax opened the package and smiled. Inside were two scarves, one for him and a much smaller one for Mutley, knitted from the same bright red yarn as the lacy cap Charlie often wore. He wrapped his gift around his neck, did the same for the dog, who didn’t mind it at all, which probably meant he’d worn one before, and off they went.
They weren’t the only ones out. The next-door neighbor was using a snowblower to clear the sidewalk, and the way Mutley tugged at the leash told Jax they liked each other, so he stopped to say hello.
“Peterson.” The older man was lean, weathered, wore a gray stocking cap and insulated coveralls, and he offered one hand to Jax as he shut off the machine with a quick flick of the other. “I’ve heard about you. Animal doc fella, right? You belong to Charlotte?”
He supposed that was accurate enough. “Yep,” he said. “Sure am. Sure do.”
Ice-blue eyes assessed Jax from beneath the stocking cap. “Old Mutley, here, he’s a pretty good judge of character. If he likes you, and it seems he does, then so do I.”
Jax felt a dog’s recommendation was as reliable as any. And it was true that children and pets seemed to have good instincts where people were concerned.
“We have a mutual admiration society going, Mutley and I. He’s a great dog.”
The man gave him a level look. “Millicent asked me what I thought about that bed-and-breakfast idea you came up with. At first I wasn’t sure, but now that I’ve considered it, I reckon if the town asked me to sign off on the plan—because of zoning and all—I’d do it. The place is practically a historical site anyhow, and it ought to be restored. Charlotte would handle it right.”
Jax resisted a callow urge to shuffle one foot in the snow. “I don’t know if she’s really thinking about it. Not seriously.”
“According to Millicent, she is.”
Millicent Klozz seemed to have her plump fingers in a lot of pies, one way or another.
“We’ll see,” Jax said, pleasantly noncommittal.
“We all miss having Geneva around,” Mr. Peterson said. “But if there’s one thing getting older teaches a person, it’s that everything changes. A young family living in Geneva’s house would brighten up the whole neighborhood.” A smile creased the old man’s weathered face. He nodded. “That’s a nice scarf you’ve got there, Doc. Very festive. Geneva’s handiwork, I’d guess. She must’ve decided she’d like you before you even showed up, because when she likes people, she knits stuff for them. I have quite a collection myself, as a matter of fact. There’s this set of coasters, for instance. She made them because my wife used to holler at me for setting my glass on the furniture and wrecking the wood. Couple of sweaters, too, and a few pairs of socks.”
Jax’s head was starting to spin.
Finally, when Mr. Peterson was through talking, Mutley and Jax took their leave, heading on down the street. As they went, Jax reflected on how much he missed his family, particularly his dad and grandmother, this morning, but at the same time, he was glad to be in Mustang Creek.
He liked the place, liked the people.
Just as he was returning to the house, his phone rang, simultaneously vibrating in his pocket. He pulled it out, expecting to hear Charlotte’s voice, but the caller turned out to be Nate Cameron.
“Hi,” Nate said. “Where are you?”
“Standing on a sidewalk with a dog on a leash. What’s up?”
Nate sighed. “We’ve got a problem,” he said.
No surprise there.
Jax waited.
“I’m at the clinic, about to scrub up for surgery. Cocker spaniel, hit by a car. He’ll be all right, but he needs some patching up.”
“Need some help?” Jax was walking fast now, gearing up.
“Yes,” Nate replied, “but not with the spaniel. Tate Calder just called, and he tells me one of the mares isn’t eating. She’s showing signs of lethargy, a few other symptoms and in general isn’t herself. I was wondering if you’d do me a major favor and go take a look.”
Tate, Jax knew, was Cameron’s business partner. The two of them raised horses.
“Sure,” Jax said, without hesitation. Like people, animals didn’t get hurt or fall sick on a convenient schedule. Moreover, Calder was married to Charlotte’s friend Bex. He would’ve helped in any case, but this made it more personal. He pulled gently on the leash, urging Mutley to pick up the pace. “Leaving now. Text me the address.”
* * *
IT WAS AN INTERESTING WAY to spend Christmas morning, Charlotte thought. When Jax had come back to the house with Mutley an hour earlier and announced that he was going out on a call, she’d made the impulsive decision to accompany him, leaving Felix and friends in Aunt Geneva’s and Mrs. Klozz’s care.
Charlotte had never seen Jax at work, actually treating a patient.
She’d known what he did, that went without saying, but not what he did.
The ailing horse was a beautiful bay with a silky mane and big brown eyes, and she was wary when Jax approached. He calmed her down easily with a soothing hand on her neck, and as Charlotte watched, he began to examine the animal, talking in a low voice.
Next to Charlotte, in the breezeway of the large stable, stood Bex, pretty and brunette, with eyes that sometimes looked green and sometimes gold. “We appreciate this.”
Charlotte looped an arm around her friend’s waist and gave her a brief squeeze. “No worries,” she said. Their heads touched, just for a moment.
“But it’s Christmas Day,” Bex fretted.
“I don’t think anyone told the mare,” Charlotte replied, with a little smile. “And I’ll bet Tate still gets up and feeds the horses and handles any problems, no matter what.”
“He does. Takes care of the boys the same way.” Bex’s own smile trembled. “With kids, it’s one catastrophe after another, around the clock.”
Tate had two sons from a first marriage, Bex frequently kept her young nephew and now the Calders were expecting a baby boy. “Five males and one woman in the same house. Don’t look now, Bex, but I’d say you’re outnumbered.”
“And that’s not counting the three male puppies—now the size of Shetland ponies—that we’ve acquired, thanks to my new mother-in-law, the former Mrs. Arbuckle. Add the stallion we just bought, and the odds are even worse. What are we up to? Nine to one?”
Charlotte grinned. “No testosterone shortage around here,” she said.
By then, Jax was examining the mare’s left fetlock and frowning.
Nervous herself, Charlotte tried to distract her friend. “Jax gave me a puppy last night, if you can believe it. I’ve inherited Aunt Geneva’s dog and cat, too, and now he’s talking about wanting six kids. I may need to call you for counseling.”
“It’s that serious, then,” Bex said, looking thoughtful. “I’ve also heard about the bed-and-breakfast idea. I’ll bet both Mrs. A. and Tate’s dad would be interested, as investors, I mean. They wanted to build a hotel right here, on the ranch, but Tate said absolutely not. Still, Mustang Creek does need more decent places to stay. I’m sure you’d be full every weekend.”
There it was again. The Klozz effect.
Charlotte paused, willing to admit, if only to herself, that the B and B plan was beginning to grow on her. “Frankly, I’m torn. I don’t know how to run my own business. I can manage client brands and create advertising campaigns, but that isn’t the same thing.”
Bex, who’d run her fitness center so well it was now a national chain, didn’t blink an eye. “Of course it’s the same thing,” she countered. “Mel and Hadleigh and I will help out any way we can. Both Tripp and Tate know good local contractors. And you’ve got Dr. Do-a-lot here to lend a hand. Hire a maid or two, and get Mrs. Klozz to sign on permanently, and you’ll be in business.”
It couldn’t be that simple.
Could it?
“It’s generous of you to offer help,” Charlotte began, “but you and Mel and Hadleigh all have homes and families and businesses of your own. Contractors are expensive—particularly the good ones—and—”
Bex reached out, squeezed Charlotte’s hand. “One challenge at a time,” she said gently.
Charlotte’s inner number cruncher was in full swing. “But it’s a huge commitment, and there’s no guarantee I won’t fall flat on my face.”
“Sounds like marriage.” Bex’s mouth twitched mischievously. “Anyway, my in-laws can take a financial loss if things don’t work out—they’d probably welcome the tax deduction—and I’m sure they’d enjoy having a new project to argue about. Look at it that way. You’d be making two rich people very happy. It’s a win-win.”
“But—”
“Believe me,” Bex interrupted, her eyes warm. “If Dad and Lettie don’t think the idea’s going to work, they’ll tell you. Why not talk to them, Charlotte? That can’t hurt, can it?”
The boys came tumbling into the barn just then, with the dogs in hot pursuit. Bex hadn’t exaggerated; the puppies probably weighed in at around eighty pounds apiece. All three of the children, two six-year-olds and an eight-year-old, were covered in snow from head to foot.
The melee was deafening.
Jax’s response took Charlotte aback. “Get the dogs and the kids out of here,” he ordered tersely. “Right now. You two go back to the house with them.”
Tate backed him up. “Out. Go. Now.”
Bex looked as perplexed as Charlotte no doubt did, but they each grabbed a child by the hand, and the dogs romped after them as they exited the barn. The older boy shot out the door ahead of them.
“What the heck was that about?” Bex asked as they followed the snowy path toward the gorgeous two-story log house Tate had built the year before. Christmas lights twinkled along the eaves, and the three boys ran ahead, apparently undaunted by their stern ejection from the barn, followed by the puppies. Charlotte figured the kids were supercharged, since this was Christmas Day. “Tate’s usually so even-tempered.”
Charlotte was worried, too. She’d never seen Jax like that, or heard that tone in his voice. “I’m sure they’re just stressed out,” she said, but it sounded lame, and she could see Bex wasn’t convinced, either.
She brightened quickly, though. “It was crazy this morning,” she said. “With the boys tearing open their presents. You should’ve seen the wrapping paper fly. Luckily, Tate cleaned up the mess before he went out to check on the horses.” She looked down at her protruding tummy. “I can’t bend over very well.”
Charlotte merely nodded.
“Anyway,” Bex said, “let’s have a cup of tea.”
Charlotte was all for that, but still perplexed about what had just happened. If Jax didn’t have more patience than that with rambunctious children, his desire for a large family didn’t make a lot of sense.
The Calders’ kitchen combined country charm with modern style, and she recognized one of Melody’s signature clocks on the wall, a gorgeous, custom-made silhouette of the house.
She’d love to have one with an image of her aunt’s big Victorian home, she reflected, still trying to turn her thoughts from Jax’s sudden bad mood. She’d commission two of them, one for the house on Maple Street and one for Aunt Geneva’s new place.
Her aunt’s birthday was coming up in March. Perfect.
Soon Bex and Charlotte were seated at the farmhouse-style table with mugs of tea in front of them, the noise of the boys squabbling in the background. One of the puppies decided to join the kids, so big he landed in their midst with an audible thump.
Bex said mildly, “I live in a zoo, but I’ve learned a lot from Tate’s approach to parenthood. He only interferes if someone’s well-being is in danger or permanent damage is going to be done to the furniture or anything else we value. They have to sit down when they eat, exhibit reasonable table manners, say please and thank-you if someone does something for them and bathe regularly. Otherwise, we just let them do their thing. Most arguments are resolved amicably by the parties involved. Josh is with us a lot of the time, and I’m pretty sure he’s on the fast track to a career in diplomacy.”
Charlotte was amused by her friend’s pragmatic approach to parenting. “How do the boys feel about the baby?”
“They said it was cool when they learned we were having a boy. They want their own football team someday. A girl, apparently, would not have been cool. At the moment, they disdain all females except those who make them mac and cheese.” Bex smiled. “I’m viewed with tolerance since I’m skilled in that department.”
It was then that Tate came in, stamping the snow off his boots on the rug inside the door. He didn’t take off his coat or gloves but came over to give Bex a quick kiss. “Sorry about that. I didn’t mean to snap at you earlier. You won’t believe what’s wrong with the mare, although Jax says she should recover just fine.”
Bex and Charlotte looked at him expectantly.
“Snakebite. Rattlesnake probably, because she isn’t feeling very good. I know, I know—it’s December, but that barn is heated, full of hay, straw and other feed for the horses, which, of course, attracts mice, a favorite snake delicacy. There’s no way to completely keep out the rodents, and the snake must’ve figured he’d found the ideal place to spend a Wyoming winter. Until we find the culprit, no kids or dogs in the barn. Spence and Tripp are on their way over to help,” he added.
A snake. Well, that explained Jax’s abrupt tone, and Tate’s, too. Still, Charlotte felt an immediate flash of panic. “Please tell me Jax isn’t in that barn hunting down a big snake all by himself!”
Tate was calm. “We have to find it,” he said, not unkindly. “Cold as it is today, the snake isn’t likely to leave on its own.” He stood with a hand resting lightly on Bex’s shoulder, but he was looking at Charlotte. “Doc will be fine,” he assured her. “I just came in to explain the situation. Jax is leading the horses out of the barn. There’ll be four of us and we’ll catch the snake, deal with it and that will be that.” He shrugged. “It’s probably been holed up there for some time, though. Not a happy thought.”
Bex went pale. “I’ve let the boys play in that barn, Tate, and you’re there every day, mucking out stalls, feeding the horses…”
“Shh.” Tate reached out and touched her cheek. “The boys are fine, and so am I.”
“Be careful,” Bex said with emphasis. She put her hand on her rounded stomach as if offering reassurance to their unborn child.
“Will do.” Tate winked at her and went back out the door.
Bex muttered, “One thing I didn’t put on my gift list was a snake.”
“Santa would have an interesting time putting that in his magic bag,” Charlotte said. Then, because Bex still looked a little shaken, she diverted her friend’s attention. “How about showing me the nursery? I’d love to see it.”
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
IT TOOK A coordinated effort, but Jax and Tate, with Spence Hogan and Tripp Galloway joining the search, finally tracked the sidewinding offender in the stable office, nestled behind a set of pressboard bookcases.
“He’s no piker,” Spence Hogan pointed out, and he was right. The snake was a good five feet long, and as big around as Jax’s wrist. “Got the bag?”
Tripp Galloway held open an empty feedbag. “Yep, work your magic.”
Hogan, the Mustang Creek chief of police, had a long implement designed specifically for capturing snakes. He kept it in his truck at all times.
The good citizens of Bliss County had paid for it with their hard-earned tax dollars because the first thing most people did if an errant reptile wandered into their homes or took up lodging in their sheds was call the police.
“Snake tongs. Ordered it online,” he said matter-of-factly. “I don’t want to kill anything I don’t have to, so live capture is my preference. I figure snakes have their place in the natural world, even if they’re ugly suckers. This guy’s going to be mighty unhappy being put outside in this weather, but I know a spot that has a lot of rocks for cover, and he can sleep away the rest of the winter. He sure looks well fed.”
Calder shook his head. “In a way I’ll miss him. I’ve been patting myself on the back for not having much of a mouse problem. He’s been kind of like a night watchman, making his rounds in the dark.”
“He’s gonna be mad, but here goes,” Spence said. “If I miss, run like hell. He’s kind of hard to reach from here.”
Spence Hogan must’ve been pretty practiced because he managed to snag the rattler on the first try, and Galloway was wearing thick gloves and a heavy leather coat, so when the writhing, pissed-off creature finally went into the bag, it couldn’t bite him.
All in all, the enterprise was a success, in Jax’s professional opinion.
Hogan cautiously took the squirming bag in a gloved hand and said, “You’re off on a little journey, pal. Once I’ve relocated him, I’d better get on home. Melody’s roasting a turkey and there’s football on TV.”
“My dad and Pauline are coming over,” Tripp Galloway said, “but Pauline’s doing the cooking while Hadleigh keeps an eye on the baby, if she managed to pry the kid away from my father. It’s not easy. Give him the couch, a cold beer and the baby to cradle in one arm, and he’s a happy man. My son’s probably watching football as we speak.”
“Bex had a stroke of genius and invited Bad Billy over for Christmas dinner,” Tate put in. “He’s bringing the food, and the boys and the dogs love that man.” He looked resigned but not at all unhappy. “I think I might be having bacon cheeseburgers for Christmas dinner, but if the crowd’s content, that makes my holiday.”
“And he fries up a damn fine bacon cheeseburger,” Galloway said with a grin. “Hey, if he brings his famous brownies, you are one lucky man.”
Jax was fairly sure his Christmas dinner was going to be out of this world if the meals he’d had since his arrival were any indication. He and Charlie also needed to get home. “Everyone, enjoy. I’m going to give the mare a shot of antibiotic,” he told Calder. “Check on her in a little while, and if you see any change, call me. She ought to be just fine. What we don’t want is an infection in a tendon sheath or something like that. She’s showing some systemic reaction, but not much.”
Both Charlotte and Bex Calder seemed relieved when he and Tate went inside.
Jax offered Charlotte an apologetic smile. “Took longer than I expected, but the horse should be okay. The snake’s removed, and we need to be on our way. An angry diamondback is one thing, but two sweet old ladies who’ve been cooking all morning are not to be messed with.”
Bex was laughing as he caught Charlotte’s hand. “What about sweet young ladies?” she asked.
“If I meet one, I’ll let you know.” Jax grinned as he pulled Charlotte toward the door, reaching for her coat and helping her into it. “I bet both the dogs need walks, and I deliberately ate light this morning, since I was saving room.”
Outside, Jax opened her door, then clasped Charlotte around the waist and lifted her into the truck. She threw him a look when he climbed in to start the vehicle. “You are in a hurry.”
“By now, Felix has probably sprung a leak,” he said. “I don’t want your aunt and Mrs. Klozz cleaning up after him. I know they’re both animal lovers, but house-training a puppy is too much to ask.” He turned onto the road leading back into town. “If you decide to kick me out, I’ll take him. Puppies are a lot of work.”
“If I kicked you out, Mut would be heartbroken, Mrs. Klozz might never cook for me again and Aunt Geneva would point out that I’m not getting any younger. She’d say you’re a decent catch and that you have good teeth.” Charlotte grinned. “For whatever reason, whenever I dated someone, my sweet aunt always commented on his teeth.”
Jax said with a straight face, “Teeth can tell you a lot about a horse.”
Charlie had the most musical laugh. “Seems appropriate for a vet. ‘Such a fine young man, and look at those teeth. Young lady, snap him up at once.’ Besides, I really think she trusts Mutley’s judgment more than mine anyway.”
“Well, he is a very smart dog.”
“You’re impossible.”
“To resist? Now we’re getting somewhere.”
“It’s Christmas, so I’m going to let that remark slide, cowboy. Are you sure the horse is going to be okay?”
“That was one large venomous snake,” he replied, “but the main danger with snakebite is usually infection. Wash the wound, calm her down, keep an eye on her, and she should recover pretty fast. Snakes often just dry bite in self-defense, no venom involved. In this case the mare was unhappy—for good reason—but her respiration was normal. I think it actually happened hours ago and she was agitated for a while. By now, she’s tired, and her leg is sore as hell.”
“You love what you do.” Charlotte sounded almost wistful. “I was good at my job, but I think I’ve been ready for a change for a while now. Parts of it were exciting, although there was a lot of pressure, too. Relaxation was not on the agenda. Even when we all went out after the office closed, it was to grab a drink at someplace crowded and noisy—and we usually talked about work.”
Jax didn’t comment. He wanted to say that he didn’t think city life was for her, that he hadn’t thought so from the moment he’d met her. The wise colleague in the high heels, Charlie’s friend Kendra Nash, who’d first told him about her, had seen it, too, but most of the time people had to work things like that out for themselves.
“Not that it’s perfect here,” Charlotte prattled on, suddenly nervous again. “But it’s, well, familiar, and the scenery is incomparable—the beautiful mountains, the pretty towns, friendly people…” Her voice trailed off.
Jax finished for her. “But no real excitement, no glitzy restaurants, the only theater is the occasional high school play and they roll up the sidewalks at nine o’clock. If you say brand management, most folks in these parts think you’re talking about cattle. I grew up in the same sort of place. I guess you have to decide what kind of life you want.”
Oh, yeah, and there’s me, he thought, making a silent Christmas wish. Please, Charlotte, want me.
* * *
THE DREADED ACCIDENT hadn’t happened during their absence, but Felix was very excited when they walked through the front door and—oops, a little too excited. Jax grimaced and went off to get a paper towel, and Charlotte reassured the puppy that he was still a good dog as she hung up her coat alongside the red scarf Aunt Geneva had given Jax. He’d looked striking in it, too, the red complementing his chestnut hair and sky-blue eyes.
Where Jax was concerned, she realized she was showing the Morgan stubborn streak. She’d fallen for him in New York; she was falling twice as hard now. He was an easygoing man, but there was real determination under the surface he presented to the world. He knew exactly what he was doing to her, in bed and out of it.
“Well, at least he waited long enough so I could wipe up after him.” Jax knelt down and removed the evidence, with Felix trying to lick his face the whole time. “Apology accepted.” He patted the puppy’s head. “Let me wash my hands and we can go for a walk.”
Mutley ran over and barked at his leash hanging from a hook on the coat tree. Jax amended, “We can go for a group walk. How’s that?”
“You and Mut can wear your matching scarves again.”
“I love my scarf, but it does threaten my manhood somewhat, walking a dog with a scarf that matches mine. And guess what your aunt’s doing right now? She’s sitting in the kitchen at the table, drinking coffee and knitting. She’s making one for Felix, almost has it done, in fact. If I’m not already the talk of the neighborhood, I soon will be.”
Charlotte didn’t bother to hide her merriment at his chagrined expression. “Aunt Geneva just wants you to be warm. Look on the bright side—it makes her happy. At least the scarves aren’t pink, although—hmm. A neon pink would be very attractive on you. And since she has a lot of time on her hands these days…”
“Charlotte Morgan, don’t you dare.”
She blithely waved a hand. “I make no promises. Have a nice walk. I’m going to go set the table, since that’s my designated job.”
He muttered to the dogs as he went out the door, “I don’t trust her.”
As Jax had said, Aunt Geneva was at the table, knitting needles flashing, listening to holiday music on a small radio that somehow still worked, although it dated back several decades. It had been standing on the counter directly beneath the wall phone forever. Mrs. Klozz was nowhere in sight, and Charlotte hoped she was taking a nap. The woman deserved some rest.
As usual, everything smelled enticing. She kissed her aunt on the cheek. Can-Can was on Geneva’s lap again and began to purr.
“Sorry we were gone for so long. I’ll set the table.”
“I think maybe the white-haired lady already did it.”
Charlotte stopped in the act of leaving the room, with a sinking feeling that they were having a less than lucid moment. “Do you mean Mrs. Klozz? Millicent?”
“She’s nice, isn’t she?”
There was enough evasion in that answer to indicate that her beloved aunt knew who they were talking about, but didn’t recall her name. At a loss as to how to handle this, Charlotte simply agreed. “Yes, she certainly is.” She managed a wobbly smile. “Sit tight. I’ll be right back.”
Sure enough, the table was set with the holiday china, holly leaves with berries around the rim of each plate, glasses gleaming, but there were only three place settings. Charlotte walked tentatively toward the downstairs bedroom, found it tidy and quiet. There was no sign of Mrs. Klozz, awake or asleep.
Charlotte went upstairs and looked in every room, but as she’d half expected, Mrs. Klozz wasn’t there, either.
Stepping into her own room, needing a few minutes to collect her thoughts, Charlotte instantly spotted a folded piece of paper lying on her bed. Her hands trembled as she reached for it, unfolded the single page and read the elegant, flowing script:
Dearest Charlotte,
I absolutely love the ornament! You and Jaxon are so generous. I know the two of you will be very happy together. Now that you’re home to take care of Mutley and Can-Can, and to visit your aunt, I must get back home. I am sorry I didn’t have a chance to say a proper farewell, but my ride will be here any moment. I left instructions for when to take out the ham, and put in the potatoes and the vegetable casserole. I also made two pies. Take one back tonight when you bring Geneva home. She dearly loves my black raspberry with a little vanilla ice cream in the evening.
Best,
Millicent Klozz
PS: Oh, yes, and tell Jaxon he’ll get exactly what he asked for as his Christmas gift, since he’s been a good boy. I mean, of course, a good man.
The good boy returned then. Charlotte heard him coming through the front door because Felix and Mutley were making a racket until he ordered them to stop, a command they obeyed with surprising alacrity.
Charlotte left her room and went downstairs, the note in hand. Jax, who was hanging up his coat and the infamous red scarf, took one look at her and stopped all motion. “What’s wrong, Charlie?” he asked, his voice husky with alarm.
“She’s gone,” Charlotte said numbly. And instantly regretted her choice of words when she saw the expression on his handsome face.
“What?”
“Nobody’s dead,” Charlotte told him quickly. “It’s just—well—I’m a little confused—”
Jax raked a hand through his hair, and his shoulders moved with the force of his relieved sigh.
Charlotte held out the note she’d found on her bed. “Read this.”
Jax read, his brows drawing together. Then, to Charlotte’s complete annoyance, he said cheerfully, “I love ham. Thought that might be what we were having but I was afraid to hope.”
Charlotte was tempted to punch him in the shoulder. Or the nose.
“That’s all you can say?” she demanded, in a furious whisper.
He pointed at the piece of paper. “I’m glad she corrected that boy reference, too. But I am good, right? I believe you said I was very good at—”
“Never mind what I said.” She snatched back the paper. “What’s the matter with you, Jax? Mrs. Klozz has disappeared. Without even saying goodbye!”
“From what she said in that note,” Jax replied reasonably, “she hasn’t disappeared, she’s gone home. And technically, she did say goodbye. Read the note again and you’ll see.”
Charlotte began to pace. “I can’t believe this,” she moaned. “I can’t believe you.”
“What do you want me to do, Charlie?” Jax asked, sounding beleaguered. “Mrs. Klozz is a grown woman, sound in body and mind. If she was ready to leave, she was ready to leave.”
“But where is home?” Charlotte had stopped pacing, partly because both Mutley and Felix were watching her with worried expressions. “There are so many things I want to ask her, and now she’s gone.”
It was obvious that Jax wanted to take Charlotte into his arms and try to console her. It was equally obvious that he didn’t dare.
“Maybe your aunt knows something.”
Charlotte refused to cry. “I don’t think now is a good time. Aunt Geneva seems a little confused at the moment.”
Finally, Jax overcame his hesitation and put his arms around her. “Everything’s been kind of hectic,” he soothed. “Maybe Geneva’s a bit overwhelmed by it all. Once she’s back home, she’ll probably feel better.”
“This is supposed to be her home.”
“Things change, Charlie.” It was a hard truth, Charlotte knew, but Jax’s tone was tender.
His shoulder was a comforting place to rest her head for a second or two. Then she straightened. “Yes. Besides, this isn’t a day to feel anything but happy. I think I need to go deal with the ham. You can be my helper. Like an elf.” She rose up on tiptoe and kissed him lightly. “Thanks. Although you are rather tall for an elf.” She touched the back of one hand to her right eye, then her left, hoping she hadn’t smeared her mascara. “You get to read me the instructions. It doesn’t sound as if I have much to do, but we don’t want me to mess it up, do we?”
“You got that right.” His hold lingered for a minute, and his mouth brushed her temple. “Despite sick horses, heat-seeking rattlesnakes and a desolate culinary future without Mrs. Klozz, I’m still claiming this Christmas as my all-time favorite—because of you, Charlie.”
Now, that was sweet talk of the finest kind. Her throat tightened with emotion.
“Desolate future? I can cook,” she said, with some bravado. Seven years of city living, a demanding job and being single meant that she could make a few basic meals, speed dial restaurants and whip up a decent cup of coffee with a modern machine.
Another reason to fear the idea of a B and B.
Although breakfast would be simple enough with pastries, rolls and muffins from the local bakery, fresh fruit salad, sausage, bacon, scrambled eggs—she could scramble eggs. Have a selection of coffee and let the guests choose and make their own; it was, after all, a matter of pushing a button. She could offer a variety of juices, cereal and yogurt—all easy. And maybe, down the line, if all went well, she could entertain the thought of serving dinner on Friday and Saturday nights.
There she was, thinking about it again…
And with Mrs. Klozz gone, possibly for good.
As if on cue, Charlotte’s cell rang, and she fished it out of her sweater pocket. The comfortable red-and-green sweater Aunt Geneva had knitted for her several years ago to wear on Christmas Day. She didn’t recognize the number, so she answered with a curious “Hello?”
The caller announced, “I am Lettie Arbuckle-Calder. Since you are answering her phone, I assume you are Charlotte Morgan. When can we meet so I can see the house?”
Charlotte was confused, and Jax, watching her face, lifted his brows, his gaze curious. “Um—er—”
Lettie Arbuckle-Calder?
Oh, yes. Bex’s stepmother-in-law, one half of the world’s dynamic duo.
“It’s very nice of you to call, Mrs. Arbuckle-Calder. We can meet at your convenience. My address is—” Had she really just said that?
