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She needs a fake fiancé…




With the holidays fast approaching, Miranda Flores makes up a fake fiancé so her well-meaning family will get off her back. She just never expected them to suddenly show up on her doorstep a couple weeks before Christmas, wanting to spend the holidays with her. So she turns to Nolan O’Connor, her sexy best friend, and asks him for the favor of a lifetime: she needs him to act the part of her fiancé until her parents leave town.




He wants forever…




Pretending to be engaged to the woman he’s already fallen for? No problem. Nolan agrees to Miranda’s fake engagement scheme because as far as he’s concerned, she’s the one. But he plays his role too well, because soon the entire town thinks they’re engaged and things get more complicated—especially since he can’t pretend with her anymore. Then tragedy strikes and Miranda tries to shut him out, but Nolan won’t let her. He’ll do whatever it takes to convince her that he wants to make her his forever.





Mistletoe Me, Baby

Copyright © 2017 Katie Reus




Cover Art by Sweet ‘N Spicy Designs

Editing: JRT Editing

Digital Formatting by Author E.M.S.

* * *

This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales or organizations is entirely coincidental. All rights reserved. With the exception of quotes used in reviews, this book may not be reproduced or used in whole or in part by any means existing without written permission from the author.




Also, thank you for not sharing your copy of this book. This purchase allows you one legal copy for your own personal reading enjoyment on your personal computer or device. You do not have the right to resell, distribute, print or transfer this book, in whole or in part, to anyone, in any format, via methods either currently known or yet to be invented, or upload this book to a file sharing program. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. Thank you for respecting the author’s work.




ISBN: 9781635560091





Table of Contents




MISTLETOE ME, BABY


About the Book


Copyright


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Epilogue


Dear Readers


Excerpt from MERRY CHRISTMAS, BABY


Acknowledgments


About the Author


Complete Booklist






Chapter 1




Nolan knocked on the already open door to Miranda Flores’ office at the local community center in Holly. Miranda usually kept the door open, wanting everyone to know they could talk to her at any time.

Phone against her ear, she glanced up and gave him a blinding smile that was a punch to his solar plexus. Which was pretty standard for every time he saw her.

She held up a finger as she continued talking. As she spoke, she was looking at something on her laptop.

Leaning against the doorframe, he crossed his arms over his chest and took the rare opportunity to drink in the sight of her. Her light brown hair was down around her face in soft waves. As she talked she was smiling, which was standard for her. Whenever they talked on the phone, he could hear the smile in her voice. Rolling his shoulders once, his gaze stayed on her mouth, even as he told himself to look away. He’d fantasized about nibbling on her bottom lip too many times. Hell, he wanted to kiss her everywhere, to claim her, to let the whole damn town know she was his.

But that wasn’t happening anytime soon.

She’d made it very clear nearly ten months ago when they’d first met that she wasn’t looking for any sort of relationship. At the time, she’d just taken her nephew, Mateo, in when her sister had dropped him off and bolted. Her sister had made Miranda his legal guardian. Only recently had Gloria gone into rehab for drug addiction.

As Miranda laughed, there was a little sparkle in her brown eyes. But they weren’t just brown. He’d studied them enough to know there were little flecks of amber in them. Every chance he got, he studied the woman. Watching her, being around her, was his own personal addiction. One he didn’t plan to give up.

“To what do I owe this pleasure?” Miranda’s sweet voice pulled him out of his head.

He blinked once and realized he’d been staring, and that she was off the phone. Clearing his throat, he pushed up from the doorframe as she stood and stepped around the desk. He started to answer when she frowned and closed the distance between them in record time.

Frowning harder, she cupped his cheek. “What happened?”

Nolan wanted to lean into her touch, to savor the feel of her smooth, soft hand on his skin. Today she had on knee-high boots and a red sweater dress that hugged all her curves. “Ah…what?” he wanted to put his own hand over hers to hold her there, but managed restraint. Somehow.

“You have a bruise. Did you get hurt at work?” Concern rolled off her in waves, her distress clear.

Bruise? “Oh, this is nothing. Maguire did this during our last hockey practice.”

“Aren’t you guys on the same team?”

He snorted. “Yeah. My brother is an equal opportunity bulldozer when he plays.”

She stroked her thumb over his bruise and he felt the sensation all the way to his dick. God, this woman had him all twisted up in knots. He’d get hurt more often if it meant she would touch him like this. Feeling her hand on him was heaven.

Abruptly she dropped her hand and her cheeks flushed pink, as if she realized how intimate that hold could be construed. “I might exchange words with Maguire later.”

He laughed, but it felt strained. Having her touch him like that, whether she meant it intimately or not, affected him. Physically and otherwise. He’d been respecting her boundaries because hell, he wanted to be her friend. She was a sweet, sexy woman and in the last year they’d become friends. Best friends, even. Other than his brothers and family, she was the person he wanted to call with any sort of news first. “I’m sure he’ll be very scared of you,” he murmured.

Narrowing her gaze, she said, “I can be very scary.”

“Yeah, scary in the way Mrs. Claus is.”

“Are you comparing me to Santa Claus’ wife?”

“Nope.” Not even a little bit. “Maybe one of his elves, though.” A really sexy elf. He could easily visualize the petite and curvy woman dressed up in a dirty ‘sexy elf’ Halloween costume. Or Christmas. Whatever. The thought of her dressed up in anything remotely dirty—or just flat out naked—was something he shouldn’t be contemplating now.

She mock-jabbed him in the side. “Very funny.”

Before he could respond, Mateo raced into the room and dropped his backpack on one of the chairs before tackle-hugging her. “School’s finally out!”

Miranda wrapped her arms tight around her nephew. Even though the kid was eleven he was already taller than her by an inch. She was only five feet, three inches, but Mateo was tall for his age. “I know.” She pulled him to her and kissed his cheek.

“Aunt Miranda,” he muttered, stepping back to give Nolan a fist bump.

“Did they let you guys out early today?” Nolan asked.

“It’s a half day.”

“And I just bet they pumped you all full of sugar.” Miranda’s voice was dry.

“They did. But I saved you some of the cookies.”

“Smart boy.” She ruffled his hair, making Mateo turn red, but Nolan knew he liked it.

After the rough upbringing Mateo had been through, he was a completely different boy than the one who had come to live with her back in February. Open, happy and occasionally affectionate.

“When do you leave on your ski trip?” Had to be soon. The church his parents went to sent all the kids on a week-long ski trip when school let out. And selfish bastard that he was, Nolan was hoping to get some alone time with Miranda.

“Tomorrow, but…” Mateo looked at his aunt, his expression hopeful. “I was hoping I could stay the night at Joey’s house. Mrs. Sala said—”

“I’ve already talked to her and it’s fine. In fact, I already packed for you. But first you’re going to spend an hour with me before I take you over there.”

“Can we go to Nora’s? Maybe Nolan can come too?” Mateo looked at him, an open smile on his face.

Hell yeah. If Miranda didn’t mind, he was in. He took the two of them out at least once a week as it was. And Nora’s Books and Brew was owned by his sister-in-law.

Miranda started to nod, when her cell phone rang. “Give me one more second and we’re out of here.”

Nolan didn’t mean to eavesdrop but when he heard her say, “Hey, Ethan,” he went on high-alert.

Mateo asked Nolan about one of the upcoming hockey games after the ski trip and he must have answered without sounding like a jackass because Mateo nodded before pulling his cell phone out of his pocket.

As the kid started texting, Nolan heard Miranda say, “See you later tonight. Yep, looking forward to it.”

Nolan only knew one Ethan. Ethan Thaxter. A rich jackass—who wasn’t actually a jackass at all. But if he was taking Miranda out, Nolan automatically didn’t like him. And when the hell had she started dating?

His phone buzzed in his pocket and when he saw the message he sighed. It was work. “I’ve gotta run, guys,” he said as Miranda was hanging up. “But have fun on your ski trip, Mateo. And be careful on the slopes if you’ve never skied before.”

Mateo took him by surprise by giving him a quick hug, but Nolan returned it, patting him on the back. Then he nodded at Miranda. “See you around.”

She gave him one of her warm smiles and he tried to return it but wasn’t sure if he’d managed. He’d thought that he could handle just being friends with her. But if she started dating, he wasn’t sure he could deal with that.

The thought of someone else kissing her, touching her…hell. He should have made his move a long time ago. He’d never been hesitant about anything in his life. Especially not when it came to the opposite sex.

But Miranda was different. Unfortunately, he’d hurt only himself by holding back. If she was dating again maybe it was time to show her that he was the man she’d been looking for.

* * *

Nolan slammed his fist into his punching bag for what felt like the hundredth time. Probably was.

Covered in sweat, he should be exhausted. Instead he was amped up and couldn’t get thoughts of Miranda on a date with someone out of his head.

This was his own damn fault. If he hadn’t been such a coward she wouldn’t be out with anyone else. But he’d been dragging his feet for ten months.

Coward.

He slammed his fist into the bag, again and again.

“Whoa, what’s got you so revved up?”

He didn’t turn at the sound of his brother Jackson’s voice. He’d heard the little beep of his alarm system letting him know someone had entered his house a minute earlier. And only his family had a key. “Nothing. Just working up a sweat.”

“How long you been in here?”

Realizing his youngest brother wasn’t going anywhere, he dropped his gloved-up hands and turned to see Jackson, a beer bottle in hand, leaning against the doorframe.

“Help yourself to my beer,” he muttered, stripping the gloves off.

“I always do.”

Despite his dark mood, he laughed. Just because he felt like garbage didn’t mean he needed to drag anyone else down with him. “What’s up?”

“Nothing.” Jackson stepped into the basement-turned-gym/entertainment area and dropped onto one of the couches Nolan had inherited from their parents. “Nora and Sasha are baking at the house and kicked me out.”

“They kicked you out?” He went to his mini fridge and grabbed a bottle of water. “That doesn’t sound right.”

Jackson laughed lightly. It was good to see his brother so relaxed. He’d been with Nora since last Christmas and was now married to her. Nolan had never seen him so happy.

“Maybe not kicked me out of the house, but the kitchen is off limits. Thought I’d come see what you’re up to.”

“Not working on any projects now?” His brother was a carpenter, and a damn good one. Created unique pieces that sold for a fortune.

“Just finished one up.”

And he was bored, Nolan guessed. “Want to get some time on the ice? I’ve got a key to the community center.”

“You sure? We can just chill and watch a game.”

Nolan rolled his shoulders once. As a building contractor, he worked hard all day and normally looked forward to down time, but not tonight. He had too much pent-up energy and he needed to not be obsessing about Miranda. He started to answer but his phone rang with her familiar ring tone.

Jackson just gave him a knowing look—because his brother knew exactly how Nolan felt about her. All his brothers did.

He waited until the second ring because…yeah. “Hey.”

“Hey, Nolan.” Her voice was sweet and melodic. “I hate to bother you but… I’m having an issue with my washing machine. You don’t have to look at it tonight or anything but maybe tomorrow—”

“Nah, it’s okay. I need to shower first but I can be there in half an hour.” He couldn’t even play it cool and act as if he wouldn’t drop everything for her. Because he would. Every single time. And hell, he wanted to see how her stupid date had gone.

“Really?”

“Of course. See you then.” He glanced at his watch. It wasn’t even six o’clock. Apparently, her date had sucked. The thought made him smile.

“Going to see your girl?” Grabbing his jacket from the couch, Jackson stood.

“She’s not my girl.” But she would be. And he wasn’t having this conversation.

“Says only you.” He took a swig of his beer. “All right, I’m gonna head home. Will I see you Monday?”

“I’ll be there.” His parents had him and his three siblings—plus significant others—over every Monday for dinner.

“Bring Miranda. I know Mateo is out of town and she’ll be missing him.”

“How do you know about Mateo?” He headed toward the stairs with his brother, all thoughts on getting a shower then hurrying over to Miranda’s. Because apparently, he was a masochist. Didn’t matter that he couldn’t have her. At least he could spend time with her. And screw it, if she was dating now, he wasn’t going to hold back anymore.

Jackson lifted a shoulder. “Nora said something.”

Oh, right. Miranda worked part-time at Nora’s during any holiday season to supplement her income. Since Holly, North Carolina, a town in the Blue Ridge Mountains, was Christmas all year round, the holiday season tended to be longer here than normal. He’d heard more than once that their little town looked like a Thomas Kincade painting. All the shops had Christmas trees in the windows every single day of the year. And it wasn’t strange to see Santa walking down Main Street in July. So in December, Holly kicked up the Christmas spirit to insane proportions. He knew Miranda had been working her ass off the last couple weeks.

Which was why anytime she needed help around the house, he did it for free. Okay, he did it for free because he couldn’t actually charge her regardless. He would feel like too much of a dick. But she always cooked for him, which seemed to make her happy. And God knew he loved the excuse to be around her.

At that thought he wondered if she’d cooked for Thaxter. If she had, the date hadn’t gone too well if she was home doing laundry already. And that thought shouldn’t make him so damn happy. But he was.

“What?” he asked as he and Jackson reached the top of the stairs.

His brother shut the door behind them and strode to the sink where he poured out the rest of his beer. “Just wondering what you’re thinking of that’s got you smiling like that.”

He didn’t answer, just tossed his empty bottle into the recycle bin. “Lock up on your way out?” Because he had some place to be. He was starting to wonder if he’d made a mistake in not acting on his attraction to her. It was time to do something about it.





Chapter 2




Miranda’s heart skipped a beat when she heard the doorbell. It had to be him.

Nolan O’Connor, the man who starred in all her fantasies. With clear blue eyes she could get lost in, and a body that made her weak in the knees, he was walking, talking sex. Not that it was the only reason she was attracted to him. Oh yes, when they’d first met, she’d nearly lost her breath he was so good looking. But after getting to know him—she still couldn’t figure out how he was single.

He was always kind to her nephew, helped out at the community center with free labor and coaching, and was quick to help her out if she needed it. Usually when she didn’t even ask for it. She’d actually stopped asking him to assist with anything because he wouldn’t take any payment. And food didn’t count. Tonight she’d made an exception because it was freezing outside and she had four loads of laundry—and really didn’t want to lug everything down to the local laundry mat.

Okay that was mostly true. She’d missed getting to talk to Nolan today and needed her ‘fix’. Ugh. So pathetic. She loved spending time with him and was glad that they didn’t have all the messy complications that a sexual relationship brought. They were just friends. Good friends.

She wanted more, but no way was that happening. Because even if he was interested in her—and clearly he wasn’t or a man like him would have made a move by now—she had too much to deal with right now to even think about dating. As Mateo’s legal guardian for the foreseeable future, she had too much on her plate.

Taking a deep breath, she pulled the door open and tried to steel herself—as always—to see him. It was a fruitless effort as he still took her breath away. Over six feet tall, his shoulders were broad and his jacket and T-shirt couldn’t hide the muscular chest he was hiding. His jet-black hair was cut short, but he’d grown a bit of scruff in the last week—making him even sexier.

“Hey, thank you for coming over. I really appreciate it.” She could feel her cheeks flush and cursed her reaction. If he noticed, he’d never let on.

He made a sort of grunting sound and glanced around as he stepped inside, as if looking for someone. Around him, she always felt small, which made sense given his size. She wondered who he was looking for—

“Mateo’s gone,” she said.

He nodded. “How are you handling it?”

“I’m good.” Her voice sounded a little too high pitched even to her own ears. Because she wasn’t handling it as well as she’d thought she would.

He just raised his eyebrows as he slid off his jacket and hung it on the coat rack.

“Gah, fine, I’m not okay,” she said, shutting the door behind him. “The house is so quiet. I’m happy for him. I really am, I just…miss him. Which is stupid because he’s been gone for three hours. And I keep having all these worst-case scenarios running through my head, like what if the bus runs off a cliff or what if he breaks his leg on the slopes or… Now I’m rambling and sound kind of insane.” It was like she had diarrhea of the mouth around him.

But Nolan just laughed, his lips kicking up in a sexy half-smile. “No, you sound like a good aunt.”

For a moment, she basked in the praise and then felt silly for it. When she’d taken Mateo in she’d felt completely incapable of dealing with an eleven-year-old boy even if she had offered to care for him. Hell, she’d begged her sister because it had been clear Mateo needed someone to look out for him, to make sure he was in school—to feed him. Some days she still felt like she was a fraud and barely handling this parent thing. But they were figuring things out one day at a time. Aaaand, she realized she was standing there just staring at Nolan. Okay then. She cleared her throat and took a step toward the hallway. “I made baked ziti if you have time.” She really loved cooking for him.

He made an appreciative sound, which warmed her from the inside out. “Sounds good. Let me take a look at your washing machine and then I’ll probably demolish half of it.”

Once they were in her laundry room, she winced at the sight of water leaking out from under it. She’d shoved a bunch of towels against the bottom and all over the tiled floor but it didn’t seem to be helping.

“What were you washing?” he asked, setting his toolbox down on the bench by the door that led to the garage.

“Pillows.” With Mateo gone she was washing everything. Not just clothes, but all bed linens, and pretty much anything possible. She felt a little manic with the need to stay busy but with him gone she wanted to get everything clean and ready for Christmas. Which reminded her, she still needed to get a tree.

“Ah.”

“What does that mean?”

He just shrugged and seriously, a shrug should not be sexy. But apparently, everything he did was. The simple way he walked and moved was delicious. “When it was washing did it make any sounds?”

“A loud, banging sound. When I came in to check on it, water was everywhere.” And she had no idea if it was truly broken or if this was one of those easy fixes Nolan could take care of. Neither of her parents had been handy. If something had needed to be fixed, they’d called someone. But Nolan seemed able to pretty much fix anything. The first time she’d told him she had someone coming over to fix her dishwasher, he’d been mortally offended she hadn’t asked him. From then on, she’d started calling him for help—until recently when she’d started to feel as if she was taking advantage.

“I think I know what it is. It might be off balance. Shouldn’t take too long to fix. You have any beer?”

“Yep, your favorite kind.” She stocked them solely for the times he came by. Leaving him to it, she went to the kitchen and grabbed him one. When she returned to her laundry room she found him bent over the front of the machine.

His plain T-shirt had pulled up, revealing a few inches of his back. His back, for the love of God. That little flash of skin shouldn’t have any effect on her, but she found herself looking even lower, tracing the lines of his sculpted, unfortunately covered, ass.

She’d never been like this before moving to Holly—and meeting Nolan. It wasn’t as if she’d been sexless, but when she was around him it was like her hormones went into overdrive.

“So how was the date?” he asked, still bent over, his question a little muffled.

It took a moment for the actual question to register. “What date?”

“I thought you had one tonight.”

