
        
            
                
            
        

    




Snow is falling in Copper Ridge, Oregon—but the heat between a holiday-loving party planner and the town’s resident Scrooge is off the charts in this sweet and sizzling Christmas novella...
Holly Fulton is throwing a special Christmas Eve party for the foster parents who gave her so much. To finish the preparations in time, she needs to recruit her one-time foster brother, Ryan Masters. He may have a scowl that could curdle eggnog, but under that surly demeanor is a big heart. And amazing muscles. And a gorgeous chest. In fact, X-rated visions of Ryan have been dancing in Holly’s head for years, but she can’t risk complicating the only real family she’s ever known.
But maybe there’s a way for Holly to have her Christmas cake and eat it too. A no-strings affair, just until they’re done with the planning. Ryan is certainly willing. But from the first touch, it’s clear that this isn’t just a festive fling. It might just be a Christmas miracle in the making...
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CHAPTER ONE
THERE WERE A few things Holly Fulton knew for certain. The first was that Ryan Masters would not be looking forward to Christmas. The second was that she needed him if she was going to pull off her plan for a perfect holiday party. And the third was that if she was approaching the metaphorical badger in his metaphorical den, she needed to bring bait. In this instance, bait was takeout cheeseburgers and curly fries from Ace’s Bar.
Holly wasn’t a fool. She wasn’t going to approach Ryan without a peace offering.
She walked across the dock, careful not to slip on any of the pools of water gathered in the old wood. The ocean lapped up against the sides, gray and chilly, a reflection of the winter sky that hung low around her, thick and heavy with mist.
Ryan’s boat was moored at the end of the dock, bobbing in the surf. It was slightly tarnished and a bit weathered, like the owner himself. But he would have to be rickety in private for the next couple of weeks, because she needed him to get it together long enough to pull off her plan.
She approached the boat, eyeing it for a moment. She wasn’t exactly sure how she was supposed to get his attention. Knock on the hull? She hadn’t come to visit Ryan on the boat before. Usually she caught up with him at Dan and Margie’s house, or during occasional get-togethers at Ace’s Bar. But they didn’t really hang out at each other’s homes.
Which stood to reason, really. They’d both been foster children to Margie and Dan years ago, and that was the connection that united them. So they rarely saw each other out of that context these days.
She frowned, leaned in and pounded her fist on the boat’s side. She knew his living quarters were belowdecks, and she imagined she was making enough noise to get his attention. Though, she realized belatedly, he might be asleep. A fisherman, Ryan had to be out on the ocean at an hour she had rarely ever seen the a.m. side of. It was still pretty early, but it was already dark, the cool December evenings swallowing the sun down into the sea earlier and earlier every day.
But if he was asleep, he would just have to deal with the interruption.
After waiting for a moment, she leaned forward and rapped her knuckles against the hard, unforgiving surface yet again.
She probably should have called first. But then, had she called first, he would know it was her, and he would probably pretend he wasn’t home.
She straightened, tapped her foot and crossed her arms. The bag, laden with greasy food, crinkled as she did.
It was really starting to look like he wasn’t home. Or like he was asleep. Or just hell-bent on ignoring anyone who came knocking. Holly started to turn away, but just then she heard something. The creak of a door, heavy footsteps. She looked up just in time to see Ryan appear on deck.
Her heart did a jump up and out, hitting her breastbone hard. It didn’t matter how often she saw him. It didn’t matter how many years stood between the present and that teenage crush she’d had on him. Didn’t matter that adulthood and all its complexities stood between now and those years when she thought of him as the most beautiful, compelling, desirable man she’d ever known. Didn’t matter that she realized now that even if something could happen between them, it was a risk she couldn’t take. Because family came first, and the Traverses were her family.
It had been easy to fantasize about growing up and marrying Ryan when she’d been too young and naive to understand that those things often didn’t last. Now that she had no illusions about how most relationships ended, the truth seemed much simpler: as hot as he was, the potential loss of her surrogate family wasn’t worth it. Well, that and the broken heart she would surely get out of the deal. There would be no middle ground with that man. He made her feel too many things far too intensely. She didn’t have a future with Ryan.
A pity, as he did make a rather dashing figure standing on the upper deck of his boat, partially illuminated by a light on the deck. He was wearing a thick cable-knit sweater, a beanie pulled down low over his dark hair, his hands shoved into his pockets.
He’d always had a beard, well, at least since he’d been old enough to grow one. He claimed it was to keep the frigid sea air from freezing his face. At first, Holly hadn’t liked it. But as she’d gotten older it had called to her on some deep feminine level. Evidence of his testosterone, or something like that. Maybe she just liked beards now. Or maybe she was just a hopeless enough case for Ryan that she liked beards because he had one.
“Holly?” he asked, looking down from his position on the boat.
“Yes.” She lifted up the bag of cheeseburgers. “And I come bearing dinner.”
She couldn’t quite make out his expression, but she sensed that he was frowning. “I already started cooking.”
“Oh.” She fought against the disappointment making her stomach sink. “What are you making?”
“I just opened a can of clam chowder.”
She laughed. “Don’t you think that might keep? I have cheeseburgers.”
“Why?” he asked, his tone turning decidedly suspicious.
“It’s cold out here.” She wrapped her arms around her midsection, still holding onto the bag of food, hopping up and down as though to prove her point. “Aren’t you going to invite me in?”
“You don’t want to come in. Just hand me the burgers.”
“Sorry. There’s no such thing as a free meal.”
“Were you hoping to trade me for a sturgeon?”
“Keep your fish, Travers. I have... Well, I have bigger fish to fry than literal fish.”
“Ha-ha,” he said, the words carrying no humor at all. “Fine, come on up. But it’s at your own risk.”
“Am I going to be tripping over stray mollusk?”
“I try not to leave mollusks lying around.”
“Well, in that case.” She looked around. “How do I get...on the boat?”
“Climb on up.”
She looked around and saw the basic rope ladder hanging over the side of the boat, leading to the lower deck. She raised the bag of burgers. “You’re going to have to take these.”
He walked down to the lower deck, coming close to the railing and extending his hand. She reached up, transferring the bag to him, trying not to react when their fingers brushed.
Yes, her mind had accepted the fact that nothing was going to happen with Ryan. Her body was another matter. It was all aflutter over the brief contact between his hand and hers.
She gritted her teeth and pulled her arm back to her side before grabbing hold of the ladder and climbing up onto the ship.
“Okay. Now you’re here. Before I let you down into my house tell me why,” he said, holding the burger bag out of her reach. “You made a mistake, Holly. I have the food now. Therefore, I hold the power.”
“Bastard.”
“I’m wounded. I am a literal bastard, as you well know.”
“Sorry,” she said, wincing.
“If you really are sorry, you’ll leave me in peace to eat both of these cheeseburgers, and all of the French fries.”
She shook her head. “Sorry, not that sorry.”
He grunted. “Then come on down.”
He led the way down the narrow staircase, and pushed open a door that led to an even smaller living area. Ryan was over six foot, and his broad frame seemed much too large for the space around him. Honestly, it was kind of appalling. He could barely stand up straight. There was a narrow bed in the corner, built into the wall. A tiny galley kitchen with a one-burner stove, and a table and chairs that were also bolted down.
“I really don’t get how you stand this.”
“I don’t stand it. I like it. It’s my home.”
“Right. I guess...I prefer a yard. And to be not on the water.” As if to reinforce her point, the boat tilted as the water rolled beneath it.
He shrugged his shoulder. “That’s maybe why you aren’t a fisherman.”
“Not everyone lives on their boat.”
“I’m betting my boat cost about the same as your house. Anyway, I like the freedom. And the solitude.” He looked at her pointedly. “The general solitude.”
She fought to keep a scowl off her face. “Oh, boo-hoo. You have a cheeseburger.”
“That I do. But you didn’t just come to feed a lonely man on his boat. Cut to the chase.”
She cleared her throat. “Right. Well. Margie and Dan are going to be back from Hawaii on Christmas Eve.” Their foster parents spent more and more time at their home in Hawaii these days. The perks of retirement, Dan said.
“I’m aware. I’m picking them up from the airport.” His dark eyes looked wary. She decided it was best to press on before he started forming his own conclusions.
“Elizabeth is going to be at Mount Bachelor skiing with her new boyfriend Todd until the twenty-third. Which means she isn’t going to be around for the next couple of weeks.” Elizabeth was Dan and Margie’s only biological child, and Holly’s best friend.
“I actually knew that too. Elizabeth invited me over for dinner a couple of weeks ago and Todd was in residence. For the record, I don’t trust a man who wears sandals. It’s December, for God’s sake.”
Holly had a few of her own criticisms regarding Todd, but she didn’t want to voice them, out of loyalty to Elizabeth. “Once you get past the popped collar and pastel shirts, he’s not that bad.”
Ryan chuckled. “Yeah, I’m never going to do that. Because I don’t have to.”
“Have it your way. Anyway.” She sucked in a sharp breath, immediately regretting it. The air smelled like fish, the sharp tang of salt from the sea, and sweat. Really, only the fish was bad. There was something about Ryan’s sweat that was not altogether unappealing to her. “I want to throw a Christmas party for Dan and Margie.”
His dark eyebrows locked together. “What?”
“They have such a great party every year. And Margie puts so much work into it. And I wanted... I want to give them something back.”
“Why exactly?” he asked, frowning.
“The gift of Christmas. Christmas cheer. Christmas pudding. Christmas...music. But I probably won’t sing, because I’m a terrible singer.”
“What does this have to do with my cheeseburger?”
“I thought we might discuss the possibility of the two of us working on the Christmas party together.”
Ryan extended his hand and released his hold on the bag, letting it drop to the table. “No. I would rather eat canned clam chowder than help you plan a party.”
“That cheeseburger has jalapeños and pepper jack cheese on it. The fries are curly fries, with garlic. Think very carefully before you commit to canned soup over this.”
“I live on a boat and haven’t bought a new pair of shoes in three years. But these are choices I make, Holly. I can still afford to go buy my own damned cheeseburger if I want. Your tainted bribery food is unnecessary.”
“Look, eat what you want. But hear me out.”
He scowled and turned to the side, opening a cabinet and pulling out two plates, which he laid on the small, marred table. “Fine.” He gestured to one of the seats. “Talk.”
He sat down, rustled through the bag and pulled out both burgers. After looking beneath the top bun of one, he found the one with jalapeños and set it on his plate.
“I never had Christmas before the Traverses. They included me in the celebration when they didn’t have to.”
He looked up, raising one brow. “Are you going to sit and eat? Because I will eat all of your French fries.”
She sat down, taking her own hamburger, which was a bit more vanilla than his, and transferring it to the plate in front of her. “Eat my French fries and suffer a painful fate,” she said, snatching the bag and removing a little pouch of fries. “Now. About you helping me with my amazing Christmas party....”
“Hollyberry,” he said, using an old name for her that only he could ever get away with, “do you see a damned Christmas tree on my boat?”
“No. But it’s early still.”
“There will be no Christmas tree on my boat. I may, in fact, skip Christmas. It’s on a Tuesday and I’ll be out fishing, like I am every day.” He took a bite of his burger and groaned, and she felt a strange, heated sense of satisfaction blooming in her stomach. Why did he have to make sex noises while eating?
At least, they sounded like sex noises to her. Curse Ryan and his ability to push her mind straight into the gutter with his mere presence.
“I know Margie and Dan mean a lot to you too,” she said. “Maybe you could skip handling fish carcasses for a day and help me make something special for them. A Christmas Eve party, and a traditional Travers family Christmas.”
“You plan parties for a living, and you want my help putting together one Christmas party?”
“That’s the thing. I’m busy. Very busy this time of year. I have two weddings coming up, and several Christmas parties that I’m organizing the details for already.”
“And that’s why you decided to add to your list of responsibilities, and do an unpaid party for the Traverses.”
“It’s the one party that actually matters to me,” she said, taking a deep breath. “Christmas is important to me, Ryan. Margie and Dan are important to me. They’ve given me so many Christmases and it’s my chance to return that gift.”
Ryan assessed her, his expression unmoved as he chewed his dinner.
“They’ve given us all so much,” she continued, trying her best not to make an idiot of herself by crying into a cheeseburger on Ryan’s boat. “I just want to give them a little something back. I thought...I thought it would be the same for you.”



CHAPTER TWO
RYAN KNEW DAMN WELL when he was being emotionally manipulated. It wasn’t an easy thing for a person to do to him, seeing as he had few emotional attachments in this world, and he liked it that way.
But damn it all, Dan and Margie Travers were the two most important people in his life. He knew full well what Holly was talking about when she spoke of all they’d given her. They’d done just the same for him.
He’d come to live with them when he was twelve, with a bad attitude and anger that went deeper than the ocean. But they’d put up with him, refused to give up on him. Kept him with them until after he was eighteen, until he’d gotten his first boat and established himself with restaurants and stores in Copper Ridge as the go-to supplier.
It wasn’t the Christmases that stood out for him. It was the quiet, firm guidance from Dan. The hugs from Margie, even when he’d been twelve and had pretended he didn’t want them. Being touched in a way that didn’t leave bruises behind had been rare in his world before them. Being told he could accomplish anything he worked for? Even more rare.
Yeah, he owed them. More than he could ever repay. They’d given him his first real home, his first job, carrying bags of feed at the Farm and Garden store they owned. They’d taught him that tough love didn’t mean using fists. That hard work did pay off, and that he could make something of himself, regardless of what his old man had told him.
But he would rather shove broken glass under his fingernails than get roped into holiday festivities.
“Well?” Holly asked.
“You’re evil,” he said.
“I’m not evil. I’m like a little Christmas elf.”
“Evil.”
“I want your help planning a party, not burying a body.”
“Depending on the circumstances, I’m a better bet for body burial than I am for decorations and cheer.”
She rolled her eyes and just sat there, looking at once soft and formidable, as she tended to. She took a bite of her burger, chewing thoughtfully. He couldn’t help but follow the motion of her lips as she did. There was no question that she was beautiful. She always had been. Bright red hair, green eyes, a perfect smattering of freckles across her small, upturned nose. And her lips. Full, pink. Yeah, she was pretty. She was also about a million years younger than he was, and several teaspoons of sugar sweeter.
Okay, she was only four years younger, but it might as well have been a lifetime.
She took another bite and his gaze dropped, yet again, to her lips, forcing an unwelcome memory into his mind.
Another night, about nine years ago, when he’d been fixated on her lips. She’d been crying then. It had been her eighteenth birthday and her parents had arranged to visit her at Dan and Margie’s, but they hadn’t come. He’d put his arm around her and pulled her in for a hug, then the air between them had changed. Crackled with electricity.
And he’d pulled away like he’d been burned. Holly Fulton had enough bad things in her life without having him too. That had been true then, and it was true now. No matter how pretty she was.
“They worry about you, you know,” she said.
“Why?”
“Because.” She picked up a French fry and waved it around. “You’re a boat-dwelling weirdo.”
“And?”
“Maybe you could show them that you’re...well-adjusted? Doing fine? Participating in normal, human type things?”
“You’re using Dan and Margie’s emotional distress at my possibly sad life against me?”
She scrunched up her face. “When you put it like that it sounds... unsavory.”
He picked up a French fry and stuffed the whole thing into his mouth. “It is unsavory. It’s downright small. Low. Frankly, I’m surprised at you. For someone who looks so sweet, you’re ruthless.”
He could tell that she was very uncomfortable with being called ruthless. It was also the furthest thing from the truth. Still, he couldn’t help but goad her a little bit. Seeing as she was roping him into planning a Christmas party, and attending said Christmas party, both of which sounded about as appealing as getting a root canal while also receiving a vasectomy without anesthetic.
“Oh, cry me a river, Ryan. I’m strong-arming you into taking part in Christmas cheer and I will likely force-feed you gingerbread. It’s for your own good.”
“Like cod liver oil, flu shots and any book Oprah recommends.”
“A Christmas party is comparable to none of those.”
“Maybe not for you.”
“I promise not to get any joy on you. You don’t even have to like it.”
Saying yes to Holly really was the best idea. She wasn’t wrong. His involvement in this would make Dan and Margie less likely to think that he was turning into a seafaring hermit. He was a seafaring hermit, but as long as they saw him as something different, they might not worry so much.
He owed them way more than worry.
“Okay, Holly, you have a deal. I’ll help you plan your Christmas party. But I don’t have to like it.”
She brightened. “Oh, I expect you to hate it.”
“You seem awfully happy about that idea.”
“The more you hate something, the better I know it is. Since you seem to dislike the sorts of things normal people find extremely enjoyable.”
“What exactly are you going to enlist me for?”
She bit her lip, and he did his best not to watch as she worried her teeth over the delicate surface. “Putting up decorations. Helping me procure a tree. Tasting pies. You can taste my pies.”
He felt like he’d just taken a straight shot of whiskey, a trail of fire burning down his throat and settling straight in his gut. It happened so fast he could do nothing to stop it, could do nothing to reason out the fact that she was talking about literal pie, and that even if she wasn’t, it was Holly, and not some random chick in a bar.
He could try to blame it on the fact that, for a bachelor, the promise of fresh baked goods was a turn-on all on its own. But he knew it was more than that.
Holly looked placid and pleased with herself and definitely not like she had any idea she had conjured up an image of him eating her pie. So to speak.
He cleared his throat. “All that, huh? Are you trying to kill me?”
She stood, taking the paper that her cheeseburger had been wrapped in and wadding it up into a ball. “No. But if you die, don’t die before Christmas. Because I need your help.”
“It might be Christmas that kills me.”
She laughed, turning on her heel, her red hair swirling around her. Even her hair was merry and bright. “Joy to the world the Lord is come...” she sang, off-key and too loud, all the way out of his cabin.
As soon as she disappeared from view, he let out a breath he hadn’t been aware he was holding. Two weeks with all that Holly was going to be a whole lot of enforced happiness.
But he was hardly going to let Holly do this on her own, and have it get back to Dan, Margie and Elizabeth that he’d refused to help plan a Christmas party in their honor.
He was not that big of a dick. Well, maybe he was, but he didn’t want them thinking that.
And as long as he didn’t think about Holly’s euphemistic pie again, everything would be fine.



CHAPTER THREE
SHE’D TEXTED RYAN a little over an hour ago and he still hadn’t responded. Fortunately, she’d gotten quite a bit of work done sitting in The Grind, the local coffee house. She also drank too much coffee and ate too many biscottis, but really, what was too many biscottis? Cassie Caldwell, the owner of the shop and baker extraordinaire, had made cranberry, white chocolate, and gingerbread in honor of the season, so, really, Holly had been obligated to sample them all.
An eggnog latte had also been a must in the spirit of the season.
Cassie was expecting her first child any day now with her husband Jake, and Holly felt that meant her work needed to be doubly honored, considering.