“Young woman,” Lettie broke in, “I know precisely where you live. Due diligence, you realize. Even without seeing the inside, I can tell you that that house could be a real showplace with a little work. Tomorrow morning at ten o’clock would be ideal, if it works for you.” At that moment, her voice took on a slightly different tone, one of almost gleeful triumph. “If my husband should call, you may tell him I am already sponsoring this project.”
With that, the woman hung up.
Charlotte stared at her phone for several seconds before dropping it back in her pocket.
Jax asked cautiously, “Uh, what was that all about?”
“I think I was just run over by a bulldozer.” Charlotte did feel dazed. “I’m not sure whether to blame Mrs. Klozz or Bex, but even after that brief conversation I have a feeling the bed-and-breakfast idea you came up with has suddenly spiraled out of my control.” She looked at him accusingly. “I hadn’t actually made up my mind.”
Jax smiled and pointed at the note in her hand. “Yes, you had. You keep thinking about it. Now, I don’t mean to be pushy or anything, but the ham? Potatoes? Vegetable casserole? Be still, my heart…or maybe it’s my stomach. It would be wrong to let me faint from hunger on Christmas Day, don’t you agree? If I pass out, I’m afraid my smelling salts are in my other coat.”
“I’ll bet a bucket of ice water would revive you,” Charlotte said sweetly, but he had a point. It was time to eat, and Aunt Geneva was probably getting hungry, too. She’d always served supper promptly at five.
“You’d really do that, wouldn’t you? Douse a helpless man—”
“As if you’ve ever been helpless,” Charlotte scoffed, but she had to laugh at the image that came to mind.
It was just one of the things she loved about him. The way he made her laugh, even when she felt like crying.
Both dogs were watching her expectantly. Time for them to be fed, as well. She was in charge of a lot more than just her own life now.
She could do this. Right?
“Okay,” she said, with resolution. “All elves to the kitchen.”
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
DINNER, AS USUAL, surpassed even Jax’s expectations, and after a few days of Mrs. Klozz’s meals, his standards were pretty high. He had three helpings of the ham, and the rest of the meal was memorable, too.
When he had to refuse dessert, Charlotte smirked at him.
“I’m full,” he said regretfully. “But when I get hungry again, roughly a year from now, that piece of pie has my name on it.”
“From previous experience, I’d guess you’ll be hungry again about an hour from now,” Charlotte said drily, getting up to clear the table. “I don’t know where you put it and, by the way, I resent you for your sharklike metabolism. There’s no justice. If there were, you’d be fat.”
He rose to help, but let his gaze drift over Charlotte’s figure. “I wouldn’t change a thing about your looks, Ms. Morgan.”
Her aunt smiled sweetly. “It’s good to see a young man with a hearty appetite,” she remarked.
He met Charlotte’s eyes just before she walked away from the table. “He certainly has one of those,” she muttered.
Jax followed her into the kitchen. Much to his disappointment, someone had taken down the mistletoe. He hoped it hadn’t been Charlotte.
If she’d noticed the missing license to kiss, she didn’t comment on it. She opened the cupboard below the sink to get the dish soap, bending over in the process and thus giving him an excellent view of her shapely backside. “Why don’t you go back in and keep Aunt Geneva company while I clean up?” she suggested.
“I have a better idea,” Jax told her. “You keep Aunt Geneva company, since you’ll need to take her home soon, and I’ll wash the dishes.”
She stopped, looking back at him over one shoulder. “You don’t mind?”
“Of course not. Go,” Jax said, making a shooing motion with one hand. He glanced down at Mutley and Felix, who’d trooped in after them and now sat side by side, like spectators at a tennis match. “I’ll feed the dogs, too. And Can-Can, if she’s willing to leave your aunt’s lap long enough to eat.”
Charlotte showed him where to find the pet food and went back to the dining room.
Jax made quick work of the chores, and when he was finished, he retraced his steps, both dogs at his heels, only to find the dining room empty.
Charlotte and her aunt were in the living room, seated on the couch, with Can-Can curled up between them. “Time to open gifts,” Charlotte said. “I know most people do that in the morning, but this has been a crazy day and, anyway, this is our tradition.”
“Okay,” Jax said. “Suppose I take the dogs out for a walk while you’re doing that?”
“We’ll wait for you,” Geneva said, with a smile.
“Right,” Charlotte said, without one.
“Take this,” Geneva instructed, holding up the red scarf she’d knitted for Felix.
Jax grinned and crossed the room to take the scarf. “Thanks,” he said. “We’re gonna be stylish, these dogs and I.”
Charlotte finally busted loose with a smile. “Hurry up,” she said. “I want to see what Santa left us.”
Jax saluted briskly. Then he headed for the entry, where he put on his coat, donned his new scarf and, after clipping their leashes to their collars, decked Mutley and Felix out in theirs.
“We are lookin’ good,” he told the dogs on the way out. “But keep in mind, it’s just for Christmas Day.”
Fifteen minutes later they were back.
* * *
AS A CHILD, Charlotte had begged Aunt Geneva to change the family tradition and open gifts in the morning, pointing out that the families of all her friends did it like that. But Geneva had grown up with a father who was a physician and also ran the local drugstore. People still got sick on Christmas, he’d explained, so he kept the dispensary open until supper time himself. He went in himself, rather than asking one of the clerks to work on Christmas Day.
That was why they’d always waited until supper had been served and eaten, and that, according to Aunt Geneva, was that. As a child, Charlotte had accepted the decree grudgingly, but as an adult, she enjoyed the wait.
“We used to put real candles on the tree,” Geneva reminisced, accepting the cup of eggnog Charlotte offered with a misty look in her eyes. “Can you imagine what a fire hazard that was? When I was very young, I wondered why my father kept a bucket of water handy. He’d go up into the mountains and bring a lovely fragrant Scottish pine or a Douglas fir back on a sleigh. One of my fondest memories is of going with him on those trips, all bundled up, the horses trotting through the snow, with bells jingling on the harnesses.”
This year’s tree was real, too, though surely it had come from a lot. No doubt Mrs. Klozz had had it delivered, and she’d probably strung the lights and hung the ornaments, too.
Charlotte and Jax exchanged glances. He said, “I enjoy sleigh rides myself. Let me continue my duties as resident elf, and I’ll distribute the gifts.”
* * *
JAX WAS GRATIFIED that the pale blue quilt he’d bought for Geneva was an instant hit. Charlotte’s aunt hugged him, gave him a kiss on the cheek, and when she folded the quilt carefully and set it next to her on the couch, it received the real stamp of approval because Can-Can immediately curled up on it.
From her aunt, Charlotte got knitted mittens and a scarf in a green that matched her eyes, a necklace with a locket that had a picture of her as a little girl and…a vintage diamond ring in an antique lacquer box.
“It was my mother’s engagement ring,” Geneva said with evident nostalgia. “My parents had such a happy marriage. I know my mama—and yours—would want you to have it, and it’s a pretty stone, don’t you think? My father’s family was well-off financially, and the ring originally belonged to his mother. Perhaps one day you’ll pass it on to your daughter, Charlotte.”
“It’s beautiful.” She held it up and it sparkled in the lights from the Christmas tree. “Thank you. And knowing some of its history makes it all the more special.”
Next, she opened her gift from Mrs. Klozz. It was a leather-bound book decorated with a red ribbon, and when she opened it, Charlotte’s eyes widened. “It’s a handwritten collection of her recipes.”
Jax hadn’t opened his gift from Charlotte yet; he hadn’t expected to receive one. “I’m all for that. Now, let’s see what you gave me.”
Charlotte murmured apologetically, “I’m kind of curious myself. I didn’t have time to shop. Mrs. Klozz got it for me.”
The box was square, tied with another festive bow, and inside, under a layer of parchment paper, was a large cookie. Heart shaped, with white icing, and piped on it in bright red icing was one word: Yes.
Jax stared at it.
“What is it?” Charlotte asked, with a note of eagerness.
Jax rose from his chair and handed it to her, box and all.
“A cookie? I’m sure it’s going to be delicious, but—”
“I think she meant for you to give me the word, not just the cookie. That word is the answer I want to an important question.”
“What question?”
“Will you marry me?”
Charlotte seemed speechless, but her aunt was not. “Of course she will.” Geneva stroked Can-Can’s head. “Now, then,” she added with a ladylike yawn, “I’d appreciate it if someone would drive me back home. It’s getting quite late.”
It was all of seven o’clock.
As she rose, Charlotte pinned Jax with a look that said they’d be talking later. “I’ll get your coat, Aunt Geneva,” she said. “Perhaps this nice young man wouldn’t mind carrying your things out to the car while we get you ready.”
Jax nodded and went to put his coat on.
Charlotte hadn’t answered his life-altering question, but he probably shouldn’t have asked it in the first place. Not yet anyway.
He pondered the events of the evening while he carried Geneva’s overnight bag and Christmas gifts out to Charlotte’s car.
Once the women were on their way, the extra pie carefully wrapped and sent along, per Mrs. Klozz’s note, Jax decided the dogs could use one more walk before turning in for the night. All three of them wore their still-damp scarves as a tribute to Christmas.
The blanket of fresh snow glistened all around and, Jax discovered, this second dose of cold, clean air helped clear his head. It would’ve been easy to get discouraged; he’d not only broken his own vow to go with the flow for about the hundredth time, but he’d mangled the two proposals he’d attempted so far.
As the dogs yanked at their leashes, sniffing along the snow-dusted sidewalk, he considered the possibility that he might not have been too rash but too cautious. All his life, Jax had believed in the power of the direct approach and, for the most part, it had served him well.
Why did he keep screwing up with Charlotte?
Probably because she mattered so much, more than anyone or anything in his life. Everything seemed to hinge on getting this right; therefore, he tended to try a little too hard.
The problem was, he didn’t know any other way to operate.
After about half an hour, he and the two spiffily scarfed dogs headed back.
Charlotte was just pulling into the driveway. When she got out of the rental car, the dogs were overjoyed, straining at their leashes, leaping and barking effusively.
She smiled, ruffled their ears and met Jax’s eyes, just briefly.
He had the silly and strangely poignant thought that he was wearing the red scarf and she was wearing her little red hat. All four of them matched.
If he hadn’t been so damn nervous, he would have found their fashion conformity quite funny. But he was nervous.
“Get her settled in?” he asked, referring to Charlotte’s aunt.
“Yes,” she replied softly, and a little sadly. “She said she was going straight to bed, that all the excitement wore her out.”
“I can identify with that,” Jax observed.
Charlotte nodded, but she didn’t look at him again. She locked the rental car, shifted the strap of her bag from her elbow to her shoulder and started toward the house.
Jax hesitated for a moment, then followed, the dogs prancing and wagging their tails. Inside, he bent to remove their scarves and unclip their leashes, watching as Charlotte hung up her coat and hat and kicked off her snow boots.
As soon as he freed them, Mutley and Felix bounded off toward the kitchen, hoping, no doubt, that more food had magically appeared in their bowls.
Given the arrival and then the abrupt departure of Millicent Klozz, he was starting to think anything was possible.
“Now that I don’t have to drive anywhere, I’m going to have a glass of wine. Do you want some?”
So she was still speaking to him. “Sure, yes, that would be nice. You get the glasses and I’ll open the bottle.”
Charlotte selected a bottle of white wine from the refrigerator and went to a drawer to get the corkscrew. She handed both of them over, and for the first time since she’d gotten back, she really looked at him. “Fair enough,” she said.
* * *
WHEN SHE HIT rocky places, Charlotte reassessed, chose a new tactic; that was her personality. Straightforward. She refused to dwell on what didn’t work. Avoidance, although she’d indulged in a lot of that lately, wasn’t her style. She’d been successful in her job because she was action oriented.
When Jax poured the wine into her glass and passed it to her, their fingers brushed, and in that moment, everything changed.
Charlotte knew, finally, what she was going to do with the house, with her future.
It was as if the fog had cleared, which seemed sudden, but it wasn’t. She’d been considering her choices all along.
No separate bedrooms tonight, she decided.
Lights, camera, action.
Well, maybe not the camera.
She smiled at that.
She’d kept Jax on pins and needles, even though it wasn’t deliberate, and that wasn’t fair. On the other hand, he had proposed to her in front of her aunt, and that was unfair, too.
Pondering all these things, Charlotte leaned a hip against one of the cupboards in a seemingly casual stance and took a sip of chardonnay. “So apparently I gave you a cookie for Christmas and you gave me a puppy. Shouldn’t we win an award for most eclectic couple of the year, or something like that? How can we top that next year? I’m thinking an éclair. No, I don’t know how to make those, but it might be in my new recipe book. Maybe a bear claw or—”
“There’s going to be a next year?” The interruption was punctuated by a smile. One of those smiles. “Good to hear.” He drew in a breath, blew it out hard. “So how about answering my question?”
“I thought the cookie said it all.”
Jax’s face lit with happiness, and that was the best gift she could possibly have received—better, even, than a puppy and a diamond ring. He set aside his glass and took hers away, putting it on the counter, then pulled her close. “Believe me when I say I will never forget my first Christmas in Mustang Creek.”
He kissed her in a long, slow lingering promise of all that lay ahead for both of them, and Charlotte knew she’d never forget this particular Christmas, either.
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
IN THE LIVES of people owned by pets, privacy could be a challenge.
That night, to Jax’s amused consternation, was no different.
Both dogs followed them up the stairs and jumped on the bed in Charlotte’s room, ready to curl up for the evening. Can-Can arrived soon after, her fluffy tail twitching from side to side.
Jax was all for togetherness, but tonight he had his mind set on another kind of togetherness, the kind that added up to two, rather than five.
“My room,” he whispered in Charlotte’s ear as he eased her sweater off over her head, tossing it on the back of a chair. By then, the critters were so busy settling down for a long winter’s nap, they might not even notice that they were being given the slip.
Charlotte began unbuttoning Jax’s shirt. “Good idea,” she whispered.
Surprisingly enough, the maneuver worked. The animals, curled in a cluster in the middle of Charlotte’s bed, ignored the departing humans.
Leaving the door of his room slightly ajar, Jax kissed the sensitive spot underneath Charlotte’s left ear, brushing aside her dark hair. “Mmm,” he murmured, savoring the simple joy of touching this woman.
“If—” Charlotte’s voice caught, and she trembled with pleasure. “If we’re…um, quiet, we might get away with this.”
Jax laughed quietly. “I personally guarantee this much—you are not going to be quiet for very long.”
He felt the warm tremor of anticipation move through her body.
“You’re pretty confident,” she said, her eyes both mischievous and sultry as she tilted back her head to look at him.
“Yep,” he said. “I’m definitely up to the job, so to speak.”
Charlotte moved against him. “I do believe you are,” she agreed. “And I’m willing to overlook that awful pun, too.”
He grinned, bent his head to nibble at her earlobe again.
She groaned.
He slid his hands up her back, unfastened her bra, tugged it down over her arms and then tossed it away.
The sensation of her bare breasts against his chest was even better than he remembered.
At that point, the next step was instinctive. He kissed her, softly at first, then with all the passion he’d been holding back since the last time they were intimate.
Charlotte’s response was full-out.
When the kiss eventually ended, she stepped back, slipped out of her remaining clothes and perched, temptress-style, on the edge of Jax’s bed.
She looked him over from head to foot and asked in a throaty voice, “Is there a reason you’re still dressed, Dr. Locke?”
Jax grinned, shook his head and promptly remedied the situation.
Charlotte was the most beautiful woman in the world.
He loved her.
And there she was, on his bed, waiting for him to make love to her.
Talk about having himself a merry little Christmas.
They lay in silence for a while, their arms around each other.
“Before we go any further,” Jax said presently, his voice hoarse with everything he was feeling, “there’s one thing I have to say.”
She snuggled against him, warm and soft and ready. “Oh, what’s that?”
He cupped her face in one hand, gently but firmly, because he wanted her full attention. “Listen closely,” he said.
“I’m listening,” Charlotte assured him.
“I love you, Charlotte. And it’s a forever kind of love. You need to know that from the get-go.”
She smiled, traced the line of his jaw with the tip of one index finger, igniting a whole new wildfire inside him. “Well, I love you, too. And I’m not willing to settle for anything less than forever.”
Jax’s throat tightened, and his eyes burned. “Good,” he said. “That’s good.”
She moved against him. “This is good, too,” she said.
No denying that.
* * *
CHARLOTTE WAS TRANSPORTED, swept away. Jax took his time, touching every part of her, letting his mouth linger on her breasts, kissing his way down over her belly, tasting her inner thighs, even the backs of her knees, the curves of her calves, the arch of her instep. Then he retraced the same complicated pathways, finally urging her to part for him.
She arched her back and gasped with pleasure when he took her into his mouth and proceeded, with slow deliberation, to drive her wild, bringing her to climax with slow strokes of his tongue. Charlotte trembled on the glorious precipice and finally toppled over the edge.
He soothed her as she descended, stroking her skin, murmuring sweet nonsense.
And then he sent her soaring all over again.
He made no move to enter her until she’d finally grown still. It wasn’t until the last crucial instant that he realized he’d skipped a step. Stopping wasn’t easy, but he managed.
“Charlotte,” he half gasped, half groaned. “I forgot—Give me a second and I’ll get—”
But she wrapped her arms around him and held on tight. “No, Jax,” she said, the green of her eyes deepening. “Don’t stop. Please.”
He studied her beautiful, earnest face. “You’re sure?” he asked.
“I’m sure,” she confirmed. And then she kissed him.
He entered her swiftly, deeply.
Charlotte gripped his shoulders as he began to move, her lashes dark against her flushed skin as she closed her eyes and surrendered, conquering him completely in the process.
Slowly now, Jax buried himself in her, withdrew until she clawed at his back, buried himself again.
He was lost, he knew that, but by some miracle he held out until Charlotte’s climax began. She cried out, tightening around him, and that was it.
Jax let go.
His release was intense, and when he finally spiraled back into the regular world, his heart pounded and his breath came in ragged gasps. Beyond words, he collapsed against Charlotte, murmuring into her hair.
This time, she did the soothing. She stroked his back, kissed the cleft in his chin and the hollow of his throat.
She was so soft and warm as he held her in his arms.
“If that was a dream,” he said, long minutes later, “it was a great one.”
Having an actual conversation took longer still. “I don’t know anything about children,” Charlotte said, and her tone was reflective now rather than fretful. “Any more than I know about running an inn.”
Jax rested his forehead on hers. “We’ll figure it out as we go along,” he said.
For all her former hesitation, Charlotte seemed to want to get started on the figuring out, and a few other things, too.
“Let’s get married soon,” she said. “I want to be sure Aunt Geneva can enjoy the wedding.”
“She’ll outlive us all,” he said, sensing that Charlotte needed some reassurance on that score. “But as far as I’m concerned, the sooner we make it official, the better.” He kissed the tip of her nose, nibbled briefly at her lower lip. “My family will need time to make travel plans, though.” A pause. “Approximately how many rooms are there in that hotel where we stayed the other night?”
Charlotte furrowed her brow, but it was a pretense of concern. “Exactly how big is your family?” she countered.
“Big,” he said. “Our reunions are something to behold. Cast of thousands, you might say.”
“And they’ll all be at our wedding?”
He gave her a gentle squeeze. “Probably,” he said.
“The hotel isn’t nearly big enough, then.”
“That’s why this town needs The Inn at Mustang Creek.” He grinned. “Don’t worry so much,” he added. “Most of them have RVs.”
* * *
CHARLOTTE ALMOST OVERSLEPT the next morning.
Mutley and Felix were both early risers, and they landed on the bed—Jax’s bed, not her own—like a pair of four-legged paratroopers.
Jax was nowhere in sight.
Charlotte wrestled with the dogs for a few minutes, laughing at their exuberant efforts to lick her face, but a glance at the digital clock on the bedside table jolted her into action.
She untangled herself from the covers, and from Felix and Mutley, jumped up and hurried into the bathroom.
She showered and dressed quickly in black woolen slacks and a blue silk blouse, and applied a little makeup.
The aroma of fresh coffee enticed her as she ran down the stairs, along with the dogs.
The meeting was scheduled for ten, and Mrs. Arbuckle-Calder wasn’t the type to be kept waiting. Even without having met the woman, Charlotte knew that.
The house was sparkling clean, thanks to Mrs. Klozz, so she didn’t worry too much about appearances. Better to focus on the business at hand.
She needed to make a good impression, of course, and so did the house. Still, Mrs. Arbuckle-Calder knew the place needed major renovations; that was the point of this morning’s get-together after all.
Now that she was virtually committed to a future she hadn’t ever really envisioned, it was time to take charge and get things moving. Face the problem and fix it; decide on a direction and follow it. Yup, that was her way.
Jax was seated at the kitchen table, as she’d expected, drinking coffee and looking good. He’d set out a cup for Charlotte, too, and it was still steaming hot.
He had a talent for timing.
“Morning.” He greeted her, rising from his chair. “I just talked to my dad. By now, he’s conducting an email blitz, informing the family that he’s finally getting a daughter-in-law.”
Charlotte crossed to Jax, kissed him on the cheek and said, “Good. I hope he’s telling them to gas up those RVs of theirs.”
Jax laughed and returned Charlotte’s kiss, although it didn’t land on her cheek. Oh, no. It was full-mouth contact, with tongue.
Charlotte groaned when it was over, at least partly because it was over. “Don’t tempt me like that,” she scolded. “We have things to do. Going back to bed is not an option.”
Just then, Can-Can materialized in the kitchen, padding delicately over to her food dish without pausing, as she normally would have done, to wrap her furry self around someone’s ankles. Charlotte, in her best black pants, would have been the logical target.
Jax kissed Charlotte’s forehead. “Maybe going back to bed now isn’t an option,” he teased, “but it’s going to happen sooner than you think.”
Melting on the inside—thanks to Jax, she’d be tingling with anticipation all day—Charlotte wriggled away from him.
He glanced at the wall clock. “We still have fifteen minutes,” he said.
Charlotte shook her head. “And I’m going to use them to set the dining room table,” she told him. “It’s all about ambience. I want Mrs. Arbuckle-Calder—God, I hope she’ll let me call her Lettie, because her whole name is a mouthful—to see how lovely this house really is.”
Jax watched her. “It’s lovely, all right. Because you’re in it.”
“Jaxon,” Charlotte said. “Stop. Don’t you have to work or walk the dogs or something?”
“Nope,” he replied lightly. “I don’t start until Monday, remember? This is Saturday. And the dogs and I have already made our morning rounds.”
“Fine,” Charlotte responded. “Then, mind your manners, please, and quit trying to seduce me.”
“Okay, I’ll stop,” Jax promised. “For now anyway.”
She blushed.
Can-Can, finished with her breakfast, made a beeline for Charlotte.
Jax caught the cat up in his arms as she passed and quelled all feline protests by scratching her behind the ears.
Charlotte, needing to be busy, hastily collected Aunt Geneva’s china and silver from their storage places and set the dining room table. Later, when the meeting was over, she’d pay a call on Aunt Geneva and break the news about her and Jax’s marriage plans.
Her aunt probably wouldn’t be surprised, but she’d definitely be happy.
The night before, Jax had slipped the heirloom engagement ring onto Charlotte’s finger, where it sparkled like a captured star, and seeing that would please Geneva, too.
It fit perfectly, too, although Charlotte intended to have the prongs checked. Vintage ring, vintage house.
All part of the package.
“The Inn at Mustang Creek,” she mused out loud, finishing with the table as Jax reentered the room, still carrying the cat. “I like it. We’ll need a website and an advertising budget, and I suppose we’ll have to apply for licenses and look into the zoning and all.”
“Charlotte,” Jax said with gentle amusement. “You’re worrying again.”
“So I am,” she admitted. She took a deep breath, let it out slowly and admired her handiwork.
His gaze settled on her ring; he reached over, took her hand and ran his lips across her knuckles. “Are you sure you don’t want a brand-new ring? One of your own?”
She met his eyes. “This is mine. It was given to me the day I got engaged.”
“So it was.”
The conversation ended there, because the door knocker sounded.
Charlotte took another deep breath and squared her shoulders. “That will be the legendary Mrs. Arbuckle-Calder, who is evidently punctual. Wish me luck.”
Jax kissed her. “I’ll shut the cat up in the laundry room for a while, then I’m heading out to Tate Calder’s place to check on the mare. I’ll be back in a couple of hours, at which time I intend to resume my campaign to get you into bed.”
With that, he vanished.
Charlotte needed a few minutes to breathe, waiting for her blush to subside.
When the knocker sounded again, more insistently this time, she rushed to answer.
The woman standing on her front porch proved to be petite, well dressed and professionally coiffed. Lettie Arbuckle-Calder’s manner was brisk and businesslike as they toured the house, her questions direct. To her credit, she didn’t scream when she opened the laundry room door and Can-Can shot out like a bullet, bushy tailed and yowling like the proverbial banshee.
Charlotte, a businesswoman herself, liked the direct approach.
“Would you like some coffee or tea, Mrs.—”
“You must call me Lettie,” the other woman broke in.
Thank you, Charlotte thought with relief.
“No, thank you,” Lettie said.
Charlotte was momentarily taken aback, until she remembered that she’d just offered her new friend and potential business partner refreshments.
She didn’t have to respond, didn’t get a chance to, in fact, because Lettie was on a roll. “We’ll have to have a contractor come in and help us decide where the new bathrooms should be placed,” she said. “There’s plenty of room.”
Charlotte’s heartbeat picked up a little speed. “Yes,” she said, although a reply didn’t really seem necessary.
“Of course,” Lettie went on, “we’ll need to make sure you’re left with plenty of private space. You’ll need a nursery, for instance.”
Charlotte stared.
Lettie laughed and waved one hand. “Don’t look so surprised. You are wearing an engagement ring after all. It’s a lovely one, too. You and young Dr. Locke will make a nice addition to the community.”
“Er—thank you.”
Lettie’s face took on a dreamy expression. “A Christmas engagement. That’s quite romantic.” The next instant, she was back in business mode. “Now, then, we need to sit down and go over what all has to be done. Set up a plan.”
“Right,” Charlotte said, and that was about all she got to say.
“Let’s see,” Lettie continued, steamroller-style. “Paint, an entirely new kitchen, five new bathrooms, if not six. I suppose we’ll have to wait until spring to get a feel for the landscaping. Still, a gazebo would be an attractive touch. Maybe we’ll put in a small pond, too, something with a fountain.”
Charlotte was a little dazed by then, but since she hadn’t heard anything she disagreed with, she just nodded and went along for the ride.
The moment Lettie took her leave, Charlotte was on the phone to Bex. “I need to thank you. Your mother-in-law is…a unique personality, but we’re moving forward. Thanks for sending her my way.”
“I would say you’re welcome, but I didn’t get around to mentioning the project to Lettie.” Bex sounded bemused. “What with Christmas and the mare getting bitten and everything, I never actually got the chance.”
It had to be the Klozz effect again, Charlotte thought.
“Well,” she said, “someone mentioned it. In any case, Lettie and I have an arrangement. I think the B and B is actually going to happen.”
“That’s great!”
Charlotte considered announcing that she and Jax were officially engaged, but in the end, she didn’t. Bex was a good friend, and so were Hadleigh and Melody, and as such, they’d be actively involved in the wedding plans, as well as the wedding itself.
It was just that Charlotte wanted to tell Aunt Geneva first.
And she wanted Jax at her side when she did.
Epilogue
The following Christmas Eve
CHARLOTTE STARTED TO bend over, realized that wasn’t going to happen and had to laugh.
She was slightly too pregnant for the gymnastics required to pick up Felix’s favorite new toy and throw it to him.
Thankfully, he was understanding about it and helpfully brought it over, jumped on the bed and landed squarely on Jax’s middle.
Startled awake, Charlotte’s husband sat up, rubbed a hand over his face, picked up the spit-covered tennis ball and fixed the dog with a steely gaze. “I regret giving you this.”
Felix wagged his tail and bounced on the bed.
“I’ve created a monster.” Jax tossed the toy and Felix caught it easily.
“You have.”
“Did you sleep okay?” It was now almost seven in the morning, Christmas Eve.
She hadn’t, actually. Although she wasn’t sure, she suspected she might be in the beginning stages of labor. A Christmas baby?
“Well enough,” she said, fudging a little.