Why the heck would he think that? Small towns were so weird sometimes. It was something she was still getting used to since moving here from Florida. “Nope. But I did help Ethan Thaxter pick out some jewelry for Mary Pierce.” She and Mary had become instant friends when Miranda had moved to town. “Oh, you can’t tell anyone either.”

Nolan straightened and turned to look at her, his expression almost…relieved. “Thaxter and Mary are together?”

“Yeah. How do you not know that? That man is over the moon for her.” It was so obvious when the two of them were together—and had been even before they’d started dating.

“Huh.” He turned back around and started fiddling with…well, whatever.

She had no clue but from past experience, she had no doubt that Nolan knew what he was doing. “You seriously can’t tell anyone about the jewelry.”

“Well, if he bought jewelry in town, someone’s going to tell her. Was it an engagement ring?”

“Oh, yeah. And I’m pretty sure she’ll say yes. But he drove us to the next town over,” she said, laughing. Something she never would have even thought about doing. “So I think his secret will be safe.”

“Good for them.”

“Yeah, Mary’s a sweetheart.” The owner of Pierce Athletics had donated a bunch of sports equipment to the center, which was how she and Miranda had met. Ethan had donated a bunch of money—and met Mary when he’d stopped by to see some of the improvements his money had paid for. “Isn’t she related to you?”

“A cousin through marriage—I’ve got a lot of cousins.”

She snorted. His family did seem to be huge. “You need my help with anything?”

“Nah, I’m good.”

“All right, I’m going to leave your beer here and go get the salads ready.”

“Sounds good.”

After one last, lingering look at his oh-so-bitable ass, she hurried out of the room. He was here as a friend. Nothing more.

She’d do well to remember that. Because she was responsible for someone now. No way would Nolan want to get tangled up with her even if he was attracted to her.

* * *

Finally finished, Nolan stripped his water-soaked shirt off and tossed it into the dryer. Then he stepped out of the laundry room. He nearly ran into Miranda, whose eyes widened at the sight of his bare chest. “My shirt got wet, but your washing machine is all fixed. I put it in your dryer.”

He’d been planning to ask her if she had a shirt he could wear. Not that he relished the thought of her having some guy’s shirt at her house. Now, however, seeing the way she was staring at his bare chest, he changed his mind. Instead, he patted his stomach and watched with interest as her breath hitched slightly. “I hope you don’t mind if I go shirtless.”

She blinked once. “Nope,” she muttered before turning away from him and heading back toward the kitchen. It had been impossible to miss the flush of her cheeks before she’d given him her back.

“Thank you for fixing my washing machine.” Her cheeks were full-on crimson now as they stepped into the kitchen. When she sort of looked at him, her cheeks were flushed and he realized her gaze was darting around as if she was trying hard not to look down at his chest.

Well that was interesting.

Very interesting. She’d made it so clear that she wasn’t looking for a relationship, but she’d also never looked at him like this. Of course, he’d never been half naked around her either. “The ziti smells good.”

Cheeks still red she hurried past him toward the oven, more or less avoiding looking at him altogether.

He’d never seen her flustered like this before. Hell, he’d have taken his shirt off a long time ago to get this reaction from her.

“I still can’t believe you didn’t know about Mary and Ethan.” Miranda opened the oven and pulled out the casserole dish.

He couldn’t help but stare at her ass as she did. Tearing his gaze from it, he headed for the refrigerator and pulled out an unopened bottle of white wine. “I never know town gossip. Unless my mom tells me.” He opened a drawer and found a wine bottle opener.

Laughing, she said, “Your mom is a trip. Did you know she had a bet on how long it would take Nora and Jackson to get together?”

He popped the cork. “She’s bet on all of her children.” Nolan doubted that his mom had one on him, but he never knew when it came to her.

“I can’t tell if you’re kidding.” She set the potholders down on the counter.

“Nope. Definitely not. She had bets on Fallon and Brad and Maguire and Samantha too. She actually started the betting pools at the salon—and I know she won at least one of them.”

Miranda blinked once. “Apparently I need to change salons.”

Nolan loved his mother, but really didn’t want to talk about her anymore. “So are you dating anyone?” He might as well ask the question. He didn’t think Miranda was, considering how long they’d been friends and she’d never once mentioned it.

There was a clattering sound and he realized she dropped the serving spoon. She cleared her throat. “No.” There was a long pause then, “Are you?” The question came out hesitant and she hadn’t turned around to face him yet.

“Hell no.” Because the only woman he wanted to date was right in front of him. For so long he’d thought she was unavailable and maybe she was still in that mindset, but he’d seen the way she’d been looking at him tonight. There was definitely interest there. Interest that he hadn’t seen before.

Now that he knew she was attracted to him, he couldn’t sit back any longer and do nothing.

She mumbled something incomprehensible as she pulled silverware out from one of the drawers.

He wanted to push, but also knew he needed to play this carefully. If he pushed too hard, too fast, he could lose her altogether. And that, he wouldn’t risk. Her nephew was gone for a week. Nolan planned to use that time to spend with her. “Why don’t you guys have a Christmas tree up?” he asked as she started scooping the ziti into bowls.

“I have no good excuse other than we’ve been so busy. Mateo with school and me with work. And honestly, living in Holly, being surrounded by Christmas every day of the year, it’s a little easy to lose track of time.”

“I definitely understand that.” He’d grown up in Holly, whereas she hadn’t.

She’d visited family here when she’d been a kid and had fallen in love with the town. Then when she’d needed a break from her parents she’d packed up and moved here. He was certainly glad that she had. “You want to come with me to pick out a tree?” She set the salad bowls on the table while he retrieved their dinner bowls.

“Sure. You busy tomorrow?”

“It feels strange to say no, but I’m free. I can’t remember the last Saturday I had free.”

“After we get a tree, how about I cook for you for a change?” he asked. He loved the thought of her at his house, just the two of them.

She blinked, her dark gaze dipping to his bare chest before she glanced away again and pulled out her seat. “Ah, you cook?”

He sat next to her without crowding her space. “Is that doubt I hear in your voice?”

She snorted. “Nora might have mentioned that all the men in the O’Connor family have issues with cooking.”

That was just insulting. Even if it was mostly true. But he had a few easy recipes his mother had given him that were impossible to screw up. “I’ll just have to prove her wrong.”

“All right then. You can cook for me.”

“Good.” But he planned to give her a lot more than just dinner.

They spent the rest of dinner talking about their week, and how she still had Christmas shopping to do. He did too, usually putting it off until the last minute. But he’d already picked up a few things for her—and he didn’t care if it was more than a ‘friend’ would give.

As he started clearing the table, much to her annoyance, the dryer dinged. Like a flash, she was out of her seat and gone from the kitchen. Moments later she was back, his dry shirt in her hands.

She practically shoved it at him.

He leaned against the countertop, in no hurry to put it on, and enjoying seeing her so off-balance while she struggled to hide her attraction to him. “Should I be offended that you’re so eager to see me dressed?”

“Ha ha. You know exactly how good you look. I’m not feeding your ego.” She poked him once in his abs. “I just figured you might be cold.”

Oh, yeah, she was lying. He grabbed her finger and tugged her closer.

She practically fell against him, her eyes wide as she looked up at him. Her dark eyes completely captivated him. The little flecks of amber seemed even brighter tonight. She swallowed as she looked up at him.

“You think I look good?” he murmured, his gaze dipping to her mouth. How many times had he fantasized about kissing her? Nibbling on her bottom lip, teasing his tongue against hers? He couldn’t even count.

She cleared her throat, the sound seeming over-pronounced in the now quiet kitchen. She didn’t respond, just stared up at him, shock in her eyes. Her chest rose and fell more rapidly, her breathing as ragged as his as they stared at each other.

She hadn’t pulled away. It was time to make his move.

Her phone rang, making her jump and yank her hand from his hold. He gritted his teeth as she turned from him.

“Ah, it’s my mom. I need to take this.” There was a hint of relief in her voice. Without turning toward him again, she hurried from the room.

And he knew without a doubt she’d taken the damn call to get away from him. Because normally she avoided calls from her parents.

Nothing might have happened between them. Yet. But it was going to very soon. The dynamic had changed between them and he wasn’t going to let it go back to the way it had been. He wasn’t sure he could.

Even if she tried to retreat from him, he wasn’t letting this thing go. He wouldn’t let her run away from what they could be.





Chapter 3




Miranda was reeling from what had almost happened in her kitchen as she ducked into the living room. Had… Nolan been about to kiss her? It had sure felt like it.

And she wouldn’t have stopped him. No, she’d have kissed him right back. Something told her it would have been heaven. But what good could come of that? They were friends. Somehow, he’d become her closest friend since she’d settled in Holly. If they went down that path and things didn’t work out? Nausea filled her as she thought about him not being part of her life. It was unimaginable. And she had a feeling she was going to be Mateo’s guardian for a while—something she was happy about.

Gloria was in rehab but her sister had admitted to Miranda that she didn’t think she was ready to take on being a parent again. And Nolan didn’t want a ready-made family. He was a single, sexy man. And Miranda had baggage.

“Are you listening to a word I’ve said?” Her mother’s voice filled her ear and she shook herself.

Miranda realized she was barely listening and staring out the frosted-over window of her living room. A faint layer of snow covered the yard and bushes. The house’s heating system was going strong though, so she couldn’t feel the cold. “Ah, yes.”

“That’s wonderful! Your father and I will be arriving in the morning.”

“Wait…what?”

“I swear you have selective listening. I just told you that we’ll be in town for a week. We miss you and Mateo and I want to meet that fiancé of yours.”

Oh, no. No, no, no. She inwardly winced, scrambling for something to convince them not to visit. “Mateo is on his ski trip.” Which she’d told her mother about. More than once. But talk about selective listening. Miranda loved her mom. She really did. But there was a reason she lived in another state. Just as there was a reason Gloria had granted Miranda custody of Mateo while she cleaned her life up, rather than grant it to their mother.

“I wish you would have told me!” her mother cried.

“I did tell you.” Miranda’s voice was dry.

Ignoring Miranda, her mother continued. “That’s just as well. If we can make it work with our schedule perhaps we’ll extend our stay by another week.”

“Another week? How long are you staying?”

“Oh, who knows. We’ll just see what happens.”

Miranda tried to keep the annoyance out of her voice. Her mother always meant well but she could be a hurricane. Deep down, however, she knew her mother would only stay one week. “I’ll make sure the guestroom is ready. But fair warning, I still have work so I won’t be able to show you around town until the evenings.”

“Oh, that’s no problem. I’m sure we can find ways to entertain ourselves. We’re really looking forward to meeting your fiancé. When can we expect to see him?”

If it had been possible to go back in time, Miranda would have done just that. Months ago, her mom had been on her case, like always, about being single and how she was wasting her life alone. About how she couldn’t use Mateo as an excuse not to date. Miranda loved her life and she loved Mateo. But to her mother, being single was a sin. The worst one there was. Well, look how well being in relationship after relationship had turned out for her sister.

Instantly she felt bad about the snarky thought. But it was true. After Gloria’s husband had been killed, she’d gone from man to man—and she’d also never been happy. Her taste in men was atrocious, that being an understatement. But she was trying to clean her life up, and Miranda could respect that.

“He’s really busy this time of year, but I’ll see what we can work out,” she said to her mom. Inwardly she berated herself. She never should have made up a fiancé.

“Well I can’t imagine him being too busy to meet his in-laws to be.”

Miranda rubbed a hand over her face, closing her eyes. “No of course he won’t be too busy to meet you. It just might not be tomorrow.”

“That’s all right. We’re already on the road.”

Of course they were. Because her mom made plans without asking other people what theirs were. She made a decision then followed through, anyone else’s opinion be damned.

Her mother continued. “We’ll be stopping in North Florida soon. I’ll text you when we’re at the hotel. And I’ll let you know in the morning once we’ve left.”

“Sounds good. See you soon.”

Once they disconnected, Miranda let out a long sigh. “Great, now I just have to find a fiancé for Christmas.”

“Fiancé?” Nolan’s deep voice sent a thrill through her even as she cringed.

Oh, crap. He’d heard that? She cleared her throat. “Ah, what?”

He stepped into the living room, his T-shirt unfortunately covering his oh-so-ripped eight pack. Who the hell had an eight pack? “Did you say you have to find a fiancé for Christmas?”

Over the course of the last ten months she’d opened up to him about her family. They weren’t horrible, they were simply a lot to take in. And her mother could be manipulative and emotionally draining when she wanted to be. It was a never-ending source of frustration when Miranda had been growing up. Distance had made a big difference in how she handled her mother. And it wasn’t as if she could ask her parents to stay at a hotel when they were here. Well, she could but she wasn’t going to. Not when she had the space. And even if her mom made her crazy she still didn’t want to hurt her mom’s feelings.

“I think you misheard me.” Even as she said the lie, her cheeks turned red. Dammit, she hated that her emotions were so visible. She was the worst liar.

He lifted an eyebrow as he crossed his arms over his chest. “Seriously? I misheard that?”

Sighing, she tossed her cell phone onto the loveseat and collapsed next to it. “So… I might have told my parents a teeny tiny lie to get them off my back.”

He sat across from her on the leather couch. And he definitely looked at home in her living room. Something she wasn’t going to think about right now. “You made up a fiancé?”

“Sadly, yes. And yes, I know how pathetic that is. And my mom just called to let me know that she and my dad are on their way here. They’ll be here sometime tomorrow afternoon.”

He took a moment to digest that information. “Do they know Mateo is away this week?”

“Yes. I’ve only told her half a dozen times what his schedule looks like but she doesn’t listen. Which is neither here nor there. I have an idea. And if you say no I will totally understand.” God, this was so embarrassing asking him to do this. “When they get here, I can introduce them to you and tell them that things didn’t work out. That we’re just friends now. That way no one else has to know about it.”

He hesitated for only a moment. “This is kind of insane. But no more insane than my family. I’ll do it.”

She blinked at him. “Seriously?”

“Of course. What are friends for?”

Friends. Exactly. She once again needed to remind herself of that. Whatever that weirdness in the kitchen had been between them, it was over. They were just friends. So why did she feel so crappy about that?

And tomorrow or the day after she would simply break the news to her parents that she was no longer engaged. Sure, her mom would have a whole lot to say about that, but she would just deal with it. Likely Miranda would be too busy with work the next week to worry about it anyway.

“Even if we’re going to break things off, we need to come up with a cover story. Like how I proposed and how long we were together. What have you told them about me?” His voice and expression were equally amused.

Gah. At least someone thought this was funny. Okay this was going to be incredibly embarrassing to admit. “Well, I based my fake fiancé on you, but don’t read into it! I…might have told her that his name is… Nolan.”

A flash of heat flickered in his blue gaze but then was gone a moment later. Maybe she’d imagined it. “Well that saves me from having to use a different name,” he said with a laugh. His lips were curved up and his pale eyes practically sparkled.

She narrowed her eyes at him. “I’m glad you think this is so funny.”

“It is funny. It sounds like something my own sister would have done once upon a time.”

“Okay, so… How did you propose? I never got that far in my lies.” When her mom asked for specifics she’d dodged answering.

He answered so quickly it took her by surprise. “On a ski lift. I had ‘will you marry me’ spelled out in the snow and coordinated with the guys running the lift to stop it when we reached the question.”

“That’s such a cute idea!” And she realized she needed to tone it down. It wasn’t as if it had really happened—or would ever happen. “How’d you think of that so quickly?”

He paused. “A friend of mine is planning to do it with his girl.”

“Well I’m sure she’ll say yes. So…you proposed a couple months ago and that works well with the weather and the slopes. Okay, I think we’re good then. In case my mom asks that question, we’ll have an answer to it. It probably won’t matter since I’ll tell her we’ve broken up, but it’s good to have our bases covered.” She held back a sigh as she thought about how much this was going to disappoint her mother. Sometimes she felt like her entire life was a giant disappointment to the woman.

He simply nodded and stood, a thoughtful expression on his face. “I’ll pick you all up tomorrow night. We can go to Nora’s for drinks and do it there.”

She stood with him, relieved. “Sounds good. And thank you for this. Seriously. I know it’s a giant pain.” And embarrassing, but she was keeping all that locked down until he was gone. Then she’d wallow in how pathetic she was.

“It’s no big deal.”

Well it was to her. She owed him for this, big time.





Chapter 4




Nolan knocked on Miranda’s front door the next evening and tried to temper the adrenaline rushing through him. He kept going back and forth on whether what he was about to do was the right decision.

The one thing he knew, however, was that he wasn’t going to say he and Miranda had broken up. Because in no reality would that ever happen. Once they were committed, that was it. She’d thank him for it later. And this way she wouldn’t have to deal with her parents all by herself. She’d told him enough about her relationship with her mother that he simply couldn’t say they’d ended things and leave her to deal with the aftermath. Because if the stories she’d told him were only half true, he knew she would get grief for the rest of her mom’s visit.

And it was no hardship to act the part of Miranda’s fiancé. Because he hoped to make that a reality soon enough. It was just a matter of showing her they belonged together.

When the door opened Miranda give him a big smile even if her expression was a bit frantic. Definitely uncommon for her. “Thank you for doing this,” she whispered as she dragged him inside. Wearing another one of those sweater dresses that hugged her curves and her sexy knee-high boots, she looked good enough to eat. As always. Just looking at her now made him ache.

Two seconds later her parents stepped into the foyer from the living room. Her mother was petite, just like Miranda. Her hair was darker, and she was older, but still adorable.

Her father was maybe five-feet-eight and gave Nolan a warm smile as he held out a hand. “You must be Nolan. We’ve heard so much about you. I’m Oliver.”

“Yes, it’s so nice to finally meet you. And just in time for Christmas. Though I can’t believe Miranda doesn’t have a tree up yet,” her mother tossed in the last comment and it felt like a subtle dig. “I’m Camila.” Miranda’s mother held out her hand as well.

Nolan shook hands then threw an arm around Miranda’s shoulders, tugging her into his side. He liked the feel of her up against him, soft and warm. “The lack of a tree is my fault. I’ve been so busy with work that we haven’t had a chance to go shopping. But we planned to go today and get everything set up before Mateo gets back.”

Miranda looked up at him, her expression slightly confused. Then she looked back at her parents, her expression morphing to an apologetic one. “Listen, you guys—”

Nolan interrupted her before she could tell her parents they weren’t together anymore. “I know you’ve been traveling all day but if you like, I’ll take everyone out to dinner. And then we’d love for you to help us pick out a tree.”

“Well isn’t that a wonderful idea.” Miranda’s mother smiled broadly up at him. Then she looked at her daughter. “Your father and I will settle in later. If you guys are ready to go now, that works for us.”

