

		
			
				
					
				

			

		

	


		
			
				 He didn’t want to come home for the holidays—but can an unexpected reunion with a woman from his past make this cowboy’s Christmas merry and bright in this sweet and sizzling novella?

					 When Cooper Mason left Gold Valley, Oregon behind him eight years ago, he told himself he wouldn’t be back. But when a Christmas promise sends him home to face his demons, he’ll find that not everything is as he remembers—especially family friend Annabelle Preston, who’s somehow morphed from childhood pest to full-grown, hot-blooded and oh-so-tempting woman.

						 Growing up, Annabelle had built a lot of dreams around the ruggedly gorgeous Cooper—dreams she’s long ago learned to put behind her. Until a chance encounter with Cooper leads to a night neither can forget, and all the old feelings come blazing back to life. Now, Annabelle has a week to prove there’s more between them than a no-strings holiday fling...and with a little Christmas luck, she just might convince Gold Valley’s favorite cowboy to come home for good.
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				CHAPTER ONE

				GOLD VALLEY AT Christmastime hadn’t changed at all since Cooper Mason had left town eight years ago. Every streetlight was wrapped in white Christmas lights, and wreaths and more white lights covered the redbrick buildings, window displays reflecting the season in each little shop.

				He hated it. All of it.

				And sure, he had come to terms with Christmas since Lindsay’s death, because you couldn’t exist in the world and not figure out a way to survive the season. But he had deliberately avoided this little corner of Oregon since then.

				Because the last thing he needed was to be inundated with memories of his older sister and the joy she had taken in celebrating. The joy she had taken in everything, in spite of her illness.

				Gold Valley was the same now as it had been eight years ago, and the same eight years ago as it had been when they were children. So it was easy now to envision her, rosy-cheeked and standing in front of the antique-toy store, her face pressed against the glass as she exclaimed over dolls and blocks, books and art supplies. Before sickness had stolen so much of who she was.

				She’d been sixteen when she’d gotten sick, already dating Grant Dodge, who married her as soon as it was legal. Knowing she wouldn’t live long. Their love story had made national headlines. A love story that was doomed already, which the public found so much more romantic than a love that might last a lifetime.

				God knew why.

				Cooper knew there wasn’t a hell of a lot that was romantic about death.

				He shouldn’t have let his parents talk him into coming home for the holidays.

				He always felt a little bit guilty about the way his visits home went. He avoided his old friends. Avoided people he’d been close to before. His football buddies from high school, Nate and Jason, who had wives and kids now. He hadn’t seen Ben Preston in years. The older man had been his dad’s mechanic and friend, and had been like an uncle to Cooper. Ben’s chubby little girl, Annabelle, had always trailed around after him on the farm when they’d come to visit.

				He didn’t even know if Annabelle lived here anymore.

				There was a time when she’d almost been like another sister to him. Now, he just tried not to think much about the past.

				Cooper had lost touch with this place, and he’d done it mostly on purpose. Normally, he could outpace the guilt just fine. But sometimes...

				He shook his head and went into the saloon, which was where he had spent most of his time this week. At least inside the Gold Valley Saloon there was some respite from the seasonal cheer. Some respite from the family home that was a shrine to Lindsay and all that she had been.

				Here, it was just the bar. Just alcohol and people coming together for their own reasons. To escape real life, to visit with friends. To hook up.

				Cooper snorted. He wasn’t about to hook up anytime soon. He hadn’t come back to this small town to cause trouble. He was way better off waiting until he left. But he couldn’t deny that a little sex to take the edge off would be welcome.

				But the gossip line in town was like a vine and rumors grew on it like grapes, and there was no way he wanted to get enmeshed in that. He had extricated himself. He had gotten out. He spent his days moving cattle around the country from ranch to ranch, never staying in one place very long. And that suited him just fine. He lived on the road, occasionally stopping to visit his parents. But never for that long. And never at this time of year.

				He should have stuck to his guns on that one. But he couldn’t resist his mom when she got emotional, and she’d been filled with conviction that he needed to come home for Christmas this year. Because it had been too long since he had. Because it had been Christmastime eight years ago when Lindsay had taken a sharp turn for the worse and passed away just before New Year’s. And the memories were all oppressive now, even more than they usually were.

				Cooper didn’t want to think about it. Cooper wanted a drink.

				He went up to the counter and took a seat, waiting for the bartender, Laz Jenkins, to come over and take his order.

				And that was when she caught his eye. Standing over at the jukebox, looking down, caramel-colored hair falling over a face he couldn’t see. A curvy figure, and a pretty delicious ass highlighted by the tight-fitting skirt she had on.

				Not here to hook up, remember?

				Yeah. He was not here to hook up. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t check out a good-looking woman.

				“Can I get you something?”

				Laz hadn’t been the owner of the bar back when Cooper had lived in town, but the two of them had gotten acquainted over the past week. “The usual,” Cooper said.

				“Whiskey and lots of it coming up,” Laz said.

				That was another reason that Cooper felt comfortable at the bar. Laz didn’t know his life story. That was another thing about coming back to town. He didn’t know how his parents coped with it. Didn’t know how Lindsay’s widowed husband managed. To stay here in town where everybody was so keenly aware of the loss all the time. Every moment of every day. It was all they thought about when they looked at his family, he knew. When he or his parents walked out of a room, it was the thing they whispered to their friends.

				That’s Connie Mason. Her daughter died. Isn’t that sad? So young.

				Too damned young.

				Right on cue Laz produced the promised whiskey, and Cooper took it down in one slug. Then turned his attention back to the pretty girl over at the jukebox. Yeah, he really would like a distraction. Particularly an hourglass-shaped one.

				The woman turned then, and treated him to a view of what was a damned spectacular rack and a pretty face, as well.

				She looked vaguely familiar, but then, living in a town this size most people looked familiar. Could be a clerk from a store he’d gone to earlier in the week, someone he’d passed on the street.

				She looked up, her brown eyes clashing with his, and she bit her lip. It was a cute gesture. Seductive, and not accidental, he had a feeling.

				Well, maybe Pretty Jukebox Girl was looking for a night of distraction herself.

				It might be worth exploring. For a night. Nothing else. He left a twenty on the bar top and began to walk her way.

				* * *

				HE WAS COMING toward her. Cooper was coming toward her. She had come here tonight for him, so she supposed she should be excited. That she should be triumphant, because she had been working up the nerve to approach him for the past week, and she had spared absolutely no effort getting herself ready for a seduction tonight. Which was hilarious, since Annabelle Preston had never seduced anyone in her life.

				Being in a relationship was one thing. She’d been in one for a long time. Too long. It wasn’t like she didn’t have experience. But setting out to a bar with the express purpose of seducing a man? That was...yeah, that was outside her scope.

				Cooper had always been the most beautiful man. She had thought so for as long as she could remember. Back when her father had serviced the heavy machinery on the Mason family farm, she had often tagged along and taken the opportunity to stare at the brooding boy who captured her attention with such intensity.

				Cooper had always been sweet to her. But like an older brother or something. Their dads were good friends in addition to having a professional relationship, and so they’d seen each other quite a bit when he lived at home and she was a child.

				He hadn’t ever noticed her noticed her, of course. She was seven years younger, and had definitely been a kid in his eyes.

				She’d been so hungry to matter. Her father had always been so good to her, but he was all she had, and attention from someone like Cooper had been thrilling.

				He had looked sad sometimes, and she’d known it was because his sister was sick. And even if she didn’t understand everything when she’d been nine or ten years old, she’d delighted in making him smile. Or even laugh. Running around the ranch, while the poor guy was tasked with chasing after her.

				She’d climbed apple trees in their front yard, filling her arms with as many as she could. And he would always shine them with his shirt and hand her the best, brightest ones.

				One time he’d taken her to the barn so she could look at a box of kittens one of the barn cats had just given birth to. Seeing those strong hands, so gentle and tender, on such tiny creatures had made her feel... She hadn’t really understood it.

				She’d been thirteen then and he’d been twenty. He’d made her ache. Made her feel so much longing she hadn’t fully comprehended.

				At fifteen, she’d had a fight with her father and run away to the Masons’ farm. She’d climbed into the loft and fallen asleep and hadn’t realized she’d worried everyone sick. Then she’d awoken to a husky, masculine voice and had opened her eyes to see Cooper looking down at her. He was angry, because of how she’d frightened her dad, but...but seeing him look down at her like that...

				She’d wanted him to be the one to wake her up forever after that.

				The last time she had seen him she had been seventeen and all rounded puppy fat, to his chiseled twenty-four.

				Even if she hadn’t been a child to him then, she wouldn’t have expected him to notice her that day. Because the last time she’d seen him had been at Lindsay’s funeral. It had been a blur of tears and grief for her, so she knew it had been much more so for him. He’d been so still and stoic, all grim-faced and hard. She remembered hugging him, offering what little comfort she could.

				He’d wrapped his arms around her and held on tight, the slight hitch in his breathing the only real show of emotion she saw from him that day.

				She thought of that day far too often. Of how much she wished she could take his pain away. Of how much she wished she could be in his arms again, even though that was messed up because he’d been grieving and it shouldn’t have affected her to be held by him while he was grieving.

				He had been back intermittently since he had moved away, but never for very long, and he’d never sought her out. In fact, it felt like he deliberately avoided talking much to anyone in town other than his parents whenever he came back for a visit.

				Then last night she had been in the Gold Valley Saloon, meeting up with a group of friends, and there he was. He had walked in and her entire world had stopped.

				She’d been in a T-shirt and jeans, looking about as plain as paper, because she’d just gotten off work, and he’d never once looked her direction.

				And that was when she had made a decision. She was single, had been for almost a year, and she was ready. Ready to do something bold. Ready to make a change. Ready to stop settling.

				So she’d decided she would come back to the bar looking...sexy. And she would get his attention. Because yes, she was ready.

				Ready to be the kind of woman that Parker had said she could never be. Parker, who thought that she needed to make sure she wore outfits that didn’t show muffin tops and who felt that most lingerie didn’t suit her figure.

				Parker, who thought that she was too doughy to ever be a sex kitten.

				And yeah, tonight she was wearing Spanx. Which she knew could become an issue later. But she had to get the man into the bedroom before she could worry about how she would take the Spanx off gracefully with him in residence, and what he would think when he found out she wasn’t quite as sleek as she appeared.

				Yes. That was a problem for after she passed this first hurdle.

				But he was coming toward her. And his gaze was hot, so she was hoping she was on the right track.

				He was as beautiful as ever, and had actually gotten better-looking with time, in her opinion. He had filled out more, the shadow on his jaw darker than it had been back then, that jaw a bit more square. His forearms were thicker, his shoulders broader. He was bigger all over, really. More heavily muscled. She had heard that he did something with livestock, and she imagined that contributed to his physique. Whether he was eighteen or twenty-six, he appealed to Annabelle. She had a feeling he would appeal to her when he was forty. Fifty. Beyond. He was her special brand of catnip, and whatever the reason why, it was true.

				She wanted her catnip.

				She’d walked herself into a safe, settled life that had been a direct route to nowhere. A boyfriend of five years who’d done nothing but eat all the yogurt the day she bought it and criticize everything she did in that slow, subtle way that was like death to her self-esteem by a thousand paper cuts.

				It had taken her time to figure out what she wanted after Parker had ended things—he had ended things with her, that had been another blow straight to her soft underbelly (very soft, according to Parker)—and now that she had...

				Well, her revelation was shaped like Cooper Mason.

				She wasn’t looking for a long-term relationship, and God knew Cooper wouldn’t be either. He wasn’t that kind of guy. At least, he gave no indication of being that kind of guy, not in all the years he had lived in Gold Valley, and his rumored lifestyle certainly didn’t conform to that idea either. But she needed excitement. She needed to seize something for herself.

				She needed to stop acting like she believed that she was everything Parker thought she was.

				She had started changing her life last year after the breakup. When she had gone ahead and bought the Western clothing store, Gunslinger, on Gold Valley’s main street, a store she had worked at for most of her adult life. She had always dreamed of having her own store and it had fallen into her lap when her boss had informed her she was retiring.

				She’d talked to Parker about that dream before. He’d told her—couched in concern, because his sharpest words were always wrapped in something soft, so that it took days to fully realize they’d had the power to cut her—that he didn’t think it was the right move for her. That she was far too wishy-washy and she wouldn’t want to be anyone’s boss and she’d hate being in charge actually and on and on.

				But she was pulling it off. Without him. Happily.

				The business was going well, her professional life nicely improved. But there was the little matter of her confidence in herself as a woman. And fulfilling a long-held fantasy.

				It was then she realized that she was standing there staring at Cooper while she engaged in a complex internal monologue.

				“Hi,” she said.

				It was a far cry from a saucy opening line or a casual how have you been? Which would have been better. But oh, well.

				“Hi,” he returned, that voice rough like gravel and even sexier than she remembered.

				“I’ve seen you in here a lot lately,” she said, stumbling over her words.

				“Yeah,” he said, looking a little surprised. “I’m in town visiting my parents.” He lifted his hand and pushed his cowboy hat back slightly, leaning up against the jukebox, directly across from her. The planes and angles of his face had gotten more chiseled in the past eight years, too. His jaw sharper, covered in golden whiskers, the hollows in his cheeks more pronounced. But his blue eyes were the same.

				“Not here to stay, then?” She had assumed as much, but part of her had hoped.

				He shrugged his broad shoulders. “No,” he said. “My job keeps me on the road most of the year, so I don’t really have a permanent residence. Suits me just fine.”

				She should have known that the rumors she’d heard were accurate. The telephone game in Gold Valley was pretty unerring.

				“That sounds exhausting,” she said.

				“I like it,” he said. “Get a chance to see a lot of new places. Meet a lot of new people.”

				“I suppose,” she returned. “But you must get lonely.”

				A slow smile curved his lips upward, the kind of smile that Cooper Mason had certainly never directed her way before. “I’m never lonely.”

				“Oh,” she said, the breath pushing out of her lungs, her stomach tightening.

				Of course he wasn’t lonely. She imagined all he had to do was direct that smile to any woman he encountered in any bar in any town, and she would turn her panties right over to him.

				Suddenly, her mouth felt like it had been stuffed full of cotton.

				“Can I buy you a drink?” he asked.

				“No,” she said.

				All she needed was to get a drink in her and do something dumb. She was on edge enough as it was, and while she knew that most people liked to use alcohol as a social lubricant, she felt like she needed to keep herself from getting too socially lubricated. She wanted to keep herself from being an idiot as well as a long shot.

				“Are you waiting for someone else?”