“Liar. You were up and down all night.”
He did pay attention—even when he was sound asleep, apparently. “I’ve been having a few contractions,” Charlotte admitted. “I don’t know if they mean anything yet.”
Jax was out of bed and on his feet so quickly he almost stepped on Mutley, who was lying on the rug. “Let me help you.”
“How exactly?” Charlotte inquired, touched to the center of her heart. She loved this man so much. “You can drive me to the hospital if this baby decides to put in an appearance.”
Jax shoved a hand through his hair, which was already sleep rumpled. “Charlotte, this is serious. This is our child.”
“Of course this is our child. Who else’s would it be?” She sent him a twinkly smile. “And may I remind you, Dr. Locke, that you’ve delivered plenty of little ones in your time?”
“You’re not a cow,” he protested.
What a flatterer. “Thank you, honey,” she said sweetly. “You always know just the right thing to say.”
Color climbed Jax’s neck, and it was impossible to not be moved by the excitement in his eyes. “I try,” he said with mock humility.
Meanwhile, Charlotte’s backache was getting worse.
Then an iron band seemed to be tightening around her entire midsection.
“I think something’s happening. Let’s go downstairs. You can grab a cup of coffee, and I’ll call the doctor.” Charlotte managed to get the words out without a single gasp.
“I’ll carry you.”
Charlotte laughed. “I’ll walk, thank you very much,” she said. “I appreciate the offer, though.”
“I’ll put on your shoes.” He looked endearingly helpful.
Charlotte knew what he meant, but still, that line was too good to pass up. “You want to wear my shoes?”
Jax rolled his eyes. “Will you give me a break here? This is my first time.”
“Well, I’m kind of new at it myself,” Charlotte reminded him.
Jax let that one go, but he insisted on helping her into her clothes and ushering her downstairs as solicitously as if he’d been escorting Aunt Geneva along an icy sidewalk.
The decorations looked wonderful, she thought, as they made their way through the quiet house. The tree stood in the front window, packages piled high beneath it, and the refinished floors glowed with a new luster. The antique furnishings were polished and smelled pleasantly of lemon oil.
It had been a busy year.
The B and B’s housekeeper, Evelyn, appeared in the kitchen doorway. “Is it time?” she asked.
“I think so,” Charlotte replied. “But the dogs need—”
Evelyn, an older woman with a no-nonsense personality, swapped glances with Jax.
“Never mind about the dogs, Mrs. Locke,” she interrupted, her voice kindly yet brusque. “I’ll see that they’re taken care of. The cat, too. You concentrate on having that baby.”
Charlotte could have hugged her, but another contraction struck just then, nearly doubling her over.
“We’re out of here,” Jax said, taking her by the arm. “I’ll call the doctor from the car.”
While he was getting their coats in the entry, Charlotte slipped into the living room for a last look at the tree. Christmas Eve wasn’t the worst time to have a baby, she thought with a smile.
But the smile wobbled when she spotted the ornament. Jax came up behind her then, draping her coat over her shoulders. She didn’t speak or move.
She was familiar with every decoration on that tree, but this one was new. Perhaps Jax had put it there, or Evelyn, or even Aunt Geneva, when she’d visited a few days before.
The ornament was exquisite, porcelain, with a tiny image at the center.
“It’s beautiful,” she whispered at last. “Thank you.”
Jax leaned forward to examine it. “Wasn’t me,” he said. “I’m going out to warm up the car. Don’t even think about stepping outside until I come back for you.”
With that, he was gone.
Charlotte rode out another contraction and continued to study the ornament.
There was a cabin with lit windows and smoke curling from the chimney, sitting snugly in a snowy clearing surrounded by tall trees. A one-horse sleigh was making its way through the woods.
Charlotte’s heart skipped a beat. She’d almost missed the tiny plump figure visible through one of the windows. A woman standing in front of an old-fashioned cookstove.
Jax fairly skidded through the front door. “Okay, ready… Where’s your overnight bag?”
“It’s been sitting by the door for a couple of weeks.”
“Right.” He grabbed it. “Ready?”
She smiled, touched the ornament fondly and turned away from the tree.
“Yes,” she said. “Let’s go have a baby.”
* * * * *
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CHAPTER ONE
THERE WERE A few things Holly Fulton knew for certain. The first was that Ryan Masters would not be looking forward to Christmas. The second was that she needed him if she was going to pull off her plan for a perfect holiday party. And the third was that if she was approaching the metaphorical badger in his metaphorical den, she needed to bring bait. In this instance, bait was takeout cheeseburgers and curly fries from Ace’s Bar.
Holly wasn’t a fool. She wasn’t going to approach Ryan without a peace offering.
She walked across the dock, careful not to slip on any of the pools of water gathered in the old wood. The ocean lapped up against the sides, gray and chilly, a reflection of the winter sky that hung low around her, thick and heavy with mist.
Ryan’s boat was moored at the end of the dock, bobbing in the surf. It was slightly tarnished and a bit weathered, like the owner himself. But he would have to be rickety in private for the next couple of weeks, because she needed him to get it together long enough to pull off her plan.
She approached the boat, eyeing it for a moment. She wasn’t exactly sure how she was supposed to get his attention. Knock on the hull? She hadn’t come to visit Ryan on the boat before. Usually she caught up with him at Dan and Margie’s house, or during occasional get-togethers at Ace’s Bar. But they didn’t really hang out at each other’s homes.
Which stood to reason, really. They’d both been foster children to Margie and Dan years ago, and that was the connection that united them. So they rarely saw each other out of that context these days.
She frowned, leaned in and pounded her fist on the boat’s side. She knew his living quarters were belowdecks, and she imagined she was making enough noise to get his attention. Though, she realized belatedly, he might be asleep. A fisherman, Ryan had to be out on the ocean at an hour she had rarely ever seen the a.m. side of. It was still pretty early, but it was already dark, the cool December evenings swallowing the sun down into the sea earlier and earlier every day.
But if he was asleep, he would just have to deal with the interruption.
After waiting for a moment, she leaned forward and rapped her knuckles against the hard, unforgiving surface yet again.
She probably should have called first. But then, had she called first, he would know it was her, and he would probably pretend he wasn’t home.
She straightened, tapped her foot and crossed her arms. The bag, laden with greasy food, crinkled as she did.
It was really starting to look like he wasn’t home. Or like he was asleep. Or just hell-bent on ignoring anyone who came knocking. Holly started to turn away, but just then she heard something. The creak of a door, heavy footsteps. She looked up just in time to see Ryan appear on deck.
Her heart did a jump up and out, hitting her breastbone hard. It didn’t matter how often she saw him. It didn’t matter how many years stood between the present and that teenage crush she’d had on him. Didn’t matter that adulthood and all its complexities stood between now and those years when she thought of him as the most beautiful, compelling, desirable man she’d ever known. Didn’t matter that she realized now that even if something could happen between them, it was a risk she couldn’t take. Because family came first, and the Traverses were her family.
It had been easy to fantasize about growing up and marrying Ryan when she’d been too young and naive to understand that those things often didn’t last. Now that she had no illusions about how most relationships ended, the truth seemed much simpler: as hot as he was, the potential loss of her surrogate family wasn’t worth it. Well, that and the broken heart she would surely get out of the deal. There would be no middle ground with that man. He made her feel too many things far too intensely. She didn’t have a future with Ryan.
A pity, as he did make a rather dashing figure standing on the upper deck of his boat, partially illuminated by a light on the deck. He was wearing a thick cable-knit sweater, a beanie pulled down low over his dark hair, his hands shoved into his pockets.
He’d always had a beard, well, at least since he’d been old enough to grow one. He claimed it was to keep the frigid sea air from freezing his face. At first, Holly hadn’t liked it. But as she’d gotten older it had called to her on some deep feminine level. Evidence of his testosterone, or something like that. Maybe she just liked beards now. Or maybe she was just a hopeless enough case for Ryan that she liked beards because he had one.
“Holly?” he asked, looking down from his position on the boat.
“Yes.” She lifted up the bag of cheeseburgers. “And I come bearing dinner.”
She couldn’t quite make out his expression, but she sensed that he was frowning. “I already started cooking.”
“Oh.” She fought against the disappointment making her stomach sink. “What are you making?”
“I just opened a can of clam chowder.”
She laughed. “Don’t you think that might keep? I have cheeseburgers.”
“Why?” he asked, his tone turning decidedly suspicious.
“It’s cold out here.” She wrapped her arms around her midsection, still holding onto the bag of food, hopping up and down as though to prove her point. “Aren’t you going to invite me in?”
“You don’t want to come in. Just hand me the burgers.”
“Sorry. There’s no such thing as a free meal.”
“Were you hoping to trade me for a sturgeon?”
“Keep your fish, Travers. I have… Well, I have bigger fish to fry than literal fish.”
“Ha-ha,” he said, the words carrying no humor at all. “Fine, come on up. But it’s at your own risk.”
“Am I going to be tripping over stray mollusk?”
“I try not to leave mollusks lying around.”
“Well, in that case.” She looked around. “How do I get …on the boat?”
“Climb on up.”
She looked around and saw the basic rope ladder hanging over the side of the boat, leading to the lower deck. She raised the bag of burgers. “You’re going to have to take these.”
He walked down to the lower deck, coming close to the railing and extending his hand. She reached up, transferring the bag to him, trying not to react when their fingers brushed.
Yes, her mind had accepted the fact that nothing was going to happen with Ryan. Her body was another matter. It was all aflutter over the brief contact between his hand and hers.
She gritted her teeth and pulled her arm back to her side before grabbing hold of the ladder and climbing up onto the ship.
“Okay. Now you’re here. Before I let you down into my house tell me why,” he said, holding the burger bag out of her reach. “You made a mistake, Holly. I have the food now. Therefore, I hold the power.”
“Bastard.”
“I’m wounded. I am a literal bastard, as you well know.”
“Sorry,” she said, wincing.
“If you really are sorry, you’ll leave me in peace to eat both of these cheeseburgers, and all of the French fries.”
She shook her head. “Sorry, not that sorry.”
He grunted. “Then come on down.”
He led the way down the narrow staircase, and pushed open a door that led to an even smaller living area. Ryan was over six foot, and his broad frame seemed much too large for the space around him. Honestly, it was kind of appalling. He could barely stand up straight. There was a narrow bed in the corner, built into the wall. A tiny galley kitchen with a one-burner stove, and a table and chairs that were also bolted down.
“I really don’t get how you stand this.”
“I don’t stand it. I like it. It’s my home.”
“Right. I guess….I prefer a yard. And to be not on the water.” As if to reinforce her point, the boat tilted as the water rolled beneath it.
He shrugged his shoulder. “That’s maybe why you aren’t a fisherman.”
“Not everyone lives on their boat.”
“I’m betting my boat cost about the same as your house. Anyway, I like the freedom. And the solitude.” He looked at her pointedly. “The general solitude.”
She fought to keep a scowl off her face. “Oh, boo-hoo. You have a cheeseburger.”
“That I do. But you didn’t just come to feed a lonely man on his boat. Cut to the chase.”
She cleared her throat. “Right. Well. Margie and Dan are going to be back from Hawaii on Christmas Eve.” Their foster parents spent more and more time at their home in Hawaii these days. The perks of retirement, Dan said.
“I’m aware. I’m picking them up from the airport.” His dark eyes looked wary. She decided it was best to press on before he started forming his own conclusions.
“Elizabeth is going to be at Mount Bachelor skiing with her new boyfriend Todd until the twenty-third. Which means she isn’t going to be around for the next couple of weeks.” Elizabeth was Dan and Margie’s only biological child, and Holly’s best friend.
“I actually knew that too. Elizabeth invited me over for dinner a couple of weeks ago and Todd was in residence. For the record, I don’t trust a man who wears sandals. It’s December, for God’s sake.”
Holly had a few of her own criticisms regarding Todd, but she didn’t want to voice them, out of loyalty to Elizabeth. “Once you get past the popped collar and pastel shirts, he’s not that bad.”
Ryan chuckled. “Yeah, I’m never going to do that. Because I don’t have to.”
“Have it your way. Anyway.” She sucked in a sharp breath, immediately regretting it. The air smelled like fish, the sharp tang of salt from the sea, and sweat. Really, only the fish was bad. There was something about Ryan’s sweat that was not altogether unappealing to her. “I want to throw a Christmas party for Dan and Margie.”
His dark eyebrows locked together. “What?”
“They have such a great party every year. And Margie puts so much work into it. And I wanted… I want to give them something back.”
“Why exactly?” he asked, frowning.
“The gift of Christmas. Christmas cheer. Christmas pudding. Christmas…music. But I probably won’t sing, because I’m a terrible singer.”
“What does this have to do with my cheeseburger?”
“I thought we might discuss the possibility of the two of us working on the Christmas party together.”
Ryan extended his hand and released his hold on the bag, letting it drop to the table. “No. I would rather eat canned clam chowder than help you plan a party.”
“That cheeseburger has jalapeños and pepper jack cheese on it. The fries are curly fries, with garlic. Think very carefully before you commit to canned soup over this.”
“I live on a boat and haven’t bought a new pair of shoes in three years. But these are choices I make, Holly. I can still afford to go buy my own damned cheeseburger if I want. Your tainted bribery food is unnecessary.”
“Look, eat what you want. But hear me out.”
He scowled and turned to the side, opening a cabinet and pulling out two plates, which he laid on the small, marred table. “Fine.” He gestured to one of the seats. “Talk.”
He sat down, rustled through the bag and pulled out both burgers. After looking beneath the top bun of one, he found the one with jalapeños and set it on his plate.
“I never had Christmas before the Traverses. They included me in the celebration when they didn’t have to.”
He looked up, raising one brow. “Are you going to sit and eat? Because I will eat all of your French fries.”
She sat down, taking her own hamburger, which was a bit more vanilla than his, and transferring it to the plate in front of her. “Eat my French fries and suffer a painful fate,” she said, snatching the bag and removing a little pouch of fries. “Now. About you helping me with my amazing Christmas party….”
“Hollyberry,” he said, using an old name for her that only he could ever get away with, “do you see a damned Christmas tree on my boat?”
“No. But it’s early still.”
“There will be no Christmas tree on my boat. I may, in fact, skip Christmas. It’s on a Tuesday and I’ll be out fishing, like I am every day.” He took a bite of his burger and groaned, and she felt a strange, heated sense of satisfaction blooming in her stomach. Why did he have to make sex noises while eating?
At least, they sounded like sex noises to her. Curse Ryan and his ability to push her mind straight into the gutter with his mere presence.
“I know Margie and Dan mean a lot to you too,” she said. “Maybe you could skip handling fish carcasses for a day and help me make something special for them. A Christmas Eve party, and a traditional Travers family Christmas.”
“You plan parties for a living, and you want my help putting together one Christmas party?”
“That’s the thing. I’m busy. Very busy this time of year. I have two weddings coming up, and several Christmas parties that I’m organizing the details for already.”
“And that’s why you decided to add to your list of responsibilities, and do an unpaid party for the Traverses.”
“It’s the one party that actually matters to me,” she said, taking a deep breath. “Christmas is important to me, Ryan. Margie and Dan are important to me. They’ve given me so many Christmases and it’s my chance to return that gift.”
Ryan assessed her, his expression unmoved as he chewed his dinner.
“They’ve given us all so much,” she continued, trying her best not to make an idiot of herself by crying into a cheeseburger on Ryan’s boat. “I just want to give them a little something back. I thought…I thought it would be the same for you.”
CHAPTER TWO
RYAN KNEW DAMN WELL when he was being emotionally manipulated. It wasn’t an easy thing for a person to do to him, seeing as he had few emotional attachments in this world, and he liked it that way.
But damn it all, Dan and Margie Travers were the two most important people in his life. He knew full well what Holly was talking about when she spoke of all they’d given her. They’d done just the same for him.
He’d come to live with them when he was twelve, with a bad attitude and anger that went deeper than the ocean. But they’d put up with him, refused to give up on him. Kept him with them until after he was eighteen, until he’d gotten his first boat and established himself with restaurants and stores in Copper Ridge as the go-to supplier.
It wasn’t the Christmases that stood out for him. It was the quiet, firm guidance from Dan. The hugs from Margie, even when he’d been twelve and had pretended he didn’t want them. Being touched in a way that didn’t leave bruises behind had been rare in his world before them. Being told he could accomplish anything he worked for? Even more rare.
Yeah, he owed them. More than he could ever repay. They’d given him his first real home, his first job, carrying bags of feed at the Farm and Garden store they owned. They’d taught him that tough love didn’t mean using fists. That hard work did pay off, and that he could make something of himself, regardless of what his old man had told him.
But he would rather shove broken glass under his fingernails than get roped into holiday festivities.
“Well?” Holly asked.
“You’re evil,” he said.
“I’m not evil. I’m like a little Christmas elf.”
“Evil.”
“I want your help planning a party, not burying a body.”
“Depending on the circumstances, I’m a better bet for body burial than I am for decorations and cheer.”
She rolled her eyes and just sat there, looking at once soft and formidable, as she tended to. She took a bite of her burger, chewing thoughtfully. He couldn’t help but follow the motion of her lips as she did. There was no question that she was beautiful. She always had been. Bright red hair, green eyes, a perfect smattering of freckles across her small, upturned nose. And her lips. Full, pink. Yeah, she was pretty. She was also about a million years younger than he was, and several teaspoons of sugar sweeter.
Okay, she was only four years younger, but it might as well have been a lifetime.
She took another bite and his gaze dropped, yet again, to her lips, forcing an unwelcome memory into his mind.
Another night, about nine years ago, when he’d been fixated on her lips. She’d been crying then. It had been her eighteenth birthday and her parents had arranged to visit her at Dan and Margie’s, but they hadn’t come. He’d put his arm around her and pulled her in for a hug, then the air between them had changed. Crackled with electricity.
And he’d pulled away like he’d been burned. Holly Fulton had enough bad things in her life without having him too. That had been true then, and it was true now. No matter how pretty she was.
“They worry about you, you know,” she said.
“Why?”
“Because.” She picked up a French fry and waved it around. “You’re a boat-dwelling weirdo.”
“And?”
“Maybe you could show them that you’re…well-adjusted? Doing fine? Participating in normal, human-type things?”
“You’re using Dan and Margie’s emotional distress at my possibly sad life against me?”
She scrunched up her face. “When you put it like that it sounds… unsavory.”
He picked up a French fry and stuffed the whole thing into his mouth. “It is unsavory. It’s downright small. Low. Frankly, I’m surprised at you. For someone who looks so sweet, you’re ruthless.”
He could tell that she was very uncomfortable with being called ruthless. It was also the furthest thing from the truth. Still, he couldn’t help but goad her a little bit. Seeing as she was roping him into planning a Christmas party, and attending said Christmas party, both of which sounded about as appealing as getting a root canal while also receiving a vasectomy without anesthetic.
“Oh, cry me a river, Ryan. I’m strong-arming you into taking part in Christmas cheer and I will likely force-feed you gingerbread. It’s for your own good.”
“Like cod liver oil, flu shots and any book Oprah recommends.”
“A Christmas party is comparable to none of those.”
“Maybe not for you.”
“I promise not to get any joy on you. You don’t even have to like it.”
Saying yes to Holly really was the best idea. She wasn’t wrong. His involvement in this would make Dan and Margie less likely to think that he was turning into a seafaring hermit. He was a seafaring hermit, but as long as they saw him as something different, they might not worry so much.
He owed them way more than worry.
“Okay, Holly, you have a deal. I’ll help you plan your Christmas party. But I don’t have to like it.”
She brightened. “Oh, I expect you to hate it.”
“You seem awfully happy about that idea.”
“The more you hate something, the better I know it is. Since you seem to dislike the sorts of things normal people find extremely enjoyable.”
“What exactly are you going to enlist me for?”
She bit her lip, and he did his best not to watch as she worried her teeth over the delicate surface. “Putting up decorations. Helping me procure a tree. Tasting pies. You can taste my pies.”
He felt like he’d just taken a straight shot of whiskey, a trail of fire burning down his throat and settling straight in his gut. It happened so fast he could do nothing to stop it, could do nothing to reason out the fact that she was talking about literal pie, and that even if she wasn’t, it was Holly, and not some random chick in a bar.
He could try to blame it on the fact that, for a bachelor, the promise of fresh baked goods was a turn-on all on its own. But he knew it was more than that.
Holly looked placid and pleased with herself and definitely not like she had any idea she had conjured up an image of him eating her pie. So to speak.
He cleared his throat. “All that, huh? Are you trying to kill me?”
She stood, taking the paper that her cheeseburger had been wrapped in and wadding it up into a ball. “No. But if you die, don’t die before Christmas. Because I need your help.”
“It might be Christmas that kills me.”
She laughed, turning on her heel, her red hair swirling around her. Even her hair was merry and bright. “Joy to the world the Lord is come…” she sang, off-key and too loud, all the way out of his cabin.
As soon as she disappeared from view, he let out a breath he hadn’t been aware he was holding. Two weeks with all that Holly was going to be a whole lot of enforced happiness.
But he was hardly going to let Holly do this on her own, and have it get back to Dan, Margie and Elizabeth that he’d refused to help plan a Christmas party in their honor.
He was not that big of a dick. Well, maybe he was, but he didn’t want them thinking that.
And as long as he didn’t think about Holly’s euphemistic pie again, everything would be fine.
CHAPTER THREE
SHE’D TEXTED RYAN a little over an hour ago and he still hadn’t responded. Fortunately, she’d gotten quite a bit of work done sitting in The Grind, the local coffee house. She also drank too much coffee and ate too many biscottis, but really, what was too many biscottis? Cassie Caldwell, the owner of the shop and baker extraordinaire, had made cranberry, white chocolate, and gingerbread in honor of the season, so, really, Holly had been obligated to sample them all.
An eggnog latte had also been a must in the spirit of the season.
Cassie was expecting her first child any day now with her husband Jake, and Holly felt that meant her work needed to be doubly honored, considering.
Holly looked out the window at the encroaching darkness. The shop windows outside were lit up, full Christmas displays adding warmth to the chilly evening.
She looked down at her phone, which was still dark, the inactivity beginning to stress her out. She was starting to wonder if Ryan had only agreed to help her with the party to get her off his boat last night, and now that he had routed her out of his domain, he had no reason to play along.
She looked morosely at her phone, which was still resolutely not receiving a return text.
Ryan should be off the water by now. Which meant he was just ignoring her.
She frowned and took another sip of her latte. She could do this without him. She planned parties for a living, after all. So what if he’d been the person she should have been able to count on most to want to give back to the Traverses? So what if she was busy? Where Margie and Dan were concerned, nothing was too difficult.
And if she just wanted to spend a little bit of time with Ryan because it reminded her of Christmases past, well, she would just have to get over it. Because it didn’t matter. And anyway, he was a lot meaner now than he used to be. She hardly even liked him. She just liked the way he filled out a sweater, that was all. An entirely different thing than liking his personality.
The door to The Grind opened and she turned to look, her breath catching and becoming a lump in her throat when she realized it was Ryan.
He was a bit more cleaned up than he’d been last night. No beanie, his dark hair pushed off his forehead as though he’d been running his fingers through it. He was wearing a black wool coat and tan corduroy pants, a tight, gray T-shirt conforming to his hard torso.
At least, she was assuming it was hard. It looked hard. She’d never actually touched his stomach, or his chest, though she had thought about it. In fact, she was thinking about it now.
Smiling, she waved from her position at the table and got nothing more than an arched brow and one corner of his lips turned slightly upward in return. He walked to the counter and she sat there, watching, taking a moment to get an eyeful of his physique.
Then she realized the long-distance ogling was probably a little bit weird and stood, leaving her laptop sitting on the table and making her way across the coffee shop to the counter. One of the many perks of living in a small town was that she didn’t have to worry about leaving her things unattended to stand next to the man she should see as nothing more than a surrogate older brother so that she wasn’t leering at him from across the room.
“You came,” she said.
“Yeah.”
“I wasn’t sure if you would. Seeing as you didn’t return my text.”
He lifted a shoulder. “I didn’t tell you I wasn’t coming.”
Just then, Cassie came out from the kitchen, brushing her hands on a flour-covered apron over her rounded stomach. “Hi,” she said, by way of greeting to them both. “More biscotti, Holly?”
Ryan shot her a look that clearly asked How many did you eat? Holly ignored him.
“No, thanks,” she told Cassie. “I think I ate enough for it to count as lunch, dinner, and dessert.”
“Nothing wrong with that,” Cassie replied cheerfully.
“I’ll have a biscotti,” Ryan said.
“What kind would you like?”
“Whichever is your favorite, and a large black coffee.”
Cassie smiled. “You got it. Go ahead and have a seat.”
Ryan actually smiled back, and Holly was so stunned for a moment she forgot to breathe.
He started to walk back toward her table, and she followed. “So,” she said, “you are capable of basic friendliness.”
“Yes,” he said. “I can also use silverware and operate basic machinery.”
“It’s just that you don’t smile very much these days. At least not at me.”
He lifted a brow. “Did you ever think maybe it’s because you’re a pain in the ass?”
She thinned her lips into a flat line and shot him her most evil look. “How would I have time to stop and notice? You’re so busy being a pain in mine.”
“What did I do to you? I was just on my boat, minding my own business. You came in with cheeseburgers and dire commentary on my living situation and general countenance. Face it, Holly, you aren’t very nice to me.”
A wave of irritation and guilt washed over her, leaving her saturated in both. He wasn’t wrong. She was a little bit critical of his life choices. The most recent example being the comments she’d made about his boat. But honestly, she just thought he deserved better and should get better. So sue her. Still. She felt a little bit bad. She cleared her throat and offered a conciliatory smile. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t mock you.”
He leaned back in his chair, a lopsided smile on his face. “Oh, by all means, mock me. If you were to stop mocking me, I would start to feel like I was your emotional charity case. That’s worse than being tormented.”
“I’m not tormenting you.”
“You’re tormenting me with Christmas. My headstone will read death by figgy pudding.”
“I’m not going to feed you figgy pudding. I don’t even know what it is.”
“Okay, so if we aren’t going to have traditional British desserts, what exactly are we doing?”
She lifted her shoulder, suddenly feeling a little bit shy for some reason. This meant a lot to her and even discussing just how emotionally tied into this she was felt revealing. She’d spent her first Christmas with the Traverses when she was thirteen, and every Christmas thereafter. As the holiday season had started approaching this year, the thought of missing out had filled her with anxiety.
A deep, biting anxiety that she hadn’t experienced in years. A sense of invisibility. Of the world, and all the people in it, passing her by as she faded into vapor. Starving for food, for physical affection.
She had been invisible in her house growing up. But never once in the Traverses’ house. It was always so full of laughter, happiness, and warmth. Margie had always kept a pot of spices on the stove, for no reason other than to make the house smell wonderful. She had a hug for everyone who came through the door, and questions about their day, about their lives.
In their house, for the first time, Holly had felt like she existed.
They had thrown the most wonderful Christmas party for the community every year since then. Except for this year. And…
And for some reason the idea of a Christmas without them sent her straight back to the place she’d been in before they’d become her surrogate family. So, she’d come up with the idea for the Christmas party. But she didn’t exactly want to get into all of that with Ryan.
She knew he had his own reasons for caring for Dan and Margie. She also knew he wouldn’t exactly want to spill his guts to her and have a heart-to-heart. They had too many of their own issues to take each other’s on.
“Margie always made such a wonderful dinner. She had the best decorations. The best games,” she said.
“If you’re remembering her games as being fun, I’m going to say you’re romanticizing a bit. What do you need from me besides the heavy lifting?”
“Well, I made a list of people who normally attend the party, a list of the food that I remember, and a few other details.” She pushed her notebook toward him. “Tell me if you think I’ve missed anything.”
“I remember alcoholic beverages and demolishing an entire tray of pigs in a blanket. But those are my memories of Margie’s parties—the later years. The white elephant gift exchanges I don’t have a lot of fondness for.”
“Are you going to be this intentionally unpleasant the entire time?”
He shrugged. “It’s kind of my thing.”
“Right. Well…why? I don’t get it, Ryan. I mean, I know life is hard,” she said, skating perilously close to subjects neither of them wanted to delve in to, “but we’ve come out of it pretty good. Don’t you want to enjoy that a little bit?”