Her father nodded in agreement.

Miranda tightened her grip around his waist and smiled up at him. It was the fakest smile he’d ever seen. And her eyes sparked with annoyance. “Before we head out, help me in the kitchen with something?”

When they stepped into the kitchen she faced him and set her hands on her hips. With her in that damn dress, all he could think about was slowly peeling it over her head to see exactly what was underneath. He wondered what kind of bra she wore. Would it be sexy lace or would she be more practical? It didn’t really matter, anything would be sexy on her.

“What was that all about?” she whispered. “I thought we were going to do this quickly. Not drag things out.”

“Change of plans.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a diamond ring.

She stared at him, her mouth slightly open, as he slid it on her left-hand, ring finger.

Before she could respond her mom bustled into the room and smiled as she saw what he was doing. “I wondered why my daughter didn’t have a ring. And isn’t that just beautiful!”

Nolan didn’t miss a beat. “I just picked it up from being sized. It was too big and I didn’t want it falling off my angel.”

For a moment, Miranda looked up at him as if he’d grown another head, but then she smiled. It was that same almost panicked smile she’d had when she’d opened the door, but her mother didn’t seem to notice it.

He put his arm around Miranda’s shoulders again. And he loved the way she fit against him. As if she had been made for him. As far as he was concerned, she had been. And vice versa. It was just a matter of showing her that they were meant to be together. It was a risk, doing this. He had a feeling that once they were alone she was going to ream him out. He would deserve it too. But he had no regrets. He’d spent too damn long keeping his feelings to himself. He’d gained a best friend, but he knew they could be more.

If he lost her because of this, it would carve him up. But he couldn’t play this coward routine anymore. It wasn’t his style. Never had been. And lately he felt as if he was in this waiting pattern. Just waiting for her to find someone else. Or waiting for her to realize he was right in front of her.

It was eating away at him. Because eventually she was going to start dating someone. She was only twenty-five and one of the most beautiful women in Holly. Soon enough, some jackass was going to come sniffing around. And he didn’t want to have any regrets where she was concerned, didn’t want to look back and think ‘what if’. All of his siblings had settled down in the last year and it was a huge reminder that it didn’t matter how long he and Miranda had known each other. He knew how she made him feel, how much she meant to him. And he couldn’t think of anything better than spending a lifetime with his best friend.

Miranda’s mother took her hand and gushed over the ring. “This really is beautiful. You have a good eye,” she said to Nolan without looking at him. Then she cupped Miranda’s cheeks. “I’m so happy you found someone.”

At her mother’s words Miranda’s smile went from fake to real in an instant. “Thanks, Mom.”

“We can drive if you’d like,” Miranda’s father said as he stepped into the room shrugging into a jacket.

“I’ve got an extended cab truck. And it’s got plenty of room. Since there’s snow on the road and you guys are from Florida I don’t mind driving,” Nolan said.

Everyone murmured their agreement and even though he knew Miranda was annoyed with him, he felt ten feet tall as they headed out of the house. Their engagement might not be real.

Yet.

But the ring was. And by Christmas, he planned to have her locked down. If it had been any other situation he might think it was too soon. But no. They were best friends. They’d been building up to this since the moment they met. Whether she wanted to admit it or not.

* * *

Miranda couldn’t figure out what Nolan was thinking. Okay, she could admit that she liked being able to call him her fiancé. And she loved the way he’d been holding her close ever since they’d left her house. And yes, Christmas tree shopping with him was a lot of fun. Everything they’d always done together was fun. So that wasn’t a surprise.

And she could definitely admit that instead of having her mother harass her about letting ‘a catch’ like Nolan go, all her mom could do was sing Nolan’s praises. Plus, icing on the cake, her mom was being incredibly nice to her. Not that her mother was ever directly mean, just…passive-aggressive. And Miranda had gotten used to the attitude. So having her like this now was jarring. Her father, whom she adored, was never any help. He just kept quiet because he liked ‘to keep the peace’.

“What about this one?” she asked, pointing at a big Douglas fir. All the trees at the lot were covered by a huge tent so they didn’t have to trek through mushed up snow at least. Warmers had been placed around as well and she was glad because her parents weren’t used to this cold.

“It’s perfect. Like you,” Nolan said—loudly enough for anyone near them to hear.

Miranda was torn between wanting to kiss him and punch him. “Laying it on a little thick?” She kept her voice low enough that only he could hear. Her mom and dad were busy chatting about presents so she knew they couldn’t overhear them.

In response, Nolan leaned down and brushed his lips over hers as if it was the most natural thing in the world. She felt the caress all the way to her core and a little rush of heat flooded between her legs. Had she fantasized about Nolan? Oh, yeah. But she’d never thought they would actually kiss. Feeling his lips against hers had all her brain cells short circuiting. He was really getting into his role and she was torn between loving it and hating it. Because once this was over, it would hurt when it ended.

He pulled back but only a fraction. “Definitely not,” he murmured against her lips. “Because you are perfect.”

Okay, what the hell kind of reality had she stepped into? Because this was not her life. And she knew he was just acting. She simply couldn’t figure out what his endgame was. It wasn’t to be cruel, that much she knew without a doubt. They were friends. Maybe he’d just wanted to spare her dealing with her parents in the aftermath of ‘their breakup’. And he was going to let her end things so she’d save face in front of them? It was the only logical thing she could think of.

Who knew, and he certainly hadn’t allowed them to have a moment of privacy so she could grill him. At least Mateo wasn’t in town, so she wouldn’t have to lie to him. Not that she would anyway. She would tell him the truth about all of this. That was one thing she’d promised him when he came to live with her. No lies. Ever. He’d lived with that, and a whole lot worse, when he’d been with his mom.

Miranda didn’t think she would have to even go there, however. Because her parents should be gone before he got back. She still couldn’t believe her mom had planned a trip without calling her and confirming dates first. Okay, scratch that, she could believe it. And deep down she knew that her mom was still hurt and probably a little angry that Gloria had chosen Miranda to be Mateo’s guardian. But that wasn’t something she wanted to think about right now.

No, she was trying to wrap her head around what was happening with Nolan—and trying to steel herself for when this thing officially ‘ended’ between them. Even this playacting felt good. Too good.

Nolan gave her another kiss, this time on the top of her head, before heading off to talk to the salesman. As soon as he was gone her mom moved in right next to her, her dark eyes bright with joy.

“I’m so impressed with your fiancé. And I can’t wait to start planning the wedding. Have you guys set a date yet? Do you know what kind of venue you want? Will you have attendants?” Her mom was practically jumping up and down.

Oh crap. She hadn’t thought of any of that because this was a fake freaking engagement. But she couldn’t act as if those things didn’t matter because her mom would definitely get suspicious. “Ah, we haven’t gotten that far. This is all very new. We’ll talk about a date after the holidays.”

“Well you better lock that man down and set a date soon. I’ve seen the way some of the women here have been looking at him. Not that I can blame them. He’s very attractive.” Her mom actually winked at her.

Miranda’s eyes widened. She’d never heard her mom talk about any man like that.

Her mom shrugged. “What? I’m not blind.”

Okay then. Miranda was definitely in an alternate reality. One she kind of wished was actually her reality.





Chapter 5




“I really wish you would ask Mateo if he’d come home early.” Her mother really wasn’t letting this go.

Miranda simply shook her head and glanced around Nora’s Books and Brew. After taking the tree back to her house, everyone had decided to get hot chocolate and desserts. And since it was a Saturday night, of course it was busy. Every shop on the cobblestones of Main Street was busy during the entire month of December. It was like walking around inside a holiday snow globe. All the trees downtown were decorated with sparkly twinkle lights. Garlands were wrapped around every Victorian-style street lamp, every shop window had a Christmas tree, snowman, a display of gorgeous ornaments or snow globes. Whatever the display was, it was made crystal clear to anyone who may have doubts, that Holly didn’t mess around when it came to Christmas.

“He’s been looking forward to this trip for months. All his friends are with him, including his best friend. I’m not taking this away from him.” Even though she hated arguing like this in front of Nolan, she couldn’t back down about something like this.

“I just miss my grandson.”

Miranda softened only a fraction. “He misses you too. And he loves Skyping with you.” For all her mother’s faults, she was an excellent grandmother. Both of her parents called Mateo at least once a week, usually more. And they always checked in to see if she needed financial help from them. Miranda never took them up on their offer because she never wanted to become indebted to them. That kind of favor would come with a heavy price tag. Since the day had gone so well and her parents would be in town for the next week, she really didn’t want to get off on the wrong foot. But she also couldn’t pretend as if they hadn’t known about Mateo’s trip. It was one of the reasons she was standing strong in her decision.

“Look, here come our drinks.” Under the table Nolan took her right hand in his.

Earlier she’d been able to keep her engagement ring hidden with her gloves. And when they’d come into the shop and she’d taken them off, she’d kept her hands under the table. A few people she knew had stopped by to say hello and thankfully her parents hadn’t brought up her engagement to anyone. She could do this. They could totally get through tonight without anyone finding out about their fake engagement.

Nora smiled brightly as she reached their high-top table, big tray balanced in one hand. Nolan immediately stood so she could set it on the table. He helped her pass the drinks out and when he handed Miranda hers she automatically took it with both hands. The instant she did, she realized her mistake. As she set her steaming mug of hot chocolate down she immediately went to put her left hand under the table again.

But it was too late.

“Oh, my God!” Nora grabbed her hand and stared at the ring, practically squealing in delight. “This is gorgeous! I was wondering when you two would finally stop dancing around each other. This is huge! How have I not heard about this yet?”

Miranda just stared, trying to find her voice as Eleanor and Macy, the Baker twins, women in their sixties who also happened to be two of the biggest gossips in town, turned from their own table a few feet away to stare at her.

“We’ve kept it on the down low, what with all of your wedding plans,” Nolan said. “We didn’t want to take away from your and Jackson’s big day.”

Nora gave Miranda the biggest grin before looking at Nolan. “You guys are just the sweetest. And we wouldn’t have cared at all. This definitely calls for a celebration. And all the drinks and desserts are on me tonight.”

“We’re going to be official sisters-in-law,” Nora said, squeezing Miranda’s hand in her own.

“Yes, we are.” It sounded more like a question and Miranda ordered herself to get it together. Maybe this wasn’t as big of a disaster as she thought it was. They could still fix this. She could get Nora alone and explain to her that they needed to keep this a secret for another week. Or just flat out tell her the truth.

All thoughts of keeping it a secret dissipated when Alison O’Connor walked into the shop. Of course, Nolan’s mother would walk in right now. Because, why wouldn’t she? This day just kept getting better.

Alison immediately headed for their table, smiling warmly at her son. In the last ten months, Miranda had gotten to know the woman and genuinely liked her. She volunteered everywhere and while she could be a little overbearing it was clear that it was always done with love. Plus, she was super organized, and the hugely nerdy part of Miranda loved that about her.

“Nolan,” Miranda murmured, not really sure what the heck she was going to say. She wanted to grab his hand and bolt out the front door. Since that wasn’t happening, she simply stood and smiled as Alison approached.

He simply slid an arm around Miranda’s waist and pulled her close. “Mom, great to see you.”

His mother gave them a slightly speculative look, but smiled warmly.

“Alison,” Miranda said, trying to smile and hoping it didn’t come off as panicked.

She quickly introduced her own parents, who were thrilled to meet Alison. So far no one had said anything about the engagement. And strangely enough, other than that first interested look, Alison didn’t seem to think that it was strange that Nolan had his arm around Miranda. Had he told his mom about this? He must have.

“I can’t believe I finally know something before you.” Nora picked up the tray and tucked it under her arm as she grinned at Nolan’s mom.

Alison lifted an eyebrow. Though she was petite with auburn hair, she had the same blue eyes as Nolan. “What do you know before me?”

Nora grabbed Miranda’s hand and lifted it up triumphantly.

To Miranda’s surprise, Alison just smiled and stepped around the table to kiss both her and Nolan on the cheek. And then she whispered, “Congratulations,” in Miranda’s ear. “It’s about damn time my son put that ring on your finger.”

Wait…what?

“I’ve been waiting for one of my sons to use that ring,” she said, turning to Miranda’s mom. “It’s been in our family for years.”

Wait…double what?

“How long are you guys in town for?” Alison asked Miranda’s parents.

As her parents and Nolan’s mom started talking, Nora hurried away to another table. They weren’t exactly alone, but this was the opening Miranda had been waiting for.

“We’re going to go to the bookstore side to check on something for Mateo,” she said quickly to the others. “We’ll be back in a minute.”

Neither her parents nor Nolan’s mom minded. Not that she really cared. Miranda grabbed Nolan’s hand and practically dragged him through the coffee shop to the attached bookstore. It was much quieter in this section, but there were still four people shopping.

“This way,” Nolan said, leading her to a door that said ‘employees only’ on it. Oh, right, he was Nora’s brother-in-law.

Miranda felt weird as they stepped into what turned out to be a stock room, but not weird enough to stop.

“This is a disaster,” she said as he shut the door behind them.

“Why?”

She couldn’t find her voice for a moment but then thumped him on the chest. He looked completely unconcerned about this whole thing. “Everyone will think we’re engaged by tomorrow morning. Or more likely in an hour considering how fast gossip travels in this town.”

“So?” He lifted a shoulder, looking way too sexy for his own good. “Your parents are in town for the next week and it isn’t as if you were going to be able to keep it a secret forever.”

“We could have kept it a secret if you’d kept your big mouth shut. I still can’t believe you didn’t stick to the original plan.” She wanted to do something childish, like stomp her foot, but resisted the urge. “You should have let me tell my parents that we just broke up.” Then none of this would have happened.

“My plan is better.” He reached for her, setting his big hands on her hips and pulling her close.

She didn’t even think about resisting. “How is this better?”

In response, he leaned down and kissed her. Just…pressed his lips right to hers as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

She thought about pulling back, but her brain decided to stop functioning as Nolan slid his tongue past her lips. She moaned into his mouth. This was stupid, she tried to remind herself. It meant nothing. But…no one was around to see them so this wasn’t acting.

And the very real erection she felt against her lower abdomen wasn’t fake either. Leaning into him, she slid her hands up his chest and linked her fingers together behind his neck. Even as she tried to come up with reasons why this was going to hurt their friendship, he tightened his grip around her. How many times had she fantasized about this? She didn’t think she could count that high. Now it was actually happening.

He was simply holding her, but being in his arms like this had butterflies taking flight inside her. She arched into him, wanting to wrap around him right here in the storeroom. It was as if she wasn’t in control of her own body. More than anything she wanted skin to skin contact.

At the sound of a doorknob turning, Miranda jumped back from him. Nolan didn’t seem concerned as he stepped forward with the movement of the door. When Nora stepped inside she just snorted at the two of them.

“No having sex back here,” she said, matter-of-fact.

Miranda wasn’t sure how to respond but Nolan just laughed. “Sorry, we just wanted a couple minutes alone.”

“Sorry for outing you guys.” Nora pulled down a bag of coffee from one of the shelves without looking at them. “I just saw that ring and freaked.”

“It’s no problem, we’d planned to tell everyone at Mom and Dad’s Monday night dinner,” Nolan said easily.

“Oh, that’s been moved to tomorrow and your parents have been invited—and accepted.” Nora smiled once at them as she reached the door. “And get out of here in the next couple minutes. No hanky panky. If I walk in on another family member going at it back here, I’m going to need therapy.”

While Miranda was curious about that, she didn’t bother asking Nolan about it as the door shut behind Nora.

“What the heck are we doing? You still haven’t answered my question. How is this better than my plan?” She held up a hand when he stepped toward her, a hungry gleam in his blue eyes. Oh, no. “No kissing.”

“I like kissing you.”

Yeah well, she liked kissing him too. But that wasn’t the point, and she couldn’t think when he put his mouth on her. “Well?”

“Well what?”

“I’m waiting on an answer.” She set her hands on her hips as she looked up at him.

Gah, did he look sexy. His dark hair was slightly tousled and he’d let a bit more stubble grow, making him look more hot than scruffy. And those pale eyes had the ability to render her speechless.

He lifted a shoulder, only highlighting how broad they were. Now that she’d seen him without his shirt on, she wondered what he’d feel like on top of her. Okay, she’d wondered that before. But she still wondered what it would be like to run her fingertips over his broad, bare shoulders, his chest and abdomen while he thrust inside her. Since when had she turned into a maniac obsessed with thoughts of sex? Well, sex with Nolan. Because no one else would do.

“There’s no point in answering the obvious.”

Obvious? What. The. Hell. “Nolan, are you determined to drive me crazy right now?”

His gaze dipped to her mouth. “I could think of a few ways to drive you very crazy.”

She held up a hand before he’d even taken one step toward her. He had a predator-like gleam in his gaze and she liked it a bit too much. If she didn’t stop him soon, they actually might do something in the storeroom that would cause Nora to go to therapy. “There will be no more kissing between us when we’re in private. That’s one of our new rules. While we’re faking this thing for everyone else, we need to keep everything normal in private.”

“I’m not following that rule.” His jaw tightened ever so slightly.

“What? Why not?”

“Because it’s stupid. And I like kissing you.” He opened the door and stepped out into the shop. He looked back at her, a completely wicked grin on his face as he held out his hand for her.

Staring at him as if she was seeing him for the first time, she placed her hand in his as she replayed his last words over in her head. I like kissing you. Yeah, she liked kissing him too.

Probably too much. They were definitely playing with fire right now. And she was trying to figure out why that mattered when all she wanted was a replay—and more—of that kiss.





Chapter 6




Nolan tried not to smile too big at Miranda’s confused expression. He’d definitely thrown her off balance and he was okay with that. It was beyond time for them to take this next step.

As they made their way back through the coffee shop, he saw that just her parents were at the table now. His mom must have left, which was just as well. She hadn’t questioned him when he asked for the family ring. He’d been surprised by her silence about it considering she always had something to say about anything. But she’d just given him a knowing look and handed it over.

His phone buzzed in his pocket and though he hated answering when he was out with Miranda and her family, with his job he was always in contact with his crew. In case something went wrong on one of their jobs. There shouldn’t be an issue right now but just in case, he glanced at the caller ID. When he saw the name, it wasn’t work, but he answered anyway. “Janet?” Janet Ross was a single mother of one of the kids he coached down at the community center. She almost never called him. He motioned to the others that he was going to step outside and take the call.

A blast of cold air hit him as Janet said, “Nolan, I’m sorry to call you on a Saturday night. It’s just that I don’t know where Trevor is. He didn’t come home like he was supposed to this afternoon.”