				“I was waiting for you,” she said, the words far too honest, far too sharp, scraping her throat dry on the way out.

				His smile widened. “I think I might have been waiting for you, too.”

				Oh. My.

				He was waiting. For her. For her. Annabelle, who he’d always seen as a kid. But not now.

				He did see her as a woman now. And he wanted her. And oh, holy night, she wanted him, too.

				She knew it then. She knew it in her soul. That her Christmas present to herself—Cooper Mason—was about to get given to her.

				It was working. It was happening.

				Screw you, Parker.

				“Sounds like we were waiting for each other then,” she said, cringing internally, because she was really bad at this flirtatious back-and-forth.

				“You want to get out of here?”

				Well, that was quick. Granted, they weren’t strangers. She knew Cooper, had known him for her entire life, even though she hadn’t talked to him in eight years. She knew that he was a good guy. Knew that he wouldn’t hurt her or anything like that. She trusted him.

				Still, it was moving a little too smoothly. She hadn’t anticipated him being right into it right away.

				“We haven’t even kissed yet,” she pointed out.

				Her heart was thundering so hard she could hardly hear his response, because her brain was simply echoing with the rhythmic sound of her pulse.

				“I can fix that,” he responded.

				He braced one hand on the top of the jukebox, and curved his arm around her waist.

				A man hadn’t touched her in over a year, not since her breakup. And she had only ever kissed two men in her entire life. So, having Cooper stand so close to her, his large hand resting on her waist... It was a lot to process. A lot to take in.

				And then, before she could think any deeper, Cooper brought his lips down on hers.

				His whiskers were rough, his mouth firm, and the whole thing a sensual assault that left her scarcely able to breathe.

				This was it. This was what she wanted. This was need that went beyond settling. This wasn’t just a kiss because she wanted a guy’s kiss. This was a kiss because she wanted to kiss this particular man. In this particular moment.

				She wasn’t with him because she was afraid of being by herself. Because she was afraid that she wouldn’t be able to do better. This had nothing to do with a relationship, with hoping for marriage one day.

				No.

				This was about desire. Real, deep desire. About a lifelong fantasy, not just vague general needs for sex or closeness.

				And that fantasy was finally about to be fulfilled.

				

			

		

	


		
			
				CHAPTER TWO

				HIS JUKEBOX GIRL didn’t say anything when he hurried her out of the bar after their kiss. Her eyes were wide, her pupils dilated, her lips swollen. She was obviously as into the connection between them as he was.

				He didn’t usually do totally anonymous hookups. But it was Christmas, and he hated Christmas in Gold Valley, which made it difficult to breathe.

				The moment her lips had touched his he had felt like he had drawn his first full breath of air since walking into town more than a week ago.

				So he was going with it. She hadn’t asked his name, and he wasn’t going to ask hers. Names didn’t matter. She needed something from him, and he sure as hell needed something from her.

				That was going to have to be enough.

				“You got a place?” he asked when they were both in his pickup truck.

				“Yes,” she said, chewing her bottom lip. “You’re staying with your parents, aren’t you?”

				He had mentioned that he was in town visiting his parents. “Yeah,” he said. “Kind of awkward to bring home a date.”

				She laughed, a vaguely nervous sound. “I suppose so.”

				“Just give me directions.”

				It turned out she lived within walking distance, in a little house in one of the historic neighborhoods just a few blocks away. It was a small, simple structure with a pristine porch decorated with hanging flower baskets, empty in the cold, but charming nonetheless.

				Hanging flower baskets were not the kind of thing he associated with women trolling bars for one-night stands, but then maybe he didn’t really know anything.

				Typically, if he met a woman when he was on the road they would go back to his motel room. So, for all he knew all the women he slept with had hanging baskets on their porches.

				He’d never asked.

				That made it kind of strange, though. A bit more personal than he was accustomed to.

				She had white lights strung in swags across the roofline in addition to the baskets, and a little evergreen wreath hanging on the door. More Christmas. But for all he cared she could have a poinsettia on her bed, and as long as he got to have an orgasm.

				Wordlessly, she got out of the truck and didn’t wait for him as she crossed the driveway and went up to the front door. He killed the engine and followed her inside.

				The house was as neat and charming as its outward appearance gave the impression it might be. A tidy Christmas tree with gold ornaments and bows was in the corner, little touches of cheer here and there. But luckily there were no poinsettias.

				She moved to the center of the living room, standing next to a coffee table stacked high with books he had a feeling she actually read. She clasped her hands in front of her and looked around, her expression growing increasingly worried.

				“I got a new bed after my boyfriend moved out,” she said, shooting the words into the silence.

				He lifted a brow, things suddenly becoming clearer. “Did you?”

				“Just to make sure that we’re clear,” she said. “That it’s a new bed.”

				“Honey,” he responded, “I’m used to sleeping in motels. Those are not new beds. People have fucked in them.”

				Color flooded her cheeks. “I was just saying.”

				It seemed to him that she was out for a little bit of revenge sex after a bad breakup. Worked for him. He could easily call his sex revenge sex. Revenge against the world. But the world was a bitch and she didn’t care.

				“I don’t particularly care who slept here before me,” he said, advancing on her. Her pretty brown eyes widened, her lips dropping open. “I only care that I’m the only man you think about as long as I’m here. But I’m pretty sure that won’t be a problem.” She started to say something, but he pressed his thumb against the center of her lips, then curved his hand back, tracing the line of her jaw, sliding his fingers through her hair.

				Then he kissed her. Deep and luxurious. The kind of long, sensual kiss that he hadn’t allowed himself in the bar. Devouring. Raw and hungry, his tongue creating a slick friction against hers.

				He didn’t normally enjoy kissing, because as far as he was concerned it was just the sad appetizer that came before your steak. But this kiss was the exception. It was wet and hot, as soft as the rest of her.

				Kissing wasn’t his kind of thing, and come to that, this woman wasn’t usually his type. He often went for leggy, willowy types in miniskirts and backless tops.

				He didn’t do challenging. He liked obvious. Bright, blonde and sleek, with glitter on top.

				Jukebox Girl was different. Soft, curvy, a little bit more to hold on to. And he was damn glad to have his hands full of her.

				She whimpered, arching against him, her full breasts pressing against his chest, as he slid his hand down to grab her ass.

				Yeah, she was one sweet handful.

				He kissed her all the way back toward a bedroom—maybe it was hers, maybe it wasn’t, he didn’t care—and then sat her down on the edge of the bed. He pulled back, jerking his T-shirt up over his head, more than ready to have her hands on his skin.

				Her mouth dropped open. “Don’t you eat McDonald’s?”

				“What?”

				“You live on the road all the time—it seems like you would subsist on French fries and hamburgers.”

				“I kind of do,” he responded. “Though I typically prefer bar food.”

				She waved her arm up and down. “Then how is it you don’t have any fat on your entire body?”

				He looks down at his flat stomach. “I work outside. It’s hard labor.”

				Her face turned pink. “I’m wearing Spanx.”

				He frowned, not sure what that had to do with anything. “Okay.”

				“I’m not skinny.” She said it like she was announcing her status as a convicted killer.

				He passed his hand over the front of his jeans, over the very obvious bulge there. “Do I look like I care?”

				She looked down. “Some men care.”

				Irritation spiked in him. She had mentioned an ex-boyfriend, and he had a feeling the ex was responsible for the horrible, crestfallen look on this beautiful woman’s face.

				He leaned forward, flattening his palms on the mattress on either side of her. “You,” he said, “are hot as fuck. Spanx or no Spanx. Though, I have to tell you, I would prefer no Spanx right at the moment.”

				She flushed, a pretty pink color, and he gripped the hem of her shirt, pulling it up over her head and revealing breasts that were as generous as he’d been hoping they might be, shoved up a bit higher like they were an offering to him thanks to the black contraption she had on underneath, a one-piece-looking jumpsuit with a deep neckline that scooped just beneath her bra.

				He pulled one strap down from her shoulder, then pushed the other down, tugging it to the top of her skirt waistband. Then he flicked her bra strap down, then the other. He kissed her neck, her collarbone, all that soft, glorious cleavage.

				She sighed, her head falling back, her self-consciousness clearly forgotten. It didn’t take much work to get her skirt, and the rest of that foundational garment, pulled off her beautiful body, leaving it mostly bare for his inspection. Generous breasts, a nipped-in waist, and rounded hips and thighs.

				Everything looked great to him.

				“You’re the prettiest thing I’ve seen a long time.”

				Her blush extended from her cheeks on down. “That can’t be true. There are...the other women. The ones you’ve...also seen naked.”

				He grinned at her. “Other women? Can’t remember them.”

				“Well. The town is all decorated for Christmas. It’s awfully pretty.”

				“Not as pretty as you. Trust me. Christmas trees and white lights, tinsel... Doesn’t interest me at all. You, on the other hand... I find you very interesting. Now, I want you to take that bra and those panties off.”

				Her blush intensified, but she obliged him, reaching behind her to unhook her bra, casting it to the side before pushing the black lacy panties down her shapely thighs and kicking them to the foot of the bed. His stomach felt hollowed out, his arousal ramped up to such an intense degree that he was in physical pain.

				“I don’t have abs,” she pointed out, shrinking back further onto the bed.

				“You have everything that I need,” he said, leaning forward, planting his palm on the bedspread and kissing the top of one of her thighs. She shivered and then moved away from him.

				“What are you doing?” she asked.

				He huffed out a one-note laugh and then gripped her hips, holding her still. “If you have to ask, then you just answered one of my questions.”

				“What?”

				“Your ex is an asshole, I take it.” He leaned in then, parting her thighs and tasting her right at the apex, sliding his tongue through slick folds until she whimpered. Her pleasure, her flavor, was salvation. A respite from the dull pain that had crawled inside his chest and hammered out a large yawning space inside him over the past week. Hell, maybe over the past eight years.

				That terrible grief that was always there, that had pushed its way up to the foreground recently and refused to go away.

				It had no place here. No. This was all about them. The world, the town, the damned Christmas lights...they had all fallen away.

				It was just him, her and this bed. Her body. His desire.

				He continued to pleasure her, sliding two fingers inside her as he worked at that most sensitive place with his tongue. She was panting, gasping, and he thought that she might try to get away from him again, so he held on to her as tightly as possible, his blunt fingertips digging into those lush hips.

				When she came, it was like the clouds had broken open and he’d gotten his first hit of sun in months. The first bright thing. The first good thing.

				He moved away from her, shucking his jeans and underwear, kicking them on the floor. “Condoms?” he asked.

				“Um... In the bathroom?”

				That was more steps away than he cared to take. He bent down and grabbed his wallet, producing protection and rolling it on as quickly as possible. She was staring at him, wide-eyed, and he felt that like a physical touch. Then she sat up, clamoring to the edge of the mattress. She curved delicate fingers around his hardened length, glittering brown eyes looking up at him in wonder as she squeezed him.

				He groaned, flexing his hips forward, thrusting upward into her grasp. She held him like that for a while, exploring his length, testing him.

				“I’m done playing,” he said, grabbing hold of the back of her head and bending down, kissing her hard as he pressed them both backward onto the bed, as he settled himself between her legs.

				They had all night. They could play around later. But for now, he needed to be inside her.

				He felt like he had waited forever, even though it had been no time at all. They hadn’t wasted any time talking, and yet he felt like he knew her. He knew that she should be a lot more confident in how beautiful she was; he knew that a man was responsible for making her feel like shit. He knew that she hadn’t been pleasured nearly as extensively as she should have been in her life. Knew that she had a neat little life. Knew that she took care of her things, and that having undivided attention on her made her uncomfortable.

				All that knowledge added up to something big. Made him feel like he’d been waiting for this moment for years rather than an hour or so.

				He pressed the head of his arousal against the slick entrance to her body, dragging the broad head through her wetness before pushing in an inch or so, rolling forward slowly, teasing her methodically.

				Teasing them both.

				She whimpered, the sound building into a moan that came from deep inside her.

				Then he lost it completely. He bucked forward, burying himself to the hilt, swallowing her little gasp of pleasure as he did.

				She gripped his shoulders, wrapping her legs around his waist, her lush lips pressed against his ear. “Yes,” she whispered. “Harder.”

				And Cooper was a gentleman, so he obliged.

				He bucked into her, losing all sense of time, of anything other than the red-hot pleasure that was racing down his veins, that was overtaking him completely.

				She was hot, so hot and responsive, tight around his cock. She met his every thrust, a sweet sound of pleasure on her lips each time he thrust back home. When she came, she gasped, the expression on her face one of wonder, like he had given her a gift. And damn it all, he couldn’t hold back any longer.

				His control broke entirely, and he froze as his own release took him over, grabbing him by the throat and shaking him hard, leaving him nearly blacked out as he pulsed deep inside her tight, wet body.

				He collapsed against her, pressing his forehead down on hers. She clung to him, her fingernails digging into his shoulders, her heels pressed into the backs of his thighs.

				“Cooper,” she whispered. “Oh, Cooper.”

				A rush of adrenaline worked its way through him, a strange sensation prickling over his skin.

				He had never told her his name. He was sure of that. He lifted his head, looking down at the woman who was currently staring dreamily up at him.

				Eyes that were very familiar. An expression that was very familiar.

				A memory swam in front of his vision. Of waking a sleeping teenager in the loft of his parents’ barn. Those sleepy, dreamy brown eyes had looked up at him just like this.

				And suddenly he realized that he was buried balls deep inside little Annabelle Preston.

				One of his father’s best friends’ daughters. A girl who had spent ages following him around the family ranch, all round chubby cheeks and hopeful eyes.

				A woman he’d known since she was a child, and who he had just screwed within an inch of both their lives.

				Well, fuck.

				

			

		

	


		
			
				CHAPTER THREE

				COOPER HAD GONE still on top of Annabelle, and her brain was buzzing from the spectacular orgasm she’d just had.

				She had never had sex like that in her life. She had never been with a man that looked like him, had never had a man do...that to her. She had never, absolutely never, come twice in one...session.

				She was lucky if she got to come once.

				But now her fuzzy feelings were fading because Cooper was looking at her like he had just seen a ghost.

				“Annabelle,” he said.

				His tone was so confused, his expression so dumbfounded. She couldn’t make sense of it.

				But...oh, no. No.

				He had never once used her name. Not once tonight, until now.

				He hadn’t known who she was.

				There were no words for the horror. The humiliation. He didn’t want her. She’d thought...finally. And no. He’d just wanted sex. She’d trusted him with her body because she knew him. And she’d thought...he knew her, too. But he didn’t.