Holly looked out the window at the encroaching darkness. The shop windows outside were lit up, full Christmas displays adding warmth to the chilly evening.
She looked down at her phone, which was still dark, the inactivity beginning to stress her out. She was starting to wonder if Ryan had only agreed to help her with the party to get her off his boat last night, and now that he had routed her out of his domain, he had no reason to play along.
She looked morosely at her phone, which was still resolutely not receiving a return text.
Ryan should be off the water by now. Which meant he was just ignoring her.
She frowned and took another sip of her latte. She could do this without him. She planned parties for a living, after all. So what if he’d been the person she should have been able to count on most to want to give back to the Traverses? So what if she was busy? Where Margie and Dan were concerned, nothing was too difficult.
And if she just wanted to spend a little bit of time with Ryan because it reminded her of Christmases past, well, she would just have to get over it. Because it didn’t matter. And anyway, he was a lot meaner now than he used to be. She hardly even liked him. She just liked the way he filled out a sweater, that was all. An entirely different thing than liking his personality.
The door to The Grind opened and she turned to look, her breath catching and becoming a lump in her throat when she realized it was Ryan.
He was a bit more cleaned up than he’d been last night. No beanie, his dark hair pushed off his forehead as though he’d been running his fingers through it. He was wearing a black wool coat and tan corduroy pants, a tight, gray T-shirt conforming to his hard torso.
At least, she was assuming it was hard. It looked hard. She’d never actually touched his stomach, or his chest, though she had thought about it. In fact, she was thinking about it now.
Smiling, she waved from her position at the table and got nothing more than an arched brow and one corner of his lips turned slightly upward in return. He walked to the counter and she sat there, watching, taking a moment to get an eyeful of his physique.
Then she realized the long-distance ogling was probably a little bit weird and stood, leaving her laptop sitting on the table and making her way across the coffee shop to the counter. One of the many perks of living in a small town was that she didn’t have to worry about leaving her things unattended to stand next to the man she should see as nothing more than a surrogate older brother so that she wasn’t leering at him from across the room.
“You came,” she said.
“Yeah.”
“I wasn’t sure if you would. Seeing as you didn’t return my text.”
He lifted a shoulder. “I didn’t tell you I wasn’t coming.”
Just then, Cassie came out from the kitchen, brushing her hands on a flour-covered apron over her rounded stomach. “Hi,” she said, by way of greeting to them both. “More biscotti, Holly?”
Ryan shot her a look that clearly asked How many did you eat? Holly ignored him.
“No, thanks,” she told Cassie. “I think I ate enough for it to count as lunch, dinner, and dessert.”
“Nothing wrong with that,” Cassie replied cheerfully.
“I’ll have a biscotti,” Ryan said.
“What kind would you like?”
“Whichever is your favorite, and a large black coffee.”
Cassie smiled. “You got it. Go ahead and have a seat.”
Ryan actually smiled back, and Holly was so stunned for a moment she forgot to breathe.
He started to walk back toward her table, and she followed. “So,” she said, “you are capable of basic friendliness.”
“Yes,” he said. “I can also use silverware and operate basic machinery.”
“It’s just that you don’t smile very much these days. At least not at me.”
He lifted a brow. “Did you ever think maybe it’s because you’re a pain in the ass?”
She thinned her lips into a flat line and shot him her most evil look. “How would I have time to stop and notice? You’re so busy being a pain in mine.”
“What did I do to you? I was just on my boat, minding my own business. You came in with cheeseburgers and dire commentary on my living situation and general countenance. Face it, Holly, you aren’t very nice to me.”
A wave of irritation and guilt washed over her, leaving her saturated in both. He wasn’t wrong. She was a little bit critical of his life choices. The most recent example being the comments she’d made about his boat. But honestly, she just thought he deserved better and should get better. So sue her. Still. She felt a little bit bad. She cleared her throat and offered a conciliatory smile. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t mock you.”
He leaned back in his chair, a lopsided smile on his face. “Oh, by all means, mock me. If you were to stop mocking me, I would start to feel like I was your emotional charity case. That’s worse than being tormented.”
“I’m not tormenting you.”
“You’re tormenting me with Christmas. My headstone will read death by figgy pudding.”
“I’m not going to feed you figgy pudding. I don’t even know what it is.”
“Okay, so if we aren’t going to have traditional British desserts, what exactly are we doing?”
She lifted her shoulder, suddenly feeling a little bit shy for some reason. This meant a lot to her and even discussing just how emotionally tied into this she was felt revealing. She’d spent her first Christmas with the Traverses when she was thirteen, and every Christmas thereafter. As the holiday season had started approaching this year, the thought of missing out had filled her with anxiety.
A deep, biting anxiety that she hadn’t experienced in years. A sense of invisibility. Of the world, and all the people in it, passing her by as she faded into vapor. Starving for food, for physical affection.
She had been invisible in her house growing up. But never once in the Traverses’ house. It was always so full of laughter, happiness, and warmth. Margie had always kept a pot of spices on the stove, for no reason other than to make the house smell wonderful. She had a hug for everyone who came through the door, and questions about their day, about their lives.
In their house, for the first time, Holly had felt like she existed.
They had thrown the most wonderful Christmas party for the community every year since then. Except for this year. And...
And for some reason the idea of a Christmas without them sent her straight back to the place she’d been in before they’d become her surrogate family. So, she’d come up with the idea for the Christmas party. But she didn’t exactly want to get into all of that with Ryan.
She knew he had his own reasons for caring for Dan and Margie. She also knew he wouldn’t exactly want to spill his guts to her and have a heart-to-heart. They had too many of their own issues to take each other’s on.
“Margie always made such a wonderful dinner. She had the best decorations. The best games,” she said.
“If you’re remembering her games as being fun, I’m going to say you’re romanticizing a bit. What do you need from me besides the heavy lifting?”
“Well, I made a list of people who normally attend the party, a list of the food that I remember, and a few other details.” She pushed her notebook toward him. “Tell me if you think I’ve missed anything.”
“I remember alcoholic beverages and demolishing an entire tray of pigs in a blanket. But those are my memories of Margie’s parties—the later years. The white elephant gift exchanges I don’t have a lot of fondness for.”
“Are you going to be this intentionally unpleasant the entire time?”
He shrugged. “It’s kind of my thing.”
“Right. Well...why? I don’t get it, Ryan. I mean, I know life is hard,” she said, skating perilously close to subjects neither of them wanted to delve in to, “but we’ve come out of it pretty good. Don’t you want to enjoy that a little bit?”
“Do you know what I enjoy? Freedom. The freedom to walk around frowning and stomping if I want. To go out onto the ocean for as long as I want. I don’t have to answer to anyone. And I don’t have to suffer anyone’s wrath. Hell, at this point if my old man tried to raise a fist to me? I could just kick his ass.”
Holly looked down into her empty coffee cup. She’d suspected as much about Ryan’s past. About his father. But they’d never talked about it. He said it now lightly, like it didn’t matter. But she knew it did.
“I don’t have to perform anymore,” he continued. “So, I don’t. I spent twelve years walking on eggshells, and then a few more until I was sure I wouldn’t get sent back. I like not doing it.”
She studied his face and evaluated the lines around his mouth, his eyes, across his forehead, differently than she had before. Lines he’d won the right to after he’d gotten out from under his father’s thumb.
“I was just invisible,” she said, feeling the need to trade with him now. He’d shared with her, and she got the feeling he hadn’t really meant to. She wanted to level the field. “So nobody cared what I did.”
They’d cared once. Before it had all faded away. Before her mother had realized her little red-headed daughter wouldn’t keep her husband from sleeping with other women or disappearing for days at a time. Before she’d realized Holly wasn’t a Band-Aid.
Before Holly had betrayed her in the worst way possible.
She looked up and caught Ryan’s eye and her heart stopped for a moment. His expression was intense, focused. “I can see you just fine,” he said, his voice rough.
She wanted to touch him. Wanted to do something to extend the connection between them. She wanted—
Just then, Cassie came over and set Ryan’s coffee and biscotti on the table before quickly walking away, obviously not wanting to interrupt their conversation.
Ryan picked up the biscotti first, and the moment of tension between them was gone. “I called Margie a couple of hours ago.”
“About?”
“Arrangements for picking her and Dan up at the airport. And to ask her a favor.”
She pushed the plate that had once held her biscotti back, then pulled it forward, looking for something, anything to do with her nervous energy. “What kind of favor?”
“Not a huge one. But you wanted this party to be a tribute to a Margie Travers party, and...when I think of her parties, I think of the village. The little snowy village she put on the mantels. And her garlands, with the shiny ribbon and the little berries in them.”
Holly nodded. “Me too.”
“So I asked her if she minded if I went and borrowed some of her decorations. She said it was fine, and she didn’t even give me the third degree, though I have a feeling she’s decided I want to impress a woman, even though I would never use Christmas decorations to impress a woman.”
Holly wrinkled her nose, not particularly wanting to imagine what Ryan did with women. Ever. “What would you use?” She couldn’t hold back the question. Apparently, something inside her was masochistic.
“My boat.”
“No way.”
“Women like my boat.”
She wrinkled her nose. “Not me.”
“I guess that’s why you didn’t make a pass at me when you came aboard yesterday.”
Her whole face felt hot and she looked down, desperate for a focal point that wasn’t his face. “Among the many other reasons. Anyway, thank you for talking to Margie, but I can use the decorations I have. I don’t have a key to their house. And I would feel funny about going in by myself.”
“I have a key,” he said.
“You do?” She resisted the urge to ask why he had a key and she didn’t.
“Yes. And I could go with you.” He sounded pained, and obnoxiously long-suffering.
“Well that’s...nice. If a bit grudging.”
“I’m flattered you think I’m nice, Holly.”
“And grudging!”
“I’m focusing on the ‘nice’ part.”
She made a scoffing sound and took her jacket off the back of her chair, then hurriedly packed up her laptop and notebook, bundling up before following him outside into the darkening evening. It wasn’t quite five, but the sky was already starting to turn a deeper blue as the sun sank into the sea.
“I walked over,” he said. “Do you mind driving?”
“No, I’m just parked down the block.”
The businesses on the main street were starting to close. Only restaurants stayed open past dark during the winter months. Rebekah Bear was standing outside the souvenir store, bringing in her signs and flags for the night, and she waved as Holly and Ryan passed.
White lights, strung around the various buildings, suddenly lit up as the sky continued to darken. Holly had lived in Copper Ridge for most of her life, but Christmas in the beautiful town was still remarkable to her. Walking beside Ryan, she was struck by a feeling of intimacy. He was tall and warm and she found herself wanting to lean into him. To brush her hand against his.
Nope.
Nope nope nope.
She took a step away from him, to get a hold of her wayward fantasies. She was suddenly less focused on the town, and much more focused on just getting to her car, a little white beacon in the dimness.
“It’s unlocked,” she said, jerking open the driver side door and getting in, fishing her key out of her bottomless bag before jamming it into the ignition.
He got in after her, closing the door, and she suddenly realized that her car was not the safe haven she had been imagining it might be. It certainly did nothing to dispel the tension that she felt between them. Tension that Ryan was probably completely oblivious to, because Ryan had always been oblivious to the way he made her feel. Good thing, too.
He had no idea how many fantasies she’d woven around him as a young teenager. Had no idea that when he’d moved out of Margie and Dan’s a few months after she’d moved in, she’d spent the evening watching “It’s A Wonderful Life” and crying while eating a tub of ice cream.
He had no clue about any of that, and he would never know that even though she didn’t have feelings for him anymore, per se, there were still some nights when she had trouble sleeping, and thoughts of him would enter her sleepy brain. That on those nights, feelings for him would take over her restless body. He didn’t need to know that it was the easiest thing in the world, on those nights, to slip her hands between her thighs and think of...
Yeah, he did not need to know any of that, and she didn’t need to be thinking that while they were closed up inside her car. Honestly, how had she thought this would be less uncomfortable than the open street?
Neither of them said anything as she drove out on the main road, away from town and up toward the winding back road that led to the houses set into the hills that overlooked the ocean. There was a run of vacation rentals, a small gated community, and then a few larger houses on the street. At the very end of it was the massive West Family Ranch, the largest equine facility in Copper Ridge. Though it was currently getting a run for its money thanks to Jack Monaghan and his ranch, if rumors were to be believed.
The Travers family home was between the gated community and the West Ranch. It was a stunning, two-story house with a beautiful yard, tall, stately pine trees standing behind it, and a view of the ocean through large bay windows.
It was the kind of home she’d imagined only existed in movies when she’d been a child. Being allowed to come inside had been beyond her wildest fantasies. To actually live here? To stay and to attend parties? It had been like something out of a dream.
Being taken away from her parents by Child Protective Services had been terrifying. Leaving everything she knew, even when what she knew was bleak, was frightening. But then she’d seen this house. Margie and Dan had been there waiting, with open arms, and instantly, Holly had felt like she was in a movie. A fairytale where she was the secret princess.
The impact of this house, of coming here, hadn’t lessened even now that she was an adult. Her heart still swelled as she pulled her car up to the gate and entered in the code so that it swung open, allowing them entry.
“You sure you have the key with you?” she asked, pulling through to the paved, circular drive and stopping the car just in front of the door.
“Of course. But even if I didn’t, I know how to get in without using the front entry.”
He got out of the car, and she followed suit. “Really?”
“I snuck out more than once during my teen years. And back in. Successfully.”
He pulled his keys out of his pocket, unlocked the door and opened it, holding out his arm as if waiting for her to enter. As she walked into the expansive entryway, her heart fluttered a little bit.
She should be a lot more blasé about this kind of thing, really. She’d lived in this home for almost five years, after all. But even so, every time she walked in it returned her to that place of feeling honored to be permitted to be a part of something. It made her a thirteen-year-old again. Happy for the first time.
“It’s all still in the attic,” she said, gesturing to the sweeping, curved staircase.
“Oh, I know where it is. Because fetching decorations was my job.”
“Oh, poor put-upon youth. No wonder you had to sneak out.” She tried to imagine Ryan being filled with enough whimsy to do something like sneak out and look for trouble. It was difficult. She never would have dared to sneak out, for fear of upsetting the magical world she’d been admitted to.
Of course, she’d assumed it would have been the same for him. Her vision of him was that he’d always been responsible, serious. He’d bought his fishing boat at a young age, then moved out, and had been working on the boat ever since.
“Why did you sneak out? I have to know.”
“Honestly?”
“Yes, honestly.”
“I was doing an apprenticeship on a fishing boat.”
She blinked. “Oh.”
“Sorry, it’s not exactly sex, drugs and rock n’ roll.”
“I didn’t take you for that type, actually. This...makes more sense.” He started up the staircase, and Holly scurried after him. “Why didn’t you tell Dan and Margie? Why did you sneak?”
“Habit, I guess. I found something I was interested in and didn’t want to be shot down. Dan didn’t shoot my dreams down, of course. When he caught me and found out what I was doing, he encouraged me. As long as I didn’t let my grades slip, he said I could go out on the boats on the weekends.”
“We were pretty lucky to have them,” Holly said, emotion pressing tightly on her chest.
“Damn straight,” he said. “I think so too. You can tell because I’m here fetching Christmas decorations for you. For them.” He reached the top of the stairs, then opened the door that led to the attic. “Why don’t you come and choose what you like?” he asked, jerking his head toward the door.
She took a deep breath. She was headed for another small space with Ryan. That was a lot to ask of her Ryan-frayed nerves in a short amount of time.
But he seemed oblivious —which was for the best —so she was going to act like it wasn’t anything.
She swept past him and up the stairs, grabbing hold of the small cord hanging down from the bare light fixture on the ceiling, pulling it and illuminating the space.
Everything was neatly stacked and organized. Probably not by Margie, but most certainly delegated by her. The thought made Holly smile.
“There they are,” Ryan said, gesturing to a stack of bins clearly labeled “Christmas.”
“Okay. Well, my house is a lot smaller than this one, so I’m going to have to be selective.”
“Why do I feel like I might as well have gone shopping with you? This is about the same.”
“At least we didn’t have to drive out of town to get to a big box store. So there’s that.”
“Small comfort.”
“Wrap yourself in it like a blanket, Masters, because you’ll get few more of those small comforts. We’re on the Yule train, next stop tidings of comfort and joy.” She walked toward the bins. “Okay, but lift that top box for me because it looks heavy.”
He walked past her and reached over her head, lifting the bin easily. She felt a momentary stab of bitterness over the fact that his jacket was covering his arms. It would have been nice to at least get a little peek at how the muscles on his forearms shifted as he worked.
But that was bad and not to be encouraged.
She moved to the bin and pulled the lid off, unwrapping a little glass house with glittering porcelain snow on the delicate rooftops. “The village,” she said, turning it over slowly. “I love this.” She rewrapped it and placed it down gently, unwrapping the next one, a little church with stained glass windows. “These are really special. I hope Margie doesn’t mind that I’m using them.”
“She said I could use them. Probably better you than me. And you know how she is. She would say they were meant to be used, not packed away.”
Holly smiled, her gaze still focused on the little houses. “You’re right about that.”
She continued to sift through the decorations, collecting three bins’ worth before deciding her house would be overflowing with festiveness if she took any more.
“I think that’s enough,” she said, surveying her haul.
She started to bend down to pick up one of the containers, and Ryan moved at the same time. Their heads collided.
She rocked back, pressing her palm to her forehead. “Ow!”
Ryan swore sharply, and Holly looked up as he pressed his palm against the place where she’d crashed into him.
“I’m sorry,” she said, rubbing her fingertips over her temple. “Are you okay?”
He grimaced. “My head is a hell of a lot harder than yours. Are you okay?”
“Yeah,” she said, ignoring the fact that she felt a little bit of an echo in her brain.
He took a step toward her, his dark eyes intent on hers. “Are you sure? Let me see.”
Before she could protest or move away, he closed the distance between them, bracketing her cheeks with his hands and tilting her face upward toward his.
She was so shocked by the close proximity that all of the air rushed out of her lungs and her lips parted slightly. Her heart was racing, her breasts feeling suddenly heavy. She felt... Suddenly extremely conscious of the fact that she was a woman. Hyper feminine. Which was funny, because she bet she looked like a guppy.
At least he liked fish.
“How many eyeballs do I have?” he asked, his dark brows locked together as he examined her intensely.
She couldn’t accurately answer the question because her eyes were now fully focused on his mouth. His lips were beautiful. A strange descriptor to apply to a man like him—a man who was as rough and rugged as the sea he worked on—but they were. In many ways, he was, too.
Or she was delirious. Or both. It could be both.
“Just the two, right?” she asked.
“Last I checked.”
“But you hit your head too,” she said, unbearably conscious of the fact that he was still holding on to her. Of the fact that his hands were strong. Of how hot his skin was.