He stepped out of the flow of foot traffic and found a nearby bench. “Do you know who he was hanging out with?”

“Yes. He called me as he was leaving one of his friend’s houses. We got into a big fight about college. He hung up on me, something he’s never done before. And then he just didn’t come home. It’s been four hours. I’m starting to get worried. I thought maybe he called you or you might have an idea where he is.”

“I might have an idea. Give me twenty minutes and I’ll let you know. If I don’t find him I think you should call the sheriff.”

She let out a watery-sounding laugh. “I’ve contemplated that a few times in the last couple hours. I’ll have my phone glued to me. Please call me if you find him.”

Pocketing his phone, he headed back inside. As he pulled his jacket off the back of the chair, he explained what was going on to the others.

“Are you going to the center?” Miranda asked. She knew Trevor as well.

He nodded. “Yes. He has a key because I let him close the gym after some practices if he stays late. It’s just a hunch and he might not even be there.”

“Do you want me to come with you?”

Before she could answer her mother interjected. “Of course, go with Nolan. Your father and I will be fine. We want to walk around downtown anyway. If you’ll be a while we’ll just take a taxi back to your place. Otherwise you can pick us up when you’re done.”

Miranda pulled on her own jacket and gave her parents quick hugs before sliding her hand into his and heading out. Outside she kept her gloved hand in his. He definitely wasn’t going to be the one to pull away. And Nolan was pleased that she wasn’t either.

It didn’t take long to reach his truck. After opening the door for her, he strapped her in, and, taking her off guard, brushed his lips over hers. Gasping slightly, she leaned into it. More than anything he wanted to deepen the kiss, but they didn’t have time. He didn’t think Trevor was in any real trouble, but he wanted to make sure.

The drive to the community center was familiar and didn’t take long. Miranda was mostly silent, only fiddling with the radio stations. She got like that when she was contemplating something and he knew without a doubt that she was thinking about the two of them. And probably wondering if he’d lost his mind. That was okay. He hadn’t, and for the first time in ten months a huge weight had been lifted. Because he wasn’t living a lie anymore. Miranda meant everything to him and he was tired of hiding it.

“It’s hard to imagine Trevor intentionally worrying his mom,” Miranda said as he put the truck in park. Bundled up in her ankle length jacket, cap, and green and white scarf—with little Santas on the end—she looked adorable. “He’s such a good kid.”

“For the most part I agree. But teenagers can be stupid sometimes.” He’d certainly had his moments at Trevor’s age.

“True.”

They got out together and sure enough Trevor’s older model truck was in the parking lot near the gym’s entrance. Pulling out his keys, Nolan opened one of the side doors. The scent of the gym, basketballs, and other athletic gear was familiar. “I thought he might be in here. But he might be on the ice.”

Less than five minutes later they found Trevor skating on the rink, headphones on. When he spotted them, he slid his headphones off and skated toward the boards, skidding to a halt in front of them.

“Mr. O’Connor. Miss Flores. What are you guys doing here?”

“No, what are you doing here this late? I gave you a key so you could lock up when practices went late. Not when you wanted to hide out from your mom.”

The kid was seventeen but over six feet tall. He flushed slightly. “She called you?”

“That’s not cool to worry your mom like that.”

“I didn’t mean to worry her. I was just blowing off steam and didn’t want to go home. I was going to leave in a little bit, but I guess I lost track of time.”

“Well call her right now. Then you and I are talking.” There was no room for argument in Nolan’s voice.

“Yes, sir.”

As he skated off, Miranda let out a low whistle.

“What?”

“Nothing. I’ve just never heard you sound so authoritative.”

“You like it?”

Her cheeks flushed slightly. “I just meant that I’ve never seen you in ‘coach’ mode before off the ice.”

He leaned a little closer and dropped his voice. “I know what you meant. I asked if you liked it. Would you like me telling you what to do in the bedroom?” The thought of taking complete control turned him on. Anything to do with her turned him on, however.

She stared up at him, her cheeks going full crimson. Instead of answering she turned away from him and stared out over the ice.

He leaned down so that he was right next to her ear. “I think you like the thought of that a lot.”

She tightened her jaw.

“Would you like it if I made you come with just my mouth?”

Gasping, she turned to look at him. Since he was crowding her personal space, only inches separated them. “What has gotten into you?”

“Not a damn thing,” he murmured, his gaze falling to her very kissable mouth. He wanted to kiss her, but he didn’t want to be the one to initiate this time. No, he wanted her to come to him. Wanted her to crave him so badly she couldn’t stay away any longer.

“And I swear to God if you say you want to ‘get into me’ or something to that effect, I’ll punch you,” she whispered.

An unexpected laugh bubbled up because okay, he’d been thinking something along those lines.

“I can’t believe you think any of this is funny.”

“I don’t.” He didn’t know another way to tell her that this wasn’t a joke to him at all.

At the sound of skates cutting over ice, they both turned. Trevor was skating back across the ice, looking a little embarrassed. “I called my mom. She’s pretty pissed but…happier that I’m okay more than anything.”

Nolan nodded. “Miranda and I are going to follow you home.”

“Coach, you don’t have to do that.”

“I know, but we’re going to. You disappointed me tonight. Your mom works her ass off for you. And she’s doing it by herself. You’re lucky to have such a good parent.”

Trevor rubbed his hand over the back of his neck, looking ashamed. “I know.” He reached into his pocket and gave Nolan the key back. “I’m sorry I violated your trust. I know I shouldn’t have been here tonight.”

Nolan took the key and put it in his pocket. “Come on. Let’s get you home.”

Once he and Miranda were in the truck alone and following behind Trevor, she surprised him. “Would you like me telling you what to do in the bedroom?”

“Maybe.” Because he did like to be in control. It was part of his makeup. But letting her take over once in a while…yeah, he was on board with that.

“Hmm.”

“What does that mean?”

“Just thinking.”

Ah, hell. If she’d wanted to mess with his head, that response was guaranteed to do it. And maybe that was the whole point. He knew that he’d thrown her off her game. Maybe she was doing the same thing to him. Turnabout was fair play. And he liked it.

* * *

“My parents said they’ve already grabbed a taxi,” Miranda said as Nolan headed down Main Street. Instead of simply dropping Trevor off, they’d stayed and talked to his mother for a while. Miranda really liked Janet Ross and while their situations were different, she could relate to raising a kid alone. She might have only had Mateo for less than a year but it didn’t matter. When you were parenting alone it could feel very isolating. Luckily, she’d made friends with a lot of other moms at his school.

“No Uber?”

“No, my mom won’t use them.”

“Why not?”

“Who knows? She’s weird about some stuff.” A lot of stuff. “She likes what she likes and that’s it.” There was often no room for compromise with her mom.

He just laughed softly. “They seem to be really happy for you. For us.”

“Yes. She likely can’t believe I ‘landed someone like you’.” Miranda nearly snorted, but reined it in.

“I don’t understand that.”

“My mom is complicated.”

Nolan just lifted a shoulder. Right now felt like they were back to normal. Like she wasn’t dealing with the man who’d not an hour ago asked if she would like it if he made her come with his mouth. Holy hell, who just blurted that out? No part of their relationship had been sexual before. No innuendos, nothing. Now…it was like something inside him had been unleashed and he had no filter.

Worse, she really liked it. Because yes, she would like it if he made her come with his mouth…or other body parts. Her nipples hardened as she thought about it, a flush of heat sliding through her body and coiling tight right at her core. Something she didn’t want to be thinking about right now.

“Why do you think they decided to come up when Mateo wasn’t here?” he asked as they pulled up to a stop sign. It didn’t seem as if he was heading back to her house by the direction he was going and she was okay with that.

“I… I’m not sure. It could be a power play type of thing. Either she wanted me to pull him out of his trip and somehow ‘win’ or she wanted to come up here and then when I didn’t pull him out, she’ll later make a big deal of it to him about how sad she was to miss him. Make me out to be the bad guy.”

“Jeez.”

“I know. I wonder if it’s even a conscious thing she does.” Whether it was or not, it was the reason Miranda had moved. Putting physical distance between her and her parents had been the best thing she’d ever done for her mental health. And it was good for Mateo. They were good grandparents but she wasn’t going to let that manipulative crap rub off on him.

“No wonder your sister gave you guardianship.”

“Yeah.”

“Have you heard from her lately?”

“About a week ago.” And she’d sounded off. Something Miranda didn’t want to dwell on. At first the rehab had seemed to be the best thing in the world for her.

“And?”

She laughed lightly as he made a left turn in the direction of downtown. “And, I don’t know. I might be reading into it but she kept talking about this other patient. A male patient. They’re apparently ‘really great friends’. But I know my sister. And I don’t want to be negative but if she’s hooking up with a recovering addict…it’s not going to end well. She’s gotten sober too many times only to go back to using heroin. And always with a partner.” Her sister’s taste in men and self-control were terrible. “And she didn’t even want to talk to Mateo. Which was really weird.”

“You’re a good sister.”

“I try. Keeping Mateo isn’t a hardship. I thought it would be, but I love that kid so much. If Gloria wanted, I’d keep him until he’s old enough to make his own decisions.” At first, when she’d agreed to take Mateo, Miranda had been okay with it being temporary, thinking her sister would finally get her shit together and be the mom Gloria always should have been. Now she knew better. It was going to hurt like hell when he left. Miranda just hoped she could convince her sister to move to Holly. Mateo loved it here and was thriving with the stability.

“He’s a good kid.” There was a lot of warmth in Nolan’s voice and she knew he was being sincere. “And he’s great at hockey.”

She laughed. “Yeah, I think that surprised even him.” Mateo had never lived anywhere cold before and had no experience with sports or extracurricular activities—because his mom had never kept him in one school long enough to develop any friends or sign him up for any type of sports. It was a miracle that Mateo was at the right educational level for his age. And that he wasn’t full of anger. “Where are we going anyway?”

“Downtown. Figured you’d want to walk around a little before I take you home.”

“Sounds good to me. I still need to do some Christmas shopping.”

“Me too.” Smiling, he reached out and took her hand.

She linked her fingers through his, very conscious of the ring on her finger and that something had shifted between them. To what level she wasn’t sure. She just knew that they were more than friends at this point. Any more than that, she wasn’t going to dwell on.

Not tonight. And maybe not at all this week. She just wanted to get through her parents’ visit. Then she’d figure out what the heck was going on with her and Nolan. Maybe if they had sex, sort of get it out of their system, then they could go back to being friends?

Oh, come on, who was she kidding? If they had sex it would complicate everything. Even if she really, really wondered what he’d be like, she locked that thought up tight. There would be no sex. No kissing. Nothing.





Chapter 7




“Stop picking at your dress.” At the sound of her mom’s voice, Miranda looked up.

She’d ducked into her kitchen to grab a bottle of wine to take to Nolan’s parents’ house tonight. And okay, maybe she was fussing over her choice of clothing. Which was beyond stupid. But since everyone thought they were engaged, she wanted to look good. All right, that was a lie, she just wanted to look good for Nolan. She’d never put any sort of obsessive thought into her clothing choice as far as he was concerned before. And it felt weird to be worried so much.

Obviously, he wanted her. Unless he was the world’s best actor. But there was simply too much weirdness with this whole situation, especially given their fake engagement. “I’m not,” she said, unable to hide the defensiveness in her voice. It was always the same when she was around her mom. Even if her mom wasn’t being passive-aggressive. Sometimes it was hard to let go of old wounds. She tried, but being around her mom simply brought up too many emotions sometimes. Rolling her shoulders once, she cleared her throat. “Okay, maybe I was. I’m just nervous about tonight.”

“Why? I thought you knew his family.”

“I do. This is just the first time I’ll be seeing them after our engagement was publicly announced.” The lie rolled off her tongue so easily. And she wasn’t going to analyze why. It wasn’t because she liked the thought of being with Nolan. It wasn’t.

“You have nothing to be nervous about. You look beautiful. They’ll be lucky to have you as part of their family.”

She finally understood the phrase ‘you could have knocked me over with a feather’. Her mom had just given her a compliment, plain and simple. “Thank you.”

Her mom started to say something else, when the doorbell rang. “I’ll grab it.”

Before Miranda could respond, her mom had left the kitchen in a flurry of motion. The woman rarely sat down or stopped moving.

She looked down at herself critically. She had on a plain black sweater dress, a lot of silver jewelry, and knee-high, black boots. It looked good on her, but more importantly she liked the way it made her feel. Sexy, desirable.

And it was new. She’d bought it just for tonight. It had been nearly ten months since she’d splurged on herself and she figured now was the time to do it. She could admit she wanted a reaction from Nolan.

Picking up the bottle of red wine she’d grabbed from the pantry, she set it on the counter next to her purse so she wouldn’t forget before following after her mom. Miranda found her parents and Nolan in the foyer talking.

When he glanced over at her, her breath caught in her throat. The way he looked at her was the way a man looked at a woman he wanted to do bad, bad things to. And she was more than willing to let him. She wanted to do a few bad things herself. Because apparently, she’d lost all vestiges of her sanity.

At that thought, she reined herself in. Now wasn’t the time to get all hot and bothered. They were about to head to his parents’ house.

He handed her a bouquet of brightly colored flowers and she saw he’d brought some for her mom—who was gushing over them. Leaning down, he brushed his lips over Miranda’s and she felt it all the way to her toes. It took all her restraint not to lean into it.

“You look beautiful,” he said quietly.

Her words caught in her throat for a moment. “Thank you. And thank you for these. I’ll go put them in water before we leave.” She grabbed her mom’s flowers as well and hurried out of the foyer, needing space from him. Which made no sense. What he’d done was incredibly sweet. But she didn’t want to get used to this. Even if he was attracted to her, this was just pretend. Nothing about this was her reality.

As she started filling up a vase with water, she heard a slight shuffling sound and turned to see Nolan stepping into the kitchen. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Nothing. What could be wrong?”

His frown deepened. “Don’t lie to me.” There was a note of command in his voice.

Now was definitely not the time for this conversation. Besides, what was she going to say? I feel weird that you gave me flowers, don’t do it again? No, she would sound like a crazy person. So she pasted on a smile and nodded toward the wine on the counter. “I have a bottle of red wine to bring tonight. Should we bring anything else?”

“I know you’re changing the subject, and I’ll let it slide for now. But we’re coming back to this conversation.” By the firm set of his jaw, she knew he was being serious.

After sweeping a quick gaze over him, she turned away. He was wearing dark jeans, a black sweater—a black and white scarf she’d given him—and a thick pea coat. Nothing about his clothing should be sexy but it seemed he filled out everything to perfection. Now that she’d had a taste of him and seen him without a shirt, she wanted to see all of him. Every single bare inch. Because that was smart.

She felt rather than heard him as he moved in behind her. Practically caging her in against the counter and the flowers, he leaned down and gently bit down on her earlobe.

“You’re going to tell me what’s bothering you later.”

“I’m fine.” Her voice was raspy, unsteady. Why did he have to push?

“Don’t. Lie.” He bit down again.

A shudder rolled through her as she slightly pushed back into him. “You don’t get to know everything about me,” she whispered.

He just made a hmm sound and stepped back enough so that she could turn to face him. As always, she had to look up. They stared at each other for a long moment. His pale blue eyes were filled with hunger. For her.

Something she was still trying to wrap her head around. She wasn’t sure how long he’d felt this way toward her, but he’d done a good job of hiding it since they’d been friends.

At a faint sound from the doorway she pushed at his chest. He stepped back easily and they turned to find her mother backing out of the kitchen.

“I didn’t mean to interrupt you guys,” she said quickly.

“It’s okay, we should get going anyway,” Nolan said. “My mom is excited to have you guys over.”

Miranda was quiet as the two of them continued talking. She was glad that Nolan had no problem making conversation with her parents. Because right now she was completely lost in her own thoughts and she wasn’t sure if she was capable of carrying on a decent conversation. Not when she wanted to finish what she and Nolan had started, to maybe see if there could be something more between them.

* * *

“I always wondered who would get that ring,” Fallon said with warmth in her voice. “It looks gorgeous on you!”

Miranda felt herself flushing as she looked down at the engagement ring. She hadn’t realized that Nolan had been serious about this being a family ring. Apparently, it had belonged to his grandmother. There was no way he could have gotten it fitted for her though. He couldn’t have been serious about that. Except it fit her perfectly.

Sitting at the table with Fallon—Nolan’s sister—and Samantha and Nora, women recently married to Nolan’s other brothers, she didn’t want to talk about her engagement. Lying to such sweet people felt wrong. “So I hear you’re driving Brad crazy by not marrying him this year,” she said to Fallon.

Rolling her eyes, the pretty redhead leaned back in her chair and picked up her glass of wine. After dinner with everyone in the formal dining room, the four of them had moved into the kitchen to talk. “Just because Samantha and Nora are crazy and need less than a year to plan a wedding, I’m not giving myself that much stress. Besides I want a spring wedding.”

“Maguire didn’t give me a choice.” Samantha shook her head. “That man is ridiculous.”

“Too late now,” Fallon said. “You’re the dummy who married my brother.”

“Hey!” Samantha balled up a napkin and threw it at Fallon’s head.

Laughing lightly, Miranda picked up her own glass of wine and took a sip. Her parents and Nolan’s mom and dad were off looking at a piece of furniture Jackson had made. Nolan, his brothers, and brother-in-law to be, were playing basketball in the driveway like crazy people in the freezing weather. “Is it really true that you shaved the hair off all of their heads?” Miranda asked. Nolan had once told her that Fallon had a mean streak. It was hard to believe looking at the petite, relaxed woman.

“Heck yeah. And let me tell you, they all deserved it. Maguire got his head shaved twice.”

“That’s not all she’s done.” Nora’s voice was dry as she looked at Miranda. “She also shaved their beards when they were crazy enough to grow them out. She’s put itching powder in various clothing and I’m pretty sure she’s set some of their clothes on fire.”

Miranda laughed again. “Remind me never to piss you off.”

“I only do that stuff to my brothers,” Fallon said. “And they’ve done plenty of stuff to me too.”

“Like what?” Miranda knew Nora very well since she worked with Nora at the shop part-time. She knew Fallon because of her friendship with Nolan, but there was still a lot she didn’t know about his younger sister. And she was just getting to know Samantha. When she and Nolan ‘broke up’, would she lose friends? Okay, not thinking about that now.

“Well… They used to scare off any guy I wanted to date. And when I started dating Brad, they roughed him up on the ice.”

“Oh, please. Brad held his own. And I’m sure you made him feel better after.” Nora snickered into her wine as Fallon nodded in agreement.