				Her stomach twisted, turning sour.

				She pushed his shoulder, scrambling to get out from beneath him. “Who did you think I was?”

				“Annabelle,” he said again, moving away from her.

				He was just staring at her, like she was a ghost still, but now possibly a ghost who had grown a second head. Which was not the look that you wanted from a man who had just banged you senseless.

				It was ludicrous. She was naked, pressed against her headboard, her breasts heaving with every breath she took, her thighs parted slightly, because she still hadn’t gotten control over everything.

				When she realized that she snapped her knees together, angling to the side.

				He was still naked, too, breathing hard, the muscles on his chest and stomach flexing, that very large, very masculine part of him looming in her vision, making it impossible for her to think straight.

				“Yes,” she confirmed. “Annabelle. But I thought you... I thought you knew.”

				“No,” he said, shaking his head.

				He sounded so disgusted, so horrified. She wanted to curl up into a ball and disappear from the situation completely.

				“So, you just thought you were having sex with a stranger? You didn’t even ask my name.”

				“I thought that’s what we were doing,” he said.

				“I knew it was you,” she whispered. “That’s why I...”

				Oh, no. This was horrible. Worse than having the boyfriend who had so firmly felt like settling tell her one day, after five years, that he’d been wasting his time with her.

				Cooper Mason didn’t finally see her as a woman.

				Cooper Mason did not want her. Cooper Mason the opposite of wanted her, if his reaction to the entire situation was anything to go by. He was clearly disgusted unto his soul that he had ever touched her.

				Except... He had been into it when they’d done it. He had been.

				“I don’t understand.”

				“I don’t understand,” Annabelle said. “I thought that we... I thought you... You didn’t know who I was.”

				“No,” he said, holding his hands up, “I swear to God. If I had I never would’ve touched you.”

				“Well, that’s...horrible. And humiliating. And you are a gigantic tool,” she said, grabbing a pillow and holding it across her breasts. He was not allowed to look at them if he was going to cast aspersions on her.

				“Annabelle, I have known you since you were three years old. I would not have slept with you if I’d...” He stared at her harder. “You look different.”

				“I hope so, since I’m not seventeen anymore.” She sniffed. “Also, I lost a little weight.”

				He shook his head, getting out of the bed and hunting for his clothes. “You’re just not...not a woman to me.”

				“Clearly I am,” she said.

				“Not...not you. The person that I thought you were.”

				“That doesn’t make any sense.”

				He took a step back. “I have to go.”

				“Cooper,” she said, scrambling out of bed.

				“This was not what I wanted,” he returned. “It was a bad idea.”

				“Why does it change anything?”

				“Because I’m not here for an entanglement. And I’m certainly not here to start something with a hometown girl who, when last I saw her, wasn’t old enough to drink.”

				“I don’t want to start anything with you,” she said. “I wanted to have sex with you. I wanted to...”

				She couldn’t go on; it was too humiliating. Because she had fulfilled her lifelong fantasy of jumping Cooper Mason’s bones and he was actively disgusted that he had jumped hers.

				She couldn’t admit it. Not to him. Not now.

				Couldn’t confess that she had a crush on him as deep and enduring as the Tioga River when he looked like he would rather take a stick in the eye than even think about having sex with her again.

				“I’m not a one-night-stand kind of girl,” she continued stiffly. “But I’m in a space where I thought I would have one, because I just got out of a long-term relationship.” She was only partly lying. A year was recent enough when the relationship was as long as hers and Parker’s had been. “I figured since we kind of knew each other it made it less sordid.”

				“Not for me,” he said, his tone hard.

				“This doesn’t have to change anything,” she said.

				“But it does,” he responded.

				“Well, now it does,” she said. “Because you changed it.”

				He pulled on his underwear, his pants, covering up that gorgeous body of his. “Don’t tell anyone this happened,” he said.

				“Oh, you don’t want me to tell anyone,” she said, doing her best to keep her voice even. “How will I ever keep it a secret that I had sex with Cooper Mason and then he ran away when he discovered it was me because he was so disgusted?” She flung her arms wide. “I’m dying to tell the world.”

				“Annabelle... I come back to town two times a year at most. I don’t want complications. And I sure as hell don’t want more ties to Gold Valley. There’s a reason that I left. There’s a reason I stay gone. I only come back for my mother, for my father. I figured you and I were just going to have a little anonymous fun.”

				“Well, it’s not fun anymore, so get your tight ass out of here,” she said, feeling humiliated and indignant and past the point of caring that her breasts were out and swaying all over the place with the force of her indignation.

				“Annabelle, trust me,” he said, pulling his shirt over his head, “this is to protect you.”

				“Bull.”

				“You’re the last person in the world I want to hurt. And I don’t have anything to offer you. I’m sorry, but I think it would be best if I left.” He turned and began walking out of her room.

				“Yeah?” she shouted. “Well, I didn’t want anything from you but an orgasm, and I got two of those!” She heard the front door slam shut.

				She sat down on the bed again, then flopped backward, too shocked to move. There was a deep, serious pain stabbing through her chest, but she felt too shell-shocked to cry.

				She had just had the best sex of her life with Cooper Mason, and then he had walked out on her.

				“Merry Christmas to me.”

				

			

		

	


		
			
				CHAPTER FOUR

				“I HOPE YOU don’t mind running some errands with me today,” Connie Mason said, interrupting Cooper’s particularly dark train of thought.

				“No,” he said. He could tell his mother was trying to keep her tone light, but he could also sense underlying anxiety there.

				His mother had problems going out sometimes, among other things, and he could understand why. It was a small town and she always ran into people she knew. She didn’t always like being asked how she was doing, particularly this time of year.

				Sometimes going by herself, without a buffer, was impossible.

				Not that she would ever want to admit that.

				“I’m going to drop off my jewelry down at Gunslinger and pick up the money from the sales I’ve made over the last month.”

				His mother had gotten heavy into jewelry-making over the course of Lindsay’s illness. Lindsay had been sick from the time she was sixteen, and her family had spent a fair amount of time in hospitals. Connie had gone even heavier into it after Lindsay’s death.

				“Great,” he said. “We can grab some lunch.”

				He was distracted, and his mom didn’t deserve to bear the brunt of that. But everything in him was still reeling from last night’s shock. He had come home and had sex with Annabelle. As soon as he’d realized who she was, he had been unable to get the image of her as a kid out of his head. Of her as a round, sweet-faced teenager, giving him a hug at his sister’s funeral, which had been the last place he’d seen her.

				This damned town. It was like a tangled-up ball of yarn, and every time you thought you were grabbing hold of a new thread, you weren’t. It was just more of the same damned tangle. Everyone, everything, every place, seemed connected. Every memory. There was no escaping it.

				The worst part was he wasn’t turned off now that he knew who she was. The sex had been so hot he felt permanently singed by it, but the fact that his partner had turned out to be little Annabelle Preston should have served as a metaphorical bucket of ice water. It should have made his memories less of a turn-on, not more of one.

				He gritted his teeth. “Are you ready to go?” he asked.

				“Almost,” his mother responded.

				She spent some time gathering up her jewelry, getting things together in that methodical way that she did everything. His mother was one of the biggest control freaks on the planet. Organized. Never anything out of place. But she hadn’t been able to control the one thing she would have wanted to control the most.

				He swallowed hard, hating the fact that his thoughts were so consumed with the past. But it was impossible to be consumed by anything else when he was in this place. Except for those few short hours he had been in Annabelle’s arms.

				Then he had been consumed with her. Utterly. Completely.

				He pushed the images to the back of his mind and headed out of the simple farmhouse with his mom, helping her into his truck before getting into the driver’s side and starting the engine.

				His family home was on the outskirts of town, on a three-acre plot of land perfect for the kind of small operation his parents had. His parents had always kept a couple of cows, chickens and goats. Theirs wasn’t a ranch that made a heavy profit, but something that provided the family with food and also earned a little bit on the side selling some of what the animals produced, and trading with the neighbors.

				There were good memories here. The man he had become owed his roots to this place, his love of ranching cemented by his upbringing. He loved his parents. And part of him felt guilty that he didn’t spend more time at home. Especially since he was their only remaining child.

				But sometimes he thought his absence was good for them, too. Gave his dad a chance to take enough time for himself. To tie flies and go fishing. For his mother to make her earrings and spend time with her friends.

				They got together at prescribed times of the year and dealt with the heavier things, but they got time away from it, too.

				When they arrived on the town’s main street he parked his truck against the curb, and his mother waited in her seat until he rounded to her side to open the door and help her out of the tall vehicle.

				They wandered along the uneven sidewalk, lined with redbrick buildings that had been built in the eighteen hundreds. Gold Valley was a town that had sprung up around the gold rush, people headed to California, stopping in Oregon along the way and mining what they could there. It had a classic, Old West feel to it, carefully maintained by the city council and various ordinances that ensured the main street would never be too modernized.

				There was exactly one neon sign in town, an old one from the 1950s that was officially the only lit sign allowed to exist in all of Gold Valley. The facades of the buildings might have remained the same for decades, but the businesses had changed. More coffee shops, more boutique clothing and a couple of fancier restaurants.

				They made their way down to Gunslinger, which was housed in a narrow building wedged between the Happy Cow ice cream shop and the Gold Valley Inn, the premier date restaurant in town. Cooper pushed the door open, letting his mom go in first, and then followed behind, looking up and taking in the store. He’d been in it many times before, but it had been years, and it was laid out completely differently now, racks of stylish clothing in the center of the room, jewelry artfully showcased beneath a display case and a selection of specialty wool blankets against the wall.

				But it was the movement behind the counter that caught his eye. And then he stopped.

				Annabelle. Of course it was Annabelle.

				Instantly, his mind was filled with X-rated images from last night, not that they had been far from his consciousness before he had walked in. Before he had seen her. But now it was all he could think about. With his mother right next to him.

				This just got better and better.

				She looked up, and her eyes collided with his, going wide. Then she looked at his mother, the expression on her face deliberately blank. “Connie,” she said. “I have your envelope.”

				“Good,” his mother said. “I have more jewelry for you, too.”

				“Good,” Annabelle parroted. “We need more. Your pieces are always popular.”

				She looked back at him, then looked away just as quickly, twisting her hands nervously, something he had seen her do last night in her living room, just before they had...

				Well, he really didn’t need to finish that thought.

				Annabelle very pointedly didn’t engage with him and he took that as his cue to busy himself. He really wasn’t about to draw attention to the fact that there was any sort of connection between Annabelle and himself.

				He moved away from them, pretending to look at the blankets on display while Annabelle continued to talk about the pieces that his mother had brought in. He needed to get himself under control, because everything in him wanted to reach behind the counter, grab hold of Annabelle and draw her up against him again. Kiss her again.

				It was almost impossible for him to understand how he hadn’t recognized her last night. Today, he would have. Today she looked more like the woman he remembered from all those years ago. Her brown hair was pulled back partway with a clip, the style looking carefree and natural. She looked softer, her makeup much less heavy, no lipstick on those full, pretty lips.

				Last night, she had been all smoky eyes and crimson mouth. Definitely not things he associated with little Annabelle Preston.

				And, frankly, she had been nothing but a fine set of curves to him at first. His focus had been on her amazing body, and her face—while lovely—had definitely been a secondary thought.

				Today, though, all of it was melting together. Who she was, the fact that she was still beautiful and the fact that her rack was still spectacular.

				Coupled with the fact that he also knew exactly what her body looked like uncovered. And that it held up to the promise.

				That was the trouble. She was soft all over. Soft and smooth, and he itched to touch her again. To be inside her again.

				It was enough to get him hard just thinking about it. Except he was in a cutesy Western shop standing next to his mother, and he was thirty-two years old. That was enough to keep him under control.

				“Cooper,” his mom said. “You remember Annabelle Preston, don’t you? She owns the store now.”

				Cooper paused and turned toward them. His eyes clashed with Annabelle’s and her cheeks suffused with color. “Yeah,” he responded. “I remember Annabelle.”

				He hadn’t realized she owned the store. Which he supposed was another sign she was a grown woman. And accomplished at that.

				He tried not to think of all the other ways he’d found her accomplished last night.

				“She’s so grown-up now,” his mom said, not a trace of irony in her voice. “The last time you saw her she must have been a girl.”

				He really didn’t need his mother to supply him with this kind of information. He was well aware that Annabelle was no longer a girl.

				Was intimately acquainted with the fact that she was a woman.

				“She is indeed,” he responded, and the color in Annabelle’s cheeks grew deeper.

				His mom looked up and out the window, and her expression changed. “Oh, it’s Opal,” she said. “Hang on just a second, Annabelle. I have to go talk to her about a gift I’m making for her daughter-in-law.”

				With that, Connie rushed out of the store, intercepting an older woman on the streets, the two of them greeting each other as if it had been months since they had encountered one another, rather than the couple of days Cooper suspected it had been.

				And that left him alone in the store with Annabelle.

				“Cooper,” she said, her tone icy. “Nice to see you.”

				“We both know you don’t mean that.”

				“Well, I was going to try to be polite, but if you want honesty instead, no, I don’t mean it.” She sniffed. “Because you’re an asshole who abandoned me last night after having sex with me.”

				Guilt punched a hole in his gut. “It was a lot to wrap my head around.”

				And if he had stayed he would have wanted her to wrap her hand back around him, and he was trying to be chivalrous. Something he had damned little experience with.

				Annabelle looked like she might be considering bludgeoning him with one of the wrought-iron lamps sitting on the counter to her left. He had to wonder which she’d choose. The elk or the bison. The bison looked weightier, but the elk antlers were probably sharp.

				“It wasn’t a lot to wrap your head around when you thought I was a stranger,” she said crisply, clearly deciding to talk rather than murder him with home decor. “It didn’t take you any time to decide to go home with me in that case. As long as I was just disembodied female organs it was fine.”

				He frowned. “That’s a pretty distasteful way of putting it.”

				“It is distasteful,” she maintained, moving from behind the counter and busying herself straightening clothes on the rack.

				“It’s distasteful that I want to protect you? Because that’s the issue here. You were... I mean, I remember you being a little kid and I had to catch you when you fell out of an apple tree. I put a Band-Aid on your skinned knee once, and I know that...somewhere in there you caught a case of hero worship. Trust me, Annabelle, I’m not a hero. And I would never have put us in this kind of position if I’d known.”