Oh, Lord. He was sexy. She could keep trying to forget that. Try to have it not be the number one thing in her mind whenever she was near him. But it didn’t change the fact that her body was operating on a low hum of arousal whenever he was around. And right now? Right now it was far beyond a low hum.
She was vibrating with it. Down to her core.
He was so close that all she would have to do was stand up on her tiptoes and lean in to taste those very compelling lips. It had been a long time since she’d been kissed. And that kiss from at least two years ago now had not thrilled her to the degree that standing here, just thinking about kissing Ryan did.
That was the problem. It was always the problem.
She’d never found a man who measured up to the fantasy of Ryan. Maybe because fantasy was better than reality. She honestly wasn’t experienced enough to know. And she’d never experienced Ryan, so she really couldn’t know for sure.
You could.
If you would just lean in...
She looked up, her eyes clashing with his, her heart thundering hard. And she found herself doing just that. Found herself tilting forward slightly, closing the distance between them.
Suddenly, he released his hold on her, taking a step back. She stumbled, and he reached out again, steadying her before setting her upright and putting a healthy bit of distance between them. “Seems like you might be a little dizzy,” he said, his tone stiff.
“Yeah,” she said, her cheeks heating. She had the distinct impression that he knew what she’d been about to do. And that his sudden withdrawal was a rejection of it.
Great.
Just great.
Throw away years of hard-won self-control and hit on the one man you need help from right now.
Expert decision-making.
“I’ll get the boxes. Why don’t you just... go wait in the car.”
She nodded slowly, turning and walking out of the attic, making her way down the stairs, ignoring the echo of her heart beating in her ears. She was going to pretend this hadn’t happened. She had to. If she didn’t, she would go crazy.
She didn’t have time to go crazy or the luxury of having things be weird with Ryan right now. She had to keep it under control. Keep that crap on lockdown. If she really wanted to make out with someone, she needed to find someone else.
She got in the car and put the radio on. It would act as a buffer between Ryan and the awkwardness that would enter the car upon his arrival. She cranked the music up louder and looked out at the ocean below. She’d managed to keep her attraction for him in check for the past fourteen years. A bump on the head and a moment of weakness would not make her waver now.
After thirteen years of ignoring it, a couple more weeks couldn’t be that difficult.



CHAPTER FOUR
THERE HAD BEEN no easy escape from Holly last night. And it was a damned shame, because he’d most definitely needed an easy escape. After whatever the hell had happened up in the attic, he’d needed a whole continent between them, not to sit back in a compact car with her.
If he were a true gentleman, he would’ve reminded her that she would need help carrying the bins of Christmas decorations that were still in back of her car, into the house. But he hadn’t, and instead asked her for a ride back to his boat. Because he’d been desperate to get away from her and the temporary insanity that had assaulted him back at the Traverses’ place.
Of course, that quick getaway hadn’t helped him too much. Because today he was taking her up to get a Christmas tree. Not one from a lot, because the precut tree would never last all the way through to the new year, like she wanted it to. And he had a truck with four-wheel-drive, and many other reasons he was the go-to person to help her out with this.
The sick thing was, part of him was pleased about it.
No prizes for guessing which part of him that was.
He looked out the windshield of his truck at Holly’s little arts and crafts style home and fought the urge to lay on the horn. He was not going in to get her. Was not setting foot in her house as long as his head was this screwed up.
Something had changed between them last night. The air around them had gotten thicker. His blood had run hotter and faster because she was close to him. And he’d been unable to take his eyes off her lips. He’d hit heads with her hard enough to give her a concussion, and he’d been obsessing over what it would be like to run his tongue along the edge of her mouth.
He’d thought he’d let any fantasies of licking her die a stone-cold death the night of her eighteenth birthday. When he’d almost kissed a lonely, desolate girl because he hadn’t known what else to do. Because she’d looked so sad, and so beautiful and he’d known he didn’t have the right words.
She was too innocent for that. He’d felt like a tool for even going there in his mind. She’d needed a friend, and he’d wanted to...
He gritted his teeth.
No. Holly fantasies were damn well off-limits. Then and now.
He looked down at his phone, sitting on the torn-up bench seat, and saw he had about five text messages from Holly. He rolled his eyes and picked it up, scrolling through the messages. She was still getting ready, apparently. And, had he bothered to check his messages, he would have known that. He’d never been big in communicating with people this way. He only had a smartphone because it helped him stay in touch with business accounts. Teenage him would be pretty distressed to know that fishing all day required a lot of business-type work involved in it if he wanted to make any money.
Acknowledging that didn’t make him a fan of it. Or a fan of text messaging.
He was right in the freaking driveway, and she could stick her head out and yell at him if she wanted to. Failing that, she could always dial his phone number. That was what phones were for, after all.
Okay, maybe he was grumpy. And old-fashioned. He lived on a boat; he didn’t need to modernize.
Holly chose that exact moment to come tumbling out of her house, her bright hair barely contained beneath a knitted beanie, a matching sweater hugging curves he was far more attuned to at the moment than he would like to be. She was also wearing mittens. Which were the most ridiculous things he could possibly think of a grown woman choosing to wear. And yet he was immediately obsessed with the idea of pulling the mittens off her hands so he could see the delicate fingers beneath. Actually, all those layers had that kind of effect. Made him feel like he wanted to unwrap her like a present.
He swallowed hard, doing his best to get a hold of his wayward thoughts. That’s all they were. They weren’t even real, fully-formed desires. Just, rogue, errant thoughts. Some kind of problem with synapses, and blood flow and shit.
Maybe he did spend too much time on the ocean. He needed to make more time for women. He hadn’t been lying when he’d told Holly women liked his boat. An evening at Ace’s, a little conversation and an offer of a fishing boat tour often ended very well for him. But he hadn’t bothered in a while.
He needed to bother, obviously, because he was starting to entertain illicit Holly thoughts, which meant he’d left his sex life dormant for too long.
He wasn’t entertaining anything. No, he’d had a moment of checking her out, because she was a woman and he was a man and they had been in proximity lately. But that was it. That was all it was. Nothing more.
“I’ve been texting you,” she said, climbing up into the truck.
“I don’t text.”
“I’ve noticed.”
“But you’re still texting me.”
She lifted one mittened hand to her mouth to wrench it off with her teeth, revealing slim, elegant fingers that he could easily imagine trailing over his skin. He needed his head checked. And he needed her to put her mittens back on.
Then she reached into her purse, pulled out her phone and tapped away at the screen before dramatically making one final keystroke as she made eye contact with him. His phone flashed a message on the screen.
You suck.
“That’s very mature,” he said.
She smiled broadly, pulling the little red mitten back into place. “See, you do read your texts.”
“Did you pick up a permit for the tree?”
“Yes,” she said, digging into her purse again to produce a long, bright orange strip.
“You know we’re not going to find a pretty tree out in the wilderness.”
“We might.”
“Feral Christmas trees tend to look a little worse for wear.”
“I hope you brought a gun. In case the Christmas tree decides to attack.”
He put the truck in reverse and started to back out, the none-too-gentle acceleration making the truck jolt as the tire hit a pothole between the road and driveway.
And if it jostled Holly a little bit, and he enjoyed it, it was merely accidental. Holly’s house was on the outskirts of town, and it was a short drive past a parkland and to a winding dirt road that led to an area where cutting down trees was legal. It was a cloudy day, the mist pushing its way through the canopy of evergreens, hanging low, blotting out the weak, faded winter sun and leaving the forest nearly as dark as dusk.
“How far do you want to go?” he asked.
“I want to go high enough to get a Silvertip.” That variety of pine that grew at higher elevations. “And to see some snow.”
Oh, good. She wanted to extend their time together. Fucking perfect. “This isn’t a joyride. We are on a mission.”
Holly waved her mittened hand. “Don’t be such a drill sergeant.”
“I’m not being a drill sergeant. But I do have other things to do today.”
“You are a drill sergeant. A seagoing, barnacle-encrusted drill sergeant.”
He turned to look at her, raising both of his brows. “I guarantee you nothing on my person is encrusted in barnacles.” He snorted and before he could stop himself added, “I haven’t been out of commission that long.”
A faint blush of rose tinged her cheeks, and he knew that she’d gotten the underlying meaning in his words. “Well,” she mumbled, “good for you.”
“Yeah, I guess.”
“I, uh...didn’t know you were out of commission at all.”
Heat spiked through his veins and he kept his eyes very carefully glued to the road. “Not officially or anything.”
“Okay.”
“It’s just been a while. That’s all.”
“Uh-huh. Okay.”
He happily let the conversation die after that. They continued on up the dirt road without speaking, allowing the sound of the tires rolling over the gravel to fill the cab, and take the place of any awkward words. There was something about Holly that made him feel a good fifteen years younger than he actually was. Maybe it was the fact that he’d known her about that long.
Of course, she’d been thirteen when he’d first met her. A girl. While he’d been nearly nineteen and hadn’t given her a sideways glance. Until her birthday. Until that night he’d thought about kissing her. But she’d still been a girl, even if she’d looked a lot like a woman.
Now, however, she was unquestionably all woman.
That made things a bit more difficult.
The ice crystals on the ground grew more numerous as they went to a higher elevation, binding together to create a soft, thick blanket of snow.
They drove on for a while longer, before he pulled the truck off to the side of the road. “We better stop here. I have four-wheel drive but I don’t exactly want to pull out of a snow bank. Not if I have a choice.” He killed the engine and she scrambled out of the truck, almost as if she was in a hurry to get out of the enclosed space. Well, that made two of them. She’d probably felt that same strangeness between them last night.
She established a quick pace, walking up ahead of him on the road, craning her neck to look up the side of the mountain and examine the trees.
“Do you see anything you like?”
“I like that one,” she said, gesturing to a tree halfway up the steep hill. “But I think it might be too big. Oh!” She stopped in her tracks. “I like that one.” She pointed to one even farther up, covered in snow. “Oh, it might be too small.”
“Come on, Goldilocks, are you going to choose a tree or not?”
She reached up and took a lock of her hair between her thumb and forefinger, turning to face him, holding a bright red strand out. “Goldilocks?”
“Yeah. This tree is too big, this one is too small. Next thing you know you’ll be eating my porridge and sleeping in my bed.”
A jolt went through Holly’s body, her eyes going wide. And he wanted nothing more than to reach down his throat and cram the words that had just come out of his mouth back in. But it was too late. It wouldn’t accomplish anything anyway. The words had been spoken.
“You know that’s not what I meant.” He figured he’d better say something instead of just letting her stand there, turning redder than her namesake berry.
“Right,” she said. “Of course. I knew that. I didn’t think... I mean, I didn’t...”
“Don’t get your mittens in a twist.”
She held her hands out, and looked at said mittens. “My mittens aren’t twisted.”
He leaned forward and took hold of one knit-covered finger, wiggling it gently. “Metaphorically. Which is how I meant the other thing too.” He released his hold on her and walked on ahead of her, taking a deep breath of the sharp, cold air.
He was just going to do his best to pretend that he wasn’t affected at all by what had just transpired between them. He needed to get a handle on himself. He wondered if before yesterday saying something like that would have read like a double entendre. Or if it had to do with what had happened.
“That tree will be great,” Holly said, the words tumbling out of her mouth in a rush.
He looked ahead and saw a tree that would probably have an extra foot cut off the bottom before it could fit in her house. Clearly she had become a whole lot less picky since being out here with him had become a bit more uncomfortable.
Thanks to you.
Obviously he needed to do something about the sexual frustration that was building inside of him. He hadn’t realized he was sexually frustrated until yesterday, but now it was apparent. But if he was starting to feel serious attraction for Holly, the kinds of attraction he’d managed to keep under wraps for years, then he definitely needed to address the situation.
For now, though, he would just get a grip. Metaphorically speaking. He’d known her for years, and he wasn’t some animal at the mercy of base lust. He was a man, dammit.
And if he had to expend some sexual frustration chopping down a tree, he would. Because he was a man, and that was how a man handled a situation like this.
He certainly didn’t act on the feelings. Nope.
He wasn’t worthy of her. Not even to touch her. Not even for a moment.
“Okay,” he grunted, “let me go back to the truck and get the ax. I’ll only be a minute.”



CHAPTER FIVE
AT LEAST SHE had a tree. That was the glittery lining to this strange little afternoon. It hadn’t been entirely unpleasant, spending time with Ryan. It hadn’t been entirely unpleasant being subjected to the small moments of unintentional flirtation. But it would’ve been better if they were intentional. Or if they were moments she could respond to.
Had she been on a date, complete with a walk in the snow, hot cider and a beautiful Christmas tree, it would have been a lovely afternoon. One full of banter and naughty jokes that made her feel warm and excited. That heated her from the inside out.
As it was, it had just been awkward, with a side of awkward, rolled in awkward and flash fried in oh dear God why.
At least the drive back into town was uneventful. They stopped for gas, chatted with the station attendant, and then she talked him into making a stop at the store for apple juice because her earlier thoughts about cider had made her crave some.
By the time they pulled into her driveway, she had almost forgotten his words up in the mountains. Almost.
Every so often they replayed in her mind. Deep, rough, sexy. Next thing you know you’ll be sleeping in my bed.
He had no idea that was one of her most cherished fantasies. Still. Yes, now that she was being honest with herself, she could admit that it still was.
That’s probably why you’ve never slept in anyone else’s bed.
She winced at her own line of thinking. She did not need to go thinking about sex again in his presence. Particularly her lack of experience. Her stomach sank when he turned off the engine, and she realized she needed his help getting more than one thing into the house.
“Can you help me with the tree?” she asked.
“Of course. I’m not going to leave you to struggle with a giant pine.”
Giant pine. There was another one. She was getting kind of prurient. All she needed to do was not say anything about wood. “Thank you,” she said, the words stiff, cautious.
“I assume you need help getting those bins into, unless you wrangled them in yesterday.”
“No, no wrangling was done. They’re still sitting in the back of my car.”
“Okay, I guess I can put my muscles to use for you. No one else is using them.”
She closed her eyes and tried very hard not to think about how many uses she could find for his muscles. “Yeah, we...we established that. And I’m happy to. Make use of them. To carry heavy things...not...Right.”
“You can go ahead inside the house, get the tree stand set up. I’m going to have to cut off some of the bottom for the stand up in your living room, I’m almost sure of it.”
And she was going into the house. She was not going to stand outside and watch him, engaging in Ryan-based lumberjack fantasies that she had no business having.
Anyway, she’d already done that earlier when he’d chopped the tree down in the first place.
“Okay.” She got out of the truck, holding her grocery bag with the juice in it. “I’ll go put the cider on.”
“You have booze for that?”
“I’m not a Philistine, Ryan. It isn’t the holidays if you can’t get pleasantly sauced around the tree. Or, in my family, people just got drunk and skipped the tree.”
“Sounds like my kind of Christmas,” he said.
She swallowed, trying to suppress the unpleasant memory. It was her own fault for bringing it up. “Yeah, not really. Trust me.”
“Sorry,” he said.
“No, don’t be. I made the joke. But hell, we all have baggage. No need to dwell on it.”
“Why is it that airlines never lose emotional baggage?”
“That is a good question. I’ll go...do the cider.”
She walked inside, kicking her boots on the edge of the doorframe to knock off most of the mud. She left it cracked so that Ryan could push his way in easily when he was ready. She looked around her living room, imagining how it would be when it was full of friends and surrogate family, decorated for the holidays and smelling like cinnamon and cranberries.
Her house was another thing Margie and Dan had helped her with. She wondered if Ryan even knew that. They’d given her the down payment on her beautiful craftsman style home. It was modest, but it was the first thing she ever owned. She was almost certainly the first person in her family to own a house.
What she owed them was endless.
She set to work, putting a blue and white speckled pot on the stove and dumping the jug of cider in, then adding a few cinnamon sticks and some nutmeg. She turned the burner on high and covered it with a dented lid.
A few moments later, Ryan appeared with the tree. “You can set it over there, where the stand is,” she told him. She’d moved it into place last night.
He grunted, and she was powerless to do anything but stare as he carried the tree through the living area, his footsteps heavy on the wooden floor. She cursed winter yet again, because it necessitated him wearing all those layers, and covered up what she was certain was a pretty darn good show.
Get a grip.
You’re supposed to be dealing.
Not pining like the idiot you’ve been for all these years.
When you leaned in toward him yesterday, he jumped back like you growled at him.
He does not want you.
Part of the problem was that she’d never moved on. It was easy to convince herself that what she felt for Ryan all those years ago was a crush, but the proof was in her actions. She’d never gone on more than two dates with anyone. She never let anyone get past her front door, never let them get into her heart or her body.
It was easy enough to dismiss all that. She had trust issues. A dad who had never bothered to be faithful to her mom, a mom who had abandoned her because of a mistake she’d made.
She happily blamed her lack of love life on all those things. The Ryan factor was a lot less comfortable.
She gritted her teeth and headed back over to the stove to needlessly stir the cider and try to get a handle on herself.
By the time she looked up again, Ryan was walking out the door, probably headed out to grab the bins. Then he would bring them in, then leave. She could decorate her home in peace and quiet and not think about all of the old feelings that were stirred up inside her.
He appeared a few moments later with two bins, one stacked on top of the other, dropped them just inside the doorway and headed back outside for the third. When he came back, he surprised her by closing the front door and pulling the lid off of the first box. “Do you need help with any of this?”
“Well, I’ll need help with the outdoor things, but it’s too dark to do that now.”
“What about the stuff going inside? Need any help with the garlands, or anything?”
“Why are you being nice to me?”
“Because I’ve been distinctly not nice. And I’m sorry. Holidays have never been a big deal for me. And I was insensitive. So let’s just get back to the way things were.”
She had an awful feeling that this had nothing to do with his grumpiness, and everything to do with the strange sexual tension that had wound itself around all of their actions for the past couple of days. He wanted to get rid of it. He probably figured he had two options: go back to his boat and hide from it, and do battle with the next time they saw each other, which was a bit more frequently right at the moment, or try to make things normal again.
Obviously he had taken option two.
Her disappointment was a bitter pill. It shouldn’t be. She should be thrilled. She’d just been trying to talk herself into not acting like a sex-starved idiot.
But you are a
sex-starved idiot.
Okay, she had a point with that one.
But no more. Her New Year’s resolution would be to put an end to all of that. She would get a kiss, from someone she didn’t know maybe. A handsome stranger. Too bad there were nothing but handsome acquaintances in Copper Ridge. Such were the hazards of life in a small town.
Maybe she would celebrate the holiday in Tolowa. Or in Portland. She could get a fancy dress, and drink fancy drinks, and in general be fancy. And make out with someone.
“You’re frowning awfully deeply for somebody who’s just stirring juice.”