Sitting here with these women made her wonder how things might have been different if she’d been closer to her sister. There was a six-year age gap between them and while she’d always loved her sister, they’d never been particularly close. She’d always wanted a better relationship with Gloria but by the time Miranda had been old enough, Gloria had lost her husband, been a new mother and gotten addicted to heroin. Her parents had tried to help Gloria but by then it had been too late. Her sister hadn’t wanted any help. Miranda shook those thoughts off. She didn’t want anything to dampen tonight.

When the side door suddenly swung open, Miranda only had eyes for Nolan. He stepped inside with his two brothers and Brad, the four of them sweaty. And Nolan looked good enough to eat.

He came right for her, placing his hands on either side of the table as he leaned down and kissed her. And this wasn’t a simple brushing of his lips over hers. It was deeper and somehow it felt like he was claiming her in front of the others. Which made no sense since his brothers were happily married. But…yeah, that was exactly what he was doing.

When he pulled back he gave her this heated, sexy look she felt straight to her core. “If my sister said anything about me, it’s all a lie,” he said as he stood and headed for the refrigerator.

“She just confirmed that she shaved your head.”

“Oh, that’s very true,” he said, pulling out bottles of water and setting them on the counter. “But I probably deserved it. I think I’d scared the shit out of some guy who wanted to date her.” Stepping toward his sister, he tugged on her ponytail.

Fallon swatted his hand away. “You did deserve it. You did that stupid guy thing where you took him to play hockey and roughed him up.”

“That’s right,” Nolan said. “What a wimp.”

“I remember that jackass,” Maguire chimed in, grabbing one of the water bottles. “I’m surprised he didn’t piss his pants.”

“Brad’s the only one who passed our test,” Jackson added, handing a bottle to the sheriff—Fallon’s fiancé.

As Miranda watched the camaraderie between all of them, something shifted inside her. She wanted to be part of Nolan’s family. She wanted more than she had with him now. And it was clear he wanted more with her. Not to be engaged of course, because that was insane, but…it wasn’t as if he was a ladies’ man. No, he was sort of perfect in every way. And they’d been friends since practically the moment she’d moved to Holly. The thought of getting to be part of his family made her ache inside.

Maybe he’d been holding off with her because of her guardianship of Mateo? Nolan had been so vague when she’d tried to talk to him earlier. She needed to demand an answer. Because she couldn’t deal with not knowing where they stood. Or where they were headed. It was clear they were more than just friends, but she liked things spelled out. For where she was in her life, she needed to know.

And if Nolan wanted more from her, she did too. He was definitely a man worth fighting for. It was just terrifying to think about what would happen if things didn’t work out. He’d become such a huge part of her life. The thought of things going south between them and not working out, carved her up inside.

She hated herself for immediately going negative, but in her experience things didn’t work out. She wasn’t even sure what he saw in her. She was basically a single mom for however long Mateo lived with her. And the truth was, as far as she was concerned he could stay with her forever. Nolan might like to coach youth hockey, but why would he want a ready-made family?

Shaking those thoughts off, she forced herself into the present as Nolan pulled up a chair next to her. “I would pull you into my lap, but I’m all sweaty,” he murmured low enough for her ears only. The others were engaged in a conversation about something Fallon had done to the brothers when they were younger and no one was paying attention to her and Nolan.

Miranda smiled at him because she couldn’t think of a response. It was hard enough to remember her own name since things had shifted between them. She felt as if she didn’t know anything anymore.

Leaning closer, he said, “Do you want to come over to my place for a while after we take your parents home tonight?”

She should say no. She really, really should. Instead, she found herself nodding. It was only so she could talk to him about what was going on between the two of them. Get some answers. Make everything clear. That was the lie she tried to tell herself anyway. Because she was pretty certain once they were alone at his house they were getting naked together.





Chapter 8




“You sure your parents didn’t mind us leaving them?” Nolan asked as he steered out of her driveway.

“Do you really care?” Miranda asked on a laugh.

“Will you judge me if I say no?”

“No.” She slid her phone out of her jacket pocket when it buzzed. She hadn’t talked to Mateo tonight and she missed his voice. Can’t FaceTime tonight, hanging with some girls we met on the slopes.

She blinked. Girls? Wasn’t this supposed to be a church retreat? And he was only eleven. How was he meeting girls? No, this couldn’t happen yet. She had to call Connie right now.

Kidding! Everyone’s tired so we’re watching a movie then crashing. I’ll call you tomorrow.

She pushed out a sigh of relief. Okay, love you.

Love you too.

She quickly shot off a text to her friend Connie and got a positive response that yes, the kids were all in for the night and everyone was watching movies. Connie was one of the chaperones at Mateo and Joey’s cabin so Miranda felt a lot better.

“Everything okay?” Nolan asked.

“Yeah. Mateo was just messing with me about meeting with some girls.”

Nolan snorted. “I give that a few years yet.”

“Me too. Or I hope so. Maybe a decade even. Not that…” She sighed and looked out the window. Sometimes she forgot that he wouldn’t be living with her long-term. “I hope I can convince my sister to move here.”

“Do you think it’s a real possibility?”

“I do.” Bright Christmas lights decorating houses and trees all blurred together as he steered out of her neighborhood. She turned back to him. “The first time I brought it up she loved the idea. And I think she wants some distance from Florida.” Her sister had lived all over the state, from Key West to Destin, moving from city to city with whatever man she’d been with. Eventually she’d started moving north until she got to Holly—and dropped off Mateo.

“I hope she does,” he said quietly.

“So…this is really a family ring?” Miranda asked abruptly. She was getting her answer one way or another.

“It is.”

She paused at the quick, honest response. Well then. “It’s beautiful.” All right, talk about lame. Just spit it out, she ordered herself. Demand he give her answers about what he wanted from her. Exactly what he wanted. But—

“You’re beautiful.”

She shifted against the leather seat of his truck, feeling her cheeks—and other areas—heat up at the compliment.

“And you look incredible tonight,” he continued. “While we were eating dinner, all I could think about was sliding my hand up your dress and—”

She sucked in a breath. “Don’t finish that thought.” Was he trying to give her a heart attack? Nolan didn’t talk to her like this. They talked about their week and the tidbits of town gossip—usually only she contributed to the gossip since he never knew anything—and what was going on down at the center. Not about sex or anything sex related.

“And bring you to orgasm right there.”

She paused, digesting his words as heat flooded through her. “Have you done that to someone before? At your parents’ house?” She squished the jealously that bubbled up at the thought because she really wanted an answer.

“Nope. Never even brought a woman home. But I wanted to do it to you.” His voice was a low growl, sending more spirals of heat curling through her. “I kept wondering if you were wet thinking about me.”

He was all she could think about. “Nolan!”

“And then I started wondering—for about the hundredth time—if you’d be loud when you came. Since I don’t want anyone else hearing you climax, I kept my hand to myself.”

Miranda shifted again in her seat. There was a note of possessiveness in his voice she liked way too much. All traces of a chill were gone as her body heated up. She’d never been so turned on by simple words before.

“Are you wet now?” he asked quietly.

“Maybe you’ll find out later.” Oh, who was she kidding? He was definitely going to find out. She wouldn’t have agreed to go to his place if she hadn’t planned on getting naked with him.

The truck jerked ever so slightly as they came to a stop sign. “Is that right?”

“If you’re lucky.”

“I’d be very lucky if you let me find out. I’m clean, by the way. I haven’t been with anyone since…well before you.”

“You haven’t slept with anyone since we met?” That was at least ten months ago. That made her way happier than it should have. Because she had definitely wondered. More than a few single moms who picked up their kids at the community center hit on Nolan. He’d always been friendly but never flirty with anyone. But she had wondered.

“No. And I know I shouldn’t ask…so I won’t.” His jaw clenched as he turned down his street. She’d been to his house a couple times before but only briefly.

“I haven’t been with anyone either.” When she’d moved to Holly, a relationship had been the last thing on her mind. Then her life had changed so drastically that anything sex related hadn’t been a blip on her radar. “And I’m clean—and on birth control,” she added. She had no idea if sex was really on the menu tonight but she wanted him to know just in case. Of course, she wanted more than sex, but one step at a time.

He made a sort of growling sound but didn’t appear to be able to say anymore. Which just made her smile.

Good. He’d gotten under her skin the last two days and she wanted to be under his. As they pulled into his driveway, all sorts of fears and worries bubbled up but she shoved them back down. For now.

Because she had no responsibilities tonight. She needed to take advantage of that. Even if she did get hurt afterward.

When the passenger door opened she realized they’d already pulled into Nolan’s garage and of course, he was opening her door. Because that was just the way he was. The perfect gentleman. Something she adored about him—and he was like that with everyone. Not just her.

When he took her hand to help her down, butterflies launched inside her. Something was happening tonight. Something in which some or all of her clothes were coming off. She might be ready for this but she was still nervous. The last guy she’d been with…oh, who cared? No one compared to Nolan.

Which was the crux of her problem. He was totally going to ruin her for other guys. Nolan was the whole package. Sweet, real, and impossibly sexy.

As they stepped into his kitchen she stripped off her jacket while he disabled the alarm. She’d barely even set her purse and jacket on the nearest counter when he had her caged against it, both hands on either side of her.

But he wasn’t actually touching her. Just watching her intently. A shiver rolled through her at the hunger in his eyes. Her body instinctively started to arch into him.

“This isn’t casual for me, Miranda. I’ve wanted you since the moment we met.”

Her heart rate kicked up a notch at his words. “I want you too.” It seemed so obvious now that they were alone at his place, but she wanted to make sure he knew. She’d never wanted anyone with this much intensity.

Slowly, he lifted one of his hands and slid his fingers through her hair before cupping the back of her head. “Not letting you go after this week, either,” he murmured, his eyes going all heavy-lidded as he watched her.

His words were everything she wanted to hear. Even if she wasn’t sure she could accept them yet. As she looked at him, she knew she could stare into his eyes all day. She wasn’t sure if she should respond. She hadn’t thought a relationship was on the table for them. She hadn’t even thought she had time for one. But single parents dated all the time. Even though Nolan sounded incredibly possessive, she was afraid to read too much into it. She didn’t want to let him go either. Because this thing with him had her all twisted up inside. She had responsibilities now. She wanted to ask him if he was really ready to be a parent, at least for the time being—but held back. Because if he didn’t answer the way she wanted to hear, she would walk away from tonight.

And she desperately wanted tonight.

“I really want to see you naked soon,” she whispered, even as her cheeks heated up to epic proportions. It had been so long since she’d been with anyone and this wasn’t just anyone, it was Nolan.

He rolled his hips against hers and she let out a gasp at the feel of his thick erection. She loved that his reaction was all for her.

Swallowing hard, she started to lean up on tiptoe. But he crushed his mouth to hers with a hungry intensity she felt all the way to her toes. It was as if he could devour her. Good, because she felt the same. Need surged through her, dancing out to all her nerve endings in one rush of sensation.

She clutched onto his shoulders as he lifted her up onto the counter. She started to wrap her legs around him but he slid his hands up her legs and under her dress, keeping her firmly in place.

She shivered at the feel of his thick, callused fingers sliding over her bare skin. It was impossible not to wonder how it would feel to have one of those thick digits inside her. And she’d definitely wondered more than once—and indulged in multiple fantasies about Nolan.

It was always him in her fantasies. Which was the reason she’d used his name when making up a fiancé. Because even if she hadn’t wanted to admit it to herself, he was the man she wanted to be with.

When he started nibbling along her jaw, she arched her neck slightly, giving him all the access he wanted. She was desperate to feel his mouth all over her—and to do the same to him.

As he reached her earlobe and bit down, she grasped at the hem of his sweater and tugged upward. It was time to get undressed.

He pulled back only a fraction so he could strip his sweater and T-shirt off. She drank in the sight of his bared abs, sucking in a little breath at the hard lines and striations of his toned body. In her kitchen, she hadn’t wanted to stare too hard but now she could look all she wanted. Look and touch. The man was incredible, as if he’d been cut right from stone. She knew it was because of his job and all the hockey he played.

“Keep looking at me like that and we’re doing this right on the kitchen floor.” A growled promise.

More heat rushed between her legs as her nipples tightened against her bra cups. That didn’t sound like a bad thing at all. She dragged her gaze to meet his, her heart rate out of control. “Promise?”

Another growl followed before he reached underneath her dress. “Lift up.”

Without pause she lifted her hips—and he slid her lacy black panties down her legs and over her boots. Then he slowly unzipped one boot, then the next, before taking them off as well.

His hands were unsteady as he undressed her and she was glad he was feeling this as much as she was. Her breathing was erratic as she watched him, still trying to wrap her head around the fact that Nolan O’Connor was taking off her clothes. With every touch, every item he removed, little tingles erupted all over her body. Her body was practically aching with the need to feel him skin to skin.

They were most definitely about to have sex. She wondered if he would be big all over—and her inner muscles tightened at that thought.

“I want to see more of you.” Her words came out breathy, if a little demanding. They were clearly doing this and she was done with patience.

His lips kicked up into a half-smile that was all wicked. “You will. First…” Taking her by surprise, he shoved her dress up to her waist so that she was completely exposed. The feel of the countertop on her bare skin chilled her, but one look from him and warmth spread throughout her like a slow-moving volcano, bathing all her nerve endings. The tingling and aching were out of control now.

He covered her mouth with his in the sweetest, gentlest kiss, his tongue stroking over hers in little flicks that had her crawling out of her skin. He pulled back suddenly, the abruptness of it making her suck in a breath. He couldn’t mean to stop now.

“What are you—”

She sucked in a breath when he knelt down—and lifted one of her legs over his shoulder. Oh, hell.

He didn’t say a word, just zeroed in on her clit with a single-minded determination.

“Oh…” She jerked against that first erotic kiss, sliding her fingers through his dark hair as his tongue teased against her folds. “Nolan,” she moaned out his name at the pleasure he was giving her. The pleasure she’d only fantasized about.

Grabbing her other leg, he settled it over his other shoulder. The position opened her up more to his teasing and she sucked in a breath as he slid his tongue deeper inside her.

Her inner walls tightened, feeling empty, but for now, this was incredible. The man had a hidden wicked side and that mouth… Instinctively she rolled her hips into his kisses. She’d forgotten what this was like, though this, with Nolan, was like nothing she’d ever experienced. Everything else paled in comparison.

He placed his hands on her inner thighs when she tried to squeeze them tighter. There was no give to him either. He kept her legs firmly open as he teased her over and over, but was still ignoring her clit.

After that first teasing lick, he’d been avoiding kissing her there, just skating near the sensitive bundle of nerves and it was driving her crazy. Which he no doubt knew.

“Love your taste,” he murmured against her slickness, making her jerk again.

How could he talk? Breathing erratically, she dug her fingers into his head as he oh-so-slowly teased his tongue up her folds before finally reaching her clit again. All the muscles in her abdomen were pulled taut at the sensory overload.

“Yes,” she rasped out as he flicked his tongue over the little bundle of nerves. “Right there.”

He increased his pressure even as he removed one of his hands from her thigh and slid a finger inside her. She clenched around him, wanting so much more. It wouldn’t take much to push her over the edge. And she felt as if she was on exactly that, a ledge, ready to plunge into pure pleasure. She was so close.

He groaned against her. “So damn wet.” His words were a little muffled but she understood him fine.

Yes, she was wet. Beyond wet. And ready to feel him sliding inside her. Thrusting. “Want more than your finger.” She didn’t care if she sounded as desperate as she felt. She was ready to crawl right out of her skin and all she could think about was coming.

He made a sort of laughing sound against her folds, the vibration adding to her pleasure. “So impatient.”

She dug her fingers against him even harder. Yeah, she was impatient. And needy.

To her surprise, he suddenly stood. Before she had a chance to react, he lifted her off the counter so that she had to wrap her legs around him. Then his mouth was on hers, his tongue teasing hers the same way he’d been teasing between her legs moments before.

It was strange and sexy to taste herself on him. She was vaguely aware of them moving through his house as she clung to him. At the sound of a door shutting, she pulled back slightly to see they were in a dimly lit bedroom.

Before she’d processed any of her surroundings, she found herself flat on her back in the middle of his king-sized bed. Exactly where she wanted to be. He quickly divested of his boots and socks, leaving him in just his pants. Which was still too much clothing as far as she was concerned. She wanted to see and touch all of him.

Nolan stared down at Miranda, her dress pushed up to her hips, her slick folds bared to him. He wanted nothing more than to strip fully but he knew if he lost the last barrier between them, he’d be inside her.

Which he wanted more than his next breath. But first she was getting off. He was going to taste her coming against his mouth as she called out his name. He’d been thinking about it for ten months and it was going to become a reality right now.

Taking him by surprise, she pulled her dress fully up over her head so that she was now wearing only a bra. He blinked once and when she reached behind her back, he was on the bed and on her in a second.

“I get to do that.” He barely recognized the low tone of his voice. But he felt absolutely possessed with the need to do this. To strip her and claim her.

And that was what this was. She was his. They’d been building up to this for a long damn time. Even if she didn’t realize it. There would be no going back to just friends for them after this. Hell, she already had his ring on her finger. And he didn’t want it coming off—something he wasn’t going to think about now.

She buried her face against his neck, dropping little kisses along his jaw as he reached behind her. He quickly unfastened the sexy scrap of black material covering the breasts he’d been fantasizing about for the better part of ten months. In the summer time, she’d worn little summer dresses that had just fueled his imagination and driven him crazy.

Now…he drew the straps down her arms as he leaned back to look at her. Even with the faint light streaming in from the outside Christmas lights, he couldn’t see nearly enough. This was something he’d spent a lot of damn time fantasizing about and he wanted to remember every detail of their first time. So he leaned over and flipped on the lamp on his nightstand.

Her breasts rose and fell with her erratic breaths as he settled back on top of her. “Brown nipples,” he murmured, palming one of her mounds. Not too big, not too small. Perfect. Like her.

She arched into his hold, her eyes going heavy-lidded as he started teasing one nipple. Rolling it between his thumb and forefinger, he watched as it grew to a rock-hard point.

“You’re making me crazy,” she whispered, sliding her hands around him until she cupped his ass.

Yeah, well, the feeling was mutual. She’d been making him crazy since February. “I’m going to kiss every inch of you later. But first…” Shifting slightly, he slid down the length of her lean body. It was time to finish what he’d started. He couldn’t wait to taste her again.

“Nolan—”

He kept his voice pitched low as he said, “That’s what I want to hear when you’re coming.”

She sucked in a sharp breath, making him smile. He’d loved getting reactions out of her the past few days, loved getting her to blush. And now he was going to love making her come.