				Suddenly, Annabelle seemed to boil over, and he wondered if he would have to be ready to dodge a blow after all. She stamped her foot, her hands balled into fists at her sides. “Well, excuse me. Excuse me for thinking that you might actually see me as a woman. That you might actually want me. I am so done with this, Cooper. I am tired of being not good enough, not exciting enough. Is that the real reason this is a problem? Was I not sexy enough for you? Was it a massive turnoff when my foundational garment was removed and you saw that I didn’t have a six-pack? Are my hips problematic?” She slapped her hands down on said hips in emphasis. “What about these?” She raised her hands, cupping her own breasts and shaking them. “Not exactly sample size.”

				“No,” he said, heat licking through him like a match being struck, his body getting hard as his gaze was drawn to those pretty curves of hers. “You were not a turnoff in any way. I didn’t mean to give you that impression and I’m sorry that I did. But the reality of the situation is I’m a man who lives on the road. I have no desire to have a family, or to have a wife. And I don’t want any more ties to this damned place. It’s not a happy place for me. I don’t want to have a woman here. That’s why I wouldn’t have chosen to get involved with someone as complicated as you.”

				“Right.” She rolled her eyes. “Complicated. Well, there’s always something wrong with me. My ex, Parker, certainly made sure to drive that point home, as if I didn’t already know that. And now I know I’m not even good enough for a little bit of sex.”

				“You’re too good for it, Annabelle,” he said, softening his tone.

				“But you aren’t? Whatever the hell woman you thought I was wasn’t too good for it?”

				“That’s not what I meant.”

				“I’m not sure you know what you mean,” she said, the words far too pointed.

				Maybe she was right. Maybe all his excuses were BS. Maybe it all had to do with the strange, vague weight that settled in his chest when he thought of this place. The way that sex felt heavier because it had been with her.

				Maybe it was that.

				And there were no words to explain that. Nothing to throw out easily as a logical explanation. It wasn’t logic. It was all that shit around his heart that ached and stabbed at him even when he wanted to pretend it wasn’t there.

				“Fine,” he said. “If that’s not good enough for you, then just try to understand that this is messed up. Your dad would punch me in the face, and it would be the kind of rumor that would never stop circulating around town. Though at least it would let me be something other than the guy with the dead sister. I could be the guy who screwed Annabelle Preston and then left her.”

				“Why is there no allowance in there for me to be the one screwing you? I wanted this. I...I have wanted it.” She frowned, her cheeks getting pinker, her brown eyes turning glossy. “I spent five years with the same guy. Having mediocre sex and listening to all the ways I failed to impress him. When I saw you last night at the bar, I thought that you finally wanted me. That I could have a little piece of something that wasn’t disappointing. That wasn’t mediocre. That’s what I wanted. I felt so... You made me feel beautiful. And then you took it away.”

				“You are beautiful,” he said, not able to stop himself from taking a step toward her. “You can’t doubt that I enjoyed being with you.”

				“Of course I can. Because you ran off. You said it would never happen again. And you told me not to tell anyone.”

				“That’s because of who you are. Who I am. Really, it’s because of who we are.”

				“Who’s that?” she asked, sounding impatient.

				“You’re little Annabelle Preston and I’m...”

				“No,” she said. “I’m not little anything. I’m Annabelle Preston, and I own this store. I’m a grown woman, and you’re a man. There is no reason that what happened last night shouldn’t have happened. Your reasoning is bullshit.”

				“My reasoning is designed to keep you safe, Annabelle,” he said.

				“I don’t want to be safe,” she whispered. “I’ve been safe for too long. Safe is boring. And it’s dull. Safe just kills you even more slowly.”

				“Well, I don’t want to kill you at all.”

				“Funny I can’t say the same,” she said drily.

				She was right. It was bullshit. Because here he was staring down a woman he wanted more than he wanted to keep on breathing, telling her all the reasons he couldn’t have her again when he wasn’t even sure he believed them anymore.

				It was Christmas. He was back in Gold Valley, reliving all the pain from his past... Didn’t he deserve something?

				“I’m only in town through Christmas,” he said, his voice rough.

				She was looking at him with those far-too-familiar brown eyes, but that wasn’t what was compelling him. No matter how deeply he tried to drill into his head that this was a woman he had known in childhood—a woman who was younger than him, less experienced and probably far too trusting of him because she had this idea that he knew who he was—he couldn’t shake the fact that he was attracted to her.

				And why the hell not? She presented a good point. She wasn’t a kid anymore. The gulf between their ages was definitely narrowed by the years, and she seemed to want this as much as he did. Even if he shouldn’t want it.

				Her dad might still punch him out, but with the limited timeline, they might also be able to keep it a secret.

				“I’m only here for the week,” he repeated. “Six days to Christmas. But I can sure as hell use some distraction during that time.”

				She blinked. “Are you...propositioning me?”

				“Didn’t you want me to?”

				“Well, you were warning me away a few minutes ago, so it seems like a strange shift in tone.”

				“I want you,” he said, closing the distance between them. “I shouldn’t. But dammit, ever since I drove back into town it’s like the past is closing in on me. My memories of losing Lindsay feel like they could be from yesterday, not from eight years ago. And the only time I felt halfway decent was when you kissed me. When I was inside you. I wouldn’t mind feeling that good again.”

				“Oh,” she said, lush lips rounding.

				“But you have to understand that it’s just for now. It won’t be every time I come back. And when I leave...”

				“You’ll sleep with other women?”

				“We won’t be tied to each other,” he said, liking the sound of that much better. Feeling like it made him less of an ass, as long as he made it clear that the freedom worked both ways.

				She bit her lush lip, studying him for a moment.

				“I’m not sure,” she said, lifting her chin. “Because what I don’t want is to be a pity lay. I don’t want feelings or a relationship or anything either, but I want to be sure that if we’re having sex, you’re into it.”

				“Annabelle,” he said, his voice rough even to his own ears. “I wanted you last night when I didn’t know who you were.”

				“And you quit wanting me the minute you found out.”

				“Hell no. I still wanted you. Why’d you think I had to leave?”

				She blinked. “I just thought it was because you were completely grossed out.”

				He chuckled, hard and bitter. “That would make things a lot simpler.”

				She looked like she was fully considering all these things, all the options. Perhaps even still the option of pounding his head in with a lamp. But when she finally spoke, it wasn’t to make threats. “Well, if we can’t have simple, maybe we can have hot?” She looked hopeful.

				“Sounds good to me, though that could be because there’s no more blood left in my brain.” His reasoning was flawed, no two ways about it. But he was kind of past the point of reasoning. So what if it was Annabelle? It wouldn’t matter in the end. He hadn’t recognized her, because she hadn’t been in his life for the past eight years. And when he left Gold Valley after Christmas, she’d go back to not being in his life. As long as they didn’t parade around in public they could easily keep their parents out of it, they would keep the town out of it, and it wouldn’t matter. In the end, it would just be a fond memory for them both. And until then he would have some much-needed oblivion in the middle of all this sharp, horrible Christmas cheer.

				“Can you come over tonight?” she asked.

				He looked at her, watched as the color in her cheeks intensified under his intense scrutiny. He wanted to kiss her. Didn’t want to wait for privacy or the cover of darkness or anything. “You won’t be able to keep me away.”

				His mother came back into the store then, Opal tagging along behind her. “I hope you don’t mind, Cooper. I think we picked up a third for lunch.”

				“Not at all,” he said, forcing his focus away from Annabelle and back onto his mom. Whatever she needed, he would give it to her. He was here to visit his parents, to play the part of good son. This arrangement with Annabelle wasn’t his focus. It just made his time here bearable. Hell, more than bearable. It made it pretty sweet.

				“Why don’t we head to Bellissima?” his mother suggested.

				“Sounds good.”

				He turned back to Annabelle and tipped his hat. “See you around.”

				“See you around,” she echoed softly.

				It was going to be a hell of a long day.

				

			

		

	


		
			
				CHAPTER FIVE

				ANNABELLE HAD NO idea how she made it through the rest of the day. She was jangly and jittery until the moment she turned the Closed sign around and started counting out the till.

				Then she looked up and saw her father standing there at the door.

				She sighed, feeling beleaguered, which really wasn’t fair because she loved her dad. But she was really looking forward to seeing Cooper.

				She rounded the counter and walked over to the door, letting him in. “Dad,” she said, “what are you doing here?”

				“I was driving by, saw that you were still in the shop. Figured I would stop in.”

				“Oh, that’s... Thank you. I’m glad you did. And I’d love to visit. But I’m...kind of in a hurry?” To have sex with a hot man. She wouldn’t say that last part. Even thinking it in front of her dad was uncomfortable.

				“I won’t keep you,” he said, even as he wandered in a slow circle around the store, clearly willing to keep her a little bit. “I hear that Cooper Mason is back in town.”

				The back of her neck prickled, spreading up to her scalp. Was her dad psychic? Being raised by a single dad had always been tricky. She hadn’t had a woman in her life to teach her about the softer things. But that also meant that she was close with her father. They had spent tons of time together when she was growing up, and she had spent a lot of that time on various mechanic jobs with him, talking to him about everything, even when it was uncomfortable things. Each was all the other had.

				But she would not be talking to him about her recent relationship change with Cooper. Having a physical-only affair with the son of a family friend wasn’t really the kind of thing she and her dad could talk about.

				“I saw him at the saloon last night,” she said, not seeing any point in lying about that because it would be too easy for her story to be contradicted. Plenty of people had seen them together last night. A few people had probably even seen them kiss. Though she doubted anyone would rat her out to her dad. Still, rumors did get around.

				“He was always a good boy,” her dad said.

				She cringed, wondering just how much of a good boy her dad would think he was if he knew what they had done last night. Or how Cooper had treated her afterward.

				“He’s nice enough,” she supplied.

				“Really sad about his sister.”

				Her heart twisted. It was unavoidable. What everyone in town thought of when they thought of Cooper. When they thought of Connie and Jeff. Gold Valley was small enough that it was common to know pieces of the stories of half the people you walked by on the street. Especially the interesting pieces. The gossip-worthy bits.

				Tragedy was interesting when it wasn’t yours. A chance to make mournful expressions and then whisper about it intently behind your hand.

				It was like a cloud that hung over the entire Mason family, over Lindsay’s widowed husband, Grant.

				She wondered what that must be like. To be so defined by such a terrible thing. To know that when you saw a person you knew in the grocery store, the minute you walked away they’d explain to their friend, That’s Grant Dodge. His wife died a few years back.

				She wondered if it was why Cooper stayed away.

				“You okay?” her dad asked.

				“Why?”

				“You seem quiet.”

				“I was just thinking about Lindsay,” she said truthfully. “It’s sad what happened. I don’t blame Cooper for not coming back often.”

				“You loved him when you were a kid,” her dad said, smiling. “You had a crush on him that was clear as day to anyone who looked at you.”

				Heat raced through her. “Dad,” she said. “That was a long time ago.”

				“Maybe, but it seems like yesterday. Besides, it was cute to watch you follow him around the ranch.”

				“Well.” She cleared her throat. “I’m not a kid anymore.”

				“I know.”

				“I hate to move you along, but I really am in a rush. I’ll see you for Christmas, though,” she promised. “I’m going to cook a turkey. Stuffing. Mashed potatoes. Everything you like.”

				She had started cooking Christmas dinner the moment she had learned how. Because she had been very tired of frozen lasagna for every single holiday at that point.

				“You’re a good daughter, Annabelle,” her dad said. “Do you know that?”

				She forced a smile. “I do,” she said.

				As her dad walked out, she pondered those words and why they made her feel weird. Yes, she was a good daughter to him; she knew that. But for a lot of her life she’d just felt like she made things more difficult for him.

				She had been the product of a one-night stand, and a mother who hadn’t wanted a child. So her father had taken her on when he’d still been a teenager. And he had devoted his life to her. But she wondered. Wondered if she was the reason her father had never found anyone. If she was the reason he’d ended up a heavy-machinery mechanic, because practicality had been more important than schooling of any kind.

				She shook her head. Shook off all thoughts of her mother, of all her father had given up for her. Because that was another dead end of terrible thoughts that made her feel sad and small. Inadequate.

				Annabelle was a puzzle piece that didn’t fit neatly into anyone’s life. She understood that. But sometimes she wished it could be different.

				Except for this week. This week, she was what Cooper Mason needed. She was going to be the bright spot. And that felt pretty damned good.

				

			

		

	


		
			
				CHAPTER SIX

				ANNABELLE WASN’T SURE if you were supposed to get a man refreshments when you invited him over for an evening of casual sex. She really had no idea what to do in this kind of scenario. She’d had that one long-term relationship. Just the one. Until last night, Parker was the only man who had ever seen her naked, and he had always taken great pains to let her know how disappointing it was. He was awful, and she knew that, but it didn’t mean that her self-esteem was unaffected.

				But Cooper wanted her.

				Actually, the fact that he wanted her in spite of his reservations was cheering in some ways. She decided to get a bottle of wine down from the cupboard. As she was in the midst of battling with the cork, there was a knock on the front door.

				Her finger still wrapped around the slim neck of the bottle, she walked over to it and threw it open. And then her heart stopped. Because there was Cooper, looking at her like he might want to eat her alive. And this time, he was well aware of who he was looking at.

				Happiness burst through her chest.

				She couldn’t help it. Couldn’t stop it. She didn’t want to attach any particular feelings to this thing between them, not after his very stern lecture. But this man was her lifelong fantasy. The moment she had begun to understand what happened between men and women, she had begun to think about what it might be like to do that with him. To have those rough, large hands on her body.

				But then the world had fallen apart, and he had left town. And she had nothing but the memory of that one long hug to fuel her.

				Then there had been Parker, and she had been forced to reconcile the fact that reality was not as much fun as fantasy.

				Until last night. Until she had finally gotten the man of her dreams. Until he had finally shown her that reality could be even better than fantasy as long as the sex was with the right person.

				Physically. He was the right person physically. That was all. She’d always found him hot, so undoubtedly being with him fulfilled that natural desire she felt.

				This time it probably wouldn’t be as good. This time, there wouldn’t be years of buildup leading up to it. They’d just been together last night. She’d had two orgasms. There was no way tonight would be as good. She didn’t possess the strength for it to be that good.

				“Are you going to invite me in?” he asked.

				“Yes,” she said, stepping out of the way as she wiggled her hand and tried to get the cork out of the bottle.

				“Need help with that?”

				“Please,” she said, handing it to him. Their fingers brushed.

				That brief, momentary contact was enough to send a sensation through her that rivaled the buzz that would come from a glass of the wine he was currently trying to open.

				Whatever she’d just been thinking about tonight not being as good, she was most definitely wrong.

				“I thought you might like a drink,” she said lamely.