“Do you know what I enjoy? Freedom. The freedom to walk around frowning and stomping if I want. To go out onto the ocean for as long as I want. I don’t have to answer to anyone. And I don’t have to suffer anyone’s wrath. Hell, at this point if my old man tried to raise a fist to me? I could just kick his ass.”
Holly looked down into her empty coffee cup. She’d suspected as much about Ryan’s past. About his father. But they’d never talked about it. He said it now lightly, like it didn’t matter. But she knew it did.
“I don’t have to perform anymore,” he continued. “So, I don’t. I spent twelve years walking on eggshells, and then a few more until I was sure I wouldn’t get sent back. I like not doing it.”
She studied his face and evaluated the lines around his mouth, his eyes, across his forehead, differently than she had before. Lines he’d won the right to after he’d gotten out from under his father’s thumb.
“I was just invisible,” she said, feeling the need to trade with him now. He’d shared with her, and she got the feeling he hadn’t really meant to. She wanted to level the field. “So nobody cared what I did.”
They’d cared once. Before it had all faded away. Before her mother had realized her little red-headed daughter wouldn’t keep her husband from sleeping with other women or disappearing for days at a time. Before she’d realized Holly wasn’t a Band-Aid.
Before Holly had betrayed her in the worst way possible.
She looked up and caught Ryan’s eye and her heart stopped for a moment. His expression was intense, focused. “I can see you just fine,” he said, his voice rough.
She wanted to touch him. Wanted to do something to extend the connection between them. She wanted—
Just then, Cassie came over and set Ryan’s coffee and biscotti on the table before quickly walking away, obviously not wanting to interrupt their conversation.
Ryan picked up the biscotti first, and the moment of tension between them was gone. “I called Margie a couple of hours ago.”
“About?”
“Arrangements for picking her and Dan up at the airport. And to ask her a favor.”
She pushed the plate that had once held her biscotti back, then pulled it forward, looking for something, anything to do with her nervous energy. “What kind of favor?”
“Not a huge one. But you wanted this party to be a tribute to a Margie Travers party, and…when I think of her parties, I think of the village. The little snowy village she put on the mantels. And her garlands, with the shiny ribbon and the little berries in them.”
Holly nodded. “Me too.”
“So I asked her if she minded if I went and borrowed some of her decorations. She said it was fine, and she didn’t even give me the third degree, though I have a feeling she’s decided I want to impress a woman, even though I would never use Christmas decorations to impress a woman.”
Holly wrinkled her nose, not particularly wanting to imagine what Ryan did with women. Ever. “What would you use?” She couldn’t hold back the question. Apparently, something inside her was masochistic.
“My boat.”
“No way.”
“Women like my boat.”
She wrinkled her nose. “Not me.”
“I guess that’s why you didn’t make a pass at me when you came aboard yesterday.”
Her whole face felt hot and she looked down, desperate for a focal point that wasn’t his face. “Among the many other reasons. Anyway, thank you for talking to Margie, but I can use the decorations I have. I don’t have a key to their house. And I would feel funny about going in by myself.”
“I have a key,” he said.
“You do?” She resisted the urge to ask why he had a key and she didn’t.
“Yes. And I could go with you.” He sounded pained, and obnoxiously long-suffering.
“Well that’s…nice. If a bit grudging.”
“I’m flattered you think I’m nice, Holly.”
“And grudging!”
“I’m focusing on the ‘nice’ part.”
She made a scoffing sound and took her jacket off the back of her chair, then hurriedly packed up her laptop and notebook, bundling up before following him outside into the darkening evening. It wasn’t quite five, but the sky was already starting to turn a deeper blue as the sun sank into the sea.
“I walked over,” he said. “Do you mind driving?”
“No, I’m just parked down the block.”
The businesses on the main street were starting to close. Only restaurants stayed open past dark during the winter months. Rebekah Bear was standing outside the souvenir store, bringing in her signs and flags for the night, and she waved as Holly and Ryan passed.
White lights, strung around the various buildings, suddenly lit up as the sky continued to darken. Holly had lived in Copper Ridge for most of her life, but Christmas in the beautiful town was still remarkable to her. Walking beside Ryan, she was struck by a feeling of intimacy. He was tall and warm and she found herself wanting to lean into him. To brush her hand against his.
Nope. Nope nope nope.
She took a step away from him, to get a hold of her wayward fantasies. She was suddenly less focused on the town, and much more focused on just getting to her car, a little white beacon in the dimness.
“It’s unlocked,” she said, jerking open the driver side door and getting in, fishing her key out of her bottomless bag before jamming it into the ignition.
He got in after her, closing the door, and she suddenly realized that her car was not the safe haven she had been imagining it might be. It certainly did nothing to dispel the tension that she felt between them. Tension that Ryan was probably completely oblivious to, because Ryan had always been oblivious to the way he made her feel. Good thing, too.
He had no idea how many fantasies she’d woven around him as a young teenager. Had no idea that when he’d moved out of Margie and Dan’s a few months after she’d moved in, she’d spent the evening watching “It’s A Wonderful Life” and crying while eating a tub of ice cream.
He had no clue about any of that, and he would never know that even though she didn’t have feelings for him anymore, per se, there were still some nights when she had trouble sleeping, and thoughts of him would enter her sleepy brain. That on those nights, feelings for him would take over her restless body. He didn’t need to know that it was the easiest thing in the world, on those nights, to slip her hands between her thighs and think of…
Yeah, he did not need to know any of that, and she didn’t need to be thinking that while they were closed up inside her car. Honestly, how had she thought this would be less uncomfortable than the open street?
Neither of them said anything as she drove out on the main road, away from town and up toward the winding back road that led to the houses set into the hills that overlooked the ocean. There was a run of vacation rentals, a small gated community, and then a few larger houses on the street. At the very end of it was the massive West Family Ranch, the largest equine facility in Copper Ridge. Though it was currently getting a run for its money thanks to Jack Monaghan and his ranch, if rumors were to be believed.
The Travers family home was between the gated community and the West Ranch. It was a stunning, two-story house with a beautiful yard, tall, stately pine trees standing behind it, and a view of the ocean through large bay windows.
It was the kind of home she’d imagined only existed in movies when she’d been a child. Being allowed to come inside had been beyond her wildest fantasies. To actually live here? To stay and to attend parties? It had been like something out of a dream.
Being taken away from her parents by Child Protective Services had been terrifying. Leaving everything she knew, even when what she knew was bleak, was frightening. But then she’d seen this house. Margie and Dan had been there waiting, with open arms, and instantly, Holly had felt like she was in a movie. A fairytale where she was the secret princess.
The impact of this house, of coming here, hadn’t lessened even now that she was an adult. Her heart still swelled as she pulled her car up to the gate and entered in the code so that it swung open, allowing them entry.
“You sure you have the key with you?” she asked, pulling through to the paved, circular drive and stopping the car just in front of the door.
“Of course. But even if I didn’t, I know how to get in without using the front entry.”
He got out of the car, and she followed suit. “Really?”
“I snuck out more than once during my teen years. And back in. Successfully.”
He pulled his keys out of his pocket, unlocked the door and opened it, holding out his arm as if waiting for her to enter. As she walked into the expansive entryway, her heart fluttered a little bit.
She should be a lot more blasé about this kind of thing, really. She’d lived in this home for almost five years, after all. But even so, every time she walked in it returned her to that place of feeling honored to be permitted to be a part of something. It made her a thirteen-year-old again. Happy for the first time.
“It’s all still in the attic,” she said, gesturing to the sweeping, curved staircase.
“Oh, I know where it is. Because fetching decorations was my job.”
“Oh, poor put-upon youth. No wonder you had to sneak out.” She tried to imagine Ryan being filled with enough whimsy to do something like sneak out and look for trouble. It was difficult. She never would have dared to sneak out, for fear of upsetting the magical world she’d been admitted to.
Of course, she’d assumed it would have been the same for him. Her vision of him was that he’d always been responsible, serious. He’d bought his fishing boat at a young age, then moved out, and had been working on the boat ever since.
“Why did you sneak out? I have to know.”
“Honestly?”
“Yes, honestly.”
“I was doing an apprenticeship on a fishing boat.”
She blinked. “Oh.”
“Sorry, it’s not exactly sex, drugs and rock n’ roll.”
“I didn’t take you for that type, actually. This…makes more sense.” He started up the staircase, and Holly scurried after him. “Why didn’t you tell Dan and Margie? Why did you sneak?”
“Habit, I guess. I found something I was interested in and didn’t want to be shot down. Dan didn’t shoot my dreams down, of course. When he caught me and found out what I was doing, he encouraged me. As long as I didn’t let my grades slip, he said I could go out on the boats on the weekends.”
“We were pretty lucky to have them,” Holly said, emotion pressing tightly on her chest.
“Damn straight,” he said. “I think so too. You can tell because I’m here fetching Christmas decorations for you. For them.” He reached the top of the stairs, then opened the door that led to the attic. “Why don’t you come and choose what you like?” he asked, jerking his head toward the door.
She took a deep breath. She was headed for another small space with Ryan. That was a lot to ask of her Ryan-frayed nerves in a short amount of time.
But he seemed oblivious—which was for the best—so she was going to act like it wasn’t anything.
She swept past him and up the stairs, grabbing hold of the small cord hanging down from the bare light fixture on the ceiling, pulling it and illuminating the space.
Everything was neatly stacked and organized. Probably not by Margie, but most certainly delegated by her. The thought made Holly smile.
“There they are,” Ryan said, gesturing to a stack of bins clearly labeled “Christmas.”
“Okay. Well, my house is a lot smaller than this one, so I’m going to have to be selective.”
“Why do I feel like I might as well have gone shopping with you? This is about the same.”
“At least we didn’t have to drive out of town to get to a big box store. So there’s that.”
“Small comfort.”
“Wrap yourself in it like a blanket, Masters, because you’ll get few more of those small comforts. We’re on the Yule train, next stop tidings of comfort and joy.” She walked toward the bins. “Okay, but lift that top box for me because it looks heavy.”
He walked past her and reached over her head, lifting the bin easily. She felt a momentary stab of bitterness over the fact that his jacket was covering his arms. It would have been nice to at least get a little peek at how the muscles on his forearms shifted as he worked.
But that was bad and not to be encouraged.
She moved to the bin and pulled the lid off, unwrapping a little glass house with glittering porcelain snow on the delicate rooftops. “The village,” she said, turning it over slowly. “I love this.” She rewrapped it and placed it down gently, unwrapping the next one, a little church with stained glass windows. “These are really special. I hope Margie doesn’t mind that I’m using them.”
“She said I could use them. Probably better you than me. And you know how she is. She would say they were meant to be used, not packed away.”
Holly smiled, her gaze still focused on the little houses. “You’re right about that.”
She continued to sift through the decorations, collecting three bins’ worth before deciding her house would be overflowing with festiveness if she took any more.
“I think that’s enough,” she said, surveying her haul.
She started to bend down to pick up one of the containers, and Ryan moved at the same time. Their heads collided.
She rocked back, pressing her palm to her forehead. “Ow!”
Ryan swore sharply, and Holly looked up as he pressed his palm against the place where she’d crashed into him.
“I’m sorry,” she said, rubbing her fingertips over her temple. “Are you okay?”
He grimaced. “My head is a hell of a lot harder than yours. Are you okay?”
“Yeah,” she said, ignoring the fact that she felt a little bit of an echo in her brain.
He took a step toward her, his dark eyes intent on hers. “Are you sure? Let me see.”
Before she could protest or move away, he closed the distance between them, bracketing her cheeks with his hands and tilting her face upward toward his.
She was so shocked by the close proximity that all of the air rushed out of her lungs and her lips parted slightly. Her heart was racing, her breasts feeling suddenly heavy. She felt… Suddenly extremely conscious of the fact that she was a woman. Hyper feminine. Which was funny, because she bet she looked like a guppy.
At least he liked fish.
“How many eyeballs do I have?” he asked, his dark brows locked together as he examined her intensely.
She couldn’t accurately answer the question because her eyes were now fully focused on his mouth. His lips were beautiful. A strange descriptor to apply to a man like him—a man who was as rough and rugged as the sea he worked on—but they were. In many ways, he was, too.
Or she was delirious. Or both. It could be both.
“Just the two, right?” she asked.
“Last I checked.”
“But you hit your head too,” she said, unbearably conscious of the fact that he was still holding on to her. Of the fact that his hands were strong. Of how hot his skin was.
Oh, Lord. He was sexy. She could keep trying to forget that. Try to have it not be the number one thing in her mind whenever she was near him. But it didn’t change the fact that her body was operating on a low hum of arousal whenever he was around. And right now? Right now it was far beyond a low hum.
She was vibrating with it. Down to her core.
He was so close that all she would have to do was stand up on her tiptoes and lean in to taste those very compelling lips. It had been a long time since she’d been kissed. And that kiss from at least two years ago now had not thrilled her to the degree that standing here, just thinking about kissing Ryan did.
That was the problem. It was always the problem.
She’d never found a man who measured up to the fantasy of Ryan. Maybe because fantasy was better than reality. She honestly wasn’t experienced enough to know. And she’d never experienced Ryan, so she really couldn’t know for sure.
You could. If you would just lean in…
She looked up, her eyes clashing with his, her heart thundering hard. And she found herself doing just that. Found herself tilting forward slightly, closing the distance between them.
Suddenly, he released his hold on her, taking a step back. She stumbled, and he reached out again, steadying her before setting her upright and putting a healthy bit of distance between them. “Seems like you might be a little dizzy,” he said, his tone stiff.
“Yeah,” she said, her cheeks heating. She had the distinct impression that he knew what she’d been about to do. And that his sudden withdrawal was a rejection of it.
Great. Just great. Throw away years of hard-won self-control and hit on the one man you need help from right now. Expert decision-making.
“I’ll get the boxes. Why don’t you just… go wait in the car.”
She nodded slowly, turning and walking out of the attic, making her way down the stairs, ignoring the echo of her heart beating in her ears. She was going to pretend this hadn’t happened. She had to. If she didn’t, she would go crazy.
She didn’t have time to go crazy or the luxury of having things be weird with Ryan right now. She had to keep it under control. Keep that crap on lockdown. If she really wanted to make out with someone, she needed to find someone else.
She got in the car and put the radio on. It would act as a buffer between Ryan and the awkwardness that would enter the car upon his arrival. She cranked the music up louder and looked out at the ocean below. She’d managed to keep her attraction for him in check for the past fourteen years. A bump on the head and a moment of weakness would not make her waver now.
After thirteen years of ignoring it, a couple more weeks couldn’t be that difficult.
CHAPTER FOUR
THERE HAD BEEN no easy escape from Holly last night. And it was a damned shame, because he’d most definitely needed an easy escape. After whatever the hell had happened up in the attic, he’d needed a whole continent between them, not to sit back in a compact car with her.
If he were a true gentleman, he would’ve reminded her that she would need help carrying the bins of Christmas decorations that were still in back of her car, into the house. But he hadn’t, and instead asked her for a ride back to his boat. Because he’d been desperate to get away from her and the temporary insanity that had assaulted him back at the Traverses’ place.
Of course, that quick getaway hadn’t helped him too much. Because today he was taking her up to get a Christmas tree. Not one from a lot, because the precut tree would never last all the way through to the new year, like she wanted it to. And he had a truck with four-wheel-drive, and many other reasons he was the go-to person to help her out with this.
The sick thing was, part of him was pleased about it.
No prizes for guessing which part of him that was.
He looked out the windshield of his truck at Holly’s little arts and crafts style home and fought the urge to lay on the horn. He was not going in to get her. Was not setting foot in her house as long as his head was this screwed up.
Something had changed between them last night. The air around them had gotten thicker. His blood had run hotter and faster because she was close to him. And he’d been unable to take his eyes off her lips. He’d hit heads with her hard enough to give her a concussion, and he’d been obsessing over what it would be like to run his tongue along the edge of her mouth.
He’d thought he’d let any fantasies of licking her die a stone-cold death the night of her eighteenth birthday. When he’d almost kissed a lonely, desolate girl because he hadn’t known what else to do. Because she’d looked so sad, and so beautiful and he’d known he didn’t have the right words.
She was too innocent for that. He’d felt like a tool for even going there in his mind. She’d needed a friend, and he’d wanted to…
He gritted his teeth.
No. Holly fantasies were damn well off-limits. Then and now.
He looked down at his phone, sitting on the torn-up bench seat, and saw he had about five text messages from Holly. He rolled his eyes and picked it up, scrolling through the messages. She was still getting ready, apparently. And, had he bothered to check his messages, he would have known that. He’d never been big in communicating with people this way. He only had a smartphone because it helped him stay in touch with business accounts. Teenage him would be pretty distressed to know that fishing all day required a lot of business-type work involved in it if he wanted to make any money.
Acknowledging that didn’t make him a fan of it. Or a fan of text messaging.
He was right in the freaking driveway, and she could stick her head out and yell at him if she wanted to. Failing that, she could always dial his phone number. That was what phones were for, after all.
Okay, maybe he was grumpy. And old-fashioned. He lived on a boat; he didn’t need to modernize.
Holly chose that exact moment to come tumbling out of her house, her bright hair barely contained beneath a knitted beanie, a matching sweater hugging curves he was far more attuned to at the moment than he would like to be. She was also wearing mittens. Which were the most ridiculous things he could possibly think of a grown woman choosing to wear. And yet he was immediately obsessed with the idea of pulling the mittens off her hands so he could see the delicate fingers beneath. Actually, all those layers had that kind of effect. Made him feel like he wanted to unwrap her like a present.
He swallowed hard, doing his best to get a hold of his wayward thoughts. That’s all they were. They weren’t even real, fully formed desires. Just, rogue, errant thoughts. Some kind of problem with synapses, and blood flow and shit.
Maybe he did spend too much time on the ocean. He needed to make more time for women. He hadn’t been lying when he’d told Holly women liked his boat. An evening at Ace’s, a little conversation and an offer of a fishing boat tour often ended very well for him. But he hadn’t bothered in a while.
He needed to bother, obviously, because he was starting to entertain illicit Holly thoughts, which meant he’d left his sex life dormant for too long.
He wasn’t entertaining anything. No, he’d had a moment of checking her out, because she was a woman and he was a man and they had been in proximity lately. But that was it. That was all it was. Nothing more.
“I’ve been texting you,” she said, climbing up into the truck.
“I don’t text.”
“I’ve noticed.”
“But you’re still texting me.”
She lifted one mittened hand to her mouth to wrench it off with her teeth, revealing slim, elegant fingers that he could easily imagine trailing over his skin. He needed his head checked. And he needed her to put her mittens back on.
Then she reached into her purse, pulled out her phone and tapped away at the screen before dramatically making one final keystroke as she made eye contact with him. His phone flashed a message on the screen.
You suck.
“That’s very mature,” he said.
She smiled broadly, pulling the little red mitten back into place. “See, you do read your texts.”
“Did you pick up a permit for the tree?”
“Yes,” she said, digging into her purse again to produce a long, bright orange strip.
“You know we’re not going to find a pretty tree out in the wilderness.”
“We might.”
“Feral Christmas trees tend to look a little worse for wear.”
“I hope you brought a gun. In case the Christmas tree decides to attack.”
He put the truck in reverse and started to back out, the none-too-gentle acceleration making the truck jolt as the tire hit a pothole between the road and driveway.
And if it jostled Holly a little bit, and he enjoyed it, it was merely accidental. Holly’s house was on the outskirts of town, and it was a short drive past a parkland and to a winding dirt road that led to an area where cutting down trees was legal. It was a cloudy day, the mist pushing its way through the canopy of evergreens, hanging low, blotting out the weak, faded winter sun and leaving the forest nearly as dark as dusk.
“How far do you want to go?” he asked.
“I want to go high enough to get a Silvertip.” That variety of pine that grew at higher elevations. “And to see some snow.”
Oh, good. She wanted to extend their time together. Fucking perfect. “This isn’t a joyride. We are on a mission.”
Holly waved her mittened hand. “Don’t be such a drill sergeant.”
“I’m not being a drill sergeant. But I do have other things to do today.”
“You are a drill sergeant. A seagoing, barnacle-encrusted drill sergeant.”
He turned to look at her, raising both of his brows. “I guarantee you nothing on my person is encrusted in barnacles.” He snorted and before he could stop himself added, “I haven’t been out of commission that long.”
A faint blush of rose tinged her cheeks, and he knew that she’d gotten the underlying meaning in his words. “Well,” she mumbled, “good for you.”
“Yeah, I guess.”
“I, uh…didn’t know you were out of commission at all.”
Heat spiked through his veins and he kept his eyes very carefully glued to the road. “Not officially or anything.”
“Okay.”
“It’s just been a while. That’s all.”
“Uh-huh. Okay.”
He happily let the conversation die after that. They continued on up the dirt road without speaking, allowing the sound of the tires rolling over the gravel to fill the cab, and take the place of any awkward words. There was something about Holly that made him feel a good fifteen years younger than he actually was. Maybe it was the fact that he’d known her about that long.
Of course, she’d been thirteen when he’d first met her. A girl. While he’d been nearly nineteen and hadn’t given her a sideways glance. Until her birthday. Until that night he’d thought about kissing her. But she’d still been a girl, even if she’d looked a lot like a woman.
Now, however, she was unquestionably all woman.
That made things a bit more difficult.
The ice crystals on the ground grew more numerous as they went to a higher elevation, binding together to create a soft, thick blanket of snow.
They drove on for a while longer, before he pulled the truck off to the side of the road. “We better stop here. I have four-wheel drive but I don’t exactly want to pull out of a snow bank. Not if I have a choice.” He killed the engine and she scrambled out of the truck, almost as if she was in a hurry to get out of the enclosed space. Well, that made two of them. She’d probably felt that same strangeness between them last night.
She established a quick pace, walking up ahead of him on the road, craning her neck to look up the side of the mountain and examine the trees.
“Do you see anything you like?”
“I like that one,” she said, gesturing to a tree halfway up the steep hill. “But I think it might be too big. Oh!” She stopped in her tracks. “I like that one.” She pointed to one even farther up, covered in snow. “Oh, it might be too small.”
“Come on, Goldilocks, are you going to choose a tree or not?”
She reached up and took a lock of her hair between her thumb and forefinger, turning to face him, holding a bright red strand out. “Goldilocks?”
“Yeah. This tree is too big, this one is too small. Next thing you know you’ll be eating my porridge and sleeping in my bed.”
A jolt went through Holly’s body, her eyes going wide. And he wanted nothing more than to reach down his throat and cram the words that had just come out of his mouth back in. But it was too late. It wouldn’t accomplish anything anyway. The words had been spoken.
“You know that’s not what I meant.” He figured he’d better say something instead of just letting her stand there, turning redder than her namesake berry.
“Right,” she said. “Of course. I knew that. I didn’t think… I mean, I didn’t…”
“Don’t get your mittens in a twist.”
She held her hands out, and looked at said mittens. “My mittens aren’t twisted.”
He leaned forward and took hold of one knit-covered finger, wiggling it gently. “Metaphorically. Which is how I meant the other thing too.” He released his hold on her and walked on ahead of her, taking a deep breath of the sharp, cold air.
He was just going to do his best to pretend that he wasn’t affected at all by what had just transpired between them. He needed to get a handle on himself. He wondered if before yesterday saying something like that would have read like a double entendre. Or if it had to do with what had happened.
“That tree will be great,” Holly said, the words tumbling out of her mouth in a rush.
He looked ahead and saw a tree that would probably have an extra foot cut off the bottom before it could fit in her house. Clearly she had become a whole lot less picky since being out here with him had become a bit more uncomfortable.
Thanks to you.
Obviously he needed to do something about the sexual frustration that was building inside of him. He hadn’t realized he was sexually frustrated until yesterday, but now it was apparent. But if he was starting to feel serious attraction for Holly, the kinds of attraction he’d managed to keep under wraps for years, then he definitely needed to address the situation.
For now, though, he would just get a grip. Metaphorically speaking. He’d known her for years, and he wasn’t some animal at the mercy of base lust. He was a man, dammit.
And if he had to expend some sexual frustration chopping down a tree, he would. Because he was a man, and that was how a man handled a situation like this.
He certainly didn’t act on the feelings. Nope.
He wasn’t worthy of her. Not even to touch her. Not even for a moment.
“Okay,” he grunted, “let me go back to the truck and get the ax. I’ll only be a minute.”
CHAPTER FIVE
AT LEAST SHE had a tree. That was the glittery lining to this strange little afternoon. It hadn’t been entirely unpleasant, spending time with Ryan. It hadn’t been entirely unpleasant being subjected to the small moments of unintentional flirtation. But it would’ve been better if they were intentional. Or if they were moments she could respond to.
Had she been on a date, complete with a walk in the snow, hot cider and a beautiful Christmas tree, it would have been a lovely afternoon. One full of banter and naughty jokes that made her feel warm and excited. That heated her from the inside out.
As it was, it had just been awkward, with a side of awkward, rolled in awkward and flash fried in oh dear God why.
At least the drive back into town was uneventful. They stopped for gas, chatted with the station attendant, and then she talked him into making a stop at the store for apple juice because her earlier thoughts about cider had made her crave some.
By the time they pulled into her driveway, she had almost forgotten his words up in the mountains. Almost.
Every so often they replayed in her mind. Deep, rough, sexy. Next thing you know you’ll be sleeping in my bed.
He had no idea that was one of her most cherished fantasies. Still. Yes, now that she was being honest with herself, she could admit that it still was.
That’s probably why you’ve never slept in anyone else’s bed.
She winced at her own line of thinking. She did not need to go thinking about sex again in his presence. Particularly her lack of experience. Her stomach sank when he turned off the engine, and she realized she needed his help getting more than one thing into the house.
“Can you help me with the tree?” she asked.
“Of course. I’m not going to leave you to struggle with a giant pine.”
Giant pine. There was another one. She was getting kind of prurient. All she needed to do was not say anything about wood. “Thank you,” she said, the words stiff, cautious.
“I assume you need help getting those bins into, unless you wrangled them in yesterday.”
“No, no wrangling was done. They’re still sitting in the back of my car.”
“Okay, I guess I can put my muscles to use for you. No one else is using them.”
She closed her eyes and tried very hard not to think about how many uses she could find for his muscles. “Yeah, we…we established that. And I’m happy to. Make use of them. To carry heavy things…not…Right.”
“You can go ahead inside the house, get the tree stand set up. I’m going to have to cut off some of the bottom for the stand up in your living room, I’m almost sure of it.”
And she was going into the house. She was not going to stand outside and watch him, engaging in Ryan-based lumberjack fantasies that she had no business having.
Anyway, she’d already done that earlier when he’d chopped the tree down in the first place.
“Okay.” She got out of the truck, holding her grocery bag with the juice in it. “I’ll go put the cider on.”
“You have booze for that?”
“I’m not a Philistine, Ryan. It isn’t the holidays if you can’t get pleasantly sauced around the tree. Or, in my family, people just got drunk and skipped the tree.”
“Sounds like my kind of Christmas,” he said.
She swallowed, trying to suppress the unpleasant memory. It was her own fault for bringing it up. “Yeah, not really. Trust me.”
“Sorry,” he said.
“No, don’t be. I made the joke. But hell, we all have baggage. No need to dwell on it.”
“Why is it that airlines never lose emotional baggage?”
“That is a good question. I’ll go…do the cider.”
She walked inside, kicking her boots on the edge of the doorframe to knock off most of the mud. She left it cracked so that Ryan could push his way in easily when he was ready. She looked around her living room, imagining how it would be when it was full of friends and surrogate family, decorated for the holidays and smelling like cinnamon and cranberries.
Her house was another thing Margie and Dan had helped her with. She wondered if Ryan even knew that. They’d given her the down payment on her beautiful craftsman style home. It was modest, but it was the first thing she ever owned. She was almost certainly the first person in her family to own a house.
What she owed them was endless.
She set to work, putting a blue and white speckled pot on the stove and dumping the jug of cider in, then adding a few cinnamon sticks and some nutmeg. She turned the burner on high and covered it with a dented lid.
A few moments later, Ryan appeared with the tree. “You can set it over there, where the stand is,” she told him. She’d moved it into place last night.