She blinked and returned her focus to Ryan, who was standing there looking at her like he was afraid she was going to bite his hand.
“I was just thinking,” she said.
“About Christmas decorations?”
“Coordinating events is my business, I take it very seriously. I have a whole idea in my head.” That much was true, though thinking about party decorations didn’t make her frown. It made her happy.
“Okay. So you say what you need, and I’ll do it. I’m your slave for the rest of the evening.”
She swallowed hard, biting the inside of her cheek. She did not need that mental image. “Thanks. Well, some of the Christmas lights and garlands are wound in pretty heavy bundles. If you could help get that sorted, that would be helpful.”
“Okay. In return do I get some dinner?”
She treated him to a mock scowl. “I should’ve known you had ulterior motives.”
“Me? My motives are pure. And hungry.”
“I have some cheese and crackers. I’ll get those out and then I can put some pot pies in the oven.”
“I won’t say no to that.”
She readied the plate of cheese and crackers, then fiddled about in the kitchen so that she had a little bit of distance from Ryan. The pies went into the oven before she arranged some vegetables and dip on a platter. If there was one thing she always had a lot of, it was various appetizers and munchies. The perks of working parties. Especially weddings. The happy couple left, and after she saw to the work of preserving what was left of their wedding cake for them, she typically ended up with the other food from the reception, since it would go bad before they got back from their honeymoon.
Of course, it was potentially bad for one’s diet to have a steady stream of crabcakes, puff pastries and bacon wrapped everything. She tried to eat a lot of salad to counterbalance it.
She walked out into the living room with the vegetables and the cheese and crackers, then sat both plates on the couch. Ryan had already unpacked all of the bins. The tree ready to decorate, garlands and strands of lights unrolled and laid out across the floor.
“Christmas command central,” he said, gesturing to the display in front of her.
“It looks like a reindeer threw up in here.”
“I know. It seems like the kind of thing you would like.”
“I don’t like it.” She smiled when he frowned. “I love it.”
“Holidays are a big thing to you, aren’t they?”
She lifted a shoulder. “In my line of work? Of course the holidays are a big deal to me. Plus...” She hesitated. “We didn’t celebrate anything when I was a kid. My parents just...didn’t see the point. Getting to plan parties like this, to share in all of these special moments of people... It’s kind of like making up for every party I didn’t have.”
Ryan frowned and her heart contracted, embarrassment over the fact that she just admitted that making her cheeks sting with heat. “Did you ever have a birthday party? Before Dan and Margie?”
His words brought the night of her eighteenth birthday to mind. Her parents had agreed to come and take her out, and then they hadn’t showed. She’d been standing there on Dan and Margie’s lawn in a dress, not wanting to go back in and admit that her parents had flaked out on her.
And then Ryan had come up the walkway, looking every inch like the only present she would ever really want. He’d touched her then. Hugged her. She’d wanted to stay in his arms forever, but it had only lasted a moment.
Just one more disappointment.
She bent down, picking up one of the green garlands. “Doesn’t matter. I have big parties now. All the parties I want. I plan the best ones.”
“Holly...”
She looked up and froze, immobilized by the look in his eyes. Sympathy. Sympathy from Ryan Masters. A man who would quite possibly shout bah humbug at a Dickensian street urchin. And he was standing there feeling sorry for her.
Just like he had back then. She wanted so much more than just his sorry.
“Don’t give me that look,” she said, frowning and gathering one of the garlands into her arms. “You’re thirty-four, single, and live on a boat.” She swept over to her mantel and climbed up onto the raised brick hearth of the fireplace to place the garland over the bare, polished wood.
“You want me to apologize for feeling something?”
“I don’t need pity. My childhood sucked. A lot of people had it worse. I was fortunate enough to end up with the best foster parents in the entire world. Foster parents who still care about me, who still treat me like one of their children. How many people can say that? And now I’m a grown-up who deals in fancy foods and decorations for a living.” She snorted. “Pity yourself, boat man.”
He ignored the dig. “We have quite a few things in common,” he said.
“Do we?”
“Besides the obvious foster kid situation, neither of us wants sympathy. Neither of us has a whole lot of attachments, either. Don’t act like you’re so different from me.”
“I don’t think our situations are exactly comparable,” she said, climbing down from the fireplace and making her way over to one of the bins that was filled with ornaments. “I’m a stable, happy business and home owner. You, on the other hand, are alarming.”
His dark eyebrows shot up. “I’m alarming?”
“A little bit.”
“How so?”
“You spend a lot of time alone. With fish.”
“I’m a fisherman.”
“So the fish don’t even like you. Because you kill them.”
He treated her to an unamused look. “I’m not exactly worried about the finer feelings of fish.”
“You can’t afford to be.”
“No, I can’t. But I worry a little bit about your finer feelings.”
Her stomach clamped down hard, and she had the inescapable feeling of being caught at something. “Oh?”
“You’re so concerned about my constant grumpiness. I worry a little bit about your constant cheerfulness.”
“Oh. Ha! As if being a...a...jackass all the time is more emotionally healthy than being an optimist?”
“No, being honest is healthier. You’re just pushing it all down.”
“Why would you say that?” she asked. “I can’t imagine that you want to sit down and talk about my feelings. We had a crappy start, we both did. But why wallow in it? And why talk about it.”
“I didn’t say we had to talk about our pasts. I’m just pointing out you shouldn’t get real smug up on your high horse there. You’re emotionally healthier than me? Bullshit. You’re holding so much in that one of these days you’re going to explode.”
Holly wanted to punch him in the face. For being so right. For being part of the problem. But even while she was feeling so angry she was afraid she might explode, she was watching his mouth. Imagining, yet again, what it would be like to be kissed by him. What it would be like to have those large, masculine hands touching her. What he might have looked like carrying all those heavy boxes in without all the layers of clothes on. What he might look like without all those layers of clothes. Without any clothes at all.
It was sick. Sick and perverse. He was right. She was going to explode.
“Ok,” she said, swallowing hard. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I am holding things in. Maybe I’ve been holding some things in for too long. Hiding them too well.” She regretted saying that, the moment the words left her mouth, because if he asked for an explanation, she would have to give it. He knew her. He knew this wasn’t about a serious relationship. Knew that it wasn’t about work. It wouldn’t take long for him to figure out what it was about.
“Is that so?”
She gritted her teeth. “Yes. I know what it’s like to feel something that you can’t act on. To feel something huge, something there isn’t any room for, not inside of you, not in your life. And you push it down because it... It would just ruin things.”
“That’s not something that can last,” he said, taking a step toward her.
“Obviously,” she said, moving nearer to him.
His eyes were sharp, hot on hers. “What are you holding in?”
This was very bad. Very, very bad. He was talking about feelings, and she was making it about sex. She felt like some kind of gender role had been flipped. Unless he was talking about sex now too. But she doubted that. Because he seemed opposed to the idea of introducing a physical relationship into...their friendship? Their strange, pseudo-familial relationship? Whatever it was they had.
There were reasons she’d never made a move on him. Yesterday being an exception.
The Traverses meant everything to her. Everything. If things went south with Ryan...it would complicate everything. Compromise things with the only family she’d ever known.
But you don’t want a relationship.
You aren’t that stupid anymore.
And he probably doesn’t want one either.
She thought about her distant New Year’s resolution. To get a kiss again. To move on. Suddenly, she had a very bad, very self-indulgent idea, that felt like it bordered on genius. Because it meant she could have everything she wanted without any repercussions.
A holiday fling. With the one man she’d always wanted. A man who didn’t want a serious relationship. She would go into it with her eyes open. Go into it for the physical only, no unrealistic expectations.
She would ring out the old year with Ryan, and ring in the New Year ready to move on.
“I like One Direction.” She had no idea why, but those were the words that escaped. Probably something in her brain trying to save her at the last minute. Giving her an out.
The left side of his mouth lifted. “Do you?”
She nodded. “Deep, dark secret.”
“Somehow, I don’t think that’s what you were talking about.”
“And now you’re an expert on secrets?”
“Just on yours. Or, more to the point, I can tell when you’re lying.”
“You can?” She really hoped that wasn’t true.
“Or, in this case holding something back. Maybe you do like One Direction. I’m not even sure who that is.”
She swallowed hard, her hands shaking, her stomach tightening. “Okay, yes, I am holding something back. Bacon is only okay. It doesn’t need to be put on everything. Wow, I feel better now.”
He took another step toward her. “You be careful with heresy like that.”
“Come on, bacon chocolate chip cookies. It’s gone too far.” Her face was hot, her heart beating so fast she could hardly breathe.
She didn’t know what was happening. Sometime in the past few minutes things had changed. He had changed. He could see inside of her, she was sure of it. There was a heat in his eyes that spoke of only one thing. The kind of heat she’d never seen in Ryan’s eyes before.
It scared her. And she wanted it.
“Holly, what are you hiding from me?” His dark eyes were intense, level with hers. The air felt thick between them again, like it had yesterday in the attic at his parents’ house. “You’re the one who brought it up, so I can only assume there’s something you actually want to say. But don’t want to say.”
“That doesn’t make sense.”
“So, I’m wrong?”
“No,” she said, her tone wooden. “But if I say it, I can’t unsay it. And you might run away. And never speak to me again. And embarrass me in front of the Traverses.”
He paused. “You don’t really think I would do that.”
“Okay, not anything except for the leaving. I do think you might leave.”
He said nothing for a moment, swallowing hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. “If I were you, I would clarify. And quickly. Because you’re leaving me a lot of space to make assumptions, and you may not like the conclusions I’m drawing.”
“Are they interesting conclusions? Because I might want to hear them before I admit to anything.”
“Holly...”
She licked her lips, hesitating a moment before closing the distance between them and wrapping her arms around his neck. He didn’t move away, not this time. And she acted before waiting for a response. Then she closed the distance between them, and pressed her lips against his.



CHAPTER SIX
SHE TILTED HER HEAD as their lips met, the shock of heat and arousal that rioted through her intense, unexpected. Yes, she’d known that touching him like this would be amazing, but she hadn’t realized it would be so...all over.
Kissing—in her experience—involved her mouth and very little else. Possibly roaming hands, but she’d never let it continue on very long. So, not even usually that.
One brush of Ryan’s lips against hers and she felt the impact everywhere.
It took her a moment to realize that he was frozen beneath her. She had to cut through the heat, the fire and flame, to get any sort of sense of his reaction. But now that she had it, she felt slightly horrified. She raised her head, breaking the contact between their mouths. “I’m sorry,” she said.
The moment the words left her mouth, Ryan’s hand shot up, his fingers digging deep into her hair, holding her tight. “Don’t apologize for that,” he said, his voice almost a growl, a look in his eyes she’d never seen there before.
“Well, you didn’t... You didn’t kiss me back.”
“I need to make sure you know what you’re asking for,” he said.
“You need to make sure I know what I’m asking for?” she parroted.
“I don’t want to kiss.”
“Oh?”
“I haven’t had sex for more than a year. And you’re the last person that I should ever touch. What I need... It’s physical. Only physical. And it’s not just a kiss.”
“Good. That’s all I want too. I... I’ve wanted you for a long time. But you’re part of...you’re part of the most important people in my life. You don’t lift out of the picture. And I don’t want you to lift out. It always seemed like something way too important to screw up for a few orgasms.”
“Being horny means never having to explain why.”
She laughed, a short, distressed laugh. “Wow, that’s profound.”
Suddenly, his arms were around her, and he was pulling her up against his body, letting her feel the evidence of just how aroused he was. She was shaking now, from the inside out, all of the words in her head suddenly jumbled and tilted on end.
“I’m not even sure what I said. There’s no blood left in my brain.”
“Nothing changes,” she said, while she could still figure out a way to form sentences.
“I’m good with that.”
“I mean it. Nothing changes. After this we go back to how it was. I know that you don’t want to marry me. I certainly don’t want to marry you and go live on your boat, and deal —”
Her words were cut off by the hot press of his mouth against hers, his tongue sliding against the seam of her lips, forcing them apart. She had no idea how they’d gone from never having touched romantically to making out in her living room in five seconds flat, but they most certainly had.
There were very few things that lived up to their promise. Very few things that possessed even a shade in reality of what they had promised in fantasy. Ryan’s kiss was one of them. In reality, his kiss superseded the fantasy. Everything his lips had promised to be, they were more. His hands were strong and hot on her back, sliding down her waist and to her hips, gripping her tight as he angled his head and took the kiss deeper, harder.
She couldn’t believe it was happening. Finally. It felt like the last piece had fallen into place. The last part of human contact she’d been missing. Margie and Dan had given her love like parents, love she’d been missing all of her life. Elizabeth had been like a sister. When it came to romantic relationships...there had been nothing. Not anything real.
Ryan was the one she’d wanted. His touch. His kiss. It was happening now. And it was everything.
He groaned, walked her back and pressed her against the wall, his body hard and hot in front of her, the surface of the wall unyielding and cool behind her. She clung to him, her fingers fisted into the fabric of his shirt as she learned the surface of his lips and became accustomed to the slick friction of his tongue against hers. As the ache between her thighs deepened, intensified, became a ravenous, hollow hunger that needed only him to be satisfied. She rocked against the hardened length of his arousal, his height making it impossible for her to feel him precisely where she needed him most.
“Ryan,” she said, tearing her mouth away from his, “Ryan... I need...”
“I know.”
And he seemed to, because he slid his hands down from her hips to grip her thighs, tugging them apart and forcing her to wrap her legs around his waist. Opening the center of her need to him, grinding the hard ridge of his cock against her as he held her firmly against the wall.
“Oh!” She’d officially gone past the point of all previous experience. But then, she felt as though she’d done that the moment their lips had touched. Kissing Ryan was an entirely separate activity from what she’d experienced in the past.
He slipped his hands away from her thighs, using the strength of his body and the wall to hold her in place. He cupped her face, tilted her chin up and deepened the kiss, tasting her, savoring her as though she were a delicacy, and he a starving man.
She knew what that was like. It had been more than a year since he’d had sex, but she was a twenty-seven-year-old virgin. She was pretty sure she won.
She was suddenly struck with a jolt, not of nerves, but of extreme excitement. She was finally touching him in the way that she wanted to. Finally kissing him like she’d always fantasized about. No, it wouldn’t end well. But she had accepted that, and she was just free to enjoy now. Everything she could have. Everything he would give her.
Scratch that. Everything she could take. She wasn’t passive in this. She refused to be. This was her fantasy come to life. She doubted it was the same for him. For him, this was just a drink of water after a long dry spell. For her, this was the oasis she had always desired after years in a desert. For her this was the fulfillment of a specific fantasy, not a generic need.
Those thoughts spurred her on, made her bold. Virginal nerves had no place in this. Later, later she could sit and have a postmortem. Be horrified by her behavior, maybe. But now, now she was just going to have what she wanted.
She moved her hands down his chest, feeling his muscles through the thin cotton of his shirt. Yes, they were as hard as she’d imagined. Everything about him was all that she’d dreamed of, everything and more. She moved her hands down lower still, pressing her fingertips up beneath the edge of his T-shirt, her hands making contact with his hot skin. He had just the right amount of hair on his well-defined stomach, enough to remind her that he was a man, and she was a woman. She moved her hands higher, to the hard wall of his chest muscles. Oh yes, he was very much a man.
“Off.” That was the best she could do. The most she could say.
He said nothing in return, releasing his hold on her to take a moment to take off his jacket, and wrenched his shirt over his head. She whimpered, surveying the perfectly defined lines on his chest and stomach, the V that disappeared down beneath the waistband of his jeans, an arrow pointing to the part of him she most craved.
She didn’t know who she was right now, this wild, hungry creature who craved Ryan at the expense of everything else. Damn her pride, damn common sense.
Okay, that was a lie. She knew exactly who she was. She recognized this woman. This was the woman she was in her fantasies. The woman she was late at night when she allowed dark, heady thoughts of him to enter her mind. This was the woman she’d always wanted to be.
That thought made a smile curve her lips.
“You like what you see?” he asked.
“That’s an understatement.”
“I think this calls for a trade,” he said. “Remember, it’s been more than a year for me.”
“It’s been quite a while for me too,” she said, ignoring the fact that the statement fudged the truth a bit. “So I’m going to need some time to enjoy the scenery myself.”
“Enjoy it topless.”
He didn’t give her a chance to respond. He reached forward, tugging her sweater up over her head, taking her beanie off with it, leaving her standing there in her plain, white bra. She wished suddenly that she had underwear more befitting of the vamp she felt like she was in this moment.
This was definitely virgin underwear. But she would try not to let that deter her.
The underwear wasn’t going to stay on for long anyway.
A crease formed between his brows, his lips turning down. That couldn’t be good.
“No woman wants a man to frown at her breasts, Ryan.”
“That’s not what I’m frowning at,” he said.
“That’s only slightly reassuring.”
“I’m pretty sure every member of the Travers family will kill me if they ever find out about this.”
“I’m not going to give Elizabeth the gory details.” That seemed strange in a way. Elizabeth had most certainly told Holly when she’d lost her virginity. But Holly was an expert at deflecting questions about her love life, about crushes she might or might not have. Because she didn’t want to admit to her friend that she’d never actually had sex. She’d always managed to keep her feelings for Ryan under wraps. She’d also managed to never exactly admit she’d never had sex before. This would just be an extension of all of those secrets, all of those little lies.
Again, worth it.
“You’ve always been...”
“If you say like a sister to me I’m putting my sweater back on.”
“No. Not that. But, a lot younger.”
“Four years. That isn’t so much.”
“It was when we met.”
“That has nothing to do with now. Nothing to do with where we’re at. We are both adults. And we are both almost naked. So, really we should just get all the way naked and get on with things.”
He chuckled, reaching out and brushing her hair out of her eyes. “You definitely seem to know what you want.”
“Definitely.” She looked down at the very clear bulge pushing against the denim. “Pants off.”
There. Regardless of the sexual status of her underwear, she was doing a pretty good job of holding her ground.
What she’d said earlier about her job making up for all of those missed parties? It had been a lie. This, right now, was every atonement for every missed party. For everything she’d ever wanted that she hadn’t gotten. For every night she’d gone to bed hungry, every day she’d gone without a hug, without so much as a sideways glance.
She would take this as atonement for all of that.
Which was potentially a lot of pressure to put on Ryan’s body, but if he didn’t know, he wouldn’t mind.
He put his hands on his belt buckle, worked the end slowly through, undid the snap, then the zipper. She couldn’t look away, didn’t want to. She was pretty sure Santa and all his reindeer could stampede through the living room and her eyes would still be glued to what Ryan would reveal next.
He pushed the pants down his lean hips, taking his underwear with them, leaving himself completely naked in front of her.
She sucked in a sharp breath and nearly choked on it. She’d never seen a naked man in person. Naked, and erect. Very, very erect.