				“Thanks,” he responded. “You thought right. When I’m in town I always want a drink. Or ten.”

				She bit back the questions that were building inside her. He wouldn’t want her to ask questions. Wouldn’t want this to be about anything more complicated than the physical connection between them.

				She sighed.

				“What?”

				She turned around to look at him. “Nothing.”

				“That was quite the sigh.”

				“Well. It’s just been that kind of a day.” She moved over to the couch and sat.

				“Why?” Cooper sat down next to her, his knee brushing against hers.

				Now he was pressing, and he was the one who had made the rule that they were keeping things casual. So now she was just annoyed that she hadn’t pushed him for more information when she’d had the chance. When the opening had been natural. “Just the nature of retail.” She waved a hand.

				“But you like it. Or you wouldn’t have bought the store.”

				“Did you and your mom spend your lunch talking about me?”

				“Of course we did,” he said. “She was eager to fill me in on the gossip. And on the fact that you bought the store from Freda Lopez when she married Quinn Dodge.”

				“Yes. These days, he and Freda are mostly living in New Mexico, enjoying the dry heat—which sounds vile to me—and his son, Wyatt, has taken over Get Out of Dodge.”

				“I’m up to speed on that,” Cooper said. “You know my mother would never leave out pertinent information.”

				“Of course not.”

				He lifted a brow, regarding her closely before speaking again. “She also said that your ex-boyfriend, Parker, was a terrible human being.”

				She might have guessed Connie would bring up Parker. Her dad hadn’t been short on opinions about him, and he’d most definitely shared them with Jeff and Connie. “She’s not wrong,” Annabelle said.

				“Why were you with him?”

				She shrugged. “It felt better than being alone at the time.” Her throat had gone prickly, tight. “I was in college, and I was still a virgin, so it seemed like maybe it was time to fix that. I met him at a concert in the park—he was new to town. He asked me out. I went on a date with him and I liked him, and then we slept together. We just kept sleeping together after that. And I guess when you add meals to that it becomes a relationship. It most especially does when he moves into the house you bought. Before you know it...well, before you know it, it’s been five years of your life.”

				“Right,” Cooper said. “I wouldn’t know. I’m definitely not an expert on relationships.”

				“I thought he was the best I could do,” she said. “And a lot of what he said to me confirmed it. Then last year he broke up with me.”

				“He broke up with you?”

				“That’s always how it goes, right? I gave him...so much time. And he never really intended to give me anything in return. He was just waiting for something better to come along.” She tapped her fingertips on her wineglass. “But I suppose in the end beggars can’t be choosers. At least, that’s what I always told myself.”

				He set the bottle of wine down on the side table in the living room with a heavy thunk. “Let’s get one thing straight right now,” he said, closing the distance between them and gripping her by the chin, tilting her face upward so that she was forced to look at him. “He was lucky to have you. Whatever he said to you...he was an ass.”

				“I know...”

				“Do you?” Those blue eyes were hot and intense on hers, and she almost couldn’t look directly at him. He was too beautiful. That sculpted face, lips that she knew were perfect for kissing. A little bit of golden stubble on his jaw. His eyes...oh, those blue eyes.

				He was too beautiful and too perfect to be this close to her.

				She didn’t get touched by beautiful, perfect men. And yet, here he was.

				She looked away. “I had enough confidence to put on some Spanx and seduce you, didn’t I?”

				“You did,” he said, sliding his thumb across her chin. “I’m sorry if the way I acted after that did anything to dent that confidence. Believe me when I tell you the reasons I shouldn’t be with you don’t have anything to do with you.”

				“Right. It’s you,” she said, her heart twisting at the reminder—yet another one—that this was temporary.

				“It’s cliché, maybe,” he said. “But it’s true.”

				“Why?” Now she was going to ask. She was going to ask because he had started digging into all of her stuff, so it seemed fair enough to her to dig around his.

				“I don’t do relationships,” he told her. “My job doesn’t allow it.”

				The way he said it, so flat and hard, she knew there was more than he was saying. That he chose a job that didn’t allow it on purpose. That he was on the run for a very specific reason. But of course, he wasn’t going to say that he didn’t do relationships because his heart wouldn’t allow it. That losing his sister had been difficult and he wasn’t over it.

				You didn’t get over loss like that, though, she knew. Sure, she hadn’t lost anyone to death, but her mother had never wanted to be a part of her life. She understood what it felt like to have a hole in your life. That no matter how much you loved the people you still had, it couldn’t be ignored.

				“Okay,” she said.

				“You, on the other hand, apparently like relationships.”

				“Correction,” she said, “I did. Or I thought I should. Now, I’m only in the market for a little bit of sex. So while I appreciate you trying to protect me and all...this is actually just what the doctor ordered.”

				“A few orgasms?”

				“With a hot man,” she said seriously. “I know that...it was pretty obvious I had a crush on you when I was a kid.”

				His eyebrows shot up. “Was it?”

				She sputtered, “Well, my dad said it was.”

				“I didn’t think of it like that. You were just a cute kid that liked to hang out with me. Are you telling me that your motives weren’t pure?”

				“I idolized you,” she said. “You’ll be happy to know that I don’t idolize men anymore.”

				“Well,” he said, “that is a relief.”

				“These days I just want to jump you.”

				“Also a relief.”

				“Good. Because I think we should get to that.”

				The talking worried her. The fact was that the more minutes they carved out together, the more likely it was there would be a hole left behind when he left.

				They’d both had enough of those kinds of holes. They didn’t need anymore.

				He wrapped one strong arm around her waist and brought her up against his chest, kissing her, deep and long, glorious. She didn’t want it to end. She felt the kiss all the way down. It made her feel dizzy. Made her feel light and heavy at the same time.

				It had to be the kiss. Not him. Not her feelings for him.

				“You’re right,” he said. “We should.”

				

			

		

	


		
			
				CHAPTER SEVEN

				IT WAS ONE thing to accidentally have a one-night stand with Annabelle Preston. It was another thing entirely to choose to make that one night more. To choose it knowing who she was.

				Knowing that the woman he held in his arms now had once been the girl who had followed him around with bright eyes and a hopeful smile.

				To know that some asshole had crushed that smile, dulled those eyes.

				To know that maybe, if he were careful, he might be able to fix some of that damage.

				Cooper wasn’t a savior. Never had anything made that more clear than when Lindsay had gotten sick.

				She had known—for most of her life—that she was fighting a battle she couldn’t win. That no one could save her. Not her parents who had loved her, not the husband who had married her anyway, knowing that he was signing on to be widowed.

				And certainly not her younger brother.

				Who had seen her as the bravest, most beautiful person in the world, reduced in memory to her death, rather than her life. Who had watched as her every breath seemed to steal life from her body instead of give it.

				While he could do nothing. Nothing but watch.

				No, he wasn’t a savior. He had never saved anyone. He couldn’t even save himself.

				But perhaps he could do something to fix what that jackass Parker had done to break off those pieces of Annabelle’s self-esteem.

				Perhaps he could put some of them back in place.

				Right. Pretend that you’re being noble when you really just want to get off.

				That was the same voice that was happy to remind him that he wasn’t a hero. No, he wasn’t.

				But maybe there could be some altruistic mixed in with the selfish here. Just maybe.

				He kissed her, guiding her down onto the couch rather than leading her back into the bedroom. He filled his hands with her abundant curves, pressed his palms over her breasts, drew his thumbs over her tightened nipples. She was beautiful. And he had absolutely no issues with how long he had known her, not in this moment.

				She was a woman. And he was a man. They both wanted this. They both understood what it was. A little oblivion to get through the season. That was what mattered.

				He moved his hands down her body, taking in the shape of her waist, the soft curve of her hips. She blushed when he glided his hands up underneath her shirt. Cooper didn’t have any experience with women who blushed. It was a strange sight, and one that lit his blood on fire even if it shouldn’t.

				He felt all that smooth skin beneath his touch, brought his hands up to unhook her bra, taking it off along with her shirt. She was beautiful. Full breasts, soft to the touch. He leaned forward, drawing one nipple deep into his mouth, relishing the sound of pleasure she made as he did.

				He could spend all night sating himself with her.

				But as he finished undressing her, pleasuring her until they were both mindless, until her harsh cries signaled that she was ready for more, he was aware that he had chosen this. That he had chosen her.

				And all the entanglements that came along with her. Whatever he said, wanting her had somehow been stronger than the need to stay unconnected.

				He undressed quickly, sheathing himself with protection and sitting down on the couch, then lifting her and bringing her onto his lap so that she was straddling him. So that he could get a show along with his pleasure.

				He looked at her, at all those gorgeous curves on display. He took stock of every last inch of her, and he did it slowly. If he was going to do something morally questionable, he might as well savor every second of it.

				She was blushing, her skin turning pink all over, and he followed the rosy trail with his tongue. She was moaning again by the time he finished, by the time he pressed his hardened length to the entrance of her body and thrust up inside her.

				“Show me how you like it,” he rasped.

				She grabbed on to his shoulders and moved experimentally, clearly not quite comfortable with this new position.

				Much like the blush, he reveled in that, as well. And much like the blush, he didn’t care if he shouldn’t.

				Then she seemed to relax, letting her head fall back, letting her eyes flutter closed. And she began to move, riding him like she hadn’t a single inhibition in the world. Like she wasn’t ashamed of anything. Her body, how much she wanted him. That turned him on even more.

				And then there was no more thinking. There was just him, wrapped up in her, the soft press of her breasts against his chest, her fingernails digging into his back, the tight clasp of her body around him.

				All around them was Christmas. She had a Christmas tree and she had lights all around the room. He didn’t ever have that sort of thing. Hadn’t allowed himself to be surrounded by it in years.

				But somehow right now it didn’t seem so bad. Didn’t seem quite so awful, quite so tied to things in the past that been corroded by grief.

				This—being with Annabelle—felt shiny. It felt new and beautiful and bright.

				He hadn’t felt anything beautiful and bright in a long damn time. Christmas or not.

				Pleasure was building in him, a dull roar thundering in his ears as lust overcame the feelings that were expanding in his chest. And thank God. He didn’t want feelings. To hell with feelings.

				He was going to embrace the physical. Because that was easy.

				Except nothing felt easy as his orgasm roared up inside him, as she found her own release, trembling and shaking in his arms, her internal muscles pulsing around him, sending him straight over the edge.

				No, there was nothing easy about that.

				About a climax that left him broken, undone. Made of jagged pieces when it ended.

				But then, he would never have said he wasn’t broken. Would never claim the pieces inside him were anything but jagged.

				She just made him so acutely aware of it. How sharp and damaged he was, compared to her soft perfection.

				That was the problem.

				Not so much the revelation that he was damaged, but the contrast to the woman he held in his arms. Because when he was on the road, when he never stopped moving, never settled in, never tried to build a connection to someone, it didn’t matter.

				He didn’t have to examine it. He didn’t have to know the person in his arms, in his bed for the night.

				And because of that, he didn’t have to know himself at all.

				It could be a haze of double yellow lines, and the blend of pine trees whisking together into a blur of green. Of alcohol-soaked evenings and soft female skin.

				But none of it was personal. None of it lasted.

				Annabelle Preston was personal, and she could never be anything else.

				He pulled her into his arms and held her there, listening to her breathing hard, feeling her skin, damp and sweaty against his. But not from running across a field or climbing apple trees. From making love to him.

				Yeah, that was personal. And right now being in her arms felt too good, too right. And even if he knew he should pull away...he couldn’t.

				* * *

				ANNABELLE HAD NEVER even thought of having sex on her couch. In full view of her coffee-table books, which were about civilized things like baked goods the pioneers made and shoes through the ages.

				No, she had never thought of doing something quite so hedonistic. Because she had never been overcome by the need to be with someone before. By the need to have him inside her. By the need, the desperate need, to find release in his arms.

				But she was overcome now. Or she had been. Now she was just a puddle. Naked and lying across her couch, completely unashamed.

				“About that wine...” she said, looking to the bottle.

				“What about it?”

				“Well,” she said, “I thought I would have needed to banish my inhibitions, but apparently you do a good enough job of that all on your own.”

				He lifted a shoulder, the muscles in his torso flexing. “It’s a gift.”

				“Well, I’ll take that. Consider it my early Christmas present.”

				“That seems like more of a gift for me, honey. The chance to have you uninhibited.”

				He got the cork out of the wine bottle and poured a glass for her, then a second one for himself.

				And that was how she ended up sitting naked on her couch drinking wine. Which bordered on being almost as hedonistic as the sex. Almost.

				“So,” he said, “are you going to tell me why you feel like you need wine to let go of your inhibitions?”

				He was staring at her with those gorgeous blue eyes, and she didn’t know why he wanted to know anything about her. He was interesting. Mysterious. He had gone a thousand places beyond Gold Valley, and she’d never really gone anywhere. She didn’t know why she would be interesting to him. She had never been interesting to anyone else.

				“My boyfriend really wasn’t a nice guy,” she said, tucking her hair behind her ear and straightening. Which made her feel even more exposed, so she rounded her shoulders forward slightly. “But I spent so many years with him that it wasn’t obvious to me. It wasn’t like it was years of razor-sharp insults cutting into me. It was more a constant stream of low-grade disapproval, battering against me and leaving bruises. It was just...a lot of little things. And they added up and made me feel terrible about myself.” She swallowed hard, then took another sip of wine. “And it’s... You know, my mother just...gave me to my father when I was a baby. Like I was something from her closet that didn’t fit her. That easy. So I can’t help but feel that I’m deeply uninteresting to everyone. Wine makes me feel more interesting. I mean, in theory.”

				“You don’t need wine to be interesting,” he said, the vehemence in his voice shocking her. “It sure as hell had nothing to do with you. And in my experience, the way the people act has a lot more to do with them than it does with you. As somebody who’s spent a fair amount of time running, I can tell you that whatever was happening with your mother...that’s her stuff.”

				“Is it?”

				“Sure as hell,” he repeated.

				“You’re very certain.”

				“I am. Like I said, I’m an expert on that kind of thing.”

				“So that’s what you’re doing?” she asked. “Running?”

				She wasn’t sure what had made her press. It was funny. He had always seemed above her in some way. Because he was older. Because she had admired him so very much. But there was something about being naked with a person. It was an equalizer.

				Even that was kind of funny when she thought about it, because his body was perfect by the standards of the world. Honed, muscular, not a spare ounce of fat anywhere. And she was...well, she was not perfect by those same standards.

				But he was here, when he could be...well, anywhere else in town. With anyone else. And that made her feel like maybe there wasn’t so much wrong with her after all.