He grunted, and she was powerless to do anything but stare as he carried the tree through the living area, his footsteps heavy on the wooden floor. She cursed winter yet again, because it necessitated him wearing all those layers, and covered up what she was certain was a pretty darn good show.
Get a grip. You’re supposed to be dealing. Not pining like the idiot you’ve been for all these years. When you leaned in toward him yesterday, he jumped back like you growled at him. He does not want you.
Part of the problem was that she’d never moved on. It was easy to convince herself that what she felt for Ryan all those years ago was a crush, but the proof was in her actions. She’d never gone on more than two dates with anyone. She never let anyone get past her front door, never let them get into her heart or her body.
It was easy enough to dismiss all that. She had trust issues. A dad who had never bothered to be faithful to her mom, a mom who had abandoned her because of a mistake she’d made.
She happily blamed her lack of love life on all those things. The Ryan factor was a lot less comfortable.
She gritted her teeth and headed back over to the stove to needlessly stir the cider and try to get a handle on herself.
By the time she looked up again, Ryan was walking out the door, probably headed out to grab the bins. Then he would bring them in, then leave. She could decorate her home in peace and quiet and not think about all of the old feelings that were stirred up inside her.
He appeared a few moments later with two bins, one stacked on top of the other, dropped them just inside the doorway and headed back outside for the third. When he came back, he surprised her by closing the front door and pulling the lid off of the first box. “Do you need help with any of this?”
“Well, I’ll need help with the outdoor things, but it’s too dark to do that now.”
“What about the stuff going inside? Need any help with the garlands, or anything?”
“Why are you being nice to me?”
“Because I’ve been distinctly not nice. And I’m sorry. Holidays have never been a big deal for me. And I was insensitive. So let’s just get back to the way things were.”
She had an awful feeling that this had nothing to do with his grumpiness, and everything to do with the strange sexual tension that had wound itself around all of their actions for the past couple of days. He wanted to get rid of it. He probably figured he had two options: go back to his boat and hide from it, and do battle with the next time they saw each other, which was a bit more frequently right at the moment, or try to make things normal again.
Obviously he had taken option two.
Her disappointment was a bitter pill. It shouldn’t be. She should be thrilled. She’d just been trying to talk herself into not acting like a sex-starved idiot.
But you are a sex-starved idiot.
Okay, she had a point with that one.
But no more. Her New Year’s resolution would be to put an end to all of that. She would get a kiss, from someone she didn’t know maybe. A handsome stranger. Too bad there were nothing but handsome acquaintances in Copper Ridge. Such were the hazards of life in a small town.
Maybe she would celebrate the holiday in Tolowa. Or in Portland. She could get a fancy dress, and drink fancy drinks, and in general be fancy. And make out with someone.
“You’re frowning awfully deeply for somebody who’s just stirring juice.”
She blinked and returned her focus to Ryan, who was standing there looking at her like he was afraid she was going to bite his hand.
“I was just thinking,” she said.
“About Christmas decorations?”
“Coordinating events is my business, I take it very seriously. I have a whole idea in my head.” That much was true, though thinking about party decorations didn’t make her frown. It made her happy.
“Okay. So you say what you need, and I’ll do it. I’m your slave for the rest of the evening.”
She swallowed hard, biting the inside of her cheek. She did not need that mental image. “Thanks. Well, some of the Christmas lights and garlands are wound in pretty heavy bundles. If you could help get that sorted, that would be helpful.”
“Okay. In return do I get some dinner?”
She treated him to a mock scowl. “I should’ve known you had ulterior motives.”
“Me? My motives are pure. And hungry.”
“I have some cheese and crackers. I’ll get those out and then I can put some pot pies in the oven.”
“I won’t say no to that.”
She readied the plate of cheese and crackers, then fiddled about in the kitchen so that she had a little bit of distance from Ryan. The pies went into the oven before she arranged some vegetables and dip on a platter. If there was one thing she always had a lot of, it was various appetizers and munchies. The perks of working parties. Especially weddings. The happy couple left, and after she saw to the work of preserving what was left of their wedding cake for them, she typically ended up with the other food from the reception, since it would go bad before they got back from their honeymoon.
Of course, it was potentially bad for one’s diet to have a steady stream of crabcakes, puff pastries and bacon wrapped everything. She tried to eat a lot of salad to counterbalance it.
She walked out into the living room with the vegetables and the cheese and crackers, then sat both plates on the couch. Ryan had already unpacked all of the bins. The tree ready to decorate, garlands and strands of lights unrolled and laid out across the floor.
“Christmas command central,” he said, gesturing to the display in front of her.
“It looks like a reindeer threw up in here.”
“I know. It seems like the kind of thing you would like.”
“I don’t like it.” She smiled when he frowned. “I love it.”
“Holidays are a big thing to you, aren’t they?”
She lifted a shoulder. “In my line of work? Of course the holidays are a big deal to me. Plus…” She hesitated. “We didn’t celebrate anything when I was a kid. My parents just…didn’t see the point. Getting to plan parties like this, to share in all of these special moments of people… It’s kind of like making up for every party I didn’t have.”
Ryan frowned and her heart contracted, embarrassment over the fact that she just admitted that making her cheeks sting with heat. “Did you ever have a birthday party? Before Dan and Margie?”
His words brought the night of her eighteenth birthday to mind. Her parents had agreed to come and take her out, and then they hadn’t showed. She’d been standing there on Dan and Margie’s lawn in a dress, not wanting to go back in and admit that her parents had flaked out on her.
And then Ryan had come up the walkway, looking every inch like the only present she would ever really want. He’d touched her then. Hugged her. She’d wanted to stay in his arms forever, but it had only lasted a moment.
Just one more disappointment.
She bent down, picking up one of the green garlands. “Doesn’t matter. I have big parties now. All the parties I want. I plan the best ones.”
“Holly…”
She looked up and froze, immobilized by the look in his eyes. Sympathy. Sympathy from Ryan Masters. A man who would quite possibly shout bah humbug at a Dickensian street urchin. And he was standing there feeling sorry for her.
Just like he had back then. She wanted so much more than just his sorry.
“Don’t give me that look,” she said, frowning and gathering one of the garlands into her arms. “You’re thirty-four, single, and live on a boat.” She swept over to her mantel and climbed up onto the raised brick hearth of the fireplace to place the garland over the bare, polished wood.
“You want me to apologize for feeling something?”
“I don’t need pity. My childhood sucked. A lot of people had it worse. I was fortunate enough to end up with the best foster parents in the entire world. Foster parents who still care about me, who still treat me like one of their children. How many people can say that? And now I’m a grown-up who deals in fancy foods and decorations for a living.” She snorted. “Pity yourself, boat man.”
He ignored the dig. “We have quite a few things in common,” he said.
“Do we?”
“Besides the obvious foster kid situation, neither of us wants sympathy. Neither of us has a whole lot of attachments, either. Don’t act like you’re so different from me.”
“I don’t think our situations are exactly comparable,” she said, climbing down from the fireplace and making her way over to one of the bins that was filled with ornaments. “I’m a stable, happy business and home owner. You, on the other hand, are alarming.”
His dark eyebrows shot up. “I’m alarming?”
“A little bit.”
“How so?”
“You spend a lot of time alone. With fish.”
“I’m a fisherman.”
“So the fish don’t even like you. Because you kill them.”
He treated her to an unamused look. “I’m not exactly worried about the finer feelings of fish.”
“You can’t afford to be.”
“No, I can’t. But I worry a little bit about your finer feelings.”
Her stomach clamped down hard, and she had the inescapable feeling of being caught at something. “Oh?”
“You’re so concerned about my constant grumpiness. I worry a little bit about your constant cheerfulness.”
“Oh. Ha! As if being a…a…jackass all the time is more emotionally healthy than being an optimist?”
“No, being honest is healthier. You’re just pushing it all down.”
“Why would you say that?” she asked. “I can’t imagine that you want to sit down and talk about my feelings. We had a crappy start, we both did. But why wallow in it? And why talk about it.”
“I didn’t say we had to talk about our pasts. I’m just pointing out you shouldn’t get real smug up on your high horse there. You’re emotionally healthier than me? Bullshit. You’re holding so much in that one of these days you’re going to explode.”
Holly wanted to punch him in the face. For being so right. For being part of the problem. But even while she was feeling so angry she was afraid she might explode, she was watching his mouth. Imagining, yet again, what it would be like to be kissed by him. What it would be like to have those large, masculine hands touching her. What he might have looked like carrying all those heavy boxes in without all the layers of clothes on. What he might look like without all those layers of clothes. Without any clothes at all.
It was sick. Sick and perverse. He was right. She was going to explode.
“Okay,” she said, swallowing hard. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I am holding things in. Maybe I’ve been holding some things in for too long. Hiding them too well.” She regretted saying that, the moment the words left her mouth, because if he asked for an explanation, she would have to give it. He knew her. He knew this wasn’t about a serious relationship. Knew that it wasn’t about work. It wouldn’t take long for him to figure out what it was about.
“Is that so?”
She gritted her teeth. “Yes. I know what it’s like to feel something that you can’t act on. To feel something huge, something there isn’t any room for, not inside of you, not in your life. And you push it down because it… It would just ruin things.”
“That’s not something that can last,” he said, taking a step toward her.
“Obviously,” she said, moving nearer to him.
His eyes were sharp, hot on hers. “What are you holding in?”
This was very bad. Very, very bad. He was talking about feelings, and she was making it about sex. She felt like some kind of gender role had been flipped. Unless he was talking about sex now too. But she doubted that. Because he seemed opposed to the idea of introducing a physical relationship into…their friendship? Their strange, pseudo-familial relationship? Whatever it was they had.
There were reasons she’d never made a move on him. Yesterday being an exception.
The Traverses meant everything to her. Everything. If things went south with Ryan…it would complicate everything. Compromise things with the only family she’d ever known.
But you don’t want a relationship. You aren’t that stupid anymore. And he probably doesn’t want one either.
She thought about her distant New Year’s resolution. To get a kiss again. To move on. Suddenly, she had a very bad, very self-indulgent idea, that felt like it bordered on genius. Because it meant she could have everything she wanted without any repercussions.
A holiday fling. With the one man she’d always wanted. A man who didn’t want a serious relationship. She would go into it with her eyes open. Go into it for the physical only, no unrealistic expectations.
She would ring out the old year with Ryan, and ring in the New Year ready to move on.
“I like One Direction.” She had no idea why, but those were the words that escaped. Probably something in her brain trying to save her at the last minute. Giving her an out.
The left side of his mouth lifted. “Do you?”
She nodded. “Deep, dark secret.”
“Somehow, I don’t think that’s what you were talking about.”
“And now you’re an expert on secrets?”
“Just on yours. Or, more to the point, I can tell when you’re lying.”
“You can?” She really hoped that wasn’t true.
“Or, in this case holding something back. Maybe you do like One Direction. I’m not even sure who that is.”
She swallowed hard, her hands shaking, her stomach tightening. “Okay, yes, I am holding something back. Bacon is only okay. It doesn’t need to be put on everything. Wow, I feel better now.”
He took another step toward her. “You be careful with heresy like that.”
“Come on, bacon chocolate chip cookies. It’s gone too far.” Her face was hot, her heart beating so fast she could hardly breathe.
She didn’t know what was happening. Sometime in the past few minutes things had changed. He had changed. He could see inside of her, she was sure of it. There was a heat in his eyes that spoke of only one thing. The kind of heat she’d never seen in Ryan’s eyes before.
It scared her. And she wanted it.
“Holly, what are you hiding from me?” His dark eyes were intense, level with hers. The air felt thick between them again, like it had yesterday in the attic at his parents’ house. “You’re the one who brought it up, so I can only assume there’s something you actually want to say. But don’t want to say.”
“That doesn’t make sense.”
“So, I’m wrong?”
“No,” she said, her tone wooden. “But if I say it, I can’t unsay it. And you might run away. And never speak to me again. And embarrass me in front of the Traverses.”
He paused. “You don’t really think I would do that.”
“Okay, not anything except for the leaving. I do think you might leave.”
He said nothing for a moment, swallowing hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. “If I were you, I would clarify. And quickly. Because you’re leaving me a lot of space to make assumptions, and you may not like the conclusions I’m drawing.”
“Are they interesting conclusions? Because I might want to hear them before I admit to anything.”
“Holly…”
She licked her lips, hesitating a moment before closing the distance between them and wrapping her arms around his neck. He didn’t move away, not this time. And she acted before waiting for a response. Then she closed the distance between them, and pressed her lips against his.
CHAPTER SIX
SHE TILTED HER HEAD as their lips met, the shock of heat and arousal that rioted through her intense, unexpected. Yes, she’d known that touching him like this would be amazing, but she hadn’t realized it would be so…all over.
Kissing—in her experience—involved her mouth and very little else. Possibly roaming hands, but she’d never let it continue on very long. So, not even usually that.
One brush of Ryan’s lips against hers and she felt the impact everywhere.
It took her a moment to realize that he was frozen beneath her. She had to cut through the heat, the fire and flame, to get any sort of sense of his reaction. But now that she had it, she felt slightly horrified. She raised her head, breaking the contact between their mouths. “I’m sorry,” she said.
The moment the words left her mouth, Ryan’s hand shot up, his fingers digging deep into her hair, holding her tight. “Don’t apologize for that,” he said, his voice almost a growl, a look in his eyes she’d never seen there before.
“Well, you didn’t… You didn’t kiss me back.”
“I need to make sure you know what you’re asking for,” he said.
“You need to make sure I know what I’m asking for?” she parroted.
“I don’t want to kiss.”
“Oh?”
“I haven’t had sex for more than a year. And you’re the last person that I should ever touch. What I need… It’s physical. Only physical. And it’s not just a kiss.”
“Good. That’s all I want too. I… I’ve wanted you for a long time. But you’re part of…you’re part of the most important people in my life. You don’t lift out of the picture. And I don’t want you to lift out. It always seemed like something way too important to screw up for a few orgasms.”
“Being horny means never having to explain why.”
She laughed, a short, distressed laugh. “Wow, that’s profound.”
Suddenly, his arms were around her, and he was pulling her up against his body, letting her feel the evidence of just how aroused he was. She was shaking now, from the inside out, all of the words in her head suddenly jumbled and tilted on end.
“I’m not even sure what I said. There’s no blood left in my brain.”
“Nothing changes,” she said, while she could still figure out a way to form sentences.
“I’m good with that.”
“I mean it. Nothing changes. After this we go back to how it was. I know that you don’t want to marry me. I certainly don’t want to marry you and go live on your boat, and deal—”
Her words were cut off by the hot press of his mouth against hers, his tongue sliding against the seam of her lips, forcing them apart. She had no idea how they’d gone from never having touched romantically to making out in her living room in five seconds flat, but they most certainly had.
There were very few things that lived up to their promise. Very few things that possessed even a shade in reality of what they had promised in fantasy. Ryan’s kiss was one of them. In reality, his kiss superseded the fantasy. Everything his lips had promised to be, they were more. His hands were strong and hot on her back, sliding down her waist and to her hips, gripping her tight as he angled his head and took the kiss deeper, harder.
She couldn’t believe it was happening. Finally. It felt like the last piece had fallen into place. The last part of human contact she’d been missing. Margie and Dan had given her love like parents, love she’d been missing all of her life. Elizabeth had been like a sister. When it came to romantic relationships…there had been nothing. Not anything real.
Ryan was the one she’d wanted. His touch. His kiss. It was happening now. And it was everything.
He groaned, walked her back and pressed her against the wall, his body hard and hot in front of her, the surface of the wall unyielding and cool behind her. She clung to him, her fingers fisted into the fabric of his shirt as she learned the surface of his lips and became accustomed to the slick friction of his tongue against hers. As the ache between her thighs deepened, intensified, became a ravenous, hollow hunger that needed only him to be satisfied. She rocked against the hardened length of his arousal, his height making it impossible for her to feel him precisely where she needed him most.
“Ryan,” she said, tearing her mouth away from his, “Ryan… I need…”
“I know.”
And he seemed to, because he slid his hands down from her hips to grip her thighs, tugging them apart and forcing her to wrap her legs around his waist. Opening the center of her need to him, grinding the hard ridge of his cock against her as he held her firmly against the wall.
“Oh!” She’d officially gone past the point of all previous experience. But then, she felt as though she’d done that the moment their lips had touched. Kissing Ryan was an entirely separate activity from what she’d experienced in the past.
He slipped his hands away from her thighs, using the strength of his body and the wall to hold her in place. He cupped her face, tilted her chin up and deepened the kiss, tasting her, savoring her as though she were a delicacy, and he a starving man.
She knew what that was like. It had been more than a year since he’d had sex, but she was a twenty-seven-year-old virgin. She was pretty sure she won.
She was suddenly struck with a jolt, not of nerves, but of extreme excitement. She was finally touching him in the way that she wanted to. Finally kissing him like she’d always fantasized about. No, it wouldn’t end well. But she had accepted that, and she was just free to enjoy now. Everything she could have. Everything he would give her.
Scratch that. Everything she could take. She wasn’t passive in this. She refused to be. This was her fantasy come to life. She doubted it was the same for him. For him, this was just a drink of water after a long dry spell. For her, this was the oasis she had always desired after years in a desert. For her this was the fulfillment of a specific fantasy, not a generic need.
Those thoughts spurred her on, made her bold. Virginal nerves had no place in this. Later, later she could sit and have a postmortem. Be horrified by her behavior, maybe. But now, now she was just going to have what she wanted.
She moved her hands down his chest, feeling his muscles through the thin cotton of his shirt. Yes, they were as hard as she’d imagined. Everything about him was all that she’d dreamed of, everything and more. She moved her hands down lower still, pressing her fingertips up beneath the edge of his T-shirt, her hands making contact with his hot skin. He had just the right amount of hair on his well-defined stomach, enough to remind her that he was a man, and she was a woman. She moved her hands higher, to the hard wall of his chest muscles. Oh yes, he was very much a man.
“Off.” That was the best she could do. The most she could say.
He said nothing in return, releasing his hold on her to take a moment to take off his jacket, and wrenched his shirt over his head. She whimpered, surveying the perfectly defined lines on his chest and stomach, the V that disappeared down beneath the waistband of his jeans, an arrow pointing to the part of him she most craved.
She didn’t know who she was right now, this wild, hungry creature who craved Ryan at the expense of everything else. Damn her pride, damn common sense.
Okay, that was a lie. She knew exactly who she was. She recognized this woman. This was the woman she was in her fantasies. The woman she was late at night when she allowed dark, heady thoughts of him to enter her mind. This was the woman she’d always wanted to be.
That thought made a smile curve her lips.
“You like what you see?” he asked.
“That’s an understatement.”
“I think this calls for a trade,” he said. “Remember, it’s been more than a year for me.”
“It’s been quite a while for me too,” she said, ignoring the fact that the statement fudged the truth a bit. “So I’m going to need some time to enjoy the scenery myself.”
“Enjoy it topless.”
He didn’t give her a chance to respond. He reached forward, tugging her sweater up over her head, taking her beanie off with it, leaving her standing there in her plain, white bra. She wished suddenly that she had underwear more befitting of the vamp she felt like she was in this moment.
This was definitely virgin underwear. But she would try not to let that deter her.
The underwear wasn’t going to stay on for long anyway.
A crease formed between his brows, his lips turning down. That couldn’t be good.
“No woman wants a man to frown at her breasts, Ryan.”
“That’s not what I’m frowning at,” he said.
“That’s only slightly reassuring.”
“I’m pretty sure every member of the Travers family will kill me if they ever find out about this.”
“I’m not going to give Elizabeth the gory details.” That seemed strange in a way. Elizabeth had most certainly told Holly when she’d lost her virginity. But Holly was an expert at deflecting questions about her love life, about crushes she might or might not have. Because she didn’t want to admit to her friend that she’d never actually had sex. She’d always managed to keep her feelings for Ryan under wraps. She’d also managed to never exactly admit she’d never had sex before. This would just be an extension of all of those secrets, all of those little lies.
Again, worth it.
“You’ve always been…”
“If you say like a sister to me I’m putting my sweater back on.”
“No. Not that. But, a lot younger.”
“Four years. That isn’t so much.”
“It was when we met.”
“That has nothing to do with now. Nothing to do with where we’re at. We are both adults. And we are both almost naked. So, really we should just get all the way naked and get on with things.”
He chuckled, reaching out and brushing her hair out of her eyes. “You definitely seem to know what you want.”
“Definitely.” She looked down at the very clear bulge pushing against the denim. “Pants off.”
There. Regardless of the sexual status of her underwear, she was doing a pretty good job of holding her ground.
What she’d said earlier about her job making up for all of those missed parties? It had been a lie. This, right now, was every atonement for every missed party. For everything she’d ever wanted that she hadn’t gotten. For every night she’d gone to bed hungry, every day she’d gone without a hug, without so much as a sideways glance.
She would take this as atonement for all of that.
Which was potentially a lot of pressure to put on Ryan’s body, but if he didn’t know, he wouldn’t mind.
He put his hands on his belt buckle, worked the end slowly through, undid the snap, then the zipper. She couldn’t look away, didn’t want to. She was pretty sure Santa and all his reindeer could stampede through the living room and her eyes would still be glued to what Ryan would reveal next.
He pushed the pants down his lean hips, taking his underwear with them, leaving himself completely naked in front of her.
She sucked in a sharp breath and nearly choked on it. She’d never seen a naked man in person. Naked, and erect. Very, very erect.
She swallowed, trying to force her heart back down into its proper place. She looked back up at his face, and saw him studying her with an odd expression.
“You’re staring,” he said.
“Because I like what I see.”
“Okay, I wasn’t sure. You looked slightly terrified. I wasn’t sure if maybe something had mutated from all the disuse.”
“A year? Seriously, don’t be dramatic. Nothing mutated. As near as I can tell.” She bit her lip. “Of course, I might need to examine everything a little bit closer.”
“I think we can stop bantering now,” he growled, pressing her back up against the wall again, kissing her deep and hard. She wrapped her arms around his neck, losing herself in this, in him, in the rough feeling of his hands on her body, of the heat of him pressed so tightly against her.
Somehow, he managed to get her jeans and panties off, never breaking their kiss. He cupped her cheek, tracing a line along her jaw, down her neck, pausing for a moment, cupping her breast and squeezing it tight. Brushing his thumb over her nipple, he pinched it lightly between his thumb and forefinger before allowing his fingertips to glide over her stomach, down between her thighs. He stroked her there, where she was wet and ready for him. She gasped, letting her head fall back, giving herself over completely to the sensation.
“I don’t know if I can take this as slow as I should.”
That was fine with her. She’d wanted him for the last fourteen years. In her opinion, slow was overrated.
“Kiss me,” she said, barely recognizing the rough, husky voice as her own.
He obeyed, his fingers moving over her clit as he slid his tongue over hers. Then he cursed, pulling away from her sharply. “I don’t have a condom.”
“Oh no,” she said. “I don’t have—” Suddenly, she remembered the basket sitting in her hall closet. The basket decorated with fluorescent pink and purple ribbon, filled with favors from the bachelorette party she’d helped plan a couple of months ago. “Hold that thought.”
She extricated herself from his hold to scamper down the hallway, completely naked, well aware that his eyes were on her backside. And that it probably jiggled a little bit with every step she took.
Darn bacon-wrapped everything. Bacon really was overrated.
She opened up the closet, and rummaged past a bin filled with ribbon, a few rolls of wrapping paper, until she found the basket. Inside of it were little party favors. And within those party favors, she knew she would find the required protection.
She pulled out one of the pink, iridescent bags, her face heating as she saw the phallic shaped whistle attached to the outside.
“What is that?”
She looked up, and over at Ryan. She’d been hoping to pull the condom out of the bag without him having to see it, or any of its other contents.
“A party favor. From a party I coordinated.” She pressed her lips to the end of the penis whistle, and blew. “Festive.”
He laughed, and at the same time, his cock twitched. “I’m not sure how you can make me laugh, and make me want to ravish you at the same time.”
She blinked. “A hidden talent?”
“Very hidden. But then, in fairness, I wasn’t looking for this kind of thing with you.”
She stood there, holding the bag filled with obscene party favors, completely naked, not sure if she wanted to hear what he had to say next. It was so ridiculous, she kind of wanted to laugh too. Unless he was going to say something that hurt her feelings. “I’m not sure how to take that.”
“You had to be off-limits. You were too young. Then you were just a lot sweeter than me. You were always beautiful, Holly. And even though you give me a hard time about it, you let me be grumpy. You listen. And you never tell me to just smile through anything. You’re damn pretty, but that means a lot more than pretty ever could.”
Her heart felt swollen, and that was bad, considering she was trying really hard to keep her heart uninvolved. She didn’t say anything; instead she opened the bag, grimacing when she encountered an anatomically correct action figure, a tube of red lipstick also shaped like the male member, what looked like a pair of hard candy panties, folded up in a plastic bag, and finally, on the bottom, a fun size packet of condoms.
She fished out the protection, dropping the rest onto the floor. “See?”
He took the little packet from her hand and tore it open to reveal four individual condoms inside. “They’re purple,” he said.
She released a heavy breath. “Of course they are.”
“I’m fine if you’re fine. I don’t really care what color it is. It’s not what’s on the outside that counts, after all. It’s being inside you.”
“We don’t really have an alternative. Except not doing this. And that isn’t acceptable.”
He smiled, tearing one of the packets open and discarding the rest. And she forgot how ridiculous the situation was. Forgot that they had a living room cluttered with Christmas decorations, forgot that the condom he was currently rolling onto his thick length was purple, and had come out of the bag with a penis whistle.
Nothing else mattered but this moment. But this man and how much she wanted him.
He closed the distance between them, kissing her deeply, devouring her. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled, bringing them both down to the floor with him on top of her between her thighs. The floor was cold, and she didn’t care. It was hard, but it didn’t matter. All that mattered was this, with him. She didn’t have time to try and make it to the bed. She didn’t have time for anything but this. And she needed this. Needed it more than she needed her next breath.
“Please, Ryan.”
He shifted, the blunt head of his arousal pressing against the entrance to her body. And that was when the nerves hit. She gritted her teeth, screwing her eyes shut tight as he thrust deep inside her. The pain was sharp but brief, fading quickly into something that felt foreign, and not entirely pleasant.
She clung to him, holding onto his shoulders, getting used to the sensation of him being inside her.
“Are you okay?” he asked, his voice strained. If he suspected that she’d never done this before at all, she couldn’t tell.
“Yes,” she said, not entirely certain she wasn’t lying.
She felt full, emotional. Her heart raw and tender. And that was more intense than any pain or pleasure.
Then he moved, sliding his hands down the line of her spine and cupping her butt, lifting her hips to push himself more deeply inside. When he did that, it brought his pelvis up against the bundle of nerves at the apex of her thighs, sent a lightning bolt of pleasure through her so sharp, so focused that it stole every thought, channeled all of the sensation that was building up in her chest to pop and crackle through her veins, absorbing her entire being in the pleasure he created with his movements.
He established a steady rhythm, pumping into her hard and perfect, driving them both closer to the peak she knew was up there somewhere, even if she’d never reached it with anyone else before.
He lowered his head, kissing her neck, his breath coming in harsh gasps as his movements quickened. He tightened his grip on her hips, drawing her up against him each time he thrust home. “Come on, baby,” he said, his words broken, jagged like glass. “I can’t last.”
It was that admission, that hard, rough admission, that broke her. That pushed her to a height she’d never known existed and sent her over the edge. Her heart was beating so hard she thought it would burst through her chest, her internal muscles tightening around him as pleasure exploded in her midsection, flooding through her, overtaking her completely.
She was floating on a white, endless snowdrift. And when it set her back down it was on the hard floor of her hallway. But it was still perfect, because she was with Ryan. And as long as she didn’t think about the future, that was enough.
CHAPTER SEVEN
HE’D ALWAYS KNOWN that kissing Holly Fulton wouldn’t lead anywhere good. He’d been right. He should have listened to that instinct.
Granted, his instinct had not informed him that kissing her would end with him wearing a purple condom and taking her virginity, but he’d known it would be a bad idea.
His knees hurt. He realized that was because he was still braced on the hard floor of her hallway, still inside her and reeling from the explosive climax they’d just shared. As a reintroduction into sex went, it had been mind-blowing. As far as decent human behavior went, it was a new low.