Gently, he ran a finger along the length of her folds. She was so damn wet. Knowing he was the reason for it had his cock kicking against his pants. Soon enough he’d get to slide inside her, but he was going to enjoy this first.

Instead of using his mouth right away, he rubbed his thumb over her clit. She lifted her hips, gasping slightly. So he increased his pressure and slid a finger inside her.

Her inner muscles clenched around him even as he added another. “So tight.”

As her breathing grew more erratic, he pulled his fingers out—then slid them back in. Her inner muscles started clenching around him, tighter and tighter with each thrust.

His dick kicked against his pants again, but too damn bad. For now.

When her hips lifted off the bed he knew she was close. Covering her clit with his mouth, he began stroking with an intense pressure.

“Nolan!” She grasped onto his head as he continued teasing her.

She had to be close. He could feel it in the way her inner walls tightened faster and faster and how her thighs trembled against his head.

He felt the moment her climax hit. She cried out his name again, her fingers clutching onto his head as she writhed underneath him. When he was certain it was too much for her, he lifted his head, but kept his fingers buried inside her. He felt the aftershocks of her orgasm as her inner walls continued to flutter around him.

Keeping his hand exactly where it was, he moved up the length of her body and felt fucking proud at the half-smile that played across her slightly dazed face. “That was incredible,” she murmured, reaching for him.

God, if he could put that look on her face every day she’d never want to walk away from him. Before he could kiss her, she surprised him, by pushing at his shoulder.

“Now it’s my turn,” she said, sitting up. “On your back.”

Oh, hell. He preferred to be on top and in control during sex, but this was hot. And the truth was, he couldn’t say no to her. Doing as she ordered, he stretched out onto his back and let her tug his pants and boxer briefs off.

When she climbed on top of him, sliding down until her slick folds ran over the length of his hard cock, he forgot to breathe.

“You’re incredible,” he murmured, sliding his hands up her hips, over her waist and only stopping when he reached her breasts. Palming them, he shuddered at the feel of them. If he died right now, it would almost be a perfect life. Because first he wanted to experience all of Miranda. Who was he kidding? He wanted to have kids with her, to grow old with her, to do the whole white picket fence thing. This woman was it for him. Something he’d known for a long damn time. And things had finally shifted between them.

Smiling, she slid her hands up over the taut muscles of his stomach and chest. “Right back at you. I can’t get enough of touching you.”

When she moved up to touch more of him, her body shifted, centering her pussy right over the head of his cock. For a moment, he couldn’t breathe—and when she rolled her hips and thrust down onto him, yep, he knew what heaven was.

His balls pulled up tight as she started riding him, her dark hair falling around her breasts as she moved. She was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. And for all his dirty talk, right now, he couldn’t find his voice.

All he could do was hold onto her hips as she rode him. He strained with the need to hold back, to stay inside her as long as possible.

Her own breathing was shallow, uneven, matching his. Reaching between their bodies, he strummed her clit with his thumb again and she nearly jolted right off him. Hell yeah. The woman was so damn reactive and he planned to learn everything that made her tick, everything that she loved. Bringing her pleasure could easily become his favorite pastime.

Instinct took over—and he had her flat on her back under him in seconds. Next time he’d let her be on top. And there would definitely be a next time.

She wrapped around him as he began thrusting inside her, stroking her fingers all over him. The feel of her hands on him was proving too much for his control. He’d fantasized about this but the reality eclipsed anything his mind had conjured up.

So he teased her clit again, desperately wanting to feel her coming around him before he found his own release.

She dug her fingers into his back as she cried out his name—and started climaxing again. He lost all control at the sensation of her clenching around his cock. It was simply too much.

“Miranda,” he cried out as he began coming inside her in hard, long strokes.

In that moment, the world boiled down to the two of them and nothing else. Him, her, and so much pleasure his brain was barely functioning. She completely owned him.

Eventually, as they both returned to reality, he took his time kissing along her jaw, that sweet spot behind her ear and finally he claimed her mouth again. He loved her taste, the way she came, the sweet way she moaned his name. He loved everything about her.

She arched into him, her breasts rubbing against his chest as she plastered herself to him. He never wanted to stop kissing her. Never wanted to let her go.

After tonight, he wasn’t walking away.





Chapter 9




Miranda rolled over at the sound of her cell phone ringing…somewhere. She could hear it, but couldn’t remember where it had landed. After that first round in his bed, Nolan had gone back for most of her clothes from the kitchen and deposited everything in his room.

“You don’t need to get that.” Nolan wrapped an arm around her from behind, pressing his naked chest up against her bare back.

For a moment, she pushed up against him, wiggling her ass over his growing erection. What she would give to just stay right here for the rest of the night, but she recognized the ringtone.

Groaning, she said, “It’s my mom. I just want to make sure there’s not an emergency.” She doubted there was, but she had to answer just to be sure.

“It’s almost two in the morning,” Nolan murmured. But he released her all the same.

The early hour did concern her. By the time she found her phone buried under the dress Nolan had draped on a chair, the ringing had ended. So she called her mom back.

“Miranda?” There was a somber tone in her mom’s voice she’d never heard before.

Ice instantly slid through her veins. “Is it Mateo?” In hindsight that was a stupid question because if something had happened to him, she would have been called. Not her mother. But Mateo was always her concern.

“No.” There was a long pause, then a rustling sound.

To her surprise, her father came on the line. “Your mom can’t talk… It’s your sister.”

She listened in stunned silence as her father told her that her sister had left the rehab center last night and no one had even known she’d been missing until her body had been discovered in a pay-by-the-hour motel by a cleaning woman. She’d overdosed on heroin. Her partner, the man she’d met at the rehab place, wasn’t dead, but he’d overdosed as well and was barely hanging on. The police had found some paperwork in Gloria’s duffel bag linking her back to the rehab center—and that was how they’d ended up figuring out who she was.

Eventually Miranda must have said some words to her dad and conveyed that she’d be home as soon as possible. But she didn’t remember ending the call.

Now, sitting on the edge of Nolan’s bed, Miranda stared at her silent phone as she tried to digest everything her father had just told her.

“Talk to me, sweetheart,” Nolan said. Sometime in the last couple minutes he’d draped a blanket around her, but she still felt chilled.

Gloria was dead. Because of the shitty decisions she’d made in life.

Miranda wanted to be surprised, but deep down she’d wondered if her sister would ever get off drugs. Apparently, the habit had been too hard to kick, even with Mateo to motivate her.

Miranda mourned the girl who’d been her older sister, the girl who’d had so much damn promise, the girl who’d gotten straight A’s and a scholarship to the University of Miami. That girl wasn’t the one who’d killed herself with drugs. No, that girl had turned into a woman who simply couldn’t handle life, couldn’t handle becoming a mother so young when her husband had been killed in a warzone. The woman Gloria had become wasn’t the sister Miranda had grown up with, had looked up to, had one day hoped to actually be friends with. She’d become a shadow of her former self, a woman who put her own needs before her son’s. Right up to the end.

Miranda couldn’t understand how Gloria could have left rehab when she had a wonderful son waiting for her to get sober. But addiction was a terrible thing. And no amount of logic could get someone clean. Not until they’d hit rock bottom. And Gloria had never gotten to that point. Apparently, life had just been too much to bear.

“My sister overdosed,” she rasped out, pulling the blanket tighter around her shoulders. “She left the center with that patient she’d become friends with. That man. I…don’t even know his name. My dad said when the police found them, she was dead and the guy is in a coma. They got a bad batch of heroin.” Which sounded stupid, because how could heroin be considered good. “It’s not just them. About half a dozen other…junkies died too.” Her throat tightened as emotions swelled inside her. She wasn’t sure how she was going to tell Mateo. He loved his mother—though he’d been honest with Miranda about living with her. He’d been happy to get distance from Gloria. Still, this was his mother and it would break his heart. Tears streamed down her cheeks but she couldn’t find the energy to wipe them away.

Nolan made a low sound and pulled her into a hug and she couldn’t return it. Instead she buried her face against his chest but her limbs were numb, just refusing to cooperate. After a long moment, she pulled back and let the blanket drop. She had to get dressed and get out of there. There was too much to do and her parents would need her help. They would need her to be strong. “I need you to take me home.”

Nodding, he stood. “Okay, let me pack a bag first.”

“Why?” she asked as she stood and started gathering her clothing from the floor. She wasn’t sure where her panties were, but she slipped her dress on over her head. Her jacket was in the kitchen along with her purse.

“What do you mean why?”

As she sat on the bed to put her boots on, it took her a moment to realize what he meant. It was difficult to even focus on a conversation. “Oh…you don’t have to come with me. I’ll go with my parents to identify…” She didn’t want to finish that sentence. Couldn’t.

His frown deepened as he opened his closet door. “I’m going with you. The drive will take a couple hours and none of you need to be operating a vehicle right now.” There was no give in his voice.

But she didn’t want to hear it. She just wanted to be away from him. She needed to be able to think and deal with her parents without him around. Her sister had died a junkie and…it was embarrassing. Nolan’s family was freaking perfect. She didn’t want to drag him into this with her. She wanted space to grieve, to be alone. “You’re not my fiancé. You’re not even my boyfriend. We just had sex. You’re a friend doing me a favor. You don’t need to come with us to this.”

She knew her words were harsh but at the moment she didn’t care. All she could think about was her sister lying dead in some crappy motel with a man she’d barely known. Some guy who’d likely made all sorts of promises to Gloria. And her sister, like always, had fallen into that same cycle. After her husband had died Gloria had simply been looking for someone to replace what she’d had.

Miranda simply couldn’t understand why her sister had done this to herself. Why she couldn’t have kicked her habit. Hell, she’d never understand why Gloria had become addicted in the first place. Part of her could, but the part that loved Mateo could never, ever comprehend choosing drugs over your own child.

“You’re grieving right now,” he said softly. “And I’m going.” Again with the steel in his voice.

Miranda turned away from him and slid her boots on. She wasn’t arguing with him now. She would just get dressed, get him to take her home, and then convince him to leave. She did not want him coming with her and her parents to identify her sister’s body. There was going to be so much to deal with in the next day or two and he didn’t need to be there for any of it. He certainly didn’t need to see how dysfunctional her family was. He’d see it her way soon enough.

She refused to let him win this argument.





Chapter 10




Nolan knocked on Miranda’s front door, and a few moments later it swung open. He wasn’t surprised when she frowned at him. When he’d dropped her off a few hours ago she’d told him to leave. So he had. For a while. But he’d had every intention of coming back. So here he was, ready for her to argue with him, and prepared to stay with her no matter what.

“What are you doing here?” she demanded, eying the box of pastries he held in one hand before giving the tray of cups of coffee an equally confused look.

God, she was barely hanging on. Her eyes were red and she looked so damn lost it carved him up. Nope, he wasn’t letting her handle any of this alone. She was his to take care of. If she wanted to take out her anger on him, so be it. He’d gladly be a punching bag for her.

He stepped inside, basically pushing past her and not caring if he was being kind of a jackass. She needed him now even if she couldn’t admit it. Her mom appeared in the foyer a moment later, her eyes red and swollen.

“I brought some breakfast and coffee for everyone,” he said quietly to her. “And I know you’re going to be getting on the road soon. It will be easier for everyone to ride in my truck, and I’ll feel safer if none of you were driving right now.” It was clear Miranda wanted to argue with him, but her mom teared up and nodded.

“Thank you. With all that ice out on the roads, we were unsure about making the drive.” Her voice cracked on the last word. But then she continued. “We need to call Mateo.”

Miranda turned then, her expression tightening. “No. It will take time to get… Gloria back to Holly.” Miranda swallowed hard then cleared her throat clearly fighting off tears. He wanted to pull her into his arms so badly but her spine was ramrod straight. He knew she was trying to keep it together and he didn’t want to be the reason she broke. “And it will be a small service. By the time we get all of that settled, Mateo will be back. He finally has some normalcy in his life. He’s having fun. I’m not taking that away from him.”

Miranda had told Nolan earlier that they were going to do the service in Holly since all her family was here anyway and Gloria was being cremated, not buried. It would be easier on Mateo to have a simple service here instead of dragging him to Florida.

“But, he needs to know—”

“This is not up for discussion. I love you, Mom. But I am Mateo’s guardian now—and apparently forever. This is my decision to make and it’s settled. A couple days won’t make a difference. Let him enjoy the last couple days of the first damn trip with friends he’s ever had.” There was a wealth of anger and bitterness in Miranda’s words and Nolan knew it was due to years of buried anger. At her sister and probably her mom.

To Nolan’s surprise, Miranda’s mom simply nodded. “You’re right. Of course, you’re right. Let me get your dad. We’ll be ready to go soon,” she added to Nolan.

He simply nodded and headed for the kitchen to set out the coffee and food. The drive to the nearby town was only a few hours away but he wanted everyone fed before they left. It might not seem like it mattered now and they might not be hungry, but it would help everyone get through the day.

“You didn’t have to do this.” Miranda’s voice was accusing as she followed him.

He turned to find her sitting down at her kitchen table, that lost expression firmly in place as she stared at the open box of pastries before her.

“I know. Eat something. You need food before we leave.” He set a plate and fork in front of her before returning to grab two more for her parents.

“I don’t want you here,” she said, even as she cut into the fluffy cinnamon roll.

He could take her words personally but he’d grieved over the loss of too many friends overseas. He understood what she was trying to do. “I know. But I’m here all the same. You’re not going through this alone.” And that was that. “You’re mine to take care of,” he added in case there was any confusion.

She made a sort of strangled sound, then focused all her attention on her food. People handled stress in different ways. He understood that. And if she thought she could push him away by being prickly, she’d soon find out how wrong she was.

He wasn’t walking away from her, from them. Not now. Not ever.





Chapter 11




Miranda felt as if she was walking around in a cloud. Her head was fuzzy and while she knew she had things to do, she couldn’t even think of what they were. After IDing her sister’s body, she’d thought that would be that. Turned out the medical examiner still had to release it after the official autopsy. The ME said they should be able to collect her sister tomorrow. She was still trying to come to terms with seeing her sister’s body like that. One day she knew she would, but it wouldn’t be anytime soon.

Soon she had to…hell, what did she need to do? Miranda closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the headrest in the front passenger seat of Nolan’s truck. Her parents were asleep in the back as they returned to Holly. They’d talked about getting hotel rooms there, but the drive wasn’t that far and no one had wanted to stay.

“I called one of the local funeral homes and they’ll be able to handle the cremation.” Nolan’s quiet voice seemed overly loud in the truck.

Her eyes snapped open. Staring out at the darkness in front of them, his headlights and the stars above were the only illumination on the quiet, two-lane road. “When did you do that?” she asked, then realized of course, he’d done it when she and her parents had been IDing her sister’s body. “Oh, never mind.”

“I also called into work for you. You’re off for the next week. You’ll have your hands full with Mateo and arrangements so don’t argue.” His voice was calm, steady, just like the man himself.

Man, she was lucky he’d been with them today. She might not have wanted him here initially but none of them were in the right state of mind to be driving and he’d been a rock for all of them. Now she felt bad for pushing him away earlier. “Thank you.”

He gave her a sideways look, likely surprised at the words.

She inwardly winced. “I’ve been kind of a jerk to you all day.”

“No, you haven’t.” Reaching out, he took her hand in his.

Without thinking, she slid her fingers into his. “Well I haven’t been nice.”

“You’re allowed to be however you want, for as long as you want.”

Her throat tightened at his words. “Thank you.”

“You never have to thank me for taking care of you.”

She knew that, but she was going to all the same.

He cleared his throat. “I’ve also talked to my mom—she and my sisters-in-law have all cooked a bunch of casseroles for you to freeze. This way you won’t have to deal with cooking for the next couple weeks and you and Mateo will be able to just be.”

She didn’t know what to do with that. Any of it. Since moving to Holly she’d learned that baking and cooking was what people did during a crisis. She hadn’t expected anything from anyone though. Blinking away tears, she said, “I don’t know how I’m going to tell him.”

“I’ll be with you if you’d like.”

She nodded once. Even if she’d tried to push Nolan away earlier, it was clear he wasn’t going anywhere—and she was glad. Leaning on him wasn’t such a bad thing. She trusted him beyond measure. “Thank you.”

He squeezed her hand once. “Get some rest if you can. It’ll be another hour.”

“I can’t sleep.”

“I understand that.”

“Can I ask you something?”

“Anything.”

“I know you lost friends overseas.” He’d told her that he’d lost too many. And that even one was too many. She’d never pressed for details, had just listened when he’d talked to her. “How…do you deal with that?”

He was silent for a long moment. “This isn’t a flip answer, but the truth is, it’s just dealing with it one day at a time. When I got out of the Marines I tried talking to a shrink. It didn’t work—but I know it does for other people. It just wasn’t for me. But I did keep in touch with some of the guys from my unit. Twice a year we get together and just catch up. I don’t know, it just helps dealing with everything. Seeing that some of us made it home and are living normal lives. And I’m not saying you should do anything, but… I don’t think it would hurt to look into a family support group for Narcotics Anonymous. Because I don’t think you ever dealt with your sister’s addiction.”

Miranda swallowed hard and glanced over her shoulder. Her parents were still asleep, something she was grateful for. “When did you get to be so wise?”

He snorted softly.

Sighing, she leaned back against the headrest again and closed her eyes. She didn’t think she’d be able to sleep but the next time she opened her eyes, Nolan was pulling into her driveway and was talking softly to her parents, who were now awake.

Blinking, she tried to stifle a yawn and failed as he put his truck in park. Before she could move, he’d plucked her purse up and grabbed her house keys. Then, moving with incredible efficiency he was out of his seat and helping her parents out of the back. And in that moment, she realized how frail they both seemed.

Her sister’s death was definitely taking a toll on them. For years her mom had been in denial about Gloria’s problem. Then when her mom had finally accepted it… Miranda had seen a change. But now, she could only imagine how much her parents were hurting. And she and Mateo were the only family they had left. Hell, her parents and Mateo were her only living family.

Sliding from the truck, Miranda shivered as an icy wind rolled over her. She’d been so warm in Nolan’s truck, it had been easy to forget how cold it was outside. It seemed so surreal that Gloria was gone. The shock kept blindsiding her.

“I’m going to get some food out for everyone and turn up the heat,” she said quietly to Nolan as her parents headed up the front walk.

He nodded and went to grab the bags. She didn’t even have to ask him, he just did what needed to be done. Which was incredibly nice.

Inside, she wrapped her arm around her mom’s shoulders. “I know you’re probably not hungry but I think you guys should eat something.” Miranda wasn’t hungry either, but was going to eat too. “It’ll help you sleep.” And they would likely have to return to pick up Gloria’s body tomorrow to…deal with everything. Despite the three-hour drive back tonight, Miranda was glad they hadn’t stayed in some crappy, bland hotel instead of coming back to her place.