She swallowed, trying to force her heart back down into its proper place. She looked back up at his face, and saw him studying her with an odd expression.
“You’re staring,” he said.
“Because I like what I see.”
“Okay, I wasn’t sure. You looked slightly terrified. I wasn’t sure if maybe something had mutated from all the disuse.”
“A year? Seriously, don’t be dramatic. Nothing mutated. As near as I can tell.” She bit her lip. “Of course, I might need to examine everything a little bit closer.”
“I think we can stop bantering now,” he growled, pressing her back up against the wall again, kissing her deep and hard. She wrapped her arms around his neck, losing herself in this, in him, in the rough feeling of his hands on her body, of the heat of him pressed so tightly against her.
Somehow, he managed to get her jeans and panties off, never breaking their kiss. He cupped her cheek, tracing a line along her jaw, down her neck, pausing for a moment, cupping her breast and squeezing it tight. Brushing his thumb over her nipple, he pinched it lightly between his thumb and forefinger before allowing his fingertips to glide over her stomach, down between her thighs. He stroked her there, where she was wet and ready for him. She gasped, letting her head fall back, giving herself over completely to the sensation.
“I don’t know if I can take this as slow as I should.”
That was fine with her. She’d wanted him for the last fourteen years. In her opinion, slow was overrated.
“Kiss me,” she said, barely recognizing the rough, husky voice as her own.
He obeyed, his fingers moving over her clit as he slid his tongue over hers. Then he cursed, pulling away from her sharply. “I don’t have a condom.”
“Oh no,” she said. “I don’t have—” Suddenly, she remembered the basket sitting in her hall closet. The basket decorated with fluorescent pink and purple ribbon, filled with favors from the bachelorette party she’d helped plan a couple of months ago. “Hold that thought.”
She extricated herself from his hold to scamper down the hallway, completely naked, well aware that his eyes were on her backside. And that it probably jiggled a little bit with every step she took.
Darn bacon-wrapped everything. Bacon really was overrated.
She opened up the closet, and rummaged past a bin filled with ribbon, a few rolls of wrapping paper, until she found the basket. Inside of it were little party favors. And within those party favors, she knew she would find the required protection.
She pulled out one of the pink, iridescent bags, her face heating as she saw the phallic shaped whistle attached to the outside.
“What is that?”
She looked up, and over at Ryan. She’d been hoping to pull the condom out of the bag without him having to see it, or any of its other contents.
“A party favor. From a party I coordinated.” She pressed her lips to the end of the penis whistle, and blew. “Festive.”
He laughed, and at the same time, his cock twitched. “I’m not sure how you can make me laugh, and make me want to ravish you at the same time.”
She blinked. “A hidden talent?”
“Very hidden. But then, in fairness, I wasn’t looking for this kind of thing with you.”
She stood there, holding the bag filled with obscene party favors, completely naked, not sure if she wanted to hear what he had to say next. It was so ridiculous, she kind of wanted to laugh too. Unless he was going to say something that hurt her feelings. “I’m not sure how to take that.”
“You had to be off-limits. You were too young. Then you were just a lot sweeter than me. You were always beautiful, Holly. And even though you give me a hard time about it, you let me be grumpy. You listen. And you never tell me to just smile through anything. You’re damn pretty, but that means a lot more than pretty ever could.”
Her heart felt swollen, and that was bad, considering she was trying really hard to keep her heart uninvolved. She didn’t say anything; instead she opened the bag, grimacing when she encountered an anatomically correct action figure, a tube of red lipstick also shaped like the male member, what looked like a pair of hard candy panties, folded up in a plastic bag, and finally, on the bottom, a fun size packet of condoms.
She fished out the protection, dropping the rest onto the floor. “See?”
He took the little packet from her hand and tore it open to reveal four individual condoms inside. “They’re purple,” he said.
She released a heavy breath. “Of course they are.”
“I’m fine if you’re fine. I don’t really care what color it is. It’s not what’s on the outside that counts, after all. It’s being inside you.”
“We don’t really have an alternative. Except not doing this. And that isn’t acceptable.”
He smiled, tearing one of the packets open and discarding the rest. And she forgot how ridiculous the situation was. Forgot that they had a living room cluttered with Christmas decorations, forgot that the condom he was currently rolling onto his thick length was purple, and had come out of the bag with a penis whistle.
Nothing else mattered but this moment. But this man and how much she wanted him.
He closed the distance between them, kissing her deeply, devouring her. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled, bringing them both down to the floor with him on top of her between her thighs. The floor was cold, and she didn’t care. It was hard, but it didn’t matter. All that mattered was this, with him. She didn’t have time to try and make it to the bed. She didn’t have time for anything but this. And she needed this. Needed it more than she needed her next breath.
“Please, Ryan.”
He shifted, the blunt head of his arousal pressing against the entrance to her body. And that was when the nerves hit. She gritted her teeth, screwing her eyes shut tight as he thrust deep inside her. The pain was sharp but brief, fading quickly into something that felt foreign, and not entirely pleasant.
She clung to him, holding onto his shoulders, getting used to the sensation of him being inside her.
“Are you okay?” he asked, his voice strained. If he suspected that she’d never done this before at all, she couldn’t tell.
“Yes,” she said, not entirely certain she wasn’t lying.
She felt full, emotional. Her heart raw and tender. And that was more intense than any pain or pleasure.
Then he moved, sliding his hands down the line of her spine and cupping her butt, lifting her hips to push himself more deeply inside. When he did that, it brought his pelvis up against the bundle of nerves at the apex of her thighs, sent a lightning bolt of pleasure through her so sharp, so focused that it stole every thought, channeled all of the sensation that was building up in her chest to pop and crackle through her veins, absorbing her entire being in the pleasure he created with his movements.
He established a steady rhythm, pumping into her hard and perfect, driving them both closer to the peak she knew was up there somewhere, even if she’d never reached it with anyone else before.
He lowered his head, kissing her neck, his breath coming in harsh gasps as his movements quickened. He tightened his grip on her hips, drawing her up against him each time he thrust home. “Come on, baby,” he said, his words broken, jagged like glass. “I can’t last.”
It was that admission, that hard, rough admission, that broke her. That pushed her to a height she’d never known existed and sent her over the edge. Her heart was beating so hard she thought it would burst through her chest, her internal muscles tightening around him as pleasure exploded in her midsection, flooding through her, overtaking her completely.
She was floating on a white, endless snowdrift. And when it set her back down it was on the hard floor of her hallway. But it was still perfect, because she was with Ryan. And as long as she didn’t think about the future, that was enough.



CHAPTER SEVEN
HE’D ALWAYS KNOWN that kissing Holly Fulton wouldn’t lead anywhere good. He’d been right. He should have listened to that instinct.
Granted, his instinct had not informed him that kissing her would end with him wearing a purple condom and taking her virginity, but he’d known it would be a bad idea.
His knees hurt. He realized that was because he was still braced on the hard floor of her hallway, still inside her and reeling from the explosive climax they’d just shared. As a reintroduction into sex went, it had been mind-blowing. As far as decent human behavior went, it was a new low.
He moved away from her, rubbing his hands over his face. “Just a second,” he said, pushing into a standing position and walking down the hall, calling on all of his self-control to keep from looking back at her naked body as he made his way to the bathroom. He took care of the condom, then went to stand in front of the sink, running water over his face as he looked at his reflection in the mirror. Bad idea. He was singularly unimpressed with the guy he saw standing there, looking a lot more satisfied and smug than he had a right to.
Had she really been a virgin? Or was he just hallucinating? She’d said it had been a while. Maybe that’s why it felt different. Maybe it was him. Maybe he was imagining all of it. Maybe he was hallucinating all of this and he’d never kissed her back when she’d leaned in. Had never touched her or told her to take her clothes off.
Maybe he was still standing there waiting to make a move. Damage not done.
He looked back up and saw his all-too-real reflection. If he’d felt any humor around the situation, he might have laughed. Since they had just been discussing emotional honesty and all manner of other bullshit. And here he was taking solace in very clear denial.
He turned and started to walk out of the room, then stopped. He was still naked, and even though they’d just had sex, it felt wrong. She was still Holly. And he was still Ryan. He wasn’t sure walking out of the bathroom wearing nothing but his skin was entirely appropriate.
He reached out and grabbed hold of the fluffy pink towel that was hanging on the towel rack. Purple condom, pink towel. Clearly, the universe was intent on him paying his penance for the pleasure he just received. He wrapped it tightly around his waist, then walked out into the hall, where Holly was standing, still naked. She was looking at him with large, dewy eyes. Shame crawled over his skin like an army of ants.
He was wrong. Maybe he’d always been wrong. It was easy to forget when he was alone. Easy to forget when he was out on the ocean, down in his boat. When he had the reassurance of Margie and Dan that he wasn’t broken in any way.
But sometimes the feeling was impossible to shake. That there were certain things that were inescapable. That the darkness, the destruction, was all in him.
Now was one of those times.
“Holly,” he said, his voice rough, even to his own ears. “Why the hell didn’t you tell me you were a virgin?”
That was not what he’d intended to lead with. Too late to turn back now. Variations on the theme.
Holly looked like she wanted to fold in on herself, standing there completely naked and exposed. In that moment, he hated himself. “Well, we’ve never talked about those sorts of things,” she said.
He sighed heavily, looking past her and at a spot on the wall. “Evidence that we really shouldn’t have done what we did.”
“I knew what I wanted.”
“Did you? Did I hurt you? Do you need...I’m sorry.”
“I’m fine. Don’t apologize for having sex with me.”
She sucked in a sharp breath through her nose, and released it slowly before turning on the ball of her foot and stalking into the living room. He was only human, so he watched the gentle sway of her hips, the slight bounce in her ass. He liked it. Liked it a lot. The softness of her skin, of her figure. The two little dimples low on her back, the full flare of her hips... Yeah, no question it was nice.
Like it a little less, you perv.
He rubbed his hands over his eyes and followed her back into the living room. It looked like a war had been waged in there with Christmas decorations, everything left strewn across the floor like very cheerful debris. And amongst the decorations were their clothes.
Holly threw his at him, and he caught them, applying all of the focus he could muster to getting dressed, and not watching her. He didn’t have the right to look at her.
He was buckling his belt when Holly spoke again. “I kind of liked the towel.”
“Pink isn’t really my color,” he said.
“I disagree. I think we discovered a whole portion of the color wheel that suits you more than you might have thought.”
“Holly,” he said, his tone serious.
“Is this where you speak gravely of your regret over stealing my virtue? Or are you going to twirl your mustache and cackle over your conquest?”
He shoved his hands in his pockets. “You deserve better than that. Better than the floor in the hallway. A hell of a lot better than me.”
“From where I’m standing it was pretty good.” Color flooded her face. “What I mean is that I fantasized about that for a long time. You. Us. I needed that.”
He felt like he’d been punched in the chest. He didn’t deserve to be the object of Holly Fulton’s fantasies, that much was true.
But now here he was, standing in front of the one woman he should have never touched, the woman he should have left a vague, misty fantasy. There was nothing misty or vague about it now. It was all harsh light, hard floors and naked skin.
“So that’s what this is? Fantasy fulfillment? I shouldn’t be that important to you,” he said. “And why was there no one else? That’s what concerns me.”
She laughed. Not something small or polite. But she honestly doubled over laughing, as though he’d just said the funniest thing in creation. “Are you implying that... I was waiting for you?”
Heat stung his cheeks as he realized that was exactly what he’d been thinking. What he’d been worried about. “No.”
“Yes, you were. That’s what you were worried about. Ryan, you’re very handsome. Don’t get me wrong. But I had a crush on you when I was like...sixteen. It’s not like I’ve been sitting around pining for you.”
“Then why? I feel like I have a right to know since I’m the lucky man who broke the drought.”
She bit her lip and looked down, her cheeks turning a deeper shade of red. “I just... Relationships are hard for me. And there’s the Travers connection. It’s complicated. It’s the same with friendships. I have Elizabeth. Through her I have a couple of other friends, but none of them mean as much to me as she does. I’ve known you for a long time. I trust you. Not for like, love, or marriage or anything like that, but I know you. I know that you won’t just look at me with blank eyes one day like you don’t even know who I am.”
“Holly...your parents... Whatever happened with them, they weren’t normal. It has nothing to do with you.”
“I know,” she said, her voice a whisper, “I know. But it doesn’t take away the anxiety. The fear of caring for someone who will never care for you in the same way. I loved them. Part of me still does even though I haven’t seen them in years. For a long time I wished it would change. So much. My mom had me hoping I would fix her marriage. And I didn’t. Instead, I made everything harder. So they just...stopped taking care of me.” She blinked rapidly. “I couldn’t bear loving a man and having him look at me one day and say the same things. I’ll... I’ll get over that. I’m getting over that. But it’s held me back for a long time. Knowing you, trusting you, makes it safe.”
His heart felt warm, thundering heavily in his chest. There was something both deeply gratifying and slightly unsettling about her words. He liked the idea of being safe for her. But part of him rejected it. Because if a man was going to be someone’s fantasy, finding out he was a fantasy of safety wasn’t the biggest ego boost.”Before I go saying anything else, you have to tell me something.”
“Okay, what?”
“Are we going to do this again?”
Heat flooded his body, his cock getting hard just from the thought of it. “It wouldn’t be the best idea.”
“Who cares if it’s the best idea?” She planted her hands on her hips. “Are we going to do it again, or not?”
“You were a virgin.”
“Can we stop fixating on that? It’s not that big of a deal.”
His chest felt tight. “It’s a big deal to me.”
“Fine. It’s a big deal to you. But it’s too late to do anything about it, the damage is done. Here’s my proposition: we finish out the year with a bang, no pun intended, and once the new year rolls in, we stop. Clean slate, no damage done.”
“There’s never a guarantee of no damage.” He hated himself for saying it, hated himself for trying to make her change her mind. Because he wanted this. Needed this. She was going through some stuff, but he’d been through his share too. He could damn well use a little bit of physical relief.
But this was Holly. She was more than physical relief. She was important to him. That meant he had to be honest.
“Okay,” she said. “But I want you.” She met his eyes, the statement simple, direct, and more temptation than he could handle. He’d tried to be the good guy years ago. Hadn’t followed his instinct to kiss her on her eighteenth birthday as he’d known he would only add to her pain. Except now he apparently had less restraint than he’d had almost a decade ago.
He took a step toward her, reaching out and taking hold of her chin between his thumb and forefinger. Before he could think better of it, he leaned in, pressing his lips to hers. Kissing her like he’d wanted to do all those years ago. Soft at first, gentle, a slow, measured tasting that gave respect to her inexperience. Then deeper still, a tribute to his hunger.
“I take it that means we’ll do it again?” she asked when they parted.
“Definitely,” he said. His good intentions had lost the war. “But first, we’d better finish decorating the living room.”
He didn’t actually want to decorate. He wanted to take her straight to bed. Wanted to go ahead and revel in this very bad, selfish decision he’d made. Now that he was committed to it, he was all in. But she’d been a virgin, and the last thing he wanted to do was cause her any pain. Any more than he already had.
Just then, the oven timer went off. “Oh yeah,” Holly said, sounding dazed. “I forgot about the pot pie.”
“Right about now pot pie seems anticlimactic.”
She laughed. “Definitely not the sexiest of foods. Hearty, certainly comforting, but not sexy.”
“Do you have champagne and chocolate-covered strawberries?”
She lifted a shoulder. “Fresh out.”
“I guess we’ll have to make do with the pot pie and cider.”
She smiled at him, this kind of glowing, dreamy smile he’d never gotten from anyone before. A smile he was certain he didn’t deserve. “You know, I can’t think of anything better.”



CHAPTER EIGHT
HOLLY HAD NEVER had so much fun planning a party in her life. And planning parties was her passion. She loved weddings and the fact that they were a celebration of two people coming together for the rest of their lives. She loved holiday parties, full of family and friends gathering to enjoy not just the season, but each other’s company. Bachelorette parties that were all about female friendship, and the celebration of new stages of life.
But putting together the Christmas party to honor Dan and Margie was definitely the best. Of course, her enjoyment could have had more to do with the fact that she was burning up the sheets with Ryan every night.
If she’d known how good sex could be, she probably wouldn’t have waited.
Okay, that wasn’t true. Because Ryan was what made it so good. And if it wasn’t with Ryan, she doubted it would be even half as amazing.
Damn, she had it bad.
He’d made it a priority to get some standard protection at the grocery store the day after their first time, and he’d been sleeping at her house instead of on his boat. It probably shouldn’t flatter her since a full-size bed was going to be better than one of those bunks any day. But she chose to let it flatter her.
She also chose not to worry about the future. About the fact that in a week all of this was supposed to be over. That all she would have to look forward to after Christmas were nights in an empty bed, nights without Ryan.
It wouldn’t work. Not for either of them. She couldn’t need him. She couldn’t afford to need him. But that was a problem for later. Now, this week, they were together.
They were meeting up today after he got through with work, and she was planning on cooking him dinner. She didn’t have to cook all that often thanks to the steady stream of leftovers she took in from the various events, but she wanted to make something for him. Something special, which was why she was currently at the mercantile in Old Town that sold specialty foods.
She already had a few nice, flavored olive oils in her basket, some pasta that had been imported from Italy, and a tub of fresh, organic pesto made by some local women. She paused in front of a display that had a few types of bread all fresh from the oven.
A flash of movement outside caught her eye and she looked up in time to see a woman with bright red hair walking down the sidewalk. Her heart jolted.
The woman was definitely familiar. More than familiar. Before she’d made a conscious decision to do so, Holly found herself setting her shopping basket down on the red tile floor and walking out the door of the store, letting the door shut behind her. The woman was already passing by the cranberry-colored knickknack shop the next building up. Holly should let her go, she knew that. But she couldn’t.
God help her, she couldn’t.
“Mom?”
The woman paused for a second, and turned partly, her face white as snow, her eyes hollow. There was nothing there to read, no flash of recognition, no happiness. Holly found herself staring, drinking in her mother’s face with a surprising amount of hunger. She hadn’t known how much she’d missed her. Hadn’t realized she’d missed her at all. Not after all the pain she’d put her through.
Not after the horrible parting words. Not after her mother had called Child Services herself to say she couldn’t take care of her daughter anymore. Because Holly had betrayed her. Old guilt, crippling sadness and longing filled her chest until she could barely breathe. She wanted to yell. She wanted to apologize. She couldn’t do any of it, so she just stood and stared.
The other woman looked older, thinner. Holly looked at her left hand and saw that she didn’t have a ring on. Were her parents even married anymore? They’d moved years ago, and she hadn’t heard from them since. Running into her mother now was unexpected. Painful. And she should turn away. She shouldn’t have come out here. She shouldn’t be standing here like an idiot.