				He had been inside her. He had wanted her. Still did. That made her feel like she deserved some answers. Like in these quiet moments in her living room, with the lights from her Christmas tree shining softly around them, they could share more than just their bodies.

				“Just moving. Continually. Sometimes more quickly than others.” His lips turned up slightly, his smile rueful.

				“Is it hard to be back here?” She hated asking him about Lindsay. Mostly because she knew he couldn’t escape it. She had witnessed it earlier when she had talked to her father. That loss was what was most closely associated with Cooper and his family.

				But she wanted...she wanted to talk to him, not about him. And that, she thought, might be different enough to make him open up.

				“It’s hard to be anywhere,” he said. “Eight years and it gets a little bit easier, I guess. But there’s always a hole. Out there... Lindsay was never part of that life. I made a life that she had never been in, so that I wouldn’t be so aware of her absence. Here... I only know Gold Valley with her in it. And I don’t like it as much without her. I know our family home with her. Christmas and Thanksgiving, when we were kids, and then when she and Grant got married. We walked to school together every day. She was my big sister. She taught me how to tie my shoes. She protected me. And I couldn’t protect her when it mattered most. And sometimes it hits me, like a punch in the gut. As fresh as it was the day she died. As fresh as it was when I fully understood what it meant that my sister had cancer. When the cancer came back, and back again.”

				“I’m sorry,” she said. “It must be tough to be reminded all the time.”

				“And it’s hard to remind everybody around me.”

				She didn’t say anything. She simply looked at him.

				“I feel like being here stirs it up. For me, for everyone. When I’m gone, life kind of goes on. When I’m here...it seems to me that it’s all fresher. I’m sure that if Grant ran across me I would remind him of her. It’s not like Grant hangs out around our family homestead. And I know it’s for a reason.” He rubbed his hand over his face. “I know I remind my parents of her.”

				“That hardly seems fair.”

				“There’s nothing fair about any of this. But I’m not complaining. I’m here. Lindsay is gone. It would be pretty damn selfish of me to complain about the fallout of her death when I get to go on living, wouldn’t it?”

				“I don’t know,” Annabelle said. “Maybe. Except you are alive, and being selfish is part of being alive. So it seems fair enough.”

				“It’s just easier. Easier to stay away. Because out there...nobody knows my story. And here, everybody does.”

				“It’s not your story,” she said quietly. “It’s something that happened in your family. Something that happened to your sister. It’s a loss that you experienced, but it’s not your story. If that’s your story, then I have to be an abandoned daughter. And I don’t want to be that. I don’t want somebody else’s issues to be mine.”

				“Life doesn’t give you a choice,” he said. “That’s the tricky thing. You just have to keep going.”

				“Keep running, you mean.”

				“It’s served me well enough.”

				“Don’t you ever get lonely?”

				He appraised her, his blue eyes growing hard. “Lonely is sitting in a room with two people that you love, having something hard that you share between you and not being able to talk about it. Lonely is walking down the street knowing people would rather talk about your past to their friends than talk to you about how you feel. Lonely is playing at looking fine all the time so that your parents don’t worry about you. Lonely is what happens when I’m in Gold Valley. Not when I’m anywhere else.”

				She could feel it then, the distance beginning to stretch between them, and she wanted to reach out and do something to close it. Wanted to get beneath his skin.

				Hero worship was one thing. That was what she had felt when she had been a little girl, and he had been so tall and strong and perfect. Like a superhero in a cowboy hat.

				But now that she was with him like this, she could see that he wasn’t a superhero. He was something better—he was a man. A man that she could touch. A man who wasn’t invulnerable, but who went on anyway in spite of all he had been through.

				But he was alone, and she wished that he weren’t.

				She wished he would let her be there for him.

				And she fought against the feeling that she wasn’t pretty enough, or compelling enough, or special enough to be the one he needed. She was here. And she wanted to make herself into that person. That was the person she wanted to be, not just now. Not just for him. But forever. For when he left.

				She didn’t want Parker to define who she was. She didn’t want the mother who had given her away without ever knowing her to define the way she thought of herself. Not anymore.

				“I don’t want you to be lonely,” she said, leaning in and brushing her fingertips over that beautiful sculpted face.

				He wrapped his fingers around her wrist, holding her steady. “I’m not right now.”

				He kissed her then. Kissed her until she couldn’t think, until she couldn’t catch her breath. Until she felt the distance melting between them. She didn’t know all the right things to say. She had never lost anyone to death the way he had. But she knew what it was like to feel isolated. To feel like the people around you couldn’t understand what you had been through.

				She knew what it was like to feel like she wasn’t strong enough. Like she didn’t have any control. Cooper hadn’t said those things, but she could sense it. Somehow. He had lost his sister, and there had been nothing he could do about it. She couldn’t imagine how that must’ve felt. But probably even worse than knowing she never had a chance to try to convince her mother to stay.

				You won’t be able to convince him to stay.

				She ignored that voice whispering in her ear. She didn’t need to convince him to stay. She only needed this week. It was all she expected. She knew that it would end. She knew what to expect. She wouldn’t be upset at the end of this.

				He was giving her the kind of pleasure she had never experienced before, and he was already making her feel stronger. She just wanted to do the same for him. That was all.

				As he moved their glasses of wine to the side and picked her up, carrying her toward the bedroom they hadn’t made it to earlier, she repeated those words over and over again. As if that would make them true.

				She needed them to be true.

				After Christmas Cooper would be gone, and she would have to find a way to live with that.

				

			

		

	


		
			
				CHAPTER EIGHT

				IT WAS THREE days before Christmas when Annabelle reminded Cooper that it would probably be a good idea to acquire gifts for his family. She had to get some things for her father, and she had convinced him that the two of them should go together.

				As much as he didn’t relish the idea of the town seeing them together as a couple, he supposed that the two of them being together in a general sense wasn’t all that strange.

				Well, no stranger than Cooper being back in town to begin with.

				Carolers dressed in Victorian clothing were walking on the opposite side of the street. A horse and cart, decked with boughs of evergreen and red bows, were parked near the town Christmas tree, waiting to offer rides to people who had come to enjoy the Victorian Christmas festivities the town held every year.

				There was a dusting of snow on the ground, the lights twinkling against the frosted brick as the temperatures stayed persistently low in spite of the fact that the sky was clear and the sun was shining. It didn’t matter. It was still frozen.

				Annabelle, meanwhile, glowed brighter than anything on the main street of Gold Valley. Her long dark hair was loose, covered by a knit cap, and her cheeks were rosy. She was smiling and greeting people easily as they walked down the street. He admired that easiness. Didn’t envy it, necessarily, but wanted to keep on being close to it.

				That was the thing about her. They had spent the last couple of nights together, and it wasn’t a problem for him. Didn’t make him feel itchy. Didn’t make him feel as though he needed to get some distance anytime soon.

				No, there was something peaceful about being with her. A feeling he hadn’t known he could possess. One he hadn’t known he wanted.

				The other thing that was changing after the past couple of days was the way he saw her. Not as two separate entities. Not as the girl he had known and the woman she was, but as both of those things. Like now, with her practically skipping down the sidewalk, exhilarated to be out in the cold air, happy to be greeting townspeople...

				That was when he saw the girl who used to run across the fields. Climb trees. Pick apples. Like she had never once fallen and scraped her knee. The same woman who drove him crazy at night, who put on a show for him with that gorgeous body like she had never been hurt by her jackass ex.

				And he liked both parts of her. He liked her quite a lot, and he couldn’t remember the last time he had liked anyone.

				Particularly not someone he was sleeping with.

				“I guess you can’t get your mom jewelry,” she said.

				“I can’t?”

				“She makes her own.”

				“Yeah. True. But that doesn’t mean that she can’t enjoy someone else’s.” He paused and looked inside one of the shop windows, at a set of topaz earrings on display. “It isn’t like artists only hang their own paintings up in their houses, right?”

				“I don’t know,” Annabelle said, frowning. “I’ll have to ask some of the artists that sell their work to the shop.”

				“When did you buy the shop, anyway?”

				“Oh, that was a breakup gift to myself.”

				“Quite a big gift.”

				“Yes. But it was kind of a big breakup. And it was something that I really wanted. Something that he didn’t think I could do. I wanted to prove that he was wrong.”

				“I would say that you have,” he commented.

				“I hope so. And you know...the longer I have it—the longer I have this whole life without him—the less it’s about proving anything to anyone. It’s just about enjoying myself, really.”

				“You should enjoy yourself,” he said. “God knows without you I wouldn’t be enjoying myself this week.”

				“Well...that’s nice.”

				“I’m serious,” he said. “Your smile lights everything up. This street...me. I don’t know how to explain it.”

				She looked down, a slightly embarrassed expression on her face. Hell, he was a little embarrassed, too. He was practically spouting poetry on a public sidewalk. “I make you feel happy?”

				“Hell yeah.”

				“Out of the bedroom?” She tossed him a saucy smile as she stepped inside the little shop and walked over to the earrings he had been considering a moment ago.

				“I’m smiling now, right?” he asked.

				“Yes,” she agreed. “You are.”

				“I’m happy.” He was. Not in an easy throwaway fashion either. This was something new. Something he’d forgotten he could feel.

				She looked down for a moment, a small smile playing at the corner of her lips.

				“They are pretty,” she said, turning her focus to the jewelry, diffusing the tension.

				“They are,” he agreed. “I think Mom will like them.”

				“Can I ask... I don’t want to be nosy.”

				“I don’t believe that at all.”

				She rolled her eyes. “Well, I don’t want you to think I’m being nosy. But I want the answer.”

				He chuckled. “Of course.”

				“I see your mom quite a bit. She sells jewelry to the store, and she comes in a couple of times a month to collect her money. But sometimes...I can tell that it’s very hard for her. Sometimes she doesn’t stay and talk.”

				“And sometimes she doesn’t come when she says she will?”

				She nodded. “Sometimes.”

				“My mom has pretty intense anxiety. She’s always had it. But it got worse when Lindsay got sick. And then worse still when she passed. She said to me once that you think tragedy is something that happens to other people. And then when it happens to you...you lose all sense that there was ever a safety net there. I think that’s how she feels. Like she’s walking on a tightrope and there’s no safety net under there. Sometimes I think she’s more keenly aware of it than others are.”

				“I didn’t realize.”

				“Nobody ever wants to ask about it. I think because no one wants to upset her, or me, or my dad. You know, my family does it to each other, too. We don’t talk about anything too deep so that we don’t upset each other. Sometimes I wonder if that does more harm than good.”

				“That makes sense to me,” she said. “All of it. I didn’t used to talk about things that were bothering me with Parker. I just... I thought that I was being sensitive. I thought it was me. I don’t think I would take that anymore.” She looked up at him, her brown eyes glittering. “I’m learning to ask for what I want. To say what I want.”

				“I sure appreciate it.”

				“Well. It’s easy with you.”

				“Why?” Suddenly he had to know. Why she liked being with him. Other than the fact that he made her feel good during sex. That was all that should matter. Except... More about her mattered to him. More than just how soft her skin was, and how wonderful it felt to lie naked beside her. Walking down the street with her felt just as good—hell, standing in this jewelry store felt just as good, and it shouldn’t.

				“I’m not really sure,” she said, a small smile touching her lips. “Maybe because... When I was a kid you were someone I could always...trust. If I ran, you ran after me. If I climbed a tree and I went too high and I fell down, you caught me. That time I got angry and ran away and went and hid in the hayloft...you were the one who found me. And...whatever you feel right now, about being here...you are here. It’s easy to feel secure with you. In you. And...that’s the most important thing I can think of.”

				Her words, so honest and simple, made his chest feel tight. He didn’t feel like the person she had just described. She made him sound steady and faithful. She made him want to be. But he had decided a long time ago to keep on moving, to keep connections to a minimum.

				But this connection he was finding with her was so different than he had imagined something like it might be. It made him wonder if the key to peace was really out there on the road.

				Or if it was somewhere much closer to home.

				She looked at him again with those soft brown eyes, and he did his best to ignore the hitch in his chest.

				“Let’s buy those earrings.”

				

			

		

	


		
			
				CHAPTER NINE

				“PLEASE, COOPER.” HIS mother’s voice was almost as unexpected as his phone ringing in the first place.

				Cooper was naked in bed with Annabelle, and he knew that he shouldn’t be. He’d spent the past few days with her, ignoring his responsibilities. He should have gone to visit his parents yesterday, and the day before. Because he was here to visit his parents, not screw himself into oblivion at every opportunity. But here he was.

				His mother had called early this morning, her voice sounding distressed, and no matter how much he wanted to, he didn’t think he could deny her request.

				“I always bring flowers for Christmas. But for some reason I just... I don’t feel like I can make it this time. It’s supposed to get easier. But Lindsay is still gone. I can’t... I can’t face it. Not this year. But she needs her poinsettias.”

				He’d thought his mother had seemed agitated the other day, and he felt like this confirmed she was in an anxiety funk right now. It wasn’t something any of them verbalized, but his mother, the organized control freak who hadn’t been able to control a disease hell-bent on taking her daughter from her, had bouts of major anxiety that were often triggered by unexpected things.

				Not that Cooper would ever know what those things were, because she kept it all locked down until the moment she couldn’t.

				Until moments like these.

				Cooper had never returned to the place where they had sprinkled his sister’s ashes. Not since the ceremony. Not once. He knew where it was, though. The location was emblazoned in his memory like everything else from that horrible day. That day that was supposed to be a celebration of her life. A life that was gone.

				“I’ll go with you,” he said, keeping his tone measured.

				“I can’t go.” She sounded frozen, and it made him feel like there was a block of ice in his own chest. But there was nothing he could do but this. This one thing she’d asked of him. He could count on his hands everything his mother had asked him to do in the past eight years.

				Coming home for Christmas was one. This was another.

				He was here. How could he say no?

				“I’ll be by soon to pick up the flowers,” he said, his tone sounding wooden to his own ears, the words tasting like metal.

				He ended the call and looked to his side to find Annabelle studying him. He shifted uncomfortably, not quite sure what to tell her.

				Well, the truth, he supposed.

				“That was my mom. She’s having... She has a lot of anxiety. She tries to combat it with the earrings. She tries to keep herself busy. But clearly, nothing is helping today. She likes to take flowers to my sister’s gravesite on Christmas Eve. But she doesn’t feel like she can make it today.”

				“Is that in the cemetery?”

				“No. Her ashes are in the mountains. So she wants me to take some flowers up there.”

				He didn’t tell her that it was a place he never went to. He would deal with that shit when he was able to process it. He would deal with it hopefully after he had done what his mother had asked him to.