“Okay.” Her mom squeezed her once gently before settling in at the table with her dad.

After filling two bowls with leftover ziti, she covered them and put them in the microwave. Then she headed to the guest bedroom to turn on a heated blanket for her parents. They weren’t used to the cold and even though she was turning the heat up, she still wanted to make sure they were okay. When she passed by her bedroom she found Nolan inside, his duffel bag on the bench at the foot of her queen-sized bed.

He had a middle drawer open. “My panties are in the top left drawer,” she murmured, surprised she even had the energy to joke.

He let out a startled laugh and looked over his shoulder. “I’m finding your pajamas—though I’ve always fantasized that you sleep naked.”

Laughing lightly, she sat on the bench. “Bottom left drawer. Are you planning on staying over?” It was a dumb question since his bag was here but she wanted an answer.

“Yep.”

“You’re kind of a bulldozer.” He’d just pushed his way into today and taken over.

He paused once before pulling out a long-sleeved blue pajama set with little pink hearts all over them. “I know. I could see you were struggling, so I took over. Have I overstepped my bounds?”

“No. I’m not complaining. Not now, anyway. I…thank you, Nolan. Seriously, for everything you’ve done. You’ve gone above and beyond what a friend needs to do.” They might be more than friends but…she couldn’t deal with anything else right now. Not tonight.

Kneeling in front of her, he took her hands in his. “We’re more than friends. I love you, Miranda.” When she sucked in a sharp breath, he continued. “I don’t need you to say anything. But I’m not holding back anymore. So, just so you know, I do. And that’s not changing.”

For the first time in her life she couldn’t find her voice. Absolutely couldn’t find it. He seemed fine though since he kissed her forehead then stood, saying something about checking on her parents and…something else. She wasn’t sure what.

He loved her? What the hell? How could he tell her that right now? She couldn’t deal with that tonight. She couldn’t deal with anything. Definitely not declarations of love.

He also murmured something about her taking a shower if she wanted. Since she didn’t have the energy to head back to the kitchen and make any sort of small talk, she did just that. And when she stepped back into her bedroom, clean and warm in her pajamas, she was still alone so she slipped into bed and pulled the covers over her.

In the morning, she would have to deal with everything, but for now she was going to try to get some real sleep. And ignore the fact that Nolan had told her he loved her.

* * *

Nolan slid into the bed behind Miranda and wrapped his arm around her. She’d passed out quickly and he’d decided not to wake her up even though he thought she should eat. It was only about eleven, and her parents were fast asleep as well. His own mother had dropped off a bunch of casseroles about an hour ago so he put them in Miranda’s freezer except for one.

She shifted slightly, turning over in her sleep. When she buried her face against his chest, he realized that she wasn’t actually asleep. It heartened him that she reached for him.

“Your parents went to bed about an hour ago,” he murmured.

“I felt bad not going back out there, but I didn’t have the energy.” Her voice was slightly muffled against his chest.

He tightened his grip around her, liking the way she felt against him. If he had his way, they would fall asleep like this every night. But with less clothing. “They understood.”

She was silent for a long moment then said, “I feel like I should have seen this coming.”

“You can’t predict the future.” Gently, he rubbed a hand down her spine. She’d changed into the pajamas he’d laid out for her.

“But she’d been so weird on the phone the last time we’d talked. Maybe if I’d said something or reached out to someone at the rehab center, I don’t know. I just feel like I should have known.”

“No matter what you would have done, she was a grown woman and she made her own decisions.”

Miranda sniffled slightly but nodded against his chest. “I know.” Another pause. “Mateo should be back by Friday. Do you think I should tell him before?”

“No. You made the right decision. He deserves to enjoy his trip. And there’s no way he’s going to find out ahead of time. Only my family knows and no one will be posting anything on social media.”

“I’m just worried he’ll be upset if he finds out I waited to tell him.”

“You’re protecting him. It’s what parents do.” When he’d fallen for her, he hadn’t realized that Mateo would be a long-term part of her life but he had known it was a possibility. Now she had a lot more to deal with and he wanted to be there every step of the way. For her and Mateo.

“Yeah.” She sighed and wrapped her arm and leg around him, shifting even closer.

It was hard to hide his erection but she was clearly choosing to ignore it. Good. Now wasn’t the time for sex. But if she was in his arms like this…well, he was going to be hard.

It wasn’t long before her breathing evened out and she finally fell asleep. He continued rubbing her back, trying to soothe her the best way he knew how.

It bothered him that she hadn’t responded when he’d told her that he loved her, but he’d told her because he’d wanted her to know that no matter what, he wasn’t walking away.





Chapter 12




One week later




Standing in the parking lot of a small local Catholic church with her parents and Mateo, Miranda hugged her mom, then her dad before stepping back. The service for her sister had been small, but the entire O’Connor family had come. Which, if she thought about it too much, was going to make her burst into tears again. Nolan’s entire family had treated her as if she was one of their own and she was human enough to admit that she’d needed the extra support. Right now, Nolan was standing by the back of his truck, talking to one of his brothers and giving her and her family privacy. Most of his family had left by now but he was her and Mateo’s ride.

“Are you sure you won’t stay through Christmas?” she asked her parents, wrapping her arm around Mateo’s shoulders. He’d cried when she’d told him about his mom, but he’d been holding up surprisingly well. But she was waiting for the other shoe to drop, for it to finally set in. Nolan’s mom had told Miranda that kids often handled things better than adults, but Miranda wasn’t so sure.

Sniffling, her mom nodded and reached out to pat Mateo’s cheek once. “We’re sure. Your father and I need to process everything at home. And… I think you two need to get back into a routine.”

Okay, that was unexpectedly insightful. An invisible band of tension around Miranda’s chest loosened. Because while she loved her parents, right now she did want to get back into a routine with Mateo. He was dealing with a lot and she wanted to be there for him.

“But I promise to call you every night,” she said to Mateo, her eyes filling with tears.

“I love you, Nana,” Mateo said quietly, giving her a small smile.

“I love you too.” Her mom hugged Mateo before her dad hugged him again. “We left presents under your tree this morning,” her mom added as she stepped back.

Her parents had packed up their car this morning before the service. They’d be taking Gloria’s ashes as well, which had been fine with Mateo. They’d decided that sometime next year she and Mateo would come down to Florida and they’d spread Gloria’s ashes in the ocean.

“Thank you,” Miranda said. “Text or call me when you reach a stopping point?”

“We will,” her dad said.

Once they were in the car and had pulled out of the parking lot, Miranda turned to Mateo and pulled him into a hug. He was getting so big but right now he felt small and fragile. “I’m so sorry about your mom.”

He buried his face against her shoulder, silently crying. “I think…it was always going to happen. Now or later,” he said quietly.

Miranda had no idea what to say to that. The kid was eleven. “She loved you. I hope you know that.”

Pulling back, he nodded and brushed away his tears. “I do know. Can I ask you something?”

“Anything.”

“I heard Nana say something to Mrs. O’Connor about you and Nolan…being engaged? And sometimes you wear a ring.”

“Ah…” She had on her gloves now but she had indeed been wearing the ring on and off. Mateo had only been home a couple days so she’d been trying to avoid wearing it around him. She hadn’t thought he’d notice anyway but she should have known. He’d grown up having to be aware of everything around him. “Well, Nana thinks Nolan and I are engaged.”

For the first time since he’d gotten back to Holly, Mateo laughed lightly. “Did you lie to her?”

“Lying is wrong…and yes, I did. There’s no excuse for why I did though.”

He snorted now. “I can figure out why you lied. And dude, I know lying is wrong.” He rolled his eyes at that, as if she was ridiculous.

Which made her heart swell. She loved this kid so damn much.

Before she could respond, he continued. “If you guys were engaged, I’d be cool with it. Just so you know.”

“Good to know.” That was something she’d think about later, not today of all days. She pulled him into another hug and kissed the top of his head.

“You guys hungry?” Nolan asked, stepping up to them.

She hadn’t even heard him approach, but she saw Maguire driving off, leaving just the three of them in the parking lot. The branches of the oak trees in the park bordering the lot rustled with the wind. She shivered as the icy breeze blew over them. When she did, Nolan slipped off his wool coat—even though she had on a jacket over her black dress—and slid it around her shoulders. He looked so formal and handsome in his black suit and she wanted to bury her face against his chest.

“I’m actually starving,” Mateo said. “Maybe we could get pancakes?”

“And bacon,” Miranda added.

“Definitely bacon.”

“You two and breakfast foods,” Nolan said, shaking his head, a smile tugging at his kissable mouth.

“Breakfast is the best of all the meals.” Miranda wrapped an arm around Mateo as they headed to Nolan’s truck. She and Mateo ate breakfast for dinner all the time. When he’d come to live with her, he hadn’t been used to getting regular meals and he’d been a little obsessed with breakfast foods in general. So she’d started making those types of meals for him. And now they went out for pancakes at least once a week. It was their ‘Miranda and Mateo’ date as he called it.

“I don’t really want to go back to the house after we eat…do you think it would be okay if we went to see a movie or something?” Mateo asked as they all buckled in.

“Yeah, after Nolan drops us off—”

“Do you want to come, Nolan?”

He shot her a sideways glance and nodded. “Yeah, I’d love to.”

“Good. I’m gonna see if Joey can come too.” Mateo settled in the back and pulled out his cell phone, likely to text with his best friend. Joey and Connie had come to the service too, something Miranda was grateful for. Mateo had needed a friend his own age there.

“You okay with me going?” Nolan murmured.

With the heat blowing and the radio on low she wasn’t sure if Mateo could hear, or was even paying attention, but she was surprised by the question. “Of course.” Nolan had been a rock the past week. He’d been there for both of them, just taking over stuff without her needing to ask. Taking care of things—like making sure they had enough food at the house—she hadn’t even thought of.

She wondered if she’d been leaning on him too much—maybe the reason he’d asked was because he didn’t want to go. Or just needed some space? She was worried that after all the time they’d been spending together he was feeling smothered. She wouldn’t blame him if he did. He hadn’t signed on for all this. And she’d been a mess this past week.

Sighing, she took her gloves off as he pulled out of the parking lot. The sun glinted off the sparkly diamonds and she realized that after today there was no need to pretend anymore.

Nolan had told her he’d loved her once but he hadn’t said it again. Granted, neither had she. Saying the words out loud was a little terrifying. At the moment he’d said it, she believed that he’d meant it, but this past week it was almost as if he’d been pulling away. She didn’t want him to feel some weird obligation where she was concerned. Now that he’d spent a week with her pretty much nonstop and saw how her life was as a parent, maybe…she shook the thoughts off.

As soon as they were alone she would talk to him. And give him his ring back. It was time for things to go back to normal. Or as normal as they could.

* * *

Nolan turned at the sound of soft footsteps as he shut the refrigerator door. It was a little past nine and he wasn’t sure if he should leave or not. The past few days he’d been staying at his own place, what with Mateo being back in town and her parents staying in the guest room. While he hated being separated from Miranda, it was just one of those things. Now that her parents were gone…he still wouldn’t stay over. At least not until morning. Not with Mateo here.

And Nolan and Miranda hadn’t been intimate. Just a few kisses here and there. He hadn’t wanted to push her for anything when she’d been dealing with so much.

“Hey, he’s asleep,” Miranda said, stepping inside.

“You want a glass of wine?”

“Yes, please.” She leaned against one of the counters as he pulled down a glass. “Thank you for all you’ve done, Nolan.” When he turned to look at her, he found her looking down at her hand and sliding the engagement ring off her finger.

The sight was a punch to his solar plexus. Turning away, he focused on pouring her a glass—and trying to ignore the tension growing in his shoulders. “You should keep the ring for now,” he said, surprised when his voice sounded normal.

“Oh…ah, why?”

“Do you really want to field questions about why we’re not together right after your sister just died? People will think…”

“Oh, God. People will think you’re horrible if we suddenly break up now. Like, you left me right after her death. I’m sorry, I didn’t even think of that.”

That was ridiculous because he would never break up with her, but… “I actually didn’t think of that. I just meant you’re already going to be dealing with a lot of sympathy. Fielding more questions about why we broke up will be a pain in the ass.” He handed her the glass of wine, which she took with a smile.

“You’re thinking more clearly than me. So… Mateo wants to go to hockey practice tomorrow. I told him yes but wonder if I should. His mom just died.” She set her glass on the counter without drinking anything and wrapped her arms around herself.

He wanted to be the one wrapping his arms around her. “You should definitely let him go. She was his mom but…he’s had stability since moving here. You’re the only stable home he’s ever had. Him wanting to get back to practice is normal and healthy.” He saw similar situations from the kids who played hockey at the center all the time. Nothing as bad as Mateo, but similar enough.

“He really is holding up well.”

Nolan nodded. Mateo might have a breakdown later but it would be normal if he did. And he knew that Miranda would be there for him. The woman was a rock. “Listen, I’ve got to get up early for work tomorrow and with Mateo back home…”

“Oh, of course. I understand. I didn’t mean to keep you so late. Thank you for all you did today. I know Mateo appreciated having you around.” She paused and looked as if she might say something more but then stopped.

He wanted to ask if she liked having him around but he wasn’t a masochist. Well, not completely. Things between them were strained. And he wanted to fix that. Something told him that right now wasn’t the right time though. She’d been to her sister’s funeral today and had a lot on her plate. He wasn’t going to add to it.

“I’m coaching a game tomorrow afternoon. Afterward I was planning to head up to the Holly Christmas Festival. Fallon’s going to be there with her food truck and I promised I’d stop by. You guys want to come with me?”

“I’d love to. And I’ll go ahead and answer for Mateo because he will too.”

“I’ll pick you up here?”

“I’ll be at the community center catching up on work so we can just head out from there. If that works?”

“Okay.” He paused, wanting to kiss her before he left but hell, he wasn’t sure where they stood or what they were at this point. And he didn’t want to push.

“Great.” There was a strained note in her voice and again, he was under the impression she wanted to say more.

But there was no way he was pushing her tonight of all nights. So he gave her a quick kiss on the forehead and let himself out. And cursed his own cowardice the entire drive home.





Chapter 13




Miranda looked up from her computer as Mateo stepped into her office. She was almost caught up with emails after her week off—and a big chunk of them were sympathy emails. “Hey, how did practice go?” she asked, pushing up from her seat and rounding the desk.

“Good.” He picked at the hem of his jersey, looking uncharacteristically nervous. More like the boy who’d come to live with her so many months ago and not the one he’d grown into.

“What’s wrong?” She wanted to pull him into her arms but he was standing stiffly near the doorway. “You want to shut the door?” Normally she left it open but he looked as if he wanted privacy.

Nodding, he shut it. Then he took a deep breath and faced her, looking impossibly young in that moment. “I still want to live with you.”

“Well… I hope so!” Oh God, she’d assumed he would want to. It had never occurred to her he might want to go live with her parents. Her sister’s will had given her full guardianship, but Mateo’s opinion mattered too.

“Do you…want me to live with you?” he blurted. “I know my mom dumped me on you and it wasn’t supposed to be forever so I don’t want you to feel—”

She shoved up from where she’d been leaning against the front of the desk, covering the few feet between them in seconds. She set her hands on his shoulders. “Mateo, I love you. And yes, I want you to live with me. And I’m really glad you want to live with me too. You might have been a surprise, but you’re a welcome one. I still remember the day you were born—yes, I was in the delivery room with your mom. I fell in love with you right then and I can tell you now, that when your mother dropped you off with me, it was the happiest I’ve ever been. Because I’d been begging her to do it for years. When I realized how bad things were, I told her that I would take you in with no strings attached. She finally decided to take me up on it.” Miranda had never planned to tell him that but figured he needed to know now. “I don’t ever want you to think you’re a burden. You’re not. You’re an absolute joy. And I count myself lucky that you’re mine now.”

He burst into tears and threw himself into her arms. She wasn’t sure how long he cried and she didn’t care. This boy had been through so much and she hated that for even one second he’d doubted how much she could want him. She rubbed his back as he cried, probably for more than just right now. She had a feeling he was crying for everything he’d lost. A dad he’d never gotten to know, and his mom. And so many other things he’d only ever hinted about.

Eventually he pulled back and wiped his tears away. Some days he looked so much older than eleven but now, he was just a kid.

“I love you, Aunt Miranda. And I just want you to know that… I don’t want you to not date because of me.” His sniffled, wiping away some stray tears.

“That’s not something you need to worry about, okay?”

He nodded. “Can I tell you something?”

“Of course.”

“I feel guilty.” Pulling back, he sat in one of the cushioned chairs by her desk and looked down at his clasped hands. “I… I’m sad my mom is dead but I still want to do stuff. I want to hang out with my friends. And I feel bad for wanting to have fun when she’s gone. Even if she wasn’t…the best mom.”

She crouched down in front of him. “Oh, honey. That’s normal.”

His head snapped up. “It is?”

“Yes. And your mom would want you to be happy. She made a lot of bad choices.” No need to sugarcoat it. “But she finally made the right one when she left you with me. Because she loved you. And she wanted you to be looked after in the way she simply couldn’t.”

“I’m glad she left me with you,” he whispered.

“Me too.” Every day she was happy for it.

He sniffled again but most of the tears were gone now. “Joey asked me to go to the Holly Christmas Festival,” he said abruptly in the way that kids seemed to do. “Tonight.”

“Okay.” She’d probably say yes to anything he wanted right now.

“Well I know you wanted me to go with you and Nolan.”

“How about you drive with me and you can meet up with Joey there? I’m claiming one hour of your time, then the rest you can spend with your friends. Deal?”

“Deal.” He hugged her again and she gripped him tight.

Miranda might not have planned on taking in Mateo, but she was so glad he was hers now. And now she just needed to work up the courage to straighten things out with Nolan.

Which meant she had to put her heart on the line. If it got broken…well, she wouldn’t know what she and Nolan could have if she didn’t put herself out there. It was time to stop being a coward and go for what she wanted.

* * *

Miranda slipped her hand into Nolan’s as they strolled around the outdoor skating rink at the festival. He looked at her with a hint of surprise. Probably because she’d initiated the hand-hold. She inhaled the mix of scents, feeling lighter than she had yesterday. There was a crispness to the air. The snow had stopped falling, leaving the town covered in a beautiful, white blanket. She could smell actual roasting chestnuts, some kind of meat being grilled and of course hot cocoa. Which she wanted some of soon.

“You okay with Mateo being with his friends?” Nolan asked quietly as they stepped around a couple holding hands in the middle of the sidewalk and walking at a snail’s pace.