He moved away from her, rubbing his hands over his face. “Just a second,” he said, pushing into a standing position and walking down the hall, calling on all of his self-control to keep from looking back at her naked body as he made his way to the bathroom. He took care of the condom, then went to stand in front of the sink, running water over his face as he looked at his reflection in the mirror. Bad idea. He was singularly unimpressed with the guy he saw standing there, looking a lot more satisfied and smug than he had a right to.
Had she really been a virgin? Or was he just hallucinating? She’d said it had been a while. Maybe that’s why it felt different. Maybe it was him. Maybe he was imagining all of it. Maybe he was hallucinating all of this and he’d never kissed her back when she’d leaned in. Had never touched her or told her to take her clothes off.
Maybe he was still standing there waiting to make a move. Damage not done.
He looked back up and saw his all-too-real reflection. If he’d felt any humor around the situation, he might have laughed. Since they had just been discussing emotional honesty and all manner of other bullshit. And here he was taking solace in very clear denial.
He turned and started to walk out of the room, then stopped. He was still naked, and even though they’d just had sex, it felt wrong. She was still Holly. And he was still Ryan. He wasn’t sure walking out of the bathroom wearing nothing but his skin was entirely appropriate.
He reached out and grabbed hold of the fluffy pink towel that was hanging on the towel rack. Purple condom, pink towel. Clearly, the universe was intent on him paying his penance for the pleasure he just received. He wrapped it tightly around his waist, then walked out into the hall, where Holly was standing, still naked. She was looking at him with large, dewy eyes. Shame crawled over his skin like an army of ants.
He was wrong. Maybe he’d always been wrong. It was easy to forget when he was alone. Easy to forget when he was out on the ocean, down in his boat. When he had the reassurance of Margie and Dan that he wasn’t broken in any way.
But sometimes the feeling was impossible to shake. That there were certain things that were inescapable. That the darkness, the destruction, was all in him.
Now was one of those times.
“Holly,” he said, his voice rough, even to his own ears. “Why the hell didn’t you tell me you were a virgin?”
That was not what he’d intended to lead with. Too late to turn back now. Variations on the theme.
Holly looked like she wanted to fold in on herself, standing there completely naked and exposed. In that moment, he hated himself. “Well, we’ve never talked about those sorts of things,” she said.
He sighed heavily, looking past her and at a spot on the wall. “Evidence that we really shouldn’t have done what we did.”
“I knew what I wanted.”
“Did you? Did I hurt you? Do you need…I’m sorry.”
“I’m fine. Don’t apologize for having sex with me.”
She sucked in a sharp breath through her nose, and released it slowly before turning on the ball of her foot and stalking into the living room. He was only human, so he watched the gentle sway of her hips, the slight bounce in her ass. He liked it. Liked it a lot. The softness of her skin, of her figure. The two little dimples low on her back, the full flare of her hips… Yeah, no question it was nice.
Like it a little less, you perv.
He rubbed his hands over his eyes and followed her back into the living room. It looked like a war had been waged in there with Christmas decorations, everything left strewn across the floor like very cheerful debris. And amongst the decorations were their clothes.
Holly threw his at him, and he caught them, applying all of the focus he could muster to getting dressed, and not watching her. He didn’t have the right to look at her.
He was buckling his belt when Holly spoke again. “I kind of liked the towel.”
“Pink isn’t really my color,” he said.
“I disagree. I think we discovered a whole portion of the color wheel that suits you more than you might have thought.”
“Holly,” he said, his tone serious.
“Is this where you speak gravely of your regret over stealing my virtue? Or are you going to twirl your mustache and cackle over your conquest?”
He shoved his hands in his pockets. “You deserve better than that. Better than the floor in the hallway. A hell of a lot better than me.”
“From where I’m standing it was pretty good.” Color flooded her face. “What I mean is that I fantasized about that for a long time. You. Us. I needed that.”
He felt like he’d been punched in the chest. He didn’t deserve to be the object of Holly Fulton’s fantasies, that much was true.
But now here he was, standing in front of the one woman he should have never touched, the woman he should have left a vague, misty fantasy. There was nothing misty or vague about it now. It was all harsh light, hard floors and naked skin.
“So that’s what this is? Fantasy fulfillment? I shouldn’t be that important to you,” he said. “And why was there no one else? That’s what concerns me.”
She laughed. Not something small or polite. But she honestly doubled over laughing, as though he’d just said the funniest thing in creation. “Are you implying that… I was waiting for you?”
Heat stung his cheeks as he realized that was exactly what he’d been thinking. What he’d been worried about. “No.”
“Yes, you were. That’s what you were worried about. Ryan, you’re very handsome. Don’t get me wrong. But I had a crush on you when I was like…sixteen. It’s not like I’ve been sitting around pining for you.”
“Then why? I feel like I have a right to know since I’m the lucky man who broke the drought.”
She bit her lip and looked down, her cheeks turning a deeper shade of red. “I just… Relationships are hard for me. And there’s the Travers connection. It’s complicated. It’s the same with friendships. I have Elizabeth. Through her I have a couple of other friends, but none of them mean as much to me as she does. I’ve known you for a long time. I trust you. Not for like, love, or marriage or anything like that, but I know you. I know that you won’t just look at me with blank eyes one day like you don’t even know who I am.”
“Holly…your parents… Whatever happened with them, they weren’t normal. It has nothing to do with you.”
“I know,” she said, her voice a whisper, “I know. But it doesn’t take away the anxiety. The fear of caring for someone who will never care for you in the same way. I loved them. Part of me still does even though I haven’t seen them in years. For a long time I wished it would change. So much. My mom had me hoping I would fix her marriage. And I didn’t. Instead, I made everything harder. So they just…stopped taking care of me.” She blinked rapidly. “I couldn’t bear loving a man and having him look at me one day and say the same things. I’ll… I’ll get over that. I’m getting over that. But it’s held me back for a long time. Knowing you, trusting you, makes it safe.”
His heart felt warm, thundering heavily in his chest. There was something both deeply gratifying and slightly unsettling about her words. He liked the idea of being safe for her. But part of him rejected it. Because if a man was going to be someone’s fantasy, finding out he was a fantasy of safety wasn’t the biggest ego boost.”Before I go saying anything else, you have to tell me something.”
“Okay, what?”
“Are we going to do this again?”
Heat flooded his body, his cock getting hard just from the thought of it. “It wouldn’t be the best idea.”
“Who cares if it’s the best idea?” She planted her hands on her hips. “Are we going to do it again, or not?”
“You were a virgin.”
“Can we stop fixating on that? It’s not that big of a deal.”
His chest felt tight. “It’s a big deal to me.”
“Fine. It’s a big deal to you. But it’s too late to do anything about it, the damage is done. Here’s my proposition: we finish out the year with a bang, no pun intended, and once the new year rolls in, we stop. Clean slate, no damage done.”
“There’s never a guarantee of no damage.” He hated himself for saying it, hated himself for trying to make her change her mind. Because he wanted this. Needed this. She was going through some stuff, but he’d been through his share too. He could damn well use a little bit of physical relief.
But this was Holly. She was more than physical relief. She was important to him. That meant he had to be honest.
“Okay,” she said. “But I want you.” She met his eyes, the statement simple, direct, and more temptation than he could handle. He’d tried to be the good guy years ago. Hadn’t followed his instinct to kiss her on her eighteenth birthday as he’d known he would only add to her pain. Except now he apparently had less restraint than he’d had almost a decade ago.
He took a step toward her, reaching out and taking hold of her chin between his thumb and forefinger. Before he could think better of it, he leaned in, pressing his lips to hers. Kissing her like he’d wanted to do all those years ago. Soft at first, gentle, a slow, measured tasting that gave respect to her inexperience. Then deeper still, a tribute to his hunger.
“I take it that means we’ll do it again?” she asked when they parted.
“Definitely,” he said. His good intentions had lost the war. “But first, we’d better finish decorating the living room.”
He didn’t actually want to decorate. He wanted to take her straight to bed. Wanted to go ahead and revel in this very bad, selfish decision he’d made. Now that he was committed to it, he was all in. But she’d been a virgin, and the last thing he wanted to do was cause her any pain. Any more than he already had.
Just then, the oven timer went off. “Oh yeah,” Holly said, sounding dazed. “I forgot about the pot pie.”
“Right about now pot pie seems anticlimactic.”
She laughed. “Definitely not the sexiest of foods. Hearty, certainly comforting, but not sexy.”
“Do you have champagne and chocolate-covered strawberries?”
She lifted a shoulder. “Fresh out.”
“I guess we’ll have to make do with the pot pie and cider.”
She smiled at him, this kind of glowing, dreamy smile he’d never gotten from anyone before. A smile he was certain he didn’t deserve. “You know, I can’t think of anything better.”
CHAPTER EIGHT
HOLLY HAD NEVER had so much fun planning a party in her life. And planning parties was her passion. She loved weddings and the fact that they were a celebration of two people coming together for the rest of their lives. She loved holiday parties, full of family and friends gathering to enjoy not just the season, but each other’s company. Bachelorette parties that were all about female friendship, and the celebration of new stages of life.
But putting together the Christmas party to honor Dan and Margie was definitely the best. Of course, her enjoyment could have had more to do with the fact that she was burning up the sheets with Ryan every night.
If she’d known how good sex could be, she probably wouldn’t have waited.
Okay, that wasn’t true. Because Ryan was what made it so good. And if it wasn’t with Ryan, she doubted it would be even half as amazing.
Damn, she had it bad.
He’d made it a priority to get some standard protection at the grocery store the day after their first time, and he’d been sleeping at her house instead of on his boat. It probably shouldn’t flatter her since a full-size bed was going to be better than one of those bunks any day. But she chose to let it flatter her.
She also chose not to worry about the future. About the fact that in a week all of this was supposed to be over. That all she would have to look forward to after Christmas were nights in an empty bed, nights without Ryan.
It wouldn’t work. Not for either of them. She couldn’t need him. She couldn’t afford to need him. But that was a problem for later. Now, this week, they were together.
They were meeting up today after he got through with work, and she was planning on cooking him dinner. She didn’t have to cook all that often thanks to the steady stream of leftovers she took in from the various events, but she wanted to make something for him. Something special, which was why she was currently at the mercantile in Old Town that sold specialty foods.
She already had a few nice, flavored olive oils in her basket, some pasta that had been imported from Italy, and a tub of fresh, organic pesto made by some local women. She paused in front of a display that had a few types of bread all fresh from the oven.
A flash of movement outside caught her eye and she looked up in time to see a woman with bright red hair walking down the sidewalk. Her heart jolted.
The woman was definitely familiar. More than familiar. Before she’d made a conscious decision to do so, Holly found herself setting her shopping basket down on the red tile floor and walking out the door of the store, letting the door shut behind her. The woman was already passing by the cranberry-colored knickknack shop the next building up. Holly should let her go, she knew that. But she couldn’t.
God help her, she couldn’t.
“Mom?”
The woman paused for a second, and turned partly, her face white as snow, her eyes hollow. There was nothing there to read, no flash of recognition, no happiness. Holly found herself staring, drinking in her mother’s face with a surprising amount of hunger. She hadn’t known how much she’d missed her. Hadn’t realized she’d missed her at all. Not after all the pain she’d put her through.
Not after the horrible parting words. Not after her mother had called Child Services herself to say she couldn’t take care of her daughter anymore. Because Holly had betrayed her. Old guilt, crippling sadness and longing filled her chest until she could barely breathe. She wanted to yell. She wanted to apologize. She couldn’t do any of it, so she just stood and stared.
The other woman looked older, thinner. Holly looked at her left hand and saw that she didn’t have a ring on. Were her parents even married anymore? They’d moved years ago, and she hadn’t heard from them since. Running into her mother now was unexpected. Painful. And she should turn away. She shouldn’t have come out here. She shouldn’t be standing here like an idiot.
She shouldn’t say anything. But she couldn’t hold it in.
“Mom,” Holly said again, taking a step toward her.
The other woman shook her head and turned away, walking briskly across the street as though Holly hadn’t spoken at all. Holly could do nothing but stand there, staring after her, unable to believe what had just happened. She had seen her mother. Her mother hadn’t spoken to her at all.
All she could do was stand there, torn to shreds on the main street of Copper Ridge.
She felt like she’d been hollowed out, angry, stinging tears forming at the backs of her eyes, an intense pain resting at the base of her throat.
“Holly?”
She turned around and saw Ryan standing there, his hands clenched into fists at his sides.
“I…”
He took a step toward her, closed the distance between them and pulled her into his arms, his hold so tight she could barely breathe. And she was grateful for it. For the comfort she found there, for his strength. For the fierceness in his hold, because there was nothing tentative about it. Nothing temporary. It was real, sure, firm, overtaking everything. He held her so hard it almost hurt, canceling out the ache that had wound its way through her chest, wrapped itself around her heart.
“She’s wrong,” he said, finally speaking after holding her in absolute silence for a while. “Not you. Never you.”
“How?” It was the only word she could speak, the only word she could think of.
If her parents didn’t love her, surely something was wrong with her. If she’d managed to make her mother send her away then surely she must be a monster. She realized then the real reason she’d never gone after a relationship before, with Ryan or anyone else. She didn’t know who she could trust. Elizabeth was a wonderful friend, and had been for years. Dan and Margie cared for her; they had from the moment she’d been brought into their home. But…new people. How could she ever trust them? If her own parents could just stop caring one day…anyone else could, too.
Ryan made her feel like that wasn’t true. Like it couldn’t be true. She knew he didn’t love her, not like that. But he held her like she mattered. It felt true. It felt right. And so did the words he was speaking. Reassuring, fierce words that spoke of his protectiveness.
She could feel how much she mattered in each and every one of them. And if she mattered that much to him, a man who didn’t even want a relationship with her beyond next week, then surely she should matter to her parents. Surely she deserved more than a blank look on a public street.
She wrapped her arms around his waist and rested her head against his chest. “I was going to make you dinner,” she said. “I left the basket in the store.”
“I have a better idea. I’m going to take you out.”
CHAPTER NINE
AFTER THE ENCOUNTER with Holly’s mother on the street last night Ryan had taken her to the nicest restaurant in town. He hadn’t cared who’d seen them, if people would draw conclusions. He sort of hoped her parents would see them. Anyone who had ever ignored her. Hoped that they would see her out with someone who knew she was worthy of attention. Most people would look at them and assume nothing much. After all, they’d been surrogate family for years. But there might be a few who wondered if things were romantic between them.
That didn’t bother him, either.
He’d just wanted people to see her being treated as she should be. With respect. Reverence.
Everyone who’d ever wronged her should know how wrong they were just by looking at her. Maybe they did. Maybe that was why her mother couldn’t bear to speak a word to her. He didn’t know.
All he knew was that when he’d witnessed that, the pain he felt had been a clear echo of her own. And not just pain. Anger. Rage. He’d always known they were terrible, that they’d neglected her, but he’d had no idea just how bad it was.
He wanted to do more, wanted to give her something, but he didn’t know what. He wasn’t exactly known for making situations better.
But after a stroke of genius, he’d come back to shore early today to get some supplies. He’d let himself into Holly’s house before she’d gotten home. All of the Christmas decorations were up, the outside of the house lined with white lights, the inside decked out from head to toe. He’d noticed that she liked to keep a pan of cinnamon sticks boiling on the stove with a few drops of vanilla to make the air smell good. Something Margie always did.
He put some in for her, so that everything would smell nice when she arrived. And then he’d taken out the bag of decorations he’d bought at the store on his way home. He knew that she probably had birthday party decorations. More than any other person, he imagined. But that wasn’t good enough. He’d wanted to choose them.
The memory of her eighteenth birthday, of how desolate she’d been, was stronger in his mind today than ever. He’d been thinking about that night a lot lately, because it was the moment when he’d almost kissed her. But now he was thinking about it because it was the first moment he’d really understood just how badly her parents failed her every day. That realization had been reinforced tenfold yesterday.
And today he wanted to do something to fix it. To begin to restore those years that had been eaten away by neglect.
He pulled the happy birthday banner he’d selected out of the bag. Pink and purple, for obvious reasons. He was sure that it was kind of cheesy, but he’d chosen it. For her. He set to work, blowing up balloons and hanging up the banner over one of the Christmas garlands. It was a mashup of holidays. Which gave him another idea. He walked to the hallway and opened the closet, looking at the vast array of labeled bins filled with decorations.
He took a sampling of each. Valentine’s, bachelorette, St. Patrick’s Day, Hanukkah, and put them in with all of the other decorations. It would be every party that she’d missed.
He stood back, surveying his work. It was…weird. The colors most definitely clashed. But he kind of liked it.
He realized suddenly that he was standing there smiling at the most cheerful sight he could have ever conceived of. It was a little bit out of character. But sometimes Holly made him feel out of character. Or like a new character entirely. It wasn’t just the sex, though that was great. It was something else. Something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. Something he kind of didn’t want to.
He walked back to a side table and took the candles out of the bag to place them onto the cake he’d bought, the one that said her name. That was when the front door opened to reveal a very shocked-looking Holly, who was taking in her surroundings with wide eyes and an open mouth.
“What is this?” she asked.
His throat felt tight suddenly, and he couldn’t rightly say why. “Happy birthday. And Hanukkah, and St. Patrick’s Day, and Valentine’s Day. Christmas too.”
“It’s not…” She looked all around. “It’s not my birthday.”
“I know. But I think you deserve some extras.” He nodded. “I know you do. You remember… Your eighteenth birthday.”
She smiled weakly. “I try not to.”
“I don’t blame you.” He walked from the kitchen over to where she was standing. “I almost kissed you then.” He took hold of her hand, drawing her close to him. “You were so pretty. And sad. But only eighteen. So I didn’t. I’ve always remembered. I should have done this then. I should have gotten you a cake then, and made you a party. Made sure you had something. I should have told you then how wrong your parents were.” He let go of her hand, bracketing her cheeks with his hands, looking deeply into her eyes. “And I should have kissed you.”
He did so then, kissed her with everything he had, kissed her until he tasted salt on her lips. He opened his eyes, saw tears streaming down her cheeks. “Are you okay? Did I hurt you?”
She shook her head. “No. I just… I can’t believe you did this for me.”
“I know you said you get to throw all the parties you never had, but I couldn’t help but think it wasn’t fair no one was throwing parties for you for so many years before Margie and Dan.” He swallowed hard, trying to lessen the knot of emotion that was building in his chest. He wasn’t quite sure what was wrong with him. Why he was feeling such deep regret. He’d had a similar upbringing, and this stuff—parties and other moments of fun—wasn’t something that had ever mattered to him. But they mattered to her. And that made him feel it. There was something about her that made him feel connected to things in a way he wasn’t usually. Not just his own feelings, but hers.
He’d never wanted to do anything like this for another person. Had never wanted to fix things for someone. To matter to them.
He wanted to matter to her. To fix every broken thing inside of her. But how could he? How could he when everything in him was still fucked all to hell?
Her hands went to his chest, slid down his stomach, pushing beneath the fabric, her fingertips hot on his bare skin. And he figured he would worry about feelings later.
“Hey, I didn’t light your candles yet,” he said.
She stretched up on her toes and kissed him. “This is what I want for my birthday. That kiss you should have given me then.”
“If you keep touching me like that it’s going to be more than a kiss.”
“I hope so,” she said, pushing her hands up farther beneath his shirt, gathering up the material. He lifted his arms and she pushed the whole thing up over his head. He cast it onto the floor, wrapping his arms around her, holding her tight, sliding his tongue against hers.
“What about your cake?” he asked.
“You’re better than cake,” she said, her voice husky, her lips soft against his. “You’re better than any party. Even half a dozen parties in one.”
“That’s pretty high praise.” He angled his head, grazing his teeth across her jaw, gratified when she let out a sharp, needy sound.
“For me? There isn’t any higher praise.”
“I know.”
As he held her in his arms, as she ran her fingertips over his body after she divested him of his clothes, he couldn’t fathom how such a warm, beautiful woman had come from a place of such coldness and neglect. She was too good for them.
Too good for him, a boy who’d been raised under the iron fists of a man who didn’t believe in kindness. He didn’t think he would ever hurt her, not like his father had done to him and his mother. But he didn’t know how to love either. Not in the right way.
Holly had come out of such a terrible place still smiling. So much brighter, so much more genuine than him. He could never bear it if he stole her smile.
But tonight? Tonight he made her happy. They only had another week, so it didn’t matter what happened after this. Now he could make her smile. For now, he made her happy. And so he would do it. The best he could, as long as he could.
He removed her clothes slowly, unwrapping her like she was the most precious gift. He sucked in a sharp breath, examining her every curve, her soft pale skin, her full, round breasts, the perfect pink nipples at the center. Her softly rounded stomach, and perfectly curved hips.
He would never get tired of looking at her. Of allowing himself this fantasy fulfillment of a dream he barely ever indulged in.
He’d always known she was too sweet for him. Had always known that his hands—rough, workman’s hands—weren’t fit to touch her. And yet here he was, skimming his hands over her every curve, over every inch of her beauty, claiming it like it was his, like he had a right, when he knew damn well he didn’t.
He kissed her lips, pink and flushed, then down her neck, and down farther still, drawing one tightened bud into his mouth and sucking hard, relishing the sound of pure pleasure that escaped her as he did. He moved lower, forging a trail of kisses down to her belly button, then lower, gripping her hips hard, his fingertips digging into her skin.
“Ryan?”
He adored the question in her voice, the betrayal of her inexperience, of the fact that no other man had ever done what he was about to do. He shouldn’t relish it, should feel nothing but guilt, and yet, he couldn’t find any. Because there was nothing in him but pure fire, pure pleasure, and pure selfishness. He wanted to taste her, to know he was the only man to have ever done this.
More evidence that he was a bastard. But he didn’t care.
He held onto her tightly, tugging her in toward his mouth, tasting her deeply, sliding his tongue through her damp folds until she cried out.
He wrapped one arm around her lower back, still holding her hips with the other, pulling her down to the floor with him and laying her back gently before hooking her legs over his shoulders and burying his face between her thighs.
She was beautiful, she was perfect, the embodiment of every male fantasy. He was not worthy of the gift, but he would take it. He would take it hard, he would take it fast, and he would take it as many times as he could get it.
This was a party for her, but it was one for him, too. These whole two weeks were a party just for him. Until he had to go back to his life on the boat. Alone. Because he couldn’t quite figure out how to make a life with other people work.
In that moment his heart ached for the things he couldn’t have. For the things he couldn’t be. For the first time in years he wished it could be different. That he could be everything a woman like her deserved. It was easy to be fine alone, living on a boat when there was no one around he wanted to share his life with. Share himself with.
If he ever did, it would be her.
That couldn’t be. But they could have now.
He reached over and found his jeans, procuring a condom and rolling it on quickly. He braced himself over her, kissing her deeply before thrusting inside her body.
He was lost then, in her, in this. He could stay here forever, frozen in time, at every party for every holiday he could think of and find decorations for, celebrating the fact that right now he had her.
He lowered his head, kissing her neck as fire wound itself around his veins, stealing his control, pushing his heart into overdrive. His movements became erratic, uncontrolled. He could do nothing but simply give himself over to the experience. Pray that she found her release, because he was at the mercy of his.
She gripped his shoulders tight, her fingernails digging into his skin as she let her head fall back, the sound of her release perfection to his ears, her internal muscles clenching tight around his cock as she gave herself over to her pleasure. That was his permission to surrender to his own. Release roared through him like a beast, but it wasn’t a relief. It tore at him, tormented him, dragged him down into hell and back, showing him a taste of bliss and eternity that could never fully be his before wrenching him back into the real world, spent and exhausted, and so far from satisfied. He would never get enough of this. Never get enough of her. But he would have to. Because at the end of next week, all of this would be over. And there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it.
* * *
MORE OFTEN THAN NOT they seemed to end up on the floor somewhere in her house, only making it to the bed later.
She smiled and snuggled deeper into his hold, trailing her fingertips over his chest. She enjoyed the physical pleasure she found with him, but it was more than that. It was these moments of intimacy. Of quiet. Where they held each other and said nothing. Where she felt overwhelmed by the comfort and familiarity of being in his arms, and the exhilarating, electrifying newness of it. Of knowing him this way. Of deepening an existing bond that was stronger than she imagined.
“The day I came to live with Margie and Dan was the day I got out of the hospital,” he said, his voice rough.
Holly curled her fingers into fists, tightening her hold on him. “Ryan, you don’t have to…”
“I’d been taken out of my parents’ house before. But they would do the classes, and I would go back. But not after this one. The one favor my mother ever did for me was calling an ambulance after my dad beat me that last time. I’m sure once he got out of jail it didn’t work out so well for her.”
“Ryan…”
“I’m not telling you this so you’ll feel bad. I just want you to know. I want you to understand, I guess.” He cleared his throat. “I don’t usually care if anyone understands. But I want you to.”
“I do. I think I always have.” She wouldn’t tell him she knew he was only grumpy in order to keep people away so he didn’t get hurt. Because he would deny that. But she did. “I know you,” she said instead.
“Make me understand you, Holly Fulton. Tell me your story.”
They’d known each other for a long time. Lived in the same house, spent holidays together. But they didn’t talk about their lives before Margie and Dan. Not to anyone.
She wanted to talk to him.
Holly swallowed hard, her throat tightening up. As though her body were trying to keep her from saying out loud things she had kept inside for the past fourteen years. “Child Protective Services had been out to my house before too,” she said, each word coming slowly. “I’d been removed temporarily, and brought back. Like you said, parental classes, and things like that. But my parents never hit me. The school would call because I was stealing food in the cafeteria because I was hungry. They’d realized I wasn’t eating at home again. My mom would always try for a while. My dad never really tried at all. I’m not sure if he noticed when I left. But that last day, it was my mom who called. She called them because she didn’t think she could take care of me anymore. She didn’t want to.”
A tear slid down her cheek, and she didn’t bother to wipe it away. She continued. “It was summer. I was home from school, and my mother was at work. My father came home with a woman. I didn’t know her. I knew more or less what was going on, but I just did my best to ignore it. Later, the woman came out of the bedroom and saw me. I was really skinny, and I must have looked hungry and kind of dull. She asked if I wanted anything. I wasn’t allowed to just take food out of the cupboard without permission. My mom would get mad. The woman, Josie, I still remember her name, she didn’t think that was right. She got some bread and peanut butter and made me a sandwich. She sat me at the kitchen table, and she talked to me. She was worried I wasn’t eating enough. Then my mother came home.”
She squeezed her eyes shut tight, trying to keep any more tears from falling. “She was so angry. She knew my father had affairs. She knew he was unfaithful. She…she felt like she’d tried, at least. Tried to love me and then I betrayed her too. Accepting something from another woman, I guess.”
“Holly,” he said, kissing her forehead. “You have to know that wasn’t a betrayal on your part. You have to know that.”
“I do know that. But it’s why I was sent away. Reality didn’t matter. She was already under stress and that was the last straw. The one she couldn’t handle. If I had done something different—”
“You might never have gotten out. They were wrong, Holly. That’s all there is to it. They were your parents. Parents are supposed to take care of their children. Parents aren’t supposed to hit their children. Parents aren’t supposed to try and use their children as a Band-Aid. Parents are supposed to feed their children. Hug them. They’re not supposed to send them away. You didn’t do anything wrong.”
“Neither did you,” she said.
He said nothing to that, only tightened his arms around her. “Thanks for talking me into this,” he said. “The Christmas party, I mean. You didn’t talk me into this.” He clearly meant the two of them lying naked under the Christmas tree.
“Me too.” But she meant more than just the Christmas party, and she was happy enough if he didn’t realize that. If he didn’t realize just how much this moment, and he, meant to her.
He was warm. He was holding her. She’d spent a long time cold and alone. This might not be forever, but it was one of the most beautiful moments she’d ever experienced. No matter what happened later, she would always be glad they had the now.
CHAPTER TEN
THE COPPER RIDGE AIRPORT had only one terminal and one baggage carousel. It didn’t take long to catch sight of Margie and Dan coming through the revolving doors that brought them from behind the single line security checkpoint and out into the general area.
Margie pulled him into a hug without hesitation, and Dan clapped him on the back. “Good to see you,” the older man said. “How’s the fishing?”
“Hard work,” Ryan said. “But doing for a living what most people retire to do isn’t the worst gig in the world.”