				“I can come,” Annabelle offered, her touch on his arm soft and reassuring, the look in her dark eyes so genuine and sweet it made him feel like a terrible person for not wanting to take her up on it. For wanting to say no immediately and forcefully. But maybe it would be a good thing to bring her. Maybe then he wouldn’t have to think much about where he was and what he was doing. He could drop off the poinsettia and leave.

				“Sure,” he said, keeping his tone casual, as if this wasn’t out of the ordinary at all. “We can get dressed and drive over to my parents’.”

				Annabelle got out of bed and started to collect her clothes, which had been strewn all over the floor. Then she paused. “Cooper, where do your parents think you’ve been the last couple of nights?”

				He lifted a shoulder. “I assume they think I found someone to sleep with.”

				“But they haven’t said anything to you.”

				“No. Because I’m thirty-two years old. And they’re pretty used to me not being around all the time.”

				“I know,” she said softly. “I would just think that they would wonder.”

				“Well, if they are, they’re going to have to go on wondering.”

				He was being short with her, and she didn’t deserve that. He should tell her to just stay home, but he wasn’t going to.

				They dressed silently and then she got into his truck, where they continued the silence as they drove from Annabelle’s neighborhood, down Main and out of town toward his parents’ place. “I won’t be long,” he said, getting out and heading toward the house.

				She was probably right. There would probably be questions. And it was entirely likely that his mother would spot Annabelle out in the truck. But, whatever. It would all be over soon enough. And then explanations wouldn’t matter at all.

				After Christmas he would leave. He would leave this town. He would leave Annabelle. He would go back to the way things were, and he would forget. He was tied to Gold Valley as long as he had his parents. Was tied to it by his remaining family, and by the fact that his roots were here. But he did a pretty damn good job of pretending that wasn’t the case most of the time.

				He would forget. He would spend months not thinking about it. Roaming around from town to town and state to state, wherever his work took him.

				He didn’t have any reason to enmesh himself any deeper in his hometown. And he wouldn’t.

				He went up to the door of his parents’ house and knocked, even though that was kind of silly, since they were expecting him. Since he had grown up there.

				But as he stood there with his knuckles smarting slightly from the way they had connected with solid wood, he reflected on the fact that it was basically a commentary on how things were. He came back. But it wasn’t the same. It wasn’t home. Not anymore.

				He heard his mother tell him to come in, and he pushed the door open.

				“Hi, Mom,” he said, stepping into the kitchen, where she was sitting at the table, her hands wrapped around a mug of tea. She looked like she hadn’t slept. She had probably been up all night worrying about Lindsay’s poinsettias. And the fact that she didn’t think she could deliver them.

				“Everything okay?”

				They weren’t supposed to talk about things like this. Even though he knew his mother struggled with this kind of anxiety, and that sometimes it prevented her from doing the things she wanted to do. That it came out of nowhere. That she was sometimes completely felled by random bouts of depression and grief for varying lengths of time.

				They didn’t talk about it. Just like they didn’t talk about how badly everything still hurt. Not really.

				They operated as three completely independent people rather than a family.

				As if they had lost their glue.

				Loving someone who was sick was a strange thing. The world revolved around that illness. And their family had revolved itself around sadness and hospital visits. Tests, all clears and relapses. In many ways, that hardship, that illness, had been a glue of sorts. And when it was over...

				They hadn’t known who they were anymore.

				“I just can’t seem to get myself together today,” she said, looking as pale and worn as the faded yellow curtains behind her.

				“That’s okay.” He crossed the room and placed his hand over hers. “I can do it for you.”

				She smiled up at him, squeezing his hand. And he felt like...like he actually might have fixed something. Even if it was a small something. Even if it was a fix that wouldn’t last. Today, he was here, and his mother had let him know what she needed. He was able to come through for her.

				“Where’s Dad?”

				“He’s in his shop.”

				“He doesn’t want to go up?”

				She shook her head, her lips tight. “Your father doesn’t go there.”

				He felt something stab through his chest, hot and sharp.

				Neither he nor his father could bring themselves to visit the spot where Lindsay had been put to rest. It was only his mother that went. Only his mother that brought flowers. She carried that, all on her own. He wondered if his father was even conscious of that. Or if it was another casualty of their lack of communication. Their inability to share with each other. The ways that they had pulled away since they had lost Lindsay.

				“It’s fine,” he said. “I’ll do it.” He saw the poinsettia sitting on the counter, and he was crossing the room to get it when he heard footsteps behind him.

				He turned to see Annabelle standing in the kitchen doorway, looking sheepish and a little lost, her dark hair disheveled, like she’d just rolled out of bed. Which she had. With him.

				“Good morning, Mrs. Mason,” Annabelle said.

				“Annabelle,” his mother said, surprised. “Is everything all right? Are you here with your father?”

				“No,” Annabelle said. “I just... I came with Cooper.”

				His mom looked between Annabelle and him, and he was shocked enough by the announcement that he forgot to be irritated.

				“I thought you were going to wait in the truck,” he began.

				“I would have,” Annabelle said, leveling those brown eyes on him. “But I was... I wanted to make sure you didn’t need help carrying anything.”

				“It’s fine. Just... Give me a second.”

				Annabelle nodded and slunk out of the room, and his mother looked up at him quizzically. “Is that where you’ve been the last couple of nights?”

				“It doesn’t matter,” he responded. “It’s not going to turn into anything more.”

				“It’s Annabelle Preston, Cooper. And she’s not going to be anything more to you?”

				“How can she be? I’m never home. I don’t have a home, not really. I’m not signing on for the...for the family thing. She’s a great girl...”

				“Her father would kill you,” Connie Mason said, her blue eyes full of concern and no small amount of anger.

				“He doesn’t need to know. I didn’t intend for you to find out. Because...there’s no point. It can’t be anything.”

				Silence fell between them, uncomfortable and thick. And normal. Sadly, just normal. Because none of them knew how to talk to each other anymore. They wanted to protect their wounds, and not harm anyone. It had turned into a silence that might be worse than anything else.

				“You’re really never coming back to us, are you?” she asked.

				He frowned. “What do you mean? I come back to visit whenever you ask me to.”

				She sighed heavily, looking down into her teacup. “Not really. Not all of you.”

				He had about a thousand things to say to that. That he didn’t have all of them either. That it was completely understandable they had all changed. That if they hadn’t, there would be something wrong with them.

				But words wouldn’t come. He didn’t know how to talk about his feelings. He sure as hell couldn’t figure out how to do it on command.

				“I can’t,” he responded. Then he grabbed hold of the poinsettia and turned away, walking back out of the house into his truck, where Annabelle was just reclaiming her seat.

				It wasn’t until they got back on the highway that he turned to Annabelle. “Why did you come in? I told you I would only be a minute.”

				“And I didn’t want to wait. Sorry. I hope I didn’t make a whole lot of trouble for you. I just... I was worried something was wrong.”

				They started driving down the highway, headed to the remote place where they’d sprinkled Lindsay’s ashes.

				“Something is wrong,” he said. “My sister is dead. I have to take flowers to her grave on Christmas Eve. My mom is right,” he continued. “It doesn’t get easier. It only gets worse. People say time heals, but I think it all just gets more final. And the longer you go hurting like you do, the more you realize...it’s going to live with you forever. That’s a hard pill to swallow.”

				She said nothing for a while. Finally she spoke.

				“I imagine it comes in waves,” she said softly. “I know... I know it’s not the same, the way that my mother abandoned me. But it’s the closest thing to that kind of grief that I have. And sometimes I think I’m fine. But then sometimes I see a mother and child together and the longing I feel takes my breath away. Sometimes, when I’m with friends and they talk about the ways their mothers irritate them I feel jealous. This kind of horrible acrid jealousy that I can’t overcome. And I never knew her. I never got the chance to love her. The only thing that I even care about is the theoretical idea of having a mother. There’s not a specific one that I even miss. I can’t imagine how it must be for you.”

				His stomach tightened, her words landing on tender places inside him. That longing. He understood it well. Not just for his sister to be here, but for the family he’d once had. A family that had been centered on sadness and heavy things since he was fourteen and his sister had been diagnosed.

				A longing to be someone who wasn’t touched by grief.

				But the longing felt eased just then. In this moment, with someone to share with. He hadn’t talked to anyone in so long, and he talked to Annabelle. She talked to him. It was as strange as it was wonderful.

				“The worst thing of all is knowing that something terrible is going to happen and there’s nothing you can do to stop it,” he said, turning the truck off the highway and up a long, winding dirt road that he knew would eventually lead to the place where his sister’s ashes were.

				“I know...”

				“No,” he said, cutting her off. “Nobody does. It’s the helplessness of it. The finality. You can’t argue with that kind of sickness. You can’t argue with death. A long illness like that... You hope for a miracle. You wait for one. Because obviously this kind of thing happens to other people. It doesn’t happen to you. Not to your family. As long as somebody is ill you can sit around and make bargains with God. You can hope that you’ll be an exception to the statistic. But death...you can’t argue with that. And after so many years of arguing against illness...it’s just... It’s almost impossible to accept. But the hope is gone. It makes you want to go back and stop hoping like that sooner.”

				“But that wouldn’t change anything either,” she said softly. “And then you’re living without hope.”

				“Hope didn’t change anything,” he said, hearing the harshness in his tone. “So what’s the point of it?”

				They were silent as they continued on up the dirt drive all the way to the top. When they reached a dead end, he parked. He grabbed hold of the poinsettia that was sitting in the bench seat between them, all bright and defiant in the face of death and winter. “It’s this way.”

				They walked silently together up a narrow, worn path that led to a creek shrouded in trees. This was the resting place that Lindsay had chosen before she died.

				Suddenly, the unfairness of that hit him fresh, like a slap in the face.

				It was the first time he had been up here in eight years, and of all the realizations he had expected to have, this one felt like it came from nowhere.

				At twenty-six years old, his sister had picked out the place she wanted her ashes to go. Had had to make that decision because she knew that she wasn’t going to beat her illness. Knew that her time was rapidly running out.

				It wasn’t fair. None of it was.

				It wasn’t fair that she’d had to do that. That she’d had to find it in herself to think of those things. To accept her prognosis with the grace and dignity she had.

				He didn’t think he would have accepted anything of the kind with grace and dignity. Hell, he knew he wouldn’t. He hadn’t accepted that she was going to die. Not at all. Not until it was too late. And even then...

				He didn’t like being in this place where he had to accept it. Where he had to be fully aware of it. Where he couldn’t pretend that she might still be back home waiting.

				As if sensing his thoughts, Annabelle said nothing. She simply stood beside him. Looking down at the fast-moving creek, her cheeks red from the cold, her hair blowing in the breeze.

				Suddenly, he was so damned tired of silence.

				“Lindsay loved it up here,” he said, his voice shattering the cold winter air like it was a pane of glass. “She said it’s where she and Grant had their first kiss. I suspect it was more than that, but she said kiss.”

				Annabelle laughed, the only warm thing in this frozen landscape. The only warm thing inside him.

				“Of course, I didn’t want to hear about any of that. But I’m glad she had him.” He gritted his teeth, emotion swelling in his chest.

				He had no idea how his former brother-in-law had survived the pain of losing her. And he didn’t know, because he never asked. Because he just left. And he sure as hell never talked to the other man about that kind of thing. They didn’t really make an effort to see each other, but every so often they had a drink.

				He’d called Grant once when he’d come into town, and Grant had made some excuse about finishing his last stretch at the power company before going to work full time at his family ranch.

				“She was loved,” Annabelle said. “I know she still is.”

				He nodded. “More than most, I think.”

				“I’m sorry,” Annabelle told him. “I’m sorry that there’s nothing deeper or more substantial to say. But I don’t understand why things like this happen. I don’t understand why you or anyone else should have to deal with something like this.”

				“There’s no answer,” he said. “That’s the problem. I can’t make sense of it. I’ll never be able to make sense of it. Though...being with you helps.”

				“Does it?”

				“I didn’t think anything could,” he said. “Mostly, coming back...there’s too much bad to make the good worth it. But not right now.”

				“Is that why you don’t like being here?” He knew that she meant Gold Valley, not here specifically.

				“It feels final when I’m here,” he said. “It reminds me that there’s nothing left to hope for. That there’s no more wishing and praying for an illness to go away. She’s gone. And...so is my hope.”

				“I think you’re wrong about that.”

				He frowned. “No. I’m pretty sure I’m right.”

				“No, I...I know what you mean. She’s gone. And that’s a terrible thing to face. But there’s still hope left in the world.”

				“Useless hope,” he said. “Hope that doesn’t change anything.”

				“Except how you live.”

				Neither of them said anything after that; they just stood there. And it surprised him the most that he felt strangely at peace here. He had expected something different. Had expected to be overwhelmed by grief. Had expected for everything to feel final and wrenching and awful as he stood here leaving poinsettias for his sister.

				But it didn’t. Instead he felt connected to her in a way that he hadn’t in years. In a way that went beyond the pain of loss. He could picture her like she’d been when they were kids, running through the trees, her blond hair a tangle of curls in the wind. And even the way she’d been as a teenager. Even after she’d been sick. She hadn’t only been sick. She’d been more than that. She’d fallen in love with Grant. She’d lived as big as she could.

				“Do you want me to leave you alone for a bit?”

				He thought about it. And he realized he didn’t want her to. Before Annabelle he hadn’t felt any peace since coming back to Gold Valley. He was afraid if she left his side now, she’d take it right back with her.

				“Stay. I’m alone all the time.”

				She stood next to him, rested her head on his shoulder, and they simply stood. No words. Nothing. Just standing together.

				Tonight was Christmas Eve. It was their last night together. Tomorrow would give way to the chaos of Christmas and then to him leaving.

				But tonight. They had tonight.

				And in spite of the heaviness that he felt at the thought, he felt something else, too.

				He refused to call it hope.

				

			

		

	


		
			
				CHAPTER TEN

				SOMETHING HAD SHIFTED between them out there at Lindsay’s memorial site. It wasn’t really a grave. It had been beautiful, a mountain haven with a creek running through it and majestic evergreens all around. Beautiful and sad.

				But not just sad.

				Cooper had actually talked with her, shared with her, and she felt...

				She loved him.

				She realized that now. She always had. She could call it lust, hero worship, all those things. But it was more than that. Of course it was all clear as everything was coming to an end. She realized it when she really shouldn’t have. Because he was leaving and there was nothing she could do about it. But as she had been talking to him out there at Lindsay’s memorial site, when she should have been filled with nothing but bleak sadness, she’d had a revelation.