She shouldn’t say anything. But she couldn’t hold it in.
“Mom,” Holly said again, taking a step toward her.
The other woman shook her head and turned away, walking briskly across the street as though Holly hadn’t spoken at all. Holly could do nothing but stand there, staring after her, unable to believe what had just happened. She had seen her mother. Her mother hadn’t spoken to her at all.
All she could do was stand there, torn to shreds on the main street of Copper Ridge.
She felt like she’d been hollowed out, angry, stinging tears forming at the backs of her eyes, an intense pain resting at the base of her throat.
“Holly?”
She turned around and saw Ryan standing there, his hands clenched into fists at his sides.
“I...”
He took a step toward her, closed the distance between them and pulled her into his arms, his hold so tight she could barely breathe. And she was grateful for it. For the comfort she found there, for his strength. For the fierceness in his hold, because there was nothing tentative about it. Nothing temporary. It was real, sure, firm, overtaking everything. He held her so hard it almost hurt, canceling out the ache that had wound its way through her chest, wrapped itself around her heart.
“She’s wrong,” he said, finally speaking after holding her in absolute silence for a while. “Not you. Never you.”
“How?” It was the only word she could speak, the only word she could think of.
If her parents didn’t love her, surely something was wrong with her. If she’d managed to make her mother send her away then surely she must be a monster. She realized then the real reason she’d never gone after a relationship before, with Ryan or anyone else. She didn’t know who she could trust. Elizabeth was a wonderful friend, and had been for years. Dan and Margie cared for her; they had from the moment she’d been brought into their home. But...new people. How could she ever trust them? If her own parents could just stop caring one day...anyone else could, too.
Ryan made her feel like that wasn’t true. Like it couldn’t be true. She knew he didn’t love her, not like that. But he held her like she mattered. It felt true. It felt right. And so did the words he was speaking. Reassuring, fierce words that spoke of his protectiveness.
She could feel how much she mattered in each and every one of them. And if she mattered that much to him, a man who didn’t even want a relationship with her beyond next week, then surely she should matter to her parents. Surely she deserved more than a blank look on a public street.
She wrapped her arms around his waist and rested her head against his chest. “I was going to make you dinner,” she said. “I left the basket in the store.”
“I have a better idea. I’m going to take you out.”



CHAPTER NINE
AFTER THE ENCOUNTER with Holly’s mother on the street last night Ryan had taken her to the nicest restaurant in town. He hadn’t cared who’d seen them, if people would draw conclusions. He sort of hoped her parents would see them. Anyone who had ever ignored her. Hoped that they would see her out with someone who knew she was worthy of attention. Most people would look at them and assume nothing much. After all, they’d been surrogate family for years. But there might be a few who wondered if things were romantic between them.
That didn’t bother him, either.
He’d just wanted people to see her being treated as she should be. With respect. Reverence.
Everyone who’d ever wronged her should know how wrong they were just by looking at her. Maybe they did. Maybe that was why her mother couldn’t bear to speak a word to her. He didn’t know.
All he knew was that when he’d witnessed that, the pain he felt had been a clear echo of her own. And not just pain. Anger. Rage. He’d always known they were terrible, that they’d neglected her, but he’d had no idea just how bad it was.
He wanted to do more, wanted to give her something, but he didn’t know what. He wasn’t exactly known for making situations better.
But after a stroke of genius, he’d come back to shore early today to get some supplies. He’d let himself into Holly’s house before she’d gotten home. All of the Christmas decorations were up, the outside of the house lined with white lights, the inside decked out from head to toe. He’d noticed that she liked to keep a pan of cinnamon sticks boiling on the stove with a few drops of vanilla to make the air smell good. Something Margie always did.
He put some in for her, so that everything would smell nice when she arrived. And then he’d taken out the bag of decorations he’d bought at the store on his way home. He knew that she probably had birthday party decorations. More than any other person, he imagined. But that wasn’t good enough. He’d wanted to choose them.
The memory of her eighteenth birthday, of how desolate she’d been, was stronger in his mind today than ever. He’d been thinking about that night a lot lately, because it was the moment when he’d almost kissed her. But now he was thinking about it because it was the first moment he’d really understood just how badly her parents failed her every day. That realization had been reinforced tenfold yesterday.
And today he wanted to do something to fix it. To begin to restore those years that had been eaten away by neglect.
He pulled the happy birthday banner he’d selected out of the bag. Pink and purple, for obvious reasons. He was sure that it was kind of cheesy, but he’d chosen it. For her. He set to work, blowing up balloons and hanging up the banner over one of the Christmas garlands. It was a mashup of holidays. Which gave him another idea. He walked to the hallway and opened the closet, looking at the vast array of labeled bins filled with decorations.
He took a sampling of each. Valentine’s, bachelorette, St. Patrick’s Day, Hanukkah, and put them in with all of the other decorations. It would be every party that she’d missed.
He stood back, surveying his work. It was...weird. The colors most definitely clashed. But he kind of liked it.
He realized suddenly that he was standing there smiling at the most cheerful sight he could have ever conceived of. It was a little bit out of character. But sometimes Holly made him feel out of character. Or like a new character entirely. It wasn’t just the sex, though that was great. It was something else. Something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. Something he kind of didn’t want to.
He walked back to a side table and took the candles out of the bag to place them onto the cake he’d bought, the one that said her name. That was when the front door opened to reveal a very shocked-looking Holly, who was taking in her surroundings with wide eyes and an open mouth.
“What is this?” she asked.
His throat felt tight suddenly, and he couldn’t rightly say why. “Happy birthday. And Hanukkah, and St. Patrick’s Day, and Valentine’s Day. Christmas too.”
“It’s not...” She looked all around. “It’s not my birthday.”
“I know. But I think you deserve some extras.” He nodded. “I know you do. You remember... Your eighteenth birthday.”
She smiled weakly. “I try not to.”
“I don’t blame you.” He walked from the kitchen over to where she was standing. “I almost kissed you then.” He took hold of her hand, drawing her close to him. “You were so pretty. And sad. But only eighteen. So I didn’t. I’ve always remembered. I should have done this then. I should have gotten you a cake then, and made you a party. Made sure you had something. I should have told you then how wrong your parents were.” He let go of her hand, bracketing her cheeks with his hands, looking deeply into her eyes. “And I should have kissed you.”
He did so then, kissed her with everything he had, kissed her until he tasted salt on her lips. He opened his eyes, saw tears streaming down her cheeks. “Are you okay? Did I hurt you?”
She shook her head. “No. I just... I can’t believe you did this for me.”
“I know you said you get to throw all the parties you never had, but I couldn’t help but think it wasn’t fair no one was throwing parties for you for so many years before Margie and Dan.” He swallowed hard, trying to lessen the knot of emotion that was building in his chest. He wasn’t quite sure what was wrong with him. Why he was feeling such deep regret. He’d had a similar upbringing, and this stuff—parties and other moments of fun—wasn’t something that had ever mattered to him. But they mattered to her. And that made him feel it. There was something about her that made him feel connected to things in a way he wasn’t usually. Not just his own feelings, but hers.
He’d never wanted to do anything like this for another person. Had never wanted to fix things for someone. To matter to them.
He wanted to matter to her. To fix every broken thing inside of her. But how could he? How could he when everything in him was still fucked all to hell?
Her hands went to his chest, slid down his stomach, pushing beneath the fabric, her fingertips hot on his bare skin. And he figured he would worry about feelings later.
“Hey, I didn’t light your candles yet,” he said.
She stretched up on her toes and kissed him. “This is what I want for my birthday. That kiss you should have given me then.”
“If you keep touching me like that it’s going to be more than a kiss.”
“I hope so,” she said, pushing her hands up farther beneath his shirt, gathering up the material. He lifted his arms and she pushed the whole thing up over his head. He cast it onto the floor, wrapping his arms around her, holding her tight, sliding his tongue against hers.
“What about your cake?” he asked.
“You’re better than cake,” she said, her voice husky, her lips soft against his. “You’re better than any party. Even half a dozen parties in one.”
“That’s pretty high praise.” He angled his head, grazing his teeth across her jaw, gratified when she let out a sharp, needy sound.
“For me? There isn’t any higher praise.”
“I know.”
As he held her in his arms, as she ran her fingertips over his body after she divested him of his clothes, he couldn’t fathom how such a warm, beautiful woman had come from a place of such coldness and neglect. She was too good for them.
Too good for him, a boy who’d been raised under the iron fists of a man who didn’t believe in kindness. He didn’t think he would ever hurt her, not like his father had done to him and his mother. But he didn’t know how to love either. Not in the right way.
Holly had come out of such a terrible place still smiling. So much brighter, so much more genuine than him. He could never bear it if he stole her smile.
But tonight? Tonight he made her happy. They only had another week, so it didn’t matter what happened after this. Now he could make her smile. For now, he made her happy. And so he would do it. The best he could, as long as he could.
He removed her clothes slowly, unwrapping her like she was the most precious gift. He sucked in a sharp breath, examining her every curve, her soft pale skin, her full, round breasts, the perfect pink nipples at the center. Her softly rounded stomach, and perfectly curved hips.
He would never get tired of looking at her. Of allowing himself this fantasy fulfillment of a dream he barely ever indulged in.
He’d always known she was too sweet for him. Had always known that his hands—rough, workman’s hands—weren’t fit to touch her. And yet here he was, skimming his hands over her every curve, over every inch of her beauty, claiming it like it was his, like he had a right, when he knew damn well he didn’t.
He kissed her lips, pink and flushed, then down her neck, and down farther still, drawing one tightened bud into his mouth and sucking hard, relishing the sound of pure pleasure that escaped her as he did. He moved lower, forging a trail of kisses down to her belly button, then lower, gripping her hips hard, his fingertips digging in to her skin.
“Ryan?”
He adored the question in her voice, the betrayal of her inexperience, of the fact that no other man had ever done what he was about to do. He shouldn’t relish it, should feel nothing but guilt, and yet, he couldn’t find any. Because there was nothing in him but pure fire, pure pleasure, and pure selfishness. He wanted to taste her, to know he was the only man to have ever done this.
More evidence that he was a bastard. But he didn’t care.
He held onto her tightly, tugging her in toward his mouth, tasting her deeply, sliding his tongue through her damp folds until she cried out.
He wrapped one arm around her lower back, still holding her hips with the other, pulling her down to the floor with him and laying her back gently before hooking her legs over his shoulders and burying his face between her thighs.
She was beautiful, she was perfect, the embodiment of every male fantasy. He was not worthy of the gift, but he would take it. He would take it hard, he would take it fast, and he would take it as many times as he could get it.
This was a party for her, but it was one for him, too. These whole two weeks were a party just for him. Until he had to go back to his life on the boat. Alone. Because he couldn’t quite figure out how to make a life with other people work.
In that moment his heart ached for the things he couldn’t have. For the things he couldn’t be. For the first time in years he wished it could be different. That he could be everything a woman like her deserved. It was easy to be fine alone, living on a boat when there was no around he wanted to share his life with. Share himself with.
If he ever did, it would be her.
That couldn’t be. But they could have now.
He reached over and found his jeans, procuring a condom and rolling it on quickly. He braced himself over her, kissing her deeply before thrusting inside her body.
He was lost then, in her, in this. He could stay here forever, frozen in time, at every party for every holiday he could think of and find decorations for, celebrating the fact that right now he had her.
He lowered his head, kissing her neck as fire wound itself around his veins, stealing his control, pushing his heart into overdrive. His movements became erratic, uncontrolled. He could do nothing but simply give himself over to the experience. Pray that she found her release, because he was at the mercy of his.
She gripped his shoulders tight, her fingernails digging into his skin as she let her head fall back, the sound of her release perfection to his ears, her internal muscles clenching tight around his cock as she gave herself over to her pleasure. That was his permission to surrender to his own. Release roared through him like a beast, but it wasn’t a relief. It tore at him, tormented him, dragged him down into hell and back, showing him a taste of bliss and eternity that could never fully be his before wrenching him back into the real world, spent and exhausted, and so far from satisfied. He would never get enough of this. Never get enough of her. But he would have to. Because at the end of next week, all of this would be over. And there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it.
* * *
MORE OFTEN THAN NOT they seemed to end up on the floor somewhere in her house, only making it to the bed later.
She smiled and snuggled deeper into his hold, trailing her fingertips over his chest. She enjoyed the physical pleasure she found with him, but it was more than that. It was these moments of intimacy. Of quiet. Where they held each other and said nothing. Where she felt overwhelmed by the comfort and familiarity of being in his arms, and the exhilarating, electrifying newness of it. Of knowing him this way. Of deepening an existing bond that was stronger than she imagined.
“The day I came to live with Margie and Dan was the day I got out of the hospital,” he said, his voice rough.
Holly curled her fingers into fists, tightening her hold on him. “Ryan, you don’t have to...”
“I’d been taken out of my parents’ house before. But they would do the classes, and I would go back. But not after this one. The one favor my mother ever did for me was calling an ambulance after my dad beat me that last time. I’m sure once he got out of jail it didn’t work out so well for her.”
“Ryan...”
“I’m not telling you this so you’ll feel bad. I just want you to know. I want you to understand, I guess.” He cleared his throat. “I don’t usually care if anyone understands. But I want you to.”
“I do. I think I always have.” She wouldn’t tell him she knew he was only grumpy in order to keep people away so he didn’t get hurt. Because he would deny that. But she did. “I know you,” she said instead.
“Make me understand you, Holly Fulton. Tell me your story.”
They’d known each other for a long time. Lived in the same house, spent holidays together. But they didn’t talk about their lives before Margie and Dan. Not to anyone.
She wanted to talk to him.
Holly swallowed hard, her throat tightening up. As though her body were trying to keep her from saying out loud things she had kept inside for the past fourteen years. “Child Protective Services had been out to my house before too,” she said, each word coming slowly. “I’d been removed temporarily, and brought back. Like you said, parental classes, and things like that. But my parents never hit me. The school would call because I was stealing food in the cafeteria because I was hungry. They’d realized I wasn’t eating at home again. My mom would always try for a while. My dad never really tried at all. I’m not sure if he noticed when I left. But that last day, it was my mom who called. She called them because she didn’t think she could take care of me anymore. She didn’t want to.”
A tear slid down her cheek, and she didn’t bother to wipe it away. She continued. “It was summer. I was home from school, and my mother was at work. My father came home with a woman. I didn’t know her. I knew more or less what was going on, but I just did my best to ignore it. Later, the woman came out of the bedroom and saw me. I was really skinny, and I must have looked hungry and kind of dull. She asked if I wanted anything. I wasn’t allowed to just take food out of the cupboard without permission. My mom would get mad. The woman, Josie, I still remember her name, she didn’t think that was right. She got some bread and peanut butter and made me a sandwich. She sat me at the kitchen table, and she talked to me. She was worried I wasn’t eating enough. Then my mother came home.”
She squeezed her eyes shut tight, trying to keep any more tears from falling. “She was so angry. She knew my father had affairs. She knew he was unfaithful. She...she felt like she’d tried, at least. Tried to love me and then I betrayed her too. Accepting something from another woman, I guess.”
“Holly,” he said, kissing her forehead. “You have to know that wasn’t a betrayal on your part. You have to know that.”
“I do know that. But it’s why I was sent away. Reality didn’t matter. She was already under stress and that was the last straw. The one she couldn’t handle. If I had done something different—”
“You might never have gotten out. They were wrong, Holly. That’s all there is to it. They were your parents. Parents are supposed to take care of their children. Parents aren’t supposed to hit their children. Parents aren’t supposed to try and use their children as a Band-Aid. Parents are supposed to feed their children. Hug them. They’re not supposed to send them away. You didn’t do anything wrong.”
“Neither did you,” she said.
He said nothing to that, only tightened his arms around her. “Thanks for talking me into this,” he said. “The Christmas party, I mean. You didn’t talk me into this.” He clearly meant the two of them lying naked under the Christmas tree.
“Me too.” But she meant more than just the Christmas party, and she was happy enough if he didn’t realize that. If he didn’t realize just how much this moment, and he, meant to her.
He was warm. He was holding her. She’d spent a long time cold and alone. This might not be forever, but it was one of the most beautiful moments she’d ever experienced. No matter what happened later, she would always be glad they had the now.



CHAPTER TEN
THE COPPER RIDGE AIRPORT had only one terminal and one baggage carousel. It didn’t take long to catch sight of Margie and Dan coming through the revolving doors that brought them from behind the single line security checkpoint and out into the general area.
Margie pulled him into a hug without hesitation, and Dan clapped him on the back. “Good to see you,” the older man said. “How’s the fishing?”
“Hard work,” Ryan said. “But doing for a living what most people retire to do isn’t the worst gig in the world.”
“It’s not the same as sitting out in the middle of a lake in a motorboat, but I’m glad you’re happy,” Dan said, smiling. “Anyway, it’s not Hawaii.”
“Yeah, well, it gives me something to look forward to for when I’m old,” Ryan said. “It’s nice to know there are still better things on the horizon. I don’t want to peak too soon.”
“Your work should never be the peak, son,” Dan said, looking at his wife. “Hard work matters. But in the end it’s not what you’re left with.”
Ryan looked at Margie and Dan, thought of their legacy. The Farm and Garden was certainly part of it. Everyone in Copper Ridge shopped there for something or another. But that wasn’t what Ryan loved them for. It wasn’t what he would remember.
For some reason, the thought made his chest feel tight.
The conveyer belt on the baggage claim started up and Ryan made a move toward it. “What color are your bags? Let me get them.”
“They’re the really ugly ones with the flowers. You’ll know which ones,” Margie said. “So much easier to see.”
Ryan smiled, not commenting on the fact that he had a feeling Margie liked the loud, colorful bags better and had used the ‘easy to spot’ excuse on Dan so he would agree to carry a bag with flowers around.
Of course, Dan would agree to it, anyway. He agreed to whatever Margie wanted, and seemed to enjoy doing it.
He stood, waiting for the bags to come around, and looked back at the older couple. They were standing together, Dan with his arm around his wife, an easy silence settling over them.
It was a strange moment, standing there, thinking about what his future might look like.
Ryan made it a practice not to look too many steps ahead. There was no point. His life had been kind of a hard slog. Spending days avoiding his father’s fists, then coming to live with the Traverses and hoping that he wouldn’t get moved again. Wouldn’t get sent back. He’d worked tooth and nail to get into his boat and to get his business established. Planning for retirement was a privilege he hadn’t gotten around to yet. But it wasn’t only that.
He’d never imagined himself as an old man. More, he’d never imagined who might be standing alongside him, and who wouldn’t be.