“It’s not the same as sitting out in the middle of a lake in a motorboat, but I’m glad you’re happy,” Dan said, smiling. “Anyway, it’s not Hawaii.”
“Yeah, well, it gives me something to look forward to for when I’m old,” Ryan said. “It’s nice to know there are still better things on the horizon. I don’t want to peak too soon.”
“Your work should never be the peak, son,” Dan said, looking at his wife. “Hard work matters. But in the end it’s not what you’re left with.”
Ryan looked at Margie and Dan, thought of their legacy. The Farm and Garden was certainly part of it. Everyone in Copper Ridge shopped there for something or another. But that wasn’t what Ryan loved them for. It wasn’t what he would remember.
For some reason, the thought made his chest feel tight.
The conveyer belt on the baggage claim started up and Ryan made a move toward it. “What color are your bags? Let me get them.”
“They’re the really ugly ones with the flowers. You’ll know which ones,” Margie said. “So much easier to see.”
Ryan smiled, not commenting on the fact that he had a feeling Margie liked the loud, colorful bags better and had used the ‘easy to spot’ excuse on Dan so he would agree to carry a bag with flowers around.
Of course, Dan would agree to it, anyway. He agreed to whatever Margie wanted, and seemed to enjoy doing it.
He stood, waiting for the bags to come around, and looked back at the older couple. They were standing together, Dan with his arm around his wife, an easy silence settling over them.
It was a strange moment, standing there, thinking about what his future might look like.
Ryan made it a practice not to look too many steps ahead. There was no point. His life had been kind of a hard slog. Spending days avoiding his father’s fists, then coming to live with the Traverses and hoping that he wouldn’t get moved again. Wouldn’t get sent back. He’d worked tooth and nail to get into his boat and to get his business established. Planning for retirement was a privilege he hadn’t gotten around to yet. But it wasn’t only that.
He’d never imagined himself as an old man. More, he’d never imagined who might be standing alongside him, and who wouldn’t be.
Looking back at Dan and Margie, he knew he didn’t want to be standing alone. He wanted someone to retire to Hawaii with. Or not retire to Hawaii, necessarily, but someone to be with him. He couldn’t look up to his father, never had. He’d put his head down and taken the blows, but he’d never imagined for a moment that he wanted to be like his old man. He’d never much imagined what he wanted to be. He prized hard work, because Dan had shown him it was the key. Dan was a man who worked hard, who ran a good, honest business, and had made a good living at it. But he was more than that. He was more than work. He was a husband, and a surrogate father to many kids who’d gone through the foster system in Copper Ridge.
It wasn’t enough to just work hard. Because at the end of the day, at the end of his life, he didn’t want to just be a man with a boat. He wanted to be the man standing there with a woman who still looked at him like he was something special.
He wanted to stand there with Holly. Because it was only with Holly that he could actually accomplish any of this. Holly made him feel like more. More than just a guy on a boat. More than just a kid whose father had used him for a punching bag. If she wasn’t broken, neither was he. And he knew that she was in. He also knew she deserved the best. He might never be the best, but he could be more.
It took him a moment to realize that he’d let Dan and Margie’s bags pass by on the conveyor belt.
“Do you have something on your mind, Ryan?” Margie asked, moving to his side.
“Just thinking about everything you two have given me. Thank you. You know, my dad never taught me a damn thing, and just standing there you made me realize something. That’s pretty amazing.”
Margie pulled him back into a hug, squeezing him tight. “We’ve helped a lot of kids, Ryan. And no matter the outcome, we would do it again,” she said. “But it isn’t enough to just get advice. You have to follow it. You’re one of the few who has. At least parts of it.”
He knew what she was talking about. Of course, Margie wanted him married with kids and all of that. He swallowed hard. He was starting to think maybe he wanted that, too.
For the first time he believed he really could have more. More with Holly.
He would just have to convince her.
He went after the suitcases and pulled them off the conveyer belt, holding one in each hand. “Let’s go,” he said. “We actually have a surprise for you.”
* * *
IT WAS CHRISTMAS EVE, and Holly felt profoundly morose. Decidedly strange because she had loved the holidays from the moment she first met the Travers family.
It wasn’t a mystery why this one wasn’t welcome, though. It was because the arrival of Christmas meant her time with Ryan was coming to a close.
So tonight, the big triumph, the party, didn’t seem like her goal, it seemed like an end. An end she was not looking forward to.
She had to pack up the party that Ryan had thrown for her. It’d made her heart ache, but she couldn’t throw a Christmas party with a giant happy birthday banner set up in the middle of one of her garlands.
Everything looked perfect, even though the subtle, beautiful decorations she now had in her living room looked pale in comparison to how Ryan had decorated for their private party. The tree, the centerpieces, the small village on the mantel. All of the guests would be arriving soon, and Ryan had gone to the airport to pick up Margie and Dan. Elizabeth would be back in town a little bit later. Everything was going according to plan, except Holly just wanted to crawl underneath the table with a cheese log and eat the entire thing herself.
She was in mourning. Like, suffered-a-death mourning. Like she’d lost the love of her life. Not just sex. But no, she couldn’t love him. It wasn’t possible, and it made no sense. More, loving him could come to nothing.
Because it could all get yanked away. And she would be left blindsided when it did.
She heard a knock on her front door and her stomach tightened. She wondered if it was Ryan. And the Traverses. She was excited to see them. Except she didn’t feel so right now. Because their arrival was all wrapped up in the whole end-of-their-time-together thing. She smoothed her red satin skirt and walked to the front door, flinging it open, trying to force a smile when she saw her pretty, dark-haired friend Elizabeth standing there beaming at her.
“Merry Christmas!” Elizabeth handed her a gift and walked in, looking around at all of the decorations with a look of wonder on her face. “This is amazing! Really, you’ve outdone yourself. You made all of Mom’s old decorations not look quite so 1983.”
“You’re early. And I like your mom’s decorations,” Holly said.
“I know you do.”
“Where’s Todd?”
Elizabeth rolled her eyes. “I don’t know. Probably manscaping something.”
“Did you not have a good time skiing?”
“Oh, I had a good time skiing. But dealing with Mr. High Maintenance was a little bit less enjoyable than I anticipated.”
“Oh. Is the honeymoon over?”
“Thankfully, we haven’t been on a literal honeymoon, so I don’t have to continue to put up with it.”
Holly winced. “Did you two break up?”
“Let’s just say I spent more time with my ski instructor than I spent with him. And yes, we did.”
“I’m sorry,” she said.
“I’m not. You know, it starts with a guy paying all kinds of attention to you, but then all of a sudden they would rather just look in the mirror at their own reflection. Or, if not that specifically, at anything else but you just because they’re tired of you,” Elizabeth said, a bitter tinge in her voice. “Although Levi didn’t seem to be bored with me. But then again, I was new.”
“So… You think men just get bored?”
“I mean, it isn’t like I wasn’t bored. In fairness to the douchebag.”
Holly’s stomach sank. It was a good thing she and Ryan were finishing up, she supposed. Because it wouldn’t take long for him to get tired of her otherwise. That was how things worked for her. Her parents had imagined she might fix their marriage, and all she’d done was add to their problems. And so what had started as a blessing, a miracle, had turned into a burden.
She would be that for him, too. She knew she would.
She cleared her throat. “It sounds like you need booze.”
“I just might.”
She walked into the kitchen and got a bottle of wine, pouring a generous helping for her friend.
“God bless you,” Elizabeth said, raising her glass and taking a large gulp.
There was a knock at the door again, and after that, it didn’t stop. Guests began to pour in, but still no Ryan and Margie and Dan.
Holly was starting to worry, even though she knew it was ridiculous.
Finally, the door opened, and there they were. But more important, there he was, the porch light behind him illuminating his masculine silhouette, the mist hanging low in the trees only adding to the drama of the moment. She could only see him. She only wanted to see him.
She was in so much trouble. How had she ever thought she was going to protect herself from this?
“Elizabeth!” Dan stepped in and tugged his daughter into a hug. “Holly,” he said, smiling and hugging her too. Margie was greeting Elizabeth, then moved on to Holly. Holly almost cried when the older woman pulled her into a soft, gentle hug, the familiar smell of her perfume easing some of the ache in her chest. She’d last seen Margie a couple of months ago, compared to the days it had been since she’d seen her mother. And Margie didn’t stare at her blankly.
“It’s good to see you,” Holly said, her throat too tight for many more words to escape.
“You too, honey,” Margie said.
Holly stepped away, her eyes clashing with Ryan’s. She tried to force a smile, one that he didn’t return. A strange look was in his eyes, something thoughtful and deep, and it scared her.
She didn’t want him to look at her that way. Because it would only fade. That was the one thing she wouldn’t be able to stand. Not if he kept his word and ended things. But if she believed that it could be something more, if she allowed herself to love him—and not only that, but expect him to love her in return—she would be irrevocably broken.
Fortunately, the party kept her busy, and she wandered around the room making small talk with as many guests as she could. She made small talk with Sheriff Eli Garrett and his wife Sadie, who were expecting their first child in the spring, and with the sheriff’s older brother Connor, his wife Liss, and their adorable baby. Along with Jake and Cassie, and Lydia Carpenter, the president of the Chamber of Commerce and frequent user of Holly’s services. Half the town seemed to cycle in and out over the course of the evening, but as distracting as it was, as fun as it was, Holly’s focus remained on Ryan and the sinking feeling in her stomach.
As the evening wound down, Ryan met her eyes across the room, moving toward her with intent. It was then that she realized she’d been avoiding him. It hadn’t been conscious, but she’d definitely been doing it. He closed the distance between them, and was clearly about to say something when Dan and Margie unintentionally interrupted.
“Thank you so much for this party,” Dan said. “It was so thoughtful of you, Holly. There are definitely some things we miss about Copper Ridge, and this is one of them.”
“Yes,” Margie said. “It’s been so nice to see everyone tonight. It really is the best Christmas present we could’ve gotten.”
“Holly worked very hard on this,” Ryan said, his eyes intent on her.
“I can see that,” Dan said, assessing Ryan. Holly felt like Dan saw a little bit too much.
Holly cleared her throat, tapping her glass with the side of her fork. It was tempting to get distracted, to let all the stuff she was feeling for Ryan eclipse the purpose of the party. But she wasn’t going to let it.
“I just wanted to say a few words,” she said when everyone quieted down. “Dan, Margie, I wanted to do this for you because…well, it’s for everything you’ve ever done for me. I don’t know if a Christmas party is a big enough thank-you—no, I know it isn’t—but it’s a start. You gave me more happiness than I ever had before. You continue to give me support and love.” Her words made her eyes feel scratchy as she realized how true they were. Dan and Margie loved her. They’d never betrayed her.
Because they were exceptional, not because she was. Those thoughts hammered against her temples, made her head ache.
She swallowed hard, pressing on. “And I love you, too. And thank you.” She finished up as quickly as possible, before her emotions could get the best of her.
Dan and Margie pulled her in for hugs, and Holly extricated herself before she dissolved completely.
It wasn’t long before they were co-opted by Elizabeth and a couple of other guests, leaving Holly with Ryan.
“Are you happy with how everything turned out?” Ryan asked.
“Yes,” she said, surveying the room and the smiling faces of all her friends. Of Margie and Dan.
“You should be. It’s great.”
She lifted her shoulder. “It is kind of what I do.”
“I know. But I think you outdid yourself.”
She tried to force a smile, tried to suppress the giddy warmth that was doing its best to spread through her and turn her into a quivering mass of longing. “Well, it isn’t a combination Christmas-birthday-Hanukkah-Valentine’s party, but it’s pretty cool.”
“It’s more than that. Margie said something interesting to me at the airport. She said that she’s helped a lot of kids, but it doesn’t go only one way. A person has to accept help. A lot of people can’t, or don’t.”
“I’m not sure that a drowning person deserves credit for accepting a hand up,” she said.
“You do. We do.”
“You’re being awfully introspective.”
He leveled his gaze with hers, his dark eyes serious. “I am. In fact, I kind of want to talk to you.”
Her stomach sank. This was it. He’d come to the same conclusion she had. Regardless of their original agreement, she knew it was over after tonight. It had to be, for her sanity if for no other reason. This was going to be goodbye. Whether it was marked by one last time together or a clean break, it was still goodbye. It’s better that it’s now. You know it is.
She took a deep breath and nodded.
She could tell him to wait until the party was over. But it didn’t matter. It wouldn’t make a difference. In fact, tearing the Band-Aid off might be for the best. Since they would have to act normally around each other and everyone else, they might as well start now.
“Will you come outside with me?” he asked.
“We can’t talk in here?”
“No.” He shook his head. “We can’t.”
She was afraid of that. “Okay.” She moved through the living area, going to the back door, pausing to get her knitted hat and mittens and putting them on slowly, in no hurry to be alone with him. Stupid. She was being stupid.
Holly swallowed hard, her tongue sticking to the roof of her mouth. She was parched suddenly, nerves stealing all of the moisture from her body. She opened the door, and he followed her outside. She wrapped her arms around herself, walking to the middle of the yard, turning and looking back at her house, lit with white lights, looking every inch a holiday fantasy. And there was Ryan, in front of it all. Looking like he belonged. Which was unfair in such a major way.
“What did you want to talk about?”
“Let’s go over here,” he said, gesturing toward the small gazebo wreathed in lights at the back of the yard.
Tears stung the backs of her eyes and her heart pounded as she followed him across the grass, the frozen blades crunching beneath their feet.
He stepped into the gazebo, extending his hand. She accepted it, allowing him to help her up the steps and beneath the covered structure. It was so beautiful. Like a fantasy of some kind. They should dance next, or something. It should end with a kiss.
It wasn’t going to end that way. She knew it.
Rejection was the only end. The only end for someone like her.
“Holly, I’ve been thinking.”
“Don’t,” she said, holding up her hand. “You don’t have to justify any of this. We set out the parameters of everything from the beginning. No apologies necessary. No need to look regretful.”
He raised his dark eyebrows. “Do I look regretful? Because I guarantee you I don’t feel it.”
“Oh,” she said, her stomach sinking.
“I also think you don’t know what I’m about to say.”
“Of course I do.”
“No. Holly, when I picked up Dan and Margie at the airport today I realized something. There’s a lot of life that I’m not living. A lot of things I’ve cut myself off from. Because of my dad. Because I never wanted to depend on anyone. I never wanted anyone depending on me. Not considering where I’d come from. I figured, I would work hard, redeem myself by building a life with some intangible.”
He took a deep breath, then continued. “My dad was nothing more than a worthless bully. He didn’t ever hold down a job, he never built anything. All he ever did was tear things down. I was so focused on being different than that, on finding my own way, and doing something. Anything. I missed a lot of things. I saw Dan and Margie standing there, looking as in love as they ever have, and I realized that in thirty years I don’t want to just be fishing. I don’t want to be alone. I want to build something bigger. Something that lasts.”
He moved closer to her, his expression hidden from her in the dim light. But she could sense the intensity in his eyes, even if she couldn’t see it. “I don’t love Margie and Dan because they own the Farm and Garden. I love them because of who they are. Because they love each other. Because they loved us. There’s only so much you can get out there and build with your hands, Holly. The rest I think you have to open yourself up to. You have to build it with your heart, and that’s the hard part.”
Holly felt lightheaded, breathless. “Did you… Did you spike the cider? Because it sounds an awful lot like you’re talking about feelings.”
“I am. And I’m sober. I guess it’s a Christmas miracle.”
“What exactly are you saying?”
“I want more. I want more, with you. I don’t want us to be over. I don’t want this to be over.”
The twisting, intense mass of pressure in her chest burst, shattering into anxiety that burrowed beneath her skin, curled itself around her veins. “What? You’re saying you want… You want some kind of copycat version of what Margie and Dan have?”
“Not exactly. But I think they prove it’s possible.”
“For them. But I’m not… I’m just me. When you get tired of it? When you realize that I can’t just fix your issues, or the hole inside of you. Will you just get rid of me?”
“I’ll never get tired of you. Of us. And I don’t expect you to fix anything. I love you, Holly.”
She felt like the ground had dropped out from underneath her feet. Like she was hanging from a ledge, with Ryan standing there holding out his hand. Except nothing inside of her could bring herself to take it. Because as wonderful as it looked, as much as it appeared like it could be salvation, there was a part of her that was afraid if she reached for him, he would only drop her.
It’s Ryan. He won’t drop you.
But she couldn’t believe it. She couldn’t. If her own mother had dropped her, why wouldn’t he?
Yes, she was dangling from a metaphorical ledge, but she knew she wouldn’t let herself go. That was the only thing she could trust. Survival. It wasn’t comfortable, but it was sure.
“You can’t,” she said.
“What do you mean I can’t? I do. I’ve lived my entire life knowing exactly what love wasn’t. I went to Dan and Margie’s, and I saw it for the first time. It’s not something you can mistake. Don’t tell me I can’t. Don’t tell me I don’t know,” he said.
“How can you? You’re just as broken as I am.” The words came fast, sharp. He drew back as though she’d attacked him physically. She might as well have. It probably would have hurt less. It probably would have hurt them both less. But she couldn’t stop, not now. “Ryan, we could never make it work. Not you and me. If you were ever going to… And I know that you can… Then it would be with someone who isn’t so damaged inside.”
“You’re not damaged. Your mom is. Your dad is. You aren’t. They made you feel that way, because when you’re surrounded by messed up people, you must look strange by comparison. I know what that’s like. I didn’t understand that not all fathers use their fists on their children. But that didn’t make my dad normal. It just meant I didn’t know better.”
“Now it’s your turn to tell me that I don’t know better?” she asked.
“You don’t,” he said. “You must not. Not if you don’t know that you’re lovable. Not if you don’t know that you’re worth something.”
“I know that I am. Stop making it sound like I’m some emo teenager crying about imagined problems. My mother abandoned me. That’s how I see this ending for me. And if I was ever going to believe it could be different, if I was ever going to believe someone might love me forever, I wouldn’t believe it could come from someone who grew up the way that you did.”
She wanted to cut her own tongue out as the words left her mouth. Hated herself for them, a thousand times over. But she wouldn’t take them back. Not now. Not when she needed them to protect her.
“I know what it feels like to be a punching bag for somebody who isn’t happy with themselves,” he said, his tone harsh. “That’s all this is. It’s not about me, Holly. It’s about you. I’ve experienced this too many times to doubt that.”
She took a deep breath. “Maybe you should worry about your ego instead of mine,” she said. “I don’t love you. I told you what this was.”
“You don’t love me, Holly? I think you do. I think you have for a long time. I think I’ve loved you almost as long. What I also think is that we spent a lot of years being afraid. Because we knew if we ever touched each other, we would be lost. It would be all in. And it is. It is for me. I almost kissed you when you were eighteen, and I told myself I shouldn’t because you were too young. Because I was no good. But that wasn’t the reason. That was never the reason. It’s because I knew that if I kissed you, I would love you. Forever. I would want to marry you, and stay with you all my days. I would want you to have my babies. Live with me. Be my wife. And I do. It’s what I want. You want it too.”
“No. I don’t. Don’t say it again. You keep telling me I’m worth so much, Ryan. You keep telling me I can have normal. So let me go find that then. I won’t find it with you.” Stop taunting me with what I can’t have. She swallowed hard, moving away from him, pressing her back against one of the brightly lit pillars in the gazebo. She closed her eyes, turning her face away, willing him to leave.
She heard footsteps, first on the wooden steps, then on the grass. When she looked up, Ryan was walking into the house, closing the door slowly behind him.
She crumpled to the ground then, the cold from the wood seeping through her jeans, making her shiver. She closed her eyes, a sob wrenching through her, threatening to tear her apart. She’d thought that ending it herself would hurt less, but right now she couldn’t imagine anything hurting more.
But she knew it was either now or later. Now or in a decade. It wouldn’t last. Because it couldn’t. Not with her. He wanted something to fix the emptiness inside him. She couldn’t be that. She couldn’t have that kind of pressure put on her. Couldn’t fail at it again.
More than anything, she simply couldn’t bear to love someone with all of herself only to be rejected again. Better to do it now. Better to stay in control.
It might break her now. But it would have killed her later.
She shifted her position, rocked back so that her butt was on the ground, her back pressed up against the support for the gazebo. She tried to catch her breath, and couldn’t. She watched it escape on a cloud in the cold air, a shiver working its way through her.
She looked at the people inside, could see them through the window, talking and laughing.
She had always felt like Dan and Margie had given her Christmas. Tonight, Ryan had taken it away.
That isn’t fair. You took it from yourself.
“God rest ye merry gentlemen let nothing you dismay…” Her voice cracked and she sucked in a gasping breath as a tear rolled down her cheek.
She had always known it would end in heartbreak. She just hadn’t thought she would be responsible for it.
CHAPTER ELEVEN
AFTER MOVING IN with Margie and Dan, Christmas Eve had become the longest night of the year for Ryan. They got Christmas presents for all the kids, no matter how long they’d been in the home, no matter whether or not they were staying for good. There was always Christmas dinner to look forward to, the tree, music. And all of it built anticipation for the main event that was Christmas Day, made waiting to open presents feel that much closer and that much further away.
Tonight, Christmas Eve was the longest night for an entirely different reason.
He looked across the room, at his entire living space. He was lying on his bed, the pitch and roll of the ocean just making him sick, where normally he found it soothing. But then, everything made him feel sick at the moment.
He had never told a woman he loved her before. Had never loved a woman before.
But he loved Holly. He knew he did. What he’d said to her in the gazebo was true. He had probably always loved her. He’d just been too afraid to admit it. Not only to her, but to himself.
She didn’t trust him. He didn’t believe she didn’t love him, but he knew she didn’t trust him. He didn’t deserve her trust, that was the bottom line. It was the truth. He wasn’t sure he deserved anyone’s trust. Had never done anything to earn it. He was untested when it came to relationships. He had a boat.
He didn’t deserve her trust, no. He wasn’t the perfect man. But he wanted to fight for it. Life, his boat, everything, seemed pointless without her. It didn’t seem right that she was still holding herself back, still lost in the pain of her past.
He wanted to fix it. Wanted to fix her.
Wanted to fix himself so that he could be magically worthy of everything she was.
She had told him he wasn’t good enough. Had confirmed everything he’d ever feared. He should be grateful. That she’d demanded what she deserved. That she’d let him off the hook. So he could slink back to his boat and his damaged life without having to worry about another person.
But he wasn’t relieved. He was angry. He was…he was brokenhearted. And he would have thought that was impossible.
He’d offered love like it was a magic cure. She’d turned him down.
Maybe that was the problem. There was no magic. There was no fix. She was right. They were pretty broken. How could you come through everything they had and not be?
But they’d had help along the way. They had people to show them how it could be. They had each other. And they were damn sure capable of love. So, maybe he could never be the perfect man for her. Maybe they could never be unbroken. But maybe it didn’t matter.
He wanted her broken or fixed. He wanted her even with every piece of himself smashed.
He didn’t need magic. He just needed Holly. It wasn’t about being worthy, or good enough. God knew he never would be. It was just about ending this vicious cycle they’d lived in for too long.
Being alone. Being bogged down in the past.
It was about making sure their parents—parents who had never loved them like parents should—didn’t get a bigger say in who they were now than Dan and Margie did. Than the people who’d told them they were enough.
He stood up, the top of his head brushing the ceiling of the boat. He wasn’t going to get any sleep tonight. But tomorrow morning, hopefully things would be different. Hopefully, he could get her to see things the way that he did.
Margie and Dan’s house had always been a place of new beginnings. And tomorrow, he hoped the first day of the rest of his life would start there.
He would just have to convince Holly.
He went over to the kitchen cabinets, and got out a jar of peanut butter. It was a place to start.
* * *
HOLLY HAD ALMOST opted out of coming to the Christmas get-together today. But then Margie would worry about her, and she really didn’t want to make Margie worry. Ryan had left the party without saying goodbye and Holly had spent the rest of the party with a smile pasted on her face that she knew looked as fake as the acrylic evergreen garlands hanging over her mantel.
At least Ryan would skip the party. He hated Christmas anyway. But apparently he loved her.
She ignored the stab of pain in her chest that accompanied that thought.
When someone loved you, was it supposed to hurt so very much? This was what it should feel like when someone rejected you, turned you down. This was what Ryan should feel like right now, not her.
But you love him, and you don’t have him.
She gritted her teeth, shifting her hold on the stack of presents in her hand so she could press the doorbell.
The door jerked open, and her mouth fell open in surprise when she saw Ryan on the other side of it. “Oh. You’re here,” she said.
He crossed his arms over his broad chest. “Yes, I am.”
“I thought you would skip, all things considered.”
“I thought I would come, all things considered. Because I knew you would be here. And we need to talk.”
“It’s Christmas.”
“Yeah, all the more reason for us to talk. Because I don’t intend to spend Christmas with a broken heart.”
“Did I break your heart?”
“Into about a thousand pieces, Hollyberry. You’re the only one that can fix it, so don’t look at me with those regretful eyes.”
She tried to breathe around the pain, but she found it impossible. “Would you take these presents, please?” She shoved the stack of them into his arms without waiting for him to agree and pushed past him into the house.
“Margie isn’t going to rescue you,” he said, effectively stalling the progress she was making into the kitchen. “No one is. I told everyone what was happening.”
“That is emotional blackmail, you bastard.”
“Is it? If you don’t love me nobody’s going to pressure you to be with me. But if you’re just continually punishing yourself for something you feel like you did wrong when you were a teenager, then yeah, people will pressure you to make a different decision.”
“Ryan, I told you…”
He set the stack of presents down on the floor in the entryway. “I know you did. Now, I want to tell you. Let’s go outside.”
The living room was suspiciously vacant, and she imagined that the entire family had shuffled themselves to another side of the house to give Ryan privacy.
They were conspiring against her. And Ryan had a key and she didn’t. She was tempted to determine, based on all that evidence, that they loved him best.
He led her through the room, out the double doors, to the back deck that looked over the tops of the evergreen trees, sloping down toward the ocean.
She walked toward the edge of the porch to lean against the railing.
“Okay,” she said, her eyes resolutely fixed on the horizon line where the sea met the sky. “Talk. Make it fast, because I want my turkey and ham and pie. I don’t want drama.”
“How about a sandwich?”
She turned sharply to the side and saw that he was extending a plastic baggie with a sandwich inside of it toward her. “What is this?”
“It’s a peanut butter sandwich.”
Her stomach lurched, her heart twisting. “Why? Because you wanted to remind me of the worst day of my life? That accepting a little bit of peanut butter got me thrown out of my house?”
“No. I want to take care of you,” he said, his eyes filled with such sincere emotion she had to look away again. She didn’t deserve it. She wasn’t worthy of it. “Take it. Take all the peanut butter I have, or ever will have, or can ever buy. Take whatever you want. I want to give you everything. All of me.”
“Ryan…”
“Stop punishing yourself.”
His words hit her with the force of a brick. Because she realized that he was right. It was exactly what she was doing. She was punishing herself. She wasn’t afraid of losing his love so much as she didn’t think she deserved it in the first place. “What kind of daughter sits in her mother’s kitchen and talks with her father’s mistress?” she asked, her throat tight.
“One who’s hungry. Not just for food, but for affection. One who got dragged into games she didn’t know the rules to. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t your fault.”
“You should have seen her face.”
“I saw her face out on the street just last week. She’s sad. She doesn’t have any color. The life is completely drained from her. And that’s all on her. She was wrong to send you away. She blamed the wrong person. She clung to the wrong person and let go of the one she should’ve held on to.”
He leaned in, his expression growing more intense as he continued. “I’m not going to do that, Holly. Don’t you make the same mistake. Don’t you hold on to them, to that pain, and let go of me. Don’t sell us short.”
He swallowed, closing his eyes for a moment. “You’re right, we’re broken. We’re never going to be perfect. You can’t take away the fact that I spent the first few years of my life getting the crap beaten out of me for looking at my father wrong. That can’t be erased. The neglect, the pain that your parents put you through, no one can wash it away like it was never there. But we can overcome it. Why do they get to decide what we are? Why are we giving them that much power? I’m begging you.” He reached out to her, his hand held there, a lifeline she was scared to grab hold of. “Let go of them. Take my hand. Take my sandwich. Please.”
“I’m afraid,” she said, the words coming out a whisper.