“Yeah. He needs that normalcy. And he asked—pretty sure I’ll give him whatever he wants within reason right now.”

Nolan just snorted softly.

She felt as if they were in this state of limbo or uncertainty. And she planned to change that tonight. Or at least get some clarification. Even if she got burned.

“Do you want some hot cocoa?” Nolan asked as they neared his sister’s food cart.

“You know me too well.” Sliding closer to him she savored his warmth. Even with a thick jacket, a scarf and a hat on she was still chilled. As a former Florida girl, she wondered if she’d ever get used to the cold. Not that she was complaining. She loved everything about Holly and having actual seasons.

Dropping her hand, he wrapped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her tight as they moved up in the line. She didn’t miss some of the appreciative female glances thrown his way as they waited. And why wouldn’t he receive them? The man was sweet and sexy, the whole package. Well as far as she was concerned, he was officially off the market. For real.

As they reached the front of the line, Fallon smiled when she saw them. Leaning over the metal countertop, she grinned. “You two are the first I’ve seen from the family.”

It warmed something inside Miranda that Fallon was including her in that.

“Everyone else is here too.” Nolan smiled at his sister. “Almost everyone else is ice-skating right now though. You’ll probably get a rush of them later.”

“Well I’m glad to see my favorite brother.”

Nolan rolled his eyes. “Ha ha. I know you say to all of us.”

“Yes, but I mean it with you.” Fallon winked at Miranda as she said it. “What do you want? Let me guess, hot chocolate.”

“I really am predictable,” Miranda said. “And yes, definitely hot chocolate.”

“Make that two. And some of those cookie things.” Nolan made a gesture toward the interior of the food truck.

“I’m going to need more than that dude.” Fallon just shook her head.

“I think he probably means the snickerdoodles,” Miranda said as she squeezed him closer. She was pretty sure she would never get tired of this man. “He ate the entire last tin of them you made for me.”

Nolan glanced down at her. “Ratting me out, really?”

She lifted a shoulder, smiling. “I was pretty sad I didn’t get any of them.”

“Oh, Nolan. I thought you were the good brother.” Fallon shook her head even as Sasha, Nora’s sister, stepped up to the counter with two hot chocolates.

“Hey, Miranda!” the younger woman said, sliding the cups toward them.

Sasha, Nora’s younger sister, was home for the holiday season and helping out with the food truck while she was in town. Miranda didn’t know Sasha well, but what she did know she adored. And she was pretty sure the college-aged girl was dating one of Nolan’s cousins. Or someone related to them.

“It’s great to see you. I missed seeing you at the family dinner the other night.”

“I know. I was out with my boyfriend Christmas shopping. But I hope to see you guys on Christmas. I think we’ll be stopping by Mrs. O’Connor’s house that night for dinner.”

Miranda wasn’t sure what her plans were for Christmas. And she suddenly realized Christmas was tomorrow. Oh, God. She hadn’t gotten a turkey or…anything. Instead of responding directly she just smiled. “I’m surprised you’re not working with Nora at the shop this season.”

“She’s got enough people on staff. Plus, I love working with Fallon.”

“I am very lovable,” Fallon said, returning with a bag of what was no doubt snickerdoodles.

When Nolan pulled out his wallet she waved his hand away. “This time it’s on me. But don’t tell anyone else.”

Nolan just smiled and set a twenty on the counter. “Keep this as a tip then.”

“See, this is why you’re my favorite. I’ll see you guys later?”

He nodded. “We’ll be around for a while.”

“What are you doing for Christmas?” Nolan asked as they moved away from the food truck and back toward the sidewalk that encircled the skating rink.

“Ah…can we sit?” She motioned to one of the free benches. A Victorian-style lamppost was next to it, complete with garland and lights.

“Of course.”

Once they were settled she turned to look at him, and blurted out the words she’d been holding back all night. “I don’t know what Mateo and I are doing for Christmas, but I hope it involves you. And I hope a lot our future involves you. I love you, Nolan. I know what you said before but…things have been strained this past week.” When he started to respond, she shook her head. She needed to just get all this out or she never would. “I’ve been in love with you for a lot longer that I even admitted to myself. You’re amazing, something I know I don’t tell you enough. You’ve been the best friend I could ever ask for. You’re literally one of the best things about moving to Holly. When I get good news, you’re the first person I want to tell. I think about you all the time. Probably more than I’ll admit. And I’ve been denying to myself what you mean to me, what we could have together. Because I’m scared. My parents aren’t bad people. They did the best they could raising my sister and me. But…you know I’ve got issues with them. And part of me is scared that if I get married I’ll somehow turn into my mother. Which is ridiculous. Especially since you and I are nothing like my parents. Not only that, I’ve had Mateo to raise and that’s clearly not changing. He’s part of my life now. So… I guess what I’m saying is, I love you and want to be with you. But if what you said the other night—”

Silencing her, he covered her mouth with his in a somehow gentle, but possessive kiss. Finally, he pulled back, leaving her feeling dazed and breathless.

“I shouldn’t have told you I loved you right after you’d lost your sister. But I wanted you to know how I felt so there was no doubt. In hindsight, it was stupid timing. But I love you. And I meant everything I said.”

“I love you too. So much.” She knew she’d already said it but wanted to make it crystal clear. “So you and I, we are together. Exclusively.”

He snorted in that adorable way of his. “That’s not even a question.”

Smiling, she pulled out a fake bundle of mistletoe and held it over her head. “I brought this along just in case.”

“I don’t need mistletoe as an excuse to kiss you now.” Nolan did that sexy growl thing that sent shivers spiraling through her and leaned forward again.

Normally she wasn’t one for PDA but with Nolan, she wanted to stake a public claim. He was hers and she wasn’t letting him go.





Chapter 14




Christmas morning




Miranda opened her front door and dragged Nolan inside. It was barely six o’clock in the morning. “I can’t believe you’re here.”

“I told you I was going to be here at the crack of dawn. I barely slept,” he said as he set down a big bag filled with presents. “Especially after that dirty text you sent me.”

She gave him a big smile. “I couldn’t help it. It’s part of your Christmas present.”

“I hope the rest of my present is under your clothes.” Taking her by surprise, he went down on one knee right in the middle of her foyer.

In her Christmas pajamas covered in candy canes and mistletoe, she stared at him. Before she could ask him what he was doing, he took her left-hand, ring finger—which still had on the engagement ring.

“I know we’ve been ‘engaged’, but I want it official. I love you, Miranda. Marry me?”

“Yes.” She cupped his cheeks with her hands as he stood. “Yes. Yes.” She hadn’t wanted to take the ring off last night. Even if they’d both declared their love and agreed to be exclusive, she wanted more. She was glad he did too.

Wrapping her arms around him, she went up on tiptoe as he met her halfway. As their mouths met, she heard a groan from behind them.

“Come on. Not in front of the kid.” She turned to find Mateo looking half-asleep, his dark hair sticking out everywhere. “I’m hungry,” he said, which was an automatic thing for him.

Stepping back slightly from Nolan, but only so she could slide an arm around his waist, she said, “Merry Christmas to you too, kiddo.”

“Oh, right… Merry Christmas guys. I’m still hungry.”

“Do you want to do presents or breakfast first?” Nolan asked.

Mateo eyed the big bag on the ground and then glanced in the living room at more presents under the tree. She wasn’t surprised when he turned back to them and grinned. “Food. Always food.”

“That’s the right answer.” Miranda pulled Mateo into a hug. She knew that he’d gone without food on far too many occasions because of his mom’s addiction. When he’d first moved here, she’d noticed him hoarding food in his bedroom. Sometimes he still did, but it happened far less. “I say we vote and Nolan gets to cook.”

“You two are ganging up on me already?”

“You’re the one who decided to come over at the crack of dawn.”

“Fair enough. Mateo, I proposed to Miranda and she said yes.” Nolan was straightforward with Mateo, something Miranda appreciated. And Mateo was pretty much the only person who knew their engagement hadn’t been real.

Mateo nodded once. “Good. Will we move in with you, or will you move in here?” he asked as they headed to the kitchen.

Miranda hadn’t even thought that far ahead, but she was so glad Mateo said ‘we’. After their talk, he seemed secure in his place in her life. Which was good. Because he wasn’t going anywhere.

“Ah…” Nolan looked at Miranda as they stepped inside the kitchen. “We hadn’t gotten that far in talking. But your place is bigger,” Nolan said.

“Let’s worry about that later. Because I need coffee.” She started making a pot while Nolan started pulling out food.

Mateo sat at the table and started talking about what he wanted to do with Joey over the rest of the Christmas break and how he wanted to try out for baseball when the season started. With her heart full of love, she realized this was the best Christmas she’d ever had.

And it was just the first of many. Because she and Nolan, they were the real deal. She’d never expected to have such a wonderful family like this and she knew she’d be thanking God every day that she did.





Epilogue




Three months later




“Like this.” Nolan slowly showed Mateo how to tie his black tie. It was a couple weeks before he officially made Miranda his wife, so Nolan, his brothers, and Mateo were all getting their final fittings done.

“Got it.” Mateo tightened his tie until it was a perfect fit.

“Oh, look at you two.” Nolan’s mom came out of freaking nowhere, a camera in hand. “Put your arms around each other.”

“What are you doing here?” Nolan asked even as Mateo wrapped an arm around his middle. The kid was a lot shorter so Nolan placed his hand over Mateo’s shoulder.

“I’m sorry,” a familiar female voice said, before Miranda stepped behind the curtain where the private dressing rooms were.

Only he and his brothers and Mateo were back here today. The shop had closed an hour ago, but the owner had kept it open for them so they could all do this together. And this was the only time that worked with everyone’s schedules.

“You told her we were here today?” he asked accusingly—mostly joking after he smiled for his mother’s picture.

“I did. I want your mom to like me.” Miranda stepped up to him and Mateo, patting Mateo’s cheek gently.

Nolan barked out a laugh at her brutally honest answer. “She does like you.”

“I know. But I’m pretty sure I’m beating out all the others for her favorite daughter-in-law.”

“Hey! I heard that,” Nora said from where she was straightening Jackson’s tie.

Miranda snickered. “I meant you to.” Then to Mateo, she whispered, “You look so handsome.”

“Yeah?” Mateo asked, adjusting his jacket slightly as he straightened, puffing his chest out.

“Oh, yeah. The two most handsome guys I know.”

“Did you bring everyone?” Nolan asked as the rest of his sisters-in-law stepped behind the curtain.

“Pretty much.”

Nolan wrapped his arms around the two of them, pulling them close. He’d never planned on becoming a dad so soon but he loved it. He’d expected to butt heads with Mateo or for the kid to be resentful of him moving in and taking away Miranda’s attention. But if anything, Mateo craved his attention too. He was the kindest, most giving kid Nolan had ever met.

Nolan had known that he’d grown up privileged but now that he’d learned what Mateo had been through, Nolan realized just how lucky he’d been. Because not everybody had a family like his.

The one thing he knew for sure, was that he planned to make certain that the rest of Mateo’s childhood was everything Mateo deserved. And he definitely planned to make Miranda happy for the rest of their lives.

“I love you guys,” he murmured, pulling Mateo close as he kissed Miranda on the top of her head.

“Love you too,” they both said almost in unison, even as his mom took another picture of the three of them.

“All right, let me grab my grandson for some more pictures,” she said, taking Mateo gently by the arm.

To Nolan’s surprise, Mateo had taken to calling her Grandma almost immediately. It was no wonder considering how much his mom spoiled him. And the kid definitely deserved it.

“She’s so good with him.” Miranda’s voice was low enough that only he could hear.

When he looked at her again, he was surprised there were tears glistening in her eyes. Feeling panicked, he cupped her cheeks. “What’s wrong?”

Shaking her head, she said, “Nothing. Nothing at all. I’m just so happy. And I know that if anything happens to me that Mateo will be fine because he has you now too. I…can’t tell you what a relief that is.”

“You’re not going anywhere.”

“Nope.” Blinking away her tears, she wrapped her arms around him. “In just a couple weeks I’m going to be Mrs. O’Connor. You ready for that, big guy?”

“For more than a year.” He finally got to claim the woman he loved more than anything. The woman who’d completely stolen his heart with that first smile. Now they’d created something real, a family. She was his happily ever after.
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The bell above the front door to Nora’s Books and Brew jingled, but Nora didn’t bother to glance away from the customer she was helping. Since renovating this place seven months ago it was no longer just a bookstore, but a combination bookstore and coffee shop and they sold more coffee than books.

Which wasn’t exactly surprising since Holly, North Carolina saw a lot of tourists, especially during December. Located in the Blue Ridge Mountains, it was a popular tourist getaway that boasted cobblestone streets, Victorian gingerbread architecture and an old-world feel that made her never want to leave. And it was Christmas twenty-four-seven, year round. Nora’s friend Ella, the town scrooge, hated it, but after growing up with a mom who got depressed every damn holiday and refused to do anything special for either of her daughters, Nora loved everything about Holly.

“Trust me, your daughter, no matter what age, will love the elf, even if she doesn’t read the book. My sister’s seventeen and goes crazy with this thing. Every morning I find him in a different place around the house.”

The woman with pale blonde hair and a bright smile nodded. “I’ll take two sets and a pound of the White Christmas coffee. Whole beans.”

“I’ll meet you at the cash register.” Even though the town was Christmas-themed year round, the month of December was still always their busiest. In addition to her regular employees, she’d hired three seasonal ones, all high-school students, to help out in the afternoons. They were all busy so she headed to the back to grab the Elf on the Shelf book sets and the coffee.

As she passed Macy and Eleanor Baker, sisters in their sixties barely a year apart, sitting at one of the high-top tables in the café, she paused at the odd way they were watching her. “What? Do I have something on my face?” She’d been working since eight o’clock this morning and had barely taken a bathroom break.

Macy, the brunette, gave her a Cheshire cat smile. “Nope. Though it wouldn’t hurt you to put some lipstick on.”

Nora blinked in surprise.

Eleanor nudged her sister. “Don’t be rude. She looks fine. He won’t care about lipstick anyway.”

He? Since she had no idea what they were talking about, Nora gave them a polite smile, murmured something about grabbing stock from the back, and kept going. She adored the sisters, but they could be eccentric on their best days. And today, she didn’t have time for their dose of crazy. She slipped behind the counter, the rich aroma of coffee, coconut, vanilla, caramel and nuts all filling the air. The scents were soothing and familiar, as were the little beeps from the cash register as Kelsey rang up another customer. Music to Nora’s ears.

“I’ll grab what you need. I overheard you and the snow bunny. Two elf sets and coffee, right?” Marjorie, one of her full-time employees asked as she pushed open the swinging door to the back.

“Yeah, but you don’t have to—”

“Go see your man. I got this.” Marjorie tilted her chin in the direction of the café before disappearing through the door.

What the heck? Nora turned around and froze for just a second. Jackson O’Connor, Mr. Too-sexy-for-his-own-good stood at the high-top table talking to the Baker sisters. He held a bouquet of white snapdragons, her favorite. Her immediate instinct was to duck in the back and just avoid seeing him, but screw him. He was in her territory and she certainly didn’t want his flowers. So she pasted on her “shopkeeper smile” and skirted around the counter.

As she rounded it, he looked over, those striking blue eyes landing on her. And damn it, she felt the effect of that stare all the way to her toes. She tried to pretend she didn’t, but her body didn’t lie. Everything around her funneled out, the rich scents and chattering customers all seemed to fade away as she maneuvered her way through the tables. She wished she was in something sexier than jeans, a red and green striped top and her apron, but there was nothing she could do about it. Now she understood the lipstick comment, but not the ‘your man’ one. Jackson certainly wasn’t hers.

He’d made that perfectly clear with his radio silence over the last three weeks. One date and he’d completely ghosted on her; no calls, nothing. Considering they’d been friends before their date, it cut deep that he’d simply decided to ignore her for no reason she could decipher.

“O’Connor,” she said politely as she reached the table. Oh yeah, it was back to O’Connor, what pretty much everyone in town called him. Calling him Jackson was way too intimate and she wanted to set up clear boundaries between them.

She saw the slight way his eyes narrowed when she did. “You have a few seconds, Nora?” His voice was deep and delicious, the baritone making all her nerve endings flare to life.

“Ah…” She glanced behind her. The line at the register wasn’t too bad, but the truth was, she didn’t want to talk to him, much less see him. “I’m pretty busy.”

“Oh go on, honey.” Macy winked at her. “No one will blame you for taking a few minutes to yourself.”

“And if she’s not interested, we are,” Eleanor continued.

To Nora’s surprise, Jackson’s cheeks flushed red. Clearing his throat, he motioned toward the front door. “I shouldn’t have come at such a busy time.”

Though she wanted to tell him that he was right—and give him a piece of her mind—she simply smiled and headed for the front door with him. “Don’t worry about it.” She had to keep her “shopkeeper smile” in place until they were alone. Otherwise everyone in town would gossip and though she might hate it, she had to uphold a certain appearance. When she was Nora Cassidy, business owner, she had to keep a smile on her face and be professional at all times. Which normally wasn’t hard at all. She loved her job and she loved the people of Holly.

“That’s the fakest smile I’ve ever seen,” Jackson murmured as he held the door open for her.

The bell jingled overhead as a blast of wintry air rolled over her. She shivered, wrapped her arms around herself as her boots crunched over the icy sidewalk. And she kept the smile in place even as she gritted out, “No joke. What are you doing here?”

“I…” He practically shoved the flowers at her, the awkward move out of character for the former SEAL. “These are for you.”

“They’re lovely.” Her voice was wry as she reluctantly took them. They really were pretty, but she didn’t care. Flowers didn’t make up for anything.

“You look a little like you want to throw them in my face.” He rubbed a hand over his inky black buzz cut.

She lifted a shoulder. “That would imply I care enough. Look, I’ve got work to do. We went out and you’ve made it clear it was a one-time thing. I’m okay with that.” Which was a big fat lie. They’d been friends for months, dancing around their attraction until he’d finally asked her out. It wasn’t as if they’d been strangers going on a date. No, they’d been way more and he’d just pulled the rug out from under her as if she didn’t matter.

“I want to take you out again.”

Unable to stop herself, she snorted. “Not interested.”

“Nora—”

“No. You can’t show up in the middle of one of my busiest days and expect to talk to me about this.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry. The timing is crappy, I just…I needed to see you. I’ve missed you.”

She blinked, surprised by the sincerity in his voice. But she refused to be swayed by it, not when she was still so hurt.

“Can I call you later?” he continued.

“You can call,” she murmured. Didn’t mean she’d actually answer.
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