Looking back at Dan and Margie, he knew he didn’t want to be standing alone. He wanted someone to retire to Hawaii with. Or not retire to Hawaii, necessarily, but someone to be with him. He couldn’t look up to his father, never had. He’d put his head down and taken the blows, but he’d never imagined for a moment that he wanted to be like his old man. He’d never much imagined what he wanted to be. He prized hard work, because Dan had shown him it was the key. Dan was a man who worked hard, who ran a good, honest business, and had made a good living at it. But he was more than that. He was more than work. He was a husband, and a surrogate father to many kids who’d gone through the foster system in Copper Ridge.
It wasn’t enough to just work hard. Because at the end of the day, at the end of his life, he didn’t want to just be a man with a boat. He wanted to be the man standing there with a woman who still looked at him like he was something special.
He wanted to stand there with Holly. Because it was only with Holly that he could actually accomplish any of this. Holly made him feel like more. More than just a guy on a boat. More than just a kid whose father had used him for a punching bag. If she wasn’t broken, neither was he. And he knew that she was in. He also knew she deserved the best. He might never be the best, but he could be more.
It took him a moment to realize that he’d let Dan and Margie’s bags pass by on the conveyor belt.
“Do you have something on your mind, Ryan?” Margie asked, moving to his side.
“Just thinking about everything you two have given me. Thank you. You know, my dad never taught me a damn thing, and just standing there you made me realize something. That’s pretty amazing.”
Margie pulled him back into a hug, squeezing him tight. “We’ve helped a lot of kids, Ryan. And no matter the outcome, we would do it again,” she said. “But it isn’t enough to just get advice. You have to follow it. You’re one of the few who has. At least parts of it.”
He knew what she was talking about. Of course, Margie wanted him married with kids and all of that. He swallowed hard. He was starting to think maybe he wanted that, too.
For the first time he believed he really could have more. More with Holly.
He would just have to convince her.
He went after the suitcases and pulled them off the conveyer belt, holding one in each hand. “Let’s go,” he said. “We actually have a surprise for you.”
* * *
IT WAS CHRISTMAS EVE, and Holly felt profoundly morose. Decidedly strange because she had loved the holidays from the moment she first met the Travers family.
It wasn’t a mystery why this one wasn’t welcome, though. It was because the arrival of Christmas meant her time with Ryan was coming to a close.
So tonight, the big triumph, the party, didn’t seem like her goal, it seemed like an end. An end she was not looking forward to.
She had to pack up the party that Ryan had thrown for her. It’d made her heart ache, but she couldn’t throw a Christmas party with a giant happy birthday banner set up in the middle of one of her garlands.
Everything looked perfect, even though the subtle, beautiful decorations she now had in her living room looked pale in comparison to how Ryan had decorated for their private party. The tree, the centerpieces, the small village on the mantel. All of the guests would be arriving soon, and Ryan had gone to the airport to pick up Margie and Dan. Elizabeth would be back in town a little bit later. Everything was going according to plan, except Holly just wanted to crawl underneath the table with a cheese log and eat the entire thing herself.
She was in mourning. Like, suffered-a-death mourning. Like she’d lost the love of her life. Not just sex. But no, she couldn’t love him. It wasn’t possible, and it made no sense. More, loving him could come to nothing.
Because it could all get yanked away. And she would be left blindsided when it did.
She heard a knock on her front door and her stomach tightened. She wondered if it was Ryan. And the Traverses. She was excited to see them. Except she didn’t feel so right now. Because their arrival was all wrapped up in the whole end-of-their-time-together thing. She smoothed her red satin skirt and walked to the front door, flinging it open, trying to force a smile when she saw her pretty, dark-haired friend Elizabeth standing there beaming at her.
“Merry Christmas!” Elizabeth handed her a gift and walked in, looking around at all of the decorations with a look of wonder on her face. “This is amazing! Really, you’ve outdone yourself. You made all of Mom’s old decorations not look quite so 1983.”
“You’re early. And I like your mom’s decorations,” Holly said.
“I know you do.”
“Where’s Todd?”
Elizabeth rolled her eyes. “I don’t know. Probably manscaping something.”
“Did you not have a good time skiing?”
“Oh, I had a good time skiing. But dealing with Mr. High Maintenance was a little bit less enjoyable than I anticipated.”
“Oh. Is the honeymoon over?”
“Thankfully, we haven’t been on a literal honeymoon, so I don’t have to continue to put up with it.”
Holly winced. “Did you two break up?”
“Let’s just say I spent more time with my ski instructor than I spent with him. And yes, we did.”
“I’m sorry,” she said.
“I’m not. You know, it starts with a guy paying all kinds of attention to you, but then all of a sudden they would rather just look in the mirror at their own reflection. Or, if not that specifically, at anything else but you just because they’re tired of you,” Elizabeth said, a bitter tinge in her voice. “Although Levi didn’t seem to be bored with me. But then again, I was new.”
“So... You think men just get bored?”
“I mean, it isn’t like I wasn’t bored. In fairness to the douchebag.”
Holly’s stomach sank. It was a good thing she and Ryan were finishing up, she supposed. Because it wouldn’t take long for him to get tired of her otherwise. That was how things worked for her. Her parents had imagined she might fix their marriage, and all she’d done was add to their problems. And so what had started as a blessing, a miracle, had turned into a burden.
She would be that for him, too. She knew she would.
She cleared her throat. “It sounds like you need booze.”
“I just might.”
She walked into the kitchen and got a bottle of wine, pouring a generous helping for her friend.
“God bless you,” Elizabeth said, raising her glass and taking a large gulp.
There was a knock at the door again, and after that, it didn’t stop. Guests began to pour in, but still no Ryan and Margie and Dan.
Holly was starting to worry, even though she knew it was ridiculous.
Finally, the door opened, and there they were. But more important, there he was, the porch light behind him illuminating his masculine silhouette, the mist hanging low in the trees only adding to the drama of the moment. She could only see him. She only wanted to see him.
She was in so much trouble. How had she ever thought she was going to protect herself from this?
“Elizabeth!” Dan stepped in and tugged his daughter into a hug. “Holly,” he said, smiling and hugging her too. Margie was greeting Elizabeth, then moved on to Holly. Holly almost cried when the older woman pulled her into a soft, gentle hug, the familiar smell of her perfume easing some of the ache in her chest. She’d last seen Margie a couple of months ago, compared to the days it had been since she’d seen her mother. And Margie didn’t stare at her blankly.
“It’s good to see you,” Holly said, her throat too tight for many more words to escape.
“You too, honey,” Margie said.
Holly stepped away, her eyes clashing with Ryan’s. She tried to force a smile, one that he didn’t return. A strange look was in his eyes, something thoughtful and deep, and it scared her.
She didn’t want him to look at her that way. Because it would only fade. That was the one thing she wouldn’t be able to stand. Not if he kept his word and ended things. But if she believed that it could be something more, if she allowed herself to love him—and not only that, but expect him to love her in return—she would be irrevocably broken.
Fortunately, the party kept her busy, and she wandered around the room making small talk with as many guests as she could. She made small talk with Sheriff Eli Garrett and his wife Sadie, who were expecting their first child in the spring, and with the sheriff’s older brother Connor, his wife Liss, and their adorable baby. Along with Jake and Cassie, and Lydia Carpenter, the president of the Chamber of Commerce and frequent user of Holly’s services. Half the town seemed to cycle in and out over the course of the evening, but as distracting as it was, as fun as it was, Holly’s focus remained on Ryan and the sinking feeling in her stomach.
As the evening wound down, Ryan met her eyes across the room, moving toward her with intent. It was then that she realized she’d been avoiding him. It hadn’t been conscious, but she’d definitely been doing it. He closed the distance between them, and was clearly about to say something when Dan and Margie unintentionally interrupted.
“Thank you so much for this party,” Dan said. “It was so thoughtful of you, Holly. There are definitely some things we miss about Copper Ridge, and this is one of them.”
“Yes,” Margie said. “It’s been so nice to see everyone tonight. It really is the best Christmas present we could’ve gotten.”
“Holly worked very hard on this,” Ryan said, his eyes intent on her.
“I can see that,” Dan said, assessing Ryan. Holly felt like Dan saw a little bit too much.
Holly cleared her throat, tapping her glass with the side of her fork. It was tempting to get distracted, to let all the stuff she was feeling for Ryan eclipse the purpose of the party. But she wasn’t going to let it.
“I just wanted to say a few words,” she said when everyone quieted down. “Dan, Margie, I wanted to do this for you because...well, it’s for everything you’ve ever done for me. I don’t know if a Christmas party is a big enough thank-you—no, I know it isn’t—but it’s a start. You gave me more happiness than I ever had before. You continue to give me support and love.” Her words made her eyes feel scratchy as she realized how true they were. Dan and Margie loved her. They’d never betrayed her.
Because they were exceptional, not because she was. Those thoughts hammered against her temples, made her head ache.
She swallowed hard, pressing on. “And I love you, too. And thank you.” She finished up as quickly as possible, before her emotions could get the best of her.
Dan and Margie pulled her in for hugs, and Holly extricated herself before she dissolved completely.
It wasn’t long before they were co-opted by Elizabeth and a couple of other guests, leaving Holly with Ryan.
“Are you happy with how everything turned out?” Ryan asked.
“Yes,” she said, surveying the room and the smiling faces of all her friends. Of Margie and Dan.
“You should be. It’s great.”
She lifted her shoulder. “It is kind of what I do.”
“I know. But I think you outdid yourself.”
She tried to force a smile, tried to suppress the giddy warmth that was doing its best to spread through her and turn her into a quivering mass of longing. “Well, it isn’t a combination Christmas-birthday-Hanukkah-Valentine party, but it’s pretty cool.”
“It’s more than that. Margie said something interesting to me at the airport. She said that she’s helped a lot of kids, but it doesn’t go only one way. A person has to accept help. A lot of people can’t, or don’t.”
“I’m not sure that a drowning person deserves credit for accepting a hand up,” she said.
“You do. We do.”
“You’re being awfully introspective.”
He leveled his gaze with hers, his dark eyes serious. “I am. In fact, I kind of want to talk to you.”
Her stomach sank. This was it. He’d come to the same conclusion she had. Regardless of their original agreement, she knew it was over after tonight. It had to be, for her sanity if for no other reason. This was going to be goodbye. Whether it was marked by one last time together or a clean break, it was still goodbye. It’s better that it’s now.
You know it is.
She took a deep breath and nodded.
She could tell him to wait until the party was over. But it didn’t matter. It wouldn’t make a difference. In fact, tearing the Band-Aid off might be for the best. Since they would have to act normally around each other and everyone else, they might as well start now.
“Will you come outside with me?” he asked.
“We can’t talk in here?”
“No.” He shook his head. “We can’t.”
She was afraid of that. “Okay.” She moved through the living area, going to the back door, pausing to get her knitted hat and mittens and putting them on slowly, in no hurry to be alone with him. Stupid. She was being stupid.
Holly swallowed hard, her tongue sticking to the roof of her mouth. She was parched suddenly, nerves stealing all of the moisture from her body. She opened the door, and he followed her outside. She wrapped her arms around herself, walking to the middle of the yard, turning and looking back at her house, lit with white lights, looking every inch a holiday fantasy. And there was Ryan, in front of it all. Looking like he belonged. Which was unfair in such a major way.
“What did you want to talk about?”
“Let’s go over here,” he said, gesturing toward the small gazebo wreathed in lights at the back of the yard.
Tears stung the backs of her eyes and her heart pounded as she followed him across the grass, the frozen blades crunching beneath their feet.
He stepped into the gazebo, extending his hand. She accepted it, allowing him to help her up the steps and beneath the covered structure. It was so beautiful. Like a fantasy of some kind. They should dance next, or something. It should end with a kiss.
It wasn’t going to end that way. She knew it.
Rejection was the only end. The only end for someone like her.
“Holly, I’ve been thinking.”
“Don’t,” she said, holding up her hand. “You don’t have to justify any of this. We set out the parameters of everything from the beginning. No apologies necessary. No need to look regretful.”
He raised his dark eyebrows. “Do I look regretful? Because I guarantee you I don’t feel it.”
“Oh,” she said, her stomach sinking.
“I also think you don’t know what I’m about to say.”
“Of course I do.”
“No. Holly, when I picked up Dan and Margie at the airport today I realized something. There’s a lot of life that I’m not living. A lot of things I’ve cut myself off from. Because of my dad. Because I never wanted to depend on anyone. I never wanted anyone depending on me. Not considering where I’d come from. I figured, I would work hard, redeem myself by building a life with some intangible.”
He took a deep breath, then continued. “My dad was nothing more than a worthless bully. He didn’t ever hold down a job, he never built anything. All he ever did was tear things down. I was so focused on being different than that, on finding my own way, and doing something. Anything. I missed a lot of things. I saw Dan and Margie standing there, looking as in love as they ever have, and I realized that in thirty years I don’t want to just be fishing. I don’t want to be alone. I want to build something bigger. Something that lasts.”
He moved closer to her, his expression hidden from her in the dim light. But she could sense the intensity in his eyes, even if she couldn’t see it. “I don’t love Margie and Dan because they own the Farm and Garden. I love them because of who they are. Because they love each other. Because they loved us. There’s only so much you can get out there and build with your hands, Holly. The rest I think you have to open yourself up to. You have to build it with your heart, and that’s the hard part.”
Holly felt lightheaded, breathless. “Did you... Did you spike the cider? Because it sounds an awful lot like you’re talking about feelings.”
“I am. And I’m sober. I guess it’s a Christmas miracle.”
“What exactly are you saying?”
“I want more. I want more, with you. I don’t want us to be over. I don’t want this to be over.”
The twisting, intense mass of pressure in her chest burst, shattering into anxiety that burrowed beneath her skin, curled itself around her veins. “What? You’re saying you want... You want some kind of copycat version of what Margie and Dan have?”
“Not exactly. But I think they prove it’s possible.”
“For them. But I’m not... I’m just me. When you get tired of it? When you realize that I can’t just fix your issues, or the hole inside of you. Will you just get rid of me?”
“I’ll never get tired of you. Of us. And I don’t expect you to fix anything. I love you, Holly.”
She felt like the ground had dropped out from underneath her feet. Like she was hanging from a ledge, with Ryan standing there holding out his hand. Except nothing inside of her could bring herself to take it. Because as wonderful as it looked, as much as it appeared like it could be salvation, there was a part of her that was afraid if she reached for him, he would only drop her.
It’s Ryan.
He won’t drop you.
But she couldn’t believe it. She couldn’t. If her own mother had dropped her, why wouldn’t he?
Yes, she was dangling from a metaphorical ledge, but she knew she wouldn’t let herself go. That was the only thing she could trust. Survival. It wasn’t comfortable, but it was sure.
“You can’t,” she said.
“What do you mean I can’t? I do. I’ve lived my entire life knowing exactly what love wasn’t. I went to Dan and Margie’s, and I saw it for the first time. It’s not something you can mistake. Don’t tell me I can’t. Don’t tell me I don’t know,” he said.
“How can you? You’re just as broken as I am.” The words came fast, sharp. He drew back as though she’d attacked him physically. She might as well have. It probably would have hurt less. It probably would have hurt them both less. But she couldn’t stop, not now. “Ryan, we could never make it work. Not you and me. If you were ever going to... And I know that you can... Then it would be with someone who isn’t so damaged inside.”
“You’re not damaged. Your mom is. Your dad is. You aren’t. They made you feel that way, because when you’re surrounded by messed up people, you must look strange by comparison. I know what that’s like. I didn’t understand that not all fathers use their fists on their children. But that didn’t make my dad normal. It just meant I didn’t know better.”
“Now it’s your turn to tell me that I don’t know better?” she asked.
“You don’t,” he said. “You must not. Not if you don’t know that you’re lovable. Not if you don’t know that you’re worth something.”
“I know that I am. Stop making it sound like I’m some emo teenager crying about imagined problems. My mother abandoned me. That’s how I see this ending for me. And if I was ever going to believe it could be different, if I was ever going to believe someone might love me forever, I wouldn’t believe it could come from someone who grew up the way that you did.”
She wanted to cut her own tongue out as the words left her mouth. Hated herself for them, a thousand times over. But she wouldn’t take them back. Not now. Not when she needed them to protect her.
“I know what it feels like to be a punching bag for somebody who isn’t happy with themselves,” he said, his tone harsh. “That’s all this is. It’s not about me, Holly. It’s about you. I’ve experienced this too many times to doubt that.”
She took a deep breath. “Maybe you should worry about your ego instead of mine,” she said. “I don’t love you. I told you what this was.”
“You don’t love me, Holly? I think you do. I think you have for a long time. I think I’ve loved you almost as long. What I also think is that we spent a lot of years being afraid. Because we knew if we ever touched each other, we would be lost. It would be all in. And it is. It is for me. I almost kissed you when you were eighteen, and I told myself I shouldn’t because you were too young. Because I was no good. But that wasn’t the reason. That was never the reason. It’s because I knew that if I kissed you, I would love you. Forever. I would want to marry you, and stay with you all my days. I would want you to have my babies. Live with me. Be my wife. And I do. It’s what I want. You want it too.”
“No. I don’t. Don’t say it again. You keep telling me I’m worth so much, Ryan. You keep telling me I can have normal. So let me go find that then. I won’t find it with you.” Stop taunting me with what I can’t have. She swallowed hard, moving away from him, pressing her back against one of the brightly lit pillars in the gazebo. She closed her eyes, turning her face away, willing him to leave.
She heard footsteps, first on the wooden steps, then on the grass. When she looked up, Ryan was walking into the house, closing the door slowly behind him.
She crumpled to the ground then, the cold from the wood seeping through her jeans, making her shiver. She closed her eyes, a sob wrenching through her, threatening to tear her apart. She’d thought that ending it herself would hurt less, but right now she couldn’t imagine anything hurting more.
But she knew it was either now or later. Now or in a decade. It wouldn’t last. Because it couldn’t. Not with her. He wanted something to fix the emptiness inside him. She couldn’t be that. She couldn’t have that kind of pressure put on her. Couldn’t fail at it again.
More than anything, she simply couldn’t bear to love someone with all of herself only to be rejected again. Better to do it now. Better to stay in control.
It might break her now. But it would have killed her later.
She shifted her position, rocked back so that her butt was on the ground, her back pressed up against the support for the gazebo. She tried to catch her breath, and couldn’t. She watched it escape on a cloud in the cold air, a shiver working its way through her.
She looked at the people inside, could see them through the window, talking and laughing.
She had always felt like Dan and Margie had given her Christmas. Tonight, Ryan had taken it away.
That isn’t fair.
You took it from yourself.
“God rest ye merry gentlemen let nothing you dismay...” Her voice cracked and she sucked in a gasping breath as a tear rolled down her cheek.