“I know. I know, because I am, too. I want to be perfect for you, and I know that I’m not. I want to be able to promise you that I’ll never let you down, because you’ve been let down enough. I want to promise you that I will be the perfect boyfriend, the perfect husband. I can’t promise those things. I can promise you, though, that I will love you. I can promise you that I will never leave you.”
She closed her eyes, a wave of longing washing over her, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Will you stay with me? Will you really?”
“If there’s one thing I know how to be it’s loyal. If there’s one thing I know how to do it’s stay. I know you don’t like my boat, but it’s something I’ve been committed to for the past fifteen years. Even though it’s hard, I keep at it. I do the work, even though it’s tough on the body and the soul sometimes. Because I know in the end it’s worth it. We’ll be like that.”
“Did you just compare me to your boat?”
“I do love that boat.”
She laughed, a shaky, watery sound. “I… I want to believe you. I want to say yes.”
“Then say yes. I might not be perfect, but I do think I’m the man for you. Because no one will ever love you as much as I do. I know you. I’ve known you for years. I’ve seen you at high points and low points. I watched you experience your first happy Christmases, saw your face when your parents didn’t show up for your birthday. I know you almost better than I know myself. And I know that I want to spend my life feeding you, and giving you parties, and just loving you. Not because they didn’t, but because I feel so much for you I can’t do anything but show you. All the time. From now until forever. But I can’t do it if you won’t let me.”
Joy and terror filled her in equal measure, her heart pounding so hard she could barely hear herself think over the sound of it. She stood and looked at him, at the grumpiest, strongest, most prideful man she knew, holding out a peanut butter sandwich and laying his heart in front of her feet. She knew in that moment if she couldn’t match that offer, she didn’t deserve him. He was being brave. He was risking everything. He was a boy who’d received more punches in the face than hugs all through his growing up years. Yesterday, he had offered love, and she’d given him nothing but pain.
“I’m so sorry,” she said.
He closed his eyes, taking a deep breath, nodding slowly.
“No,” she said, “I don’t mean that. Just… For yesterday. I’m so sorry that I hurt you. I was so afraid, I didn’t know what else to do. I thought if I hurt you, you would go away. You would stop asking me for things. My parents sent me away for a lot less. It should have been easy to get rid of you. But you’re right, it isn’t about being afraid you’ll leave. I trust you. You’ve been here all these years, why would you leave now? That isn’t it. I have been punishing myself. I felt unworthy.”
“You aren’t.”
“Thank you. But…even if I am…I’m going to take it. Think of everything we’ve been given. All that Dan and Margie gave to us. Every Christmas present…we didn’t have to earn those. Maybe we don’t have to earn this either.”
“Holly…”
“I love you, Ryan. I do. You’re right, I have loved you forever. Whenever I thought of a life spent with someone it was always you. And I told myself that I didn’t want to make a move on you because I didn’t want to risk what I had with the Traverses. And if something were to ever go wrong between us it would ruin that. But I was just protecting myself. And I’m tired of that. A safe existence is nothing more than an existence. And I want to live. I want to live with you.”
He pulled her into his arms, his hands—and the sandwich—pressed against her back as he leaned in to kiss her, hard and deep. When they parted, they were both breathing hard. “I think you destroyed the sandwich,” she said, her tone slightly dazed.
He loosened his hold on her, holding the bag up, examining the squished bread inside. “So I did. But there’s more where that came from.”
“We really aren’t normal,” she said. “You know that, right?”
“Peanut butter sandwiches, purple condoms, and a Christmas-birthday-Hanukkah-Valentine’s Day party aren’t typical aspects of human courtship?”
“Who cares? They’re part of ours.”
He tossed the sandwich onto the deck, taking her back into his arms and pulling her in close. “You’re damn right they are. And that’s all that matters. I don’t want normal. I just want you.”
There were a few things Holly Fulton knew for certain. The first was that this was the best Christmas she’d ever had. The second was that she’d never been so happy in her entire life. But the most important thing of all was that she loved Ryan Masters with everything she had in her. And he loved her right back.
* * * * *
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CHAPTER ONE
It all happened in a matter of seconds.
And every one of those seconds felt like a year.
Mace Carson had been cruising along behind the unfamiliar car up ahead ever since he’d cleared the city limits of Mustang Creek a few minutes before, when the other rig suddenly fishtailed on the rain-slick pavement and spun a full three-sixty. The slow-motion spin, weirdly graceful, and at the same time potentially deadly, was sickening to watch.
He eased his truck to the side of the road, jammed down the emergency brake pedal, then groped for his cell phone and muttered an expletive, watching the situation unfold, helpless to intervene as the vehicle shot toward the steep slope on the opposite shoulder, where there were no guardrails. The drop was nearly fifty feet, by his calculations, with no trees or boulders to break the fall.
Not that either would have been ideal, any way you looked at it.
With a second curse, he was out of the truck and running to do what he could, heedless of the pounding rain, phone in hand, thumb on the button that would speed-dial 911.
Meanwhile, the car came to a precarious stop at the edge, teetered and then slipped again, winding up at a precarious angle, half on the road, half off, passenger side down. The mud, a few inches deep and slick as snot, offered the briefest purchase.
Mace didn’t rattle easily, but in those moments, his heart zoomed into his throat. He was close enough now to glimpse the driver, a woman, pale and wide-eyed with shock, leaning hard into the car door, as if she hoped to waft right through the metal to the safety of solid ground.
“Don’t move!” he said, not knowing if he’d shouted the words or simply mouthed them, dropping the phone to the ground because he was going to need both hands to get her out before the mud gave way and sent her and the car tumbling downhill, ass over teakettle.
He saw her nod. Stiffen.
He gripped the door handle, never taking his eyes off her face, realized instantly that the locks were still engaged.
“Shift into Park,” he told the woman, giving silent thanks that the air bags hadn’t deployed. The mechanisms were sensitive; in some cars, especially newer models, no collision was required. An abrupt change of direction could trigger them. “And then unfasten your seatbelt. Slow and easy now—no sudden moves.”
Another nod from her. Either he was yelling or she could read lips, because she did what he’d told her to do. With a flash of relief, he heard the locks release.
The car slid a few inches farther down the hill.
Mace braced himself and pulled. Gravity worked against him, but he’d bucked a lot of bales in his time, dug a lot of post holes, and like any man who did hard physical work, he was strong.
A wedge of space opened between them.
“You’re gonna have to get out on your own,” he told the woman, who was trembling so badly her teeth chattered. His voice sounded strangely calm, at least to him, considering the circumstances. “For obvious reasons, I can’t let go of this door long enough to give you a hand.”
She slithered through the gap as if boneless, landing on her hands and knees at Mace’s feet.
When he let go of the handle a heartbeat later, the door slammed shut with an impact that set the rig in motion. As he helped the woman up from the ground, the car lurched violently, tipped onto its side and rolled over, then over again and again, gaining momentum with every flip, finally landing with an echoing crash on its top, square in the middle of the creek below.
Still gripping the shuddering stranger by both arms, Mace closed his eyes briefly, comparing what might have happened with what actually had. This was one lucky lady, whoever she was.
In the aftermath of the adrenaline rush, Mace felt a little shaky himself, but he quickly recovered. He needed to focus on what, if anything, still needed to be done; while the woman appeared to be in one piece, she could be in shock, or she might have hit her head at some point and gotten a concussion. Or suffered internal injuries of some kind.
Growing up rough-and-tumble, like any ranch kid, and competing in his share of rodeos, he knew some injuries didn’t show on the outside the way cuts and bruises did. Not immediately, anyhow.
That made his fight-or-flight response spike again, and he took a moment to breathe his way through, line up his thoughts.
Satisfied that the lady was still upright and her eyes hadn’t rolled back or anything, he looked down the hillside.
He’d half expected the car to explode into flames when it hit bottom, rain or no rain, but it just lay there, so coated in mud that its color, rental beige as he recalled, was indiscernible now. With all four wheels turning slowly, the rig reminded Mace of a turtle on its back, kicking in an effort to right itself.
“Holy shit,” he said, exhaling the words.
The woman looked up at him, rain soaked, still pale, but with a quiver of amusement playing at the corners of her mouth. “You can say that again,” she replied. “But please don’t.”
He gave a short, hoarse burst of laughter at that. She was shaking, and he wasn’t entirely sure she wouldn’t buckle to the ground if he loosened his grip, but she had grit, no doubt about it. Considering what she’d just been through, he wouldn’t have considered hysterical sobs, a good old-fashioned fainting spell or a spate of violent retching out of line.
“Are you hurt?” He wished he’d asked the obvious question sooner, instead of just thinking about it now.
She shook her head. Her hair, hanging in dripping tendrils, not quite long enough to touch her shoulders, was some shade of blonde. Her eyes, still huge, were a remarkable shade of green, flecked with gold. “I’ll be fine,” she assured him, raising her voice to be heard over the continuing downpour. “Thanks to you.”
“Any pain? Numbness?” Mace asked, unconvinced.
“I have a few bumps and bruises,” she answered, “but nothing hurts, and there’s no numbness, either. I guess I’m shaken up, is all—that was a close one.” She bit her lower lip before going on. “If you hadn’t been here—” She stopped, shook her head again and wiped her eyes with the back of one hand.
“I was, though,” he said gently. “We’ll get you checked out, just to be on the safe side.”
Her response was a disjointed jumble of words, partial sentences. “The car— It’s a rental— I’m not sure I signed up for the extra insurance—”
“Let’s worry about that later,” he told her. “Right now we’re headed for the hospital.”
“I really don’t think I’m injured—”
He held on to her arm with one hand while he bent to retrieve his phone from the asphalt. It looked a little worse for wear, although it probably still worked just fine. “If it’s all the same to you,” he said lightly, “I’d rather hear that from a licensed medical professional.”
She sighed.
“Plus, this rain isn’t helping,” he added, squiring her carefully toward his truck. It would’ve been faster to pick her up and carry her, but if she was hurt, it wouldn’t do to jostle her around like a sack of feed.
They reached the truck, and he opened the passenger door, but before he could offer any assistance, she’d climbed onto the running board under her own power and then settled herself in the seat. For the briefest of moments, looking into her face, Mace had the impression that he knew this woman from somewhere.
“If I thought it would do me any good to argue,” she said with a hint of a smile, “I’d repeat what I’ve been saying all along—I don’t need to see a doctor. Besides, you’ve done enough already.”
“You’re at least partly right,” Mace responded. “Arguing won’t do a damn bit of good, and I only did what anybody else would have done, under the circumstances. As for not needing to see a doctor, well, that’s debatable.”
“Seriously. I’m absolutely certain that all I need is a hot bath, a couple of aspirin and some sleep. So if you’d just drop me off at my hotel—”
“Sure thing,” Mace agreed amiably. “I’ll do that—after the doc looks you over and says you’re good to go.”
“I’m fine.” She was certainly persistent, not to say stubborn, but this time she’d met her match. He was as bullheaded as they came.
Mace shut the truck door without answering. Maybe she was right and she really was okay, but he didn’t intend to take the chance, and he was tired of standing there in the rain, yammering.
As soon as he was behind the wheel and under cover, the rain slowed to a drizzle.
It figured.
She was shivering, arms wrapped around her ribs, and staring bleakly through the rain-speckled windshield.
Mace cranked up the heat, glad he’d left the engine running earlier, and looked over at her. Tried for a grin and fell short. “Hey,” he said gruffly, switching on the wipers to clear the windshield. “You’re safe with me, if that’s what you’re worried about. I might be a stranger, but I’m also one of the good guys.”
She glanced at him curiously. “But you’re not a stranger.”
So, he’d been right. This wasn’t their first encounter.
Damned if he could recall where and when they’d crossed paths before, though. And that was odd, because even wet and bedraggled and more rattled than she probably thought she was, she wasn’t the kind of woman a man forgot.
“I’m not?” he asked, checking the mirrors before making a wide turn and heading back toward Mustang Creek.
She sighed, rested her head against the side window. She sounded almost wistful when she responded, “You don’t remember?”
“I know we’ve met someplace,” he replied. “But that’s all I’ve got at the moment.”
There was a long, slightly forlorn pause. Another sigh. “Maybe we could talk about old times another day,” she said at last, seeming to shrink into herself. “I’m so tired.”
Normally, Mace wasn’t the type to put things off, but he wasn’t going to press for particulars. Not yet, anyhow.
“Just don’t fall asleep,” he said.
“Why not?” she asked with another sigh and a small yawn. “I’ve had a long, hard day.”
“Because you might’ve hit your head.”
She opened her mouth, obviously intending to protest, but then she must have thought better of it. Or maybe she was too exhausted to put up an argument.
“Thanks,” she said. “For everything.”
Mace acknowledged her words with a slight inclination of his head, keeping his eyes on the road. Several minutes passed before he broke the silence. “What happened back there?”
“I’m not sure,” she replied, and her voice was slow, sleepy. “One minute I was cruising along, looking for the turnoff to the resort. The next I was hydroplaning. Maybe I blew a tire or something.”
“You were speeding,” he commented blandly.
She frowned. “Are you going to lecture me on road safety? Because I’m really not up for that just now.”
He grinned. “Unfamiliar roads, heavy rain—”
“I was in a hurry.”
“To do what?”
“To get to my hotel. As I said, I was ready for this day to be over.”
The outskirts of Mustang Creek were in sight by then; the small regional hospital was on the far side of town, about ten minutes away. He wasn’t given to cop fantasies, but at that moment he wished for a light bar and a siren.
“Another few seconds and your life might have been over.”
“Thanks for that,” she retorted, with a new briskness Mace found reassuring, despite the tartness of her tone. “I might not have figured that out on my own—how I could’ve been killed, I mean.”
Keep her talking, he thought. If she’s pissed off, oh, well. At least she’s awake.
Although she’d been slouching before, she suddenly sat bolt upright, making patting motions with her hands. “My purse,” she fretted. “It’s still in the car.”
Mace was always astonished by how dependent women were on their handbags, as if the things were a necessary part of their anatomy rather than an obvious burden. Something else to keep track of. “It isn’t going anywhere,” he said quietly and with a note of prudent caution.
Her eyes were big with alarm when she turned to look at him, and patches of pink pulsed impatiently in her cheeks. “My entire life is in that bag!” she cried. “And it’s a Michael Kors, too.”
A purse with a name, he thought, but he wasn’t stupid enough to offer up the quip when she was clearly riled. Keeping her awake was one thing; causing her to blow a brain gasket was another.
“I’ll make sure you get it back.”
“Suppose it’s underwater? My phone—my wallet—do you know how much a designer bag costs? And what about my laptop? My clothes?”
“I guess that’s a possibility,” Mace observed casually, “given the laws of gravity and everything.”
“How can you be so calm?” she fumed. Then she answered her own question. “I’ll tell you how. It isn’t your purse!”
“You have me there,” he admitted, not unsympathetically. “I don’t own one, as it happens. Reckon if I did, though, I’d keep that fact to myself.”
Her cheeks flared brighter, but a giggle escaped. “This is serious,” she said.
Mace shook his head. “No, ma’am,” he said, navigating the familiar streets of his hometown. “Car wrecks are serious. Concussions and busted spleens are serious. But a bag named Michael winding up in a creek? Not so much.”
“I should call the car-rental company,” she said, apparently not one for segues.
Mace got his cell from his shirt pocket and handed it over. “If that’ll make you feel better, have at it,” he said.
She took the phone, then simply stared down at the screen, blinking. “I don’t know their number. The contract is in the glove compartment, possibly submerged.”
“Plenty of time to get in touch with them,” Mace said. They were almost through Mustang Creek; the turn for the hospital would be coming up in a minute or so. “Might be a good idea to call your family, however.” When she didn’t answer right away, he offered suggestions—with an agenda. “Your folks? Husband? Boyfriend?”
She huffed out a frustrated breath. “My parents are on a cruise through the Greek islands,” she said. He caught the sidelong look she threw his way, although he was still gazing straight ahead, slowing for the turnoff. “And I don’t have a husband or a boyfriend, for your information.” A few seconds passed. “Do you?”
He laughed, swinging onto the paved stretch leading to the hospital. “Do I have a husband or a boyfriend?”
She worked up a good glare, but it fizzled into a wobbly smile before they reached the parking lot near the entrance to the emergency room. “I was joking,” she said.
“I laughed, didn’t I?” Mace parked the truck, shut off the engine, then came around to her side to open her door and help her down. This time she let him, and as soon as her feet touched the ground, she swayed and put a hand to her forehead.
Mace slipped an arm around her waist, supporting her. Once again, he considered carrying her; once again, he dismissed the idea as too risky.
“I’m just a little dizzy,” she murmured as they entered the well-lit reception area. “No big deal.”
Ellie Simmons was behind the desk, and she stood immediately. She and Mace had gone to school together.
“I don’t have my ID or my insurance card,” said the woman, whose name, Mace suddenly realized, he didn’t know.
“She was in an accident,” he told Ellie, relieved by his friend’s affable competence. “South of town.”
Ellie rounded the long desk and conjured up a wheelchair, eased the patient into the seat. “What about you, Mace?” she asked. “You hurting anywhere?”
Mace shoved a hand through his wet hair. Wet as he and his companion were, he figured they might have passed for shipwreck survivors if there’d been an ocean within a thousand miles. “I just happened along,” he said.
“I do have insurance,” the wheelchair occupant piped up.
“We’ll get to the paperwork in good time,” said Ellie, already wheeling the new arrival away from Mace, toward an examination room. She bent her head, addressing the patient. “What’s your name, honey?”
The passenger hesitated long enough to prompt an exchange of glances between Ellie and Mace. Ellie raised an eyebrow at him, in silent question.
Mace shrugged. “I have no idea.”
“Kelly,” said the woman in the wheelchair, in the tone of someone experiencing a revelation. “Kelly Wright.”
“Well, Kelly Wright,” Ellie was saying as they disappeared into the ER, “you’re in luck. Dr. Draper is on duty tonight, and she’s the best.”
Mace watched until they were gone, suppressing an urge to follow, ask a lot of questions, make damn sure Sheila Draper ran all the right tests.
Whatever the right tests happened to be.
Since Ms. Wright still had his cell, he went to the pay phone, a near relic in this day and age, dug into his jeans’ pocket for coins and called his friend, Spence Hogan, Mustang Creek’s chief of police.
Spence took a while getting to the phone. When he did, he spoke in his usual brusque manner. “Hey, Mace,” he said. “What’s going on?”
Mace explained, none too succinctly.
“Sam Helgeson called it in five minutes ago,” Spence said. “I’ve already got a squad car and a wrecker on the way.” He paused. “You okay, buddy?”
“I’m fine,” Mace said. Where had he heard that before?
“You sure? You sound pretty jumpy to me.”
Mace gave a long sigh. “I’m sure,” he said.
“Hold on a second,” Spence muttered. “Deputy Brenner’s on the radio. He’s at the scene.”
Mace waited. He heard some back and forth on Spence’s end, although he couldn’t make out what was said. He was too busy wondering what was going on with Kelly Wright back there in the exam room and, at the same time, rifling through his mental files, which—when it came to women, were considerable—in search of a connection.
He came up dry.
He’d probably known half a dozen Kellys in his time, gone to school with a few of them, dated one or two on the rodeo circuit, but the name Wright didn’t ring a single bell.
Spence came back on the line. “You said there was only one woman in the car before it went over the bank, right? No other passengers?”
“Just her,” Mace replied. “Doc Draper’s checking her out now.”
Spence released an audible breath.
“What?” Mace prompted, worried by Spence’s hesitation.
“According to my deputy,” Spence said, “he and the tow-truck driver were taking some personal items out of the car when they smelled gas. They hightailed it uphill with whatever they’d managed to gather, and it’s a good thing, because the rig burst into flames and then blew sky-high. Fire department’s on the way to make sure it doesn’t spread. Thank God for this rain.”
Mace squeezed his eyes shut, opened them again. “Christ,” he breathed, the blaze as vivid in his mind as if he’d witnessed it. He thought how close he’d come to stopping by his favorite bar for a beer after his afternoon meeting with the guy who maintained his website, how he’d have lingered there a while, shooting the shit with friends and neighbors, maybe playing a round or two of pool. If he hadn’t remembered that Harry, the family’s longtime cook and housekeeper, was serving her legendary sloppy joes for supper that night, if he’d thought there’d be leftovers once his two elder brothers, Slater and Drake, ate their fill—
If.
Most likely, the Wright woman—Kelly—would’ve been trapped, unable to push open the driver’s-side door, with the rig on a slant like that. She would have gone over the cliff along with her car and, if by some miracle she’d survived the rollovers without losing consciousness, burned to death.
He swore under his breath.
“Reckon this makes you a hero,” Spence put in, gravely wry.
“I was there, that’s all,” Mace said. “Right time, right place. You would have done the same thing if you’d been there, and so would just about everybody else around here.”
“Just about everybody,” Spence noted, with a very slight emphasis on the middle word.
Mace made no comment. Every town had its lightweights, and Mustang Creek was no exception, but that was beside the point. All that mattered now was that the Wright woman hadn’t gone rolling down that hillside with the car. She’d walked away, still breathing, possibly in need of some patching up, but alive.
A shudder went through Mace, reminding him that his clothes were soaked through, clinging to his hide, clammy and cold. He was hungry, he was tired to the marrow of his bones and he was damn grateful that fate, so often fickle, had dealt Kelly Wright a decent hand.
“Mace?” Spence asked. “You still with me?”
“I’m here,” he managed.
“I’m guessing there isn’t a whole lot more you can do tonight. Might be best if you go on home.”
“Soon as I know Kelly’s all right, I’ll do just that. She’ll probably need a ride to the resort. That’s where she’s staying.”
“Fair enough,” Spence agreed diplomatically. “I’m thinking the lady will be admitted for observation, though, and the kind of tests they’ll want to run can take hours. You really want to cool your heels in the waiting room for that long?”
Mace sighed. “She’s from out of town. Seems like somebody ought to hang around until they decide whether to keep her overnight or turn her loose.”
“Fine,” Spence conceded. “We’ll do what we can on our end.”
Mace found himself nodding, then realized his friend couldn’t see him. “Her name’s Kelly Wright, and the car was a rental, but she couldn’t say which company she used. That’s about all I can tell you, as of now.”
“Not to worry,” Spence said. “Mustang Creek PD works in mysterious ways its wonders to perform. Ask Ms. Wright to call me when she feels up to it, will you? There’ll be some paperwork, of course.”
“I’ll do that,” Mace answered. Goodbyes were exchanged, and the call ended.
Mace was pacing the floor when a young couple hurried through the main doors, looking anxious. The man carried a toddler, bundled in a blanket and whimpering.
Ellie appeared immediately, her smile wide and white and reassuring. She greeted the new arrivals, handed the woman a clipboard and led the trio to an exam room.
When she returned to the reception area, she returned Mace’s cell phone. “Kelly asked me to give you this.”
“Thanks,” he said. “Any news?”
Ellie shook her head. “Not yet,” she said, gently noncommittal. “Want some coffee?”
“No, thanks.” He was hyped up enough, he figured, without a caffeine buzz.
“How’s your night going?” he asked. He wasn’t a talker under normal circumstances, but the waiting was driving him crazy.
“Better than yours, I’d say,” Ellie replied with an understanding smile. By then, she was back at her station behind the reception desk. “So far, business has been pretty slow. Which, of course, is a good thing.”
Mace realized he was fresh out of sparkling conversation. He sat down in an orange plastic chair, opened an outdated copy of Field & Stream, read one paragraph of an article about trout fishing in Montana and gave up.
Another hour passed, during which an elderly woman was brought in with respiratory problems, and the young couple returned with a prescription and their child, now sound asleep, head resting on the man’s shoulder. Mace nodded in greeting, and the man nodded back.
Soon afterward, Sheila Draper came out, spotted Mace and smiled as she approached. She was a good-looking redhead with a figure that did great things for the blue scrubs she was wearing.
“Hey, Doc,” Mace said. Sheila had grown up on a neighboring ranch, and the two families were longtime friends.
“Hey, yourself,” Sheila responded. She carried an electronic tablet but didn’t consult it, and there was a twinkle in her bright green eyes. “You can rest easy, Sir Galahad,” she said. “Kelly isn’t seriously injured, just shaken up and a little dehydrated. I’m admitting her overnight for observation and the appropriate fluids.”
Something unclenched inside Mace. He heaved a deep sigh. And even as the question took shape in his mind, he wondered why he needed to ask it. He’d done what he could for Kelly, and he knew she was in good hands, had been from the moment he’d brought her in.
He asked anyway. “Could I see her?”
Sheila shook her head regretfully, touched his arm. “Not tonight, Mace. I gave Kelly a sedative, and she’s on her way upstairs. I’m guessing she’ll be zonked before she gets to her room.” The rest went without saying—Kelly needed sleep, not visitors.
He nodded again, sighed again.
Then he thanked Sheila, said goodbye to Ellie and left for home.
* * *
Mace Carson didn’t remember her. Not quite, anyway.
That was okay for now, Kelly decided, rummy from the sedative she’d been given minutes before. She remembered well enough for both of them.
She closed her eyes against the bright overhead lights and the dizziness as she was wheeled, lying on a gurney, into an elevator, then down a long hallway. She flashed back, momentarily, on another hospital, another night, over a decade before.
The recollection made her want to curl into a fetal ball, but the medication and the IV needle lodged in her arm rendered such movement impossible. Too much effort.
Another memory flooded her mind, soothed her. Mace had been with her that other time, too. He’d accompanied her to the hospital, holding her hand. He’d told her everything would be all right, that she was safe now, that nobody was going to hurt her. He’d promised to be there when the police came to question her, and he was as good as his word when she was discharged the following morning. He’d driven her to the police station, sat with her while two SVU detectives questioned her about the events of the night before, when, walking to her dorm, she’d been assaulted and nearly raped.
Mace, a student at the same California college, had heard the scuffle, hauled the man off Kelly and restrained him until the police arrived.
How could Mace have forgotten all that? Perhaps he made a habit of saving people. Did it happen so often that one incident blended into the next until it was all a blur?
She giggled at the thought.
Tomorrow, or maybe the next day, she would see Mace again. If he still didn’t recall their first meeting, she’d just have to refresh his memory, though that wasn’t her first priority.
She’d come to Mustang Creek to do business with the man after all, not to renew their old—and brief—acquaintance. Great Grapes International, the company she worked for, wanted to buy out Mountain View winery; failing that, they would settle for a partnership.
Big of them, Kelly thought. As far as she could tell, the board members had zero doubt that everything would go their way; their confidence bordered on outright arrogance, in her opinion. She didn’t know much about Mace Carson as a person, after one dramatic encounter and a few brief meetings during her attacker’s trial, but recent online research had filled in a lot of gaps.
Carson wasn’t likely to be swayed by the staggering sums of money GGI was prepared to offer; the Carsons were among the wealthiest families in Wyoming. Mace’s company appeared to be a labor of love rather than a source of income; the winery was debt-free, and the net profits went to various charities.
Kelly had explained these things to upper management of course, or tried to, anyway. And she had gotten exactly nowhere.
Failure wasn’t an option, her boss, Dina, had informed her cheerfully. If GGI had a motto, it would be “Rah-rah-rah.”
Thinking about it, Kelly sighed. She knew the power of a positive mindset, especially after years of company-sponsored “You can do this!” seminars, ranging from standard motivational talks and “trust exercises,” like depending on someone to catch her when she fell backward, to trekking barefoot over beds of red-hot coals.
She’d done all those things and, yes, it was true—the experience of walking on burning embers did cast a new light on what was possible.
It was also true, however, that no amount of positivity or fearlessness or persistence was going to sway someone who didn’t want to be swayed. Mace Carson, she was all but certain, fell into this category.
Kelly was in over her head this time, and she knew it, but she had too much riding on this deal to give up without even trying; she was up for a promotion of life-changing proportions, with some heavy-duty perks, such as profit sharing and stock options, access to company jets, opportunities to work overseas, six-figure bonuses and more than double her present salary.
The equation was a simple one: no deal, no promotion.
Lasso the moon or crash and burn.
Bruised and scraped, dazed by pain meds and good old-fashioned exhaustion now that the adrenaline rush had subsided, Kelly closed her eyes. Sighed again.
She could worry, or she could sleep.
She chose the latter.
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