She had always known it would end in heartbreak. She just hadn’t thought she would be responsible for it.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
AFTER MOVING IN with Margie and Dan, Christmas Eve had become the longest night of the year for Ryan. They got Christmas presents for all the kids, no matter how long they’d been in the home, no matter whether or not they were staying for good. There was always Christmas dinner to look forward to, the tree, music. And all of it built anticipation for the main event that was Christmas Day, made waiting to open presents feel that much closer and that much further away.
Tonight, Christmas Eve was the longest night for an entirely different reason.
He looked across the room, at his entire living space. He was lying on his bed, the pitch and roll of the ocean just making him sick, where normally he found it soothing. But then, everything made him feel sick at the moment.
He had never told a woman he loved her before. Had never loved a woman before.
But he loved Holly. He knew he did. What he’d said to her in the gazebo was true. He had probably always loved her. He’d just been too afraid to admit it. Not only to her, but to himself.
She didn’t trust him. He didn’t believe she didn’t love him, but he knew she didn’t trust him. He didn’t deserve her trust, that was the bottom line. It was the truth. He wasn’t sure he deserved anyone’s trust. Had never done anything to earn it. He was untested when it came to relationships. He had a boat.
He didn’t deserve her trust, no. He wasn’t the perfect man. But he wanted to fight for it. Life, his boat, everything, seemed pointless without her. It didn’t seem right that she was still holding herself back, still lost in the pain of her past.
He wanted to fix it. Wanted to fix her.
Wanted to fix himself so that he could be magically worthy of everything she was.
She had told him he wasn’t good enough. Had confirmed everything he’d ever feared. He should be grateful. That she’d demanded what she deserved. That she’d let him off the hook. So he could slink back to his boat and his damaged life without having to worry about another person.
But he wasn’t relieved. He was angry. He was...he was brokenhearted. And he would have thought that was impossible.
He’d offered love like it was a magic cure. She’d turned him down.
Maybe that was the problem. There was no magic. There was no fix. She was right. They were pretty broken. How could you come through everything they had and not be?
But they’d had help along the way. They had people to show them how it could be. They had each other. And they were damn sure capable of love. So, maybe he could never be the perfect man for her. Maybe they could never be unbroken. But maybe it didn’t matter.
He wanted her broken or fixed. He wanted her even with every piece of himself smashed.
He didn’t need magic. He just needed Holly. It wasn’t about being worthy, or good enough. God knew he never would be. It was just about ending this vicious cycle they’d lived in for too long.
Being alone. Being bogged down in the past.
It was about making sure their parents—parents who had never loved them like parents should—didn’t get a bigger say in who they were now than Dan and Margie did. Than the people who’d told them they were enough.
He stood up, the top of his head brushing the ceiling of the boat. He wasn’t going to get any sleep tonight. But tomorrow morning, hopefully things would be different. Hopefully, he could get her to see things the way that he did.
Margie and Dan’s house had always been a place of new beginnings. And tomorrow, he hoped the first day of the rest of his life would start there.
He would just have to convince Holly.
He went over to the kitchen cabinets, and got out a jar of peanut butter. It was a place to start.
* * *
HOLLY HAD ALMOST opted out of coming to the Christmas get-together today. But then Margie would worry about her, and she really didn’t want to make Margie worry. Ryan had left the party without saying goodbye and Holly had spent the rest of the party with a smile pasted on her face that she knew looked as fake as the acrylic evergreen garlands hanging over her mantel.
At least Ryan would skip the party. He hated Christmas anyway. But apparently he loved her.
She ignored the stab of pain in her chest that accompanied that thought.
When someone loved you, was it supposed to hurt so very much? This was what it should feel like when someone rejected you, turned you down. This was what Ryan should feel like right now, not her.
But you love him, and you don’t have him.
She gritted her teeth, shifting her hold on the stack of presents in her hand so she could press the doorbell.
The door jerked open, and her mouth fell open in surprise when she saw Ryan on the other side of it. “Oh. You’re here,” she said.
He crossed his arms over his broad chest. “Yes, I am.”
“I thought you would skip, all things considered.”
“I thought I would come, all things considered. Because I knew you would be here. And we need to talk.”
“It’s Christmas.”
“Yeah, all the more reason for us to talk. Because I don’t intend to spend Christmas with a broken heart.”
“Did I break your heart?”
“Into about a thousand pieces, Hollyberry. You’re the only one that can fix it, so don’t look at me with those regretful eyes.”
She tried to breathe around the pain, but she found it impossible. “Would you take these presents, please?” She shoved the stack of them into his arms without waiting for him to agree and pushed past him into the house.
“Margie isn’t going to rescue you,” he said, effectively stalling the progress she was making into the kitchen. “No one is. I told everyone what was happening.”
“That is emotional blackmail, you bastard.”
“Is it? If you don’t love me nobody’s going to pressure you to be with me. But if you’re just continually punishing yourself for something you feel like you did wrong when you were a teenager, then yeah, people will pressure you to make a different decision.”
“Ryan, I told you...”
He set the stack of presents down on the floor in the entryway. “I know you did. Now, I want to tell you. Let’s go outside.”
The living room was suspiciously vacant, and she imagined that the entire family had shuffled themselves to another side of the house to give Ryan privacy.
They were conspiring against her. And Ryan had a key and she didn’t. She was tempted to determine, based on all that evidence, that they loved him best.
He led her through the room, out the double doors, to the back deck that looked over the tops of the evergreen trees, sloping down toward the ocean.
She walked toward the edge of the porch to lean against the railing.
“Okay,” she said, her eyes resolutely fixed on the horizon line where the sea met the sky. “Talk. Make it fast, because I want my turkey and ham and pie. I don’t want drama.”
“How about a sandwich?”
She turned sharply to the side and saw that he was extending a plastic baggie with a sandwich inside of it toward her. “What is this?”
“It’s a peanut butter sandwich.”
Her stomach lurched, her heart twisting. “Why? Because you wanted to remind me of the worst day of my life? That accepting a little bit of peanut butter got me thrown out of my house?”
“No. I want to take care of you,” he said, his eyes filled with such sincere emotion she had to look away again. She didn’t deserve it. She wasn’t worthy of it. “Take it. Take all the peanut butter I have, or ever will have, or can ever buy. Take whatever you want. I want to give you everything. All of me.”
“Ryan...”
“Stop punishing yourself.”
His words hit her with the force of a brick. Because she realized that he was right. It was exactly what she was doing. She was punishing herself. She wasn’t afraid of losing his love so much as she didn’t think she deserved it in the first place. “What kind of daughter sits in her mother’s kitchen and talks with her father’s mistress?” she asked, her throat tight.
“One who’s hungry. Not just for food, but for affection. One who got dragged into games she didn’t know the rules to. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t your fault.”
“You should have seen her face.”
“I saw her face out on the street just last week. She’s sad. She doesn’t have any color. The life is completely drained from her. And that’s all on her. She was wrong to send you away. She blamed the wrong person. She clung to the wrong person and let go of the one she should’ve held onto.”
He leaned in, his expression growing more intense as he continued. “I’m not going to do that, Holly. Don’t you make the same mistake. Don’t you hold on to them, to that pain, and let go of me. Don’t sell us short.”
He swallowed, closing his eyes for a moment. “You’re right, we’re broken. We’re never going to be perfect. You can’t take away the fact that I spent the first few years of my life getting the crap beaten out of me for looking at my father wrong. That can’t be erased. The neglect, the pain that your parents put you through, no one can wash it away like it was never there. But we can overcome it. Why do they get to decide what we are? Why are we giving them that much power? I’m begging you.” He reached out to her, his hand held there, a lifeline she was scared to grab hold of. “Let go of them. Take my hand. Take my sandwich. Please.”
“I’m afraid,” she said, the words coming out a whisper.
“I know. I know, because I am, too. I want to be perfect for you, and I know that I’m not. I want to be able to promise you that I’ll never let you down, because you’ve been let down enough. I want to promise you that I will be the perfect boyfriend, the perfect husband. I can’t promise those things. I can promise you, though, that I will love you. I can promise you that I will never leave you.”
She closed her eyes, a wave of longing washing over her, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Will you stay with me? Will you really?”
“If there’s one thing I know how to be it’s loyal. If there’s one thing I know how to do it’s stay. I know you don’t like my boat, but it’s something I’ve been committed to for the past fifteen years. Even though it’s hard, I keep at it. I do the work, even though it’s tough on the body and the soul sometimes. Because I know in the end it’s worth it. We’ll be like that.”
“Did you just compare me to your boat?”
“I do love that boat.”
She laughed, a shaky, watery sound. “I... I want to believe you. I want to say yes.”
“Then say yes. I might not be perfect, but I do think I’m the man for you. Because no one will ever love you as much as I do. I know you. I’ve known you for years. I’ve seen you at high points and low points. I watched you experience your first happy Christmases, saw your face when your parents didn’t show up for your birthday. I know you almost better than I know myself. And I know that I want to spend my life feeding you, and giving you parties, and just loving you. Not because they didn’t, but because I feel so much for you I can’t do anything but show you. All the time. From now until forever. But I can’t do it if you won’t let me.”
Joy and terror filled her in equal measure, her heart pounding so hard she could barely hear herself think over the sound of it. She stood and looked at him, at the grumpiest, strongest, most prideful man she knew, holding out a peanut butter sandwich and laying his heart in front of her feet. She knew in that moment if she couldn’t match that offer, she didn’t deserve him. He was being brave. He was risking everything. He was a boy who’d received more punches in the face than hugs all through his growing up years. Yesterday, he had offered love, and she’d given him nothing but pain.
“I’m so sorry,” she said.
He closed his eyes, taking a deep breath, nodding slowly.
“No,” she said, “I don’t mean that. Just... For yesterday. I’m so sorry that I hurt you. I was so afraid, I didn’t know what else to do. I thought if I hurt you, you would go away. You would stop asking me for things. My parents sent me away for a lot less. It should have been easy to get rid of you. But you’re right, it isn’t about being afraid you’ll leave. I trust you. You’ve been here all these years, why would you leave now? That isn’t it. I have been punishing myself. I felt unworthy.”
“You aren’t.”
“Thank you. But...even if I am...I’m going to take it. Think of everything we’ve been given. All that Dan and Margie gave to us. Every Christmas present...we didn’t have to earn those. Maybe we don’t have to earn this either.”
“Holly...”
“I love you, Ryan. I do. You’re right, I have loved you forever. Whenever I thought of a life spent with someone it was always you. And I told myself that I didn’t want to make a move on you because I didn’t want to risk what I had with the Traverses. And if something were to ever go wrong between us it would ruin that. But I was just protecting myself. And I’m tired of that. A safe existence is nothing more than an existence. And I want to live. I want to live with you.”
He pulled her into his arms, his hands—and the sandwich—pressed against her back as he leaned in to kiss her, hard and deep. When they parted, they were both breathing hard. “I think you destroyed the sandwich,” she said, her tone slightly dazed.
He loosened his hold on her, holding the bag up, examining the squished bread inside. “So I did. But there’s more where that came from.”
“We really aren’t normal,” she said. “You know that, right?”
“Peanut butter sandwiches, purple condoms, and a Christmas-birthday-Hanukkah-Valentine’s Day party aren’t typical aspects of human courtship?”
“Who cares? They’re part of ours.”
He tossed the sandwich onto the deck, taking her back into his arms and pulling her in close. “You’re damn right they are. And that’s all that matters. I don’t want normal. I just want you.”
There were a few things Holly Fulton knew for certain. The first was that this was the best Christmas she’d ever had. The second was that she’d never been so happy in her entire life. But the most important thing of all was that she loved Ryan Masters with everything she had in her. And he loved her right back.
* * ***
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One Night Charmer
by Maisey Yates
 
THE DOOR TO the bar’s kitchen swung open and Ace walked through it, wiping his hands on a rag. Sierra’s eyes were drawn to the shifting of his forearm muscles, and then the rather firm grip he had as he chucked the rag onto the counter. She looked up, hoping to distract herself from her illicit hand-related thoughts. It didn’t really help. Because from there, she ended up with illicit thoughts about his square jaw line, partly disguised, but not completely, by his dark stubble. And from there they went to his lips. She knew from experience that those lips smiled easily, that they were shaped nicely, and that when he looked at her, they seemed to get a little sterner.
His eyebrows also seemed to turn a little sterner when they focused in her direction. Strong, dark eyebrows that were attractive in a way that eyebrows had no right to be. For heaven’s sake.
Apparently, even sober, Ace Thompson had an effect on her. Strange, because she couldn’t recall him ever affecting her before last night.
It must be all the emotionally compromised landscape inside of her. Severely shifted, rerouted and in general destroyed by all of the revelations about her father, her siblings, herself that had crashed through her like a flash flood recently.
“Hi,” she said, slowly approaching the counter.
“What can I do for you?” Ace asked. He smiled. Effortless. Friendly. As though he had not given her a ride home from this very establishment last night when she’d been drunk. As though she had not said anything offensive to him while he’d been giving her a ride home when she was drunk.
“I came to...Jack said—well, Kate called. Kate Garrett. And she said that you might have a job for me.”
“I have a server position available,” he said, crossing his arms over his broad chest.
She took another moment to check out his muscles. She hadn’t decided to check him out so much as she’d been held captive to an involuntary urge. She wasn’t sure how she felt about that. About any of this. Maybe it was all a displacement activity to offset how uncomfortable she was. Being here. About to ask for work. About to beg forgiveness.
“I thought.... I thought that maybe...”
“Are you about to ask me if I can donate a kidney, or something?”
She blinked. “No. Why would I want your kidney?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know your life. I don’t know your medical history. But you’re acting like you have something serious to ask me when I was pretty sure you just came to find out about the serving position. So maybe stop looking at me like you’d rather be anywhere else than here—including the deepest pit of hell.”
She could feel her temper starting to warm up. This was hard. Coming here, humbling herself. Okay, she hadn’t exactly humbled herself yet. But she was about to. “I just... I need a place to work. Because I had a falling out with my father, and I’m not living with my parents anymore. But that also means that not only do I need a place to stay, I need a new job, because my job was at the ranch. The family ranch...” She was the opposite of eloquent right now, and she knew it. What was it about this guy that made her so tongue-tied?
It wasn’t the guy. It was just the situation. Bolstered by that, she took a deep breath and pressed on. “Please.”
“I’m sorry about the situation with your dad,” he said, not sounding in at all. But he said sorry so easily. Maybe it would be easy. “But I’m not really sure if you’d be a good fit for the bar.”
“What? My excellent mechanical bull riding skills didn’t convince you?”
“From what I could see, that’s about all you have going for you.”
“Ace,” she said, trying again. “I was...not myself last night.”
“Uppity, kinda snotty. Seems like it was probably you to me.”
She gritted her teeth, wanting so badly to tear a strip off him with a very sharp word. But that would run counter to her objective. “I was rude.”
“And?”
She looked up, curling her fingers into fists, digging her nails into her skin. “Drunk.”
“Anything else, little girl?”
He was going to make sure this killed her. Granted, if it did kill her, she wouldn’t need a job. She would just need a house to haunt. Maybe she would haunt his ass. “I’m sorry,” she said, the words pulled from her more grudgingly than any words ever were.
“Now, that wasn’t so hard, was it?”
“Borderline impossible,” she said. “So can I have the job?”
“Have you ever waited tables?”
“Of course I’ve never waited tables,” she said, belatedly realizing that that was just the sort of attitude he had an issue with. He had made some assumptions about her because she was from a wealthy family, and the last thing she needed was to confirm any of those assumptions. “Because I’ve never had the opportunity,” she added, trying to make her tone perky.
“You don’t want to do this,” he said, resting his hands flat on the bar, flexing his fingers in a way that sent a strange sensation down her spine. “I know you don’t. You know you don’t. Let’s not play games.”
“I’ve looked for work everywhere else in town. I haven’t been able to find it. I’m not an idiot. I have a degree in business from the University of Oregon. I know that I worked for my father, but I did my job well. If you know anything about Nathan West, then you know he didn’t give me anything just because I was related to him.” A fact that was driven home by the discovery that she had an illegitimate half-sibling. Their father had given him nothing, less than nothing. A one-time payout to disappear. He certainly hadn’t been made a part of the family dynasty. Then there was Gage. Her oldest brother. She didn’t know all the circumstances surrounding his leaving. She’d been too young to fully grasp the situation at the time. But she knew it wasn’t because her father was a loving, forgiving man.
“I’m not useless. I’m competitive. I’ve done pretty well with my barrel racing, and you might not take something like that seriously, but it takes a lot of grit. A lot of work.”
“I know it does,” Ace said, a strange look in his eye. “I don’t run a charity, I run a business. I don’t like to hire people that don’t have experience. But if you really want a job, you’ve got one. On a trial basis. You have three weeks to prove to me you can do the work. But if you mess up too many orders, or spit in anyone’s food because they make you mad, or mouth off to any of my customers, you’re done.”
Sierra waited to feel some sense of triumph. Some sense of relief. Instead, she felt nothing more than a grim determination and a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach.
Because now it was real. There was no going back. No crawling back to the West estate with her tail between her legs, begging her father’s forgiveness, even though he’d been the one who was wrong.
“Sure.”
“That’s it?”
“Thank you?”
He chuckled, that same dark sound she’d first heard last night. There was something strange in his happy sounds, his happy expressions. An undertone that didn’t quite match. Of course, she didn’t have time to try to figure out his deeper emotions. She could barely sort that crap out for herself. “You don’t have to sound so excited.”
“Sorry.” That was easier. “Excitement has been a little hard to come by these days.”
“Now that,” he said, “I do relate to.”
“What do you suggest for that?”
He lifted a shoulder. “I don’t know. Fake it ’til you make it? Drink it ’til you think it?”
“Great. I will...use my employee discount to help with that.”
“There’s no employee discount.”
“What?”
“No drinking on the job, either. Working at a bar isn’t actually any fun. Except the part where you’re sober while everyone else’s drunk. That is actually pretty funny.”
“Is it?”
“Hilarious. In fact, last night, some little blond girl got up on my new mechanical bull and fell on her face.”
Sierra gritted her teeth. “Ha, ha.”
“You start tomorrow.”
“I do? What if I have plans?”
He shrugged. “Cancel them. Or quit now.”
She blinked. She couldn’t quite work out what was happening between herself and Ace. There was something. Something that had nothing to do with the fact that he was now her boss. On her end, it was that weird thing where she suddenly thought his hands looked capable. Of all kinds of things. Like pushing a strand of hair out of her face or dead-lifting a fallen tree. On his end...who knew? It wasn’t really a friendly feeling she got from him.
“I’ll be here. Just name the time.”
“Be here at five. Be ready to work.”
“With bells on,” she told him. “And once the three-week trial is up, you’ll be begging me to stay.”
He crossed his arms over his broad chest. “Don’t wear bells. And I doubt it...”
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