				There were certain things in life you couldn’t choose. No matter how hard you fought them, they wouldn’t change. From her mother’s abandonment to his loss, there were simply things you couldn’t control. But you could control whether or not you gave up. He was right. Hope didn’t always change things in the end. But hope, love, were what made life worth living.

				She wanted to hope. She wanted to love.

				For too long she had let other people write her story. Tell her that she wasn’t enough. Her mother by her actions; Parker by his words.

				But she was done with that. She deserved to live big because she wanted to. Deserved to have everything because she thought she did. She simply wasn’t going to let the negativity of others define her.

				Of course, she had no idea what to do with her newfound revelation. No idea how to go about broaching the subject with Cooper. Maybe she couldn’t. Maybe she would just have to carry her love inside her. But whatever ended up happening, she wasn’t going to regret the way she felt.

				“Do you need to talk to your mom?” she asked when they were back on the road.

				“No,” he responded, his voice rough. “Let’s go back to your house.”

				So they went.

				When he made love with her this time, it was like a storm tearing through both of them. Like all the emotion that had risen up in that moment at Lindsay’s resting place was bubbling over.

				He was like a man possessed, and she was happy to let him take what he needed.

				She clung to him, held his face in her hands, kissed him as he cried out her name when he found his release.

				Her name. No one else’s. Hers, because maybe to him she mattered.

				She had to.

				“I’ve never been up there with anyone,” he said roughly when they were finished, his fingertips idly tracing shapes over her bare skin.

				“Never?” she asked.

				He rolled onto his back, staring up at the ceiling. “Actually,” he said slowly, “I’ve never been up there at all. Not since her funeral.” He shifted, looking over at her. “I avoid Gold Valley, as you might have noticed. I can’t always, because when my parents ask me to visit I do. But I avoid it when I can. But going up there... No one ever asked me to. So I didn’t. I was afraid it would take me right back to how it felt that day. But...I’m glad I went. Today I’m glad.”

				She put her hand on his shoulder. “I’m glad I could be there with you.”

				The words that had poured through her the moment they started driving down from the mountain began to well up inside her. She wanted to tell him. Because she wanted more than this. She wanted more than just Christmas Eve. She wanted a lifetime of them. A lifetime of him.

				And yes, it had been years since they’d been in each other’s lives, and they had only spent a week together since. But didn’t they both deserve to have something good? Didn’t they both deserve some hope?

				“I’m glad you’re here with me, too.”

				“I love you,” she said, unable to hold the words back. “I just... I thought you should know.”

				She didn’t say anything after that. And neither did he. The silence stretched out. “Aren’t you...aren’t you going to say anything?”

				“You don’t love me,” he finally said, the words hard.

				But he still didn’t move. Was still lying naked next to her in bed.

				“I do,” she responded. “I have. And I only fell for you harder this past week. You...you make me feel beautiful. Like I’m enough all on my own, and that’s what makes me want you. You don’t make me want you because you’ve made me afraid I can’t have anyone else. You don’t try to get strong by making me feel weak. Parker manipulated me into being dependent on him. That’s not what you’ve done. I had to get rid of him to become a better version of me. Being with you... I’m that better version of me with you, and you seem to like it. I didn’t know that was possible. And you don’t have to love me back, but you don’t get to tell me how I feel.”

				“I can tell you anything I want,” he said.

				“You’re so difficult. Just stop this. Stop running. Stop keeping yourself in the darkest place you can.”

				“We talked about this, Annabelle. I’m not going to stay here.”

				“Then I’ll...I’ll go with you.”

				“You’re going to come with me, on the road. You’re going to help me move cattle. You’re going to sleep in disgusting motels and drive for long hours, camp on the side of the road if necessary?”

				“Why not? I know what it looks like to stay here and be safe. To hide away in this little house. I know what it’s like to live here with a man who thinks I’m chubby and silly and much less than he deserves. But I don’t know what it’s like to demand what I want. So, I’m giving it a try. I want to make this work with you. I’ve always cared about you, but over the past week I’ve fallen in love with you.”

				“It’s the sex,” he said flatly, getting out of bed, creating space between them.

				“I’ve had sex and not been in love. I didn’t love Parker.”

				“Then it’s sex combined with that leftover hero worship of yours. It’s not love.”

				“It is. And I want to find out how much more it could be. How much deeper it could be.” She took a deep breath. “Because I thought a lot about what you said earlier.”

				“You thought about what I said a couple of hours ago?”

				“Yes,” she said. “And stop it. Stop trying to put distance between us by being an asshole. Just let me say what I’m going to say. The only reason you’re even commenting is that you’re afraid I’m going to tell you something you don’t want to hear.”

				“And yet you don’t seem to be taking the hint.”

				“I’m choosing to ignore it, because there are things you need to hear. You told me yourself that loneliness was sitting in a room with other people and not being able to talk about what’s in your heart. Well, I’m going to talk about what’s in mine. And if it hurts your heart, I’m sorry. But you need to hear this. You need to feel something.”

				“I’ve had enough of feeling,” he said, his words jagged.

				She shook her head. “I don’t think you have. I think you’re scared that there’s a hell of a lot more that you could feel, Cooper. And you don’t want to. But I think it’s hope that makes life worth living. And it’s love. And maybe none of it changes the outcome. Maybe in the end there are fights you can’t win no matter how much you love someone, no matter how much you pray it could be different. But the alternative is to live without any joy. The alternative is to live without believing in anything, and I can’t face that world.”

				“You’re right, you know,” he said, his tone hard. “You can’t actually understand what I’ve been through.”

				She let that go. She didn’t let it hit her. Didn’t let it hurt her. He was just trying to protect himself, and she understood that. She even agreed with him to a degree. But it didn’t mean that she had nothing to offer him. Just because she hadn’t been through the exact same thing didn’t mean she was wrong.

				“So that’s what you want. To go through life caring about nothing, being connected to nothing.”

				“Like you said,” he responded, “what’s the alternative? The alternative to living with hope, the alternative to believing in something, is to care about nothing. Nothing but what feels good right now. Nothing but what you can hold in your hands right this second. And I’m fine with that. I’m fine with holding you in my hands right this second, Annabelle. You’re beautiful, and you’re soft, and I love the feel of you. The taste of you. But I’m not going to build something new inside myself just to let life knock it down again. I’m not going to hope for things that might never be. If you want to spend tonight with me, you got it. Because I’ll commit to that. What’s here, what’s now, what’s real, I’ll grab on to that with both hands. But I’m not going to pin my happiness on something that can be taken away.”

				“Are you happy at all?” she asked, scrambling out of bed after him.

				“Happiness,” he said, moving even farther away from her, “is a naked woman in my arms, and a drink waiting. That works every day. Guaranteed to chase the blues away.”

				“And it doesn’t matter where it is? It doesn’t matter what woman? It makes no difference at all.” She was feeling desperate now, her heart thundering so hard it was making her dizzy.

				“None,” he shot back, bending over to collect his clothes.

				“Stop it,” she said, grabbing his shirt out of his hands and holding it up against her chest. “Stop being a coward.”

				“I am not a fucking coward,” he spat. “I’m...”

				The heat seemed to drain out of him then. Like he couldn’t finish the sentence. “You’re a man who’s been wounded,” she said. “And is afraid of being wounded again.”

				“No. Don’t play this game. You’re not the little mouse that’s pulling a thorn out of my paw, Annabelle. There is no thorn. At least, there’s not one you can reach. If it’s there, that bastard worked its way all the way through my system and embedded itself into my heart a long time ago and there’s no getting it back out.”

				“Okay,” she said, the word coming out as a whisper. “Maybe you’re right. There’s a thorn. Maybe it will always be there. But maybe something else can exist alongside it. And isn’t that better than just having a thorn?”

				He reached out and took his T-shirt from her hands, pulling it over his head and covering his body. “I’m never going to try and find out.”

				He collected all of his things, picking up his cowboy hat last and pressing it down onto his head. Then he pulled the brim down, giving her one last look. “Merry Christmas, Annabelle.”

				It echoed that first night they had been together. That first night he had abandoned her. It had felt terrible then. But now it felt devastating. Now it felt like she might not be able to breathe ever again.

				This was the cost of love. Of putting herself out there. Of deciding that she was worth the kind of risk that she was asking him to make.

				She waited for those feelings to fade away. Waited to feel like an idiot. To feel like she was a doughy, sad little girl who had been asking for something she didn’t deserve.

				But that feeling didn’t come.

				She still felt justified. She still felt right.

				Cooper had wanted her. She was the one he had talked to about his loss. She was the person he had brought up to the place where his sister had been laid to rest when he could have easily gone by himself.

				And she was the one that he felt compelled to fight against.

				She scared him. If she didn’t, then there would be no reason for him not to carry on an affair with her when he was in town. Fear was the only explanation. And he was only afraid because he did feel something for her.

				In the darkness of that moment, it gave her hope.

				And that was when she knew that if she was right about nothing else, she was right about hope.

				Even if it didn’t change anything, it was the thing that could save you.

				The thing you could hold on to when there was nothing else.

				And now that she had nothing but hope, she clung to it as tightly as she could.

				

			

		

	


		
			
				CHAPTER ELEVEN

				WHEN COOPER STUMBLED back in the house early the next morning, drunk and needing to be delivered by the only taxi in town, his father was sitting at the table, where his mother had been the previous morning.

				“About time you showed up,” he said.

				“Why were you waiting up for me? I haven’t come home any other night this week.”

				“It’s Christmas. So I figured you might.”

				“Well,” he said, spreading his arms and taking a stumbling step forward, “looks like you were right. Here I am.”

				“Yeah,” his dad said. “And likely to be hungover during dinner tomorrow.”

				“It’s kind of a tradition for me. I know I haven’t spent Christmas with you in a while, but I don’t usually do the holidays sober.”

				His dad sighed, his blue eyes, so like Cooper’s own, reflecting a deep weariness. “What’s going on, Cooper?”

				“We talk now?” Cooper asked.

				“Only if you want to.”

				“Not particularly. Talking won’t change a damn thing. Nothing will.”

				“Oh, maybe not. But it might make us feel better.”

				Cooper let out a frustrated breath and sat at the kitchen table across from his dad. “Why? We’ve never talked before.”

				“There’s a reason we asked you to come for Christmas this year, son. It’s because we wanted to try and fix this thing between us, and I don’t think your mother and I did a very good job of that. We waited for time to heal, and it hasn’t. You figure after all this time it’ll heal itself. But it didn’t. And we thought we’d better get to making some of the healing happen.”

				“You want to be a family again?”

				“We’ve been a family,” his dad said slowly. “A family that got blown apart. A family that’s been having a hard time coping with the hand we were dealt.”

				“Why would we have anything but a hard time with the hand we were dealt? It’s a bullshit hand. I don’t want to play it. But nobody asked me.”

				“I don’t want to play it either, but what choice do we have?” His dad leaned back in his chair. “I lost my daughter, Cooper. And nothing prepared me to deal with that. Nothing on earth could. But somewhere along the way I lost you, too, and that I don’t like at all.”

				Cooper pressed his palm over his face, his head starting to ache already. “I never wanted to make you feel like that. But...I just don’t like the reminder that she’s gone.”

				“None of us do. But your mother and I stay here because if we left we wouldn’t be as easily reminded of all the time we had with her.”

				Cooper was stunned by that. He had never thought about it in the reverse. That without the house, the town, they wouldn’t be as aware of her life. He had been so focused on making sure he wasn’t continually aware of her death.

				“We hoped for a miracle for so long. What did we get?”

				“We had Lindsay. For the years that we had her. All that sweetness and joy she brought, no matter what was happening with her health... She was special. I hope you have children someday, Cooper. I hope you understand how much they seem like a miracle. She was my miracle all on her own. You were my miracle. You are.”

				Cooper felt like someone had stuck a broken bottle straight through his chest and twisted hard, the jagged pieces tearing through his already wounded flesh. Touching that thorn deep down in his heart and making it ache.

				“If you knew,” Cooper said. “If you knew when she was born she was going to die when she was twenty-six years old, do you think you would have loved her the same?”

				The clock on the kitchen wall ticked three times.

				“I hope so,” his father said. “With everything I have, I hope so. Because no matter how much it hurt in the end, loving her is one of the best things I’ve ever done. It’s one of the best parts of me. For years we were afraid cancer would win and we didn’t pull away. I would have bitterly regretted it if we had. If we hadn’t used the time that we were given.”

				Cooper thought of Annabelle. He thought of what she had said to him about hope.

				“The end might have been decided already, might have been out of our hands, but everything that happened before that...that was up to us. I’m glad we gave it everything we had. No matter how much it hurt in the end. No matter how much it still hurts.”

				“It’s just been my goal to try to not feel pain like that again,” Cooper said, pushing up from the table and staggering backward.

				His father studied him quietly. “Are you feeling anything else?”

				That question hit him hard, like a sucker punch to the jaw.

				He wasn’t sure if he had felt anything else for a long time. Nothing but what he had told Annabelle. Nothing but what he could hold in his hands on a given day.

				But that was such a small amount. It saved up nothing for the future, and it gave him no joy from the past.

				And he was starting to realize how little depth it gave everything.

				But depth meant pain in about a thousand ways, and Cooper sure as hell didn’t feel inspired to embrace it.

				What he wanted, what he really wanted, was something that he couldn’t get from life. Not really. He wanted a guarantee.

				It’s why he’d rejected Annabelle. Not because he didn’t have feelings for her. But because the feelings were so strong they scared the hell out of him. He wanted to know that if he went headfirst into this thing with Annabelle...if he let himself love her...that he wouldn’t lose her.

				That nothing would happen to come between them. To splinter the bond they had built.

				Because that was what the loss of Lindsay had really taught him. That when you encountered the rough things in life you didn’t just lose one person. You lost everything.

				Your place in the world, the way that you saw yourself. The way that others saw you, too.

				And there was no guaranteeing that it would be all right. There was no fixing it.

				He felt like numbness in comparison to all that loss was a blessing.

				“I’d rather live the way I’m living now,” he said. “At least I can breathe.”

				“I ask myself sometimes,” his father said, his voice rough, “if there’s any point in breathing just to breathe. But then I remember I was given a next breath. And I figure I have to enjoy it. Even when I don’t want to. Even when everything is hard, I can be thankful for that breath. Don’t you think if Lindsay were here instead of you that you would want her to love? That you would want her to go on with her life with Grant and be happy? Bet you wouldn’t want her to lose everything because you did.”

				“Maybe,” he acknowledged. “But I’m not sure it’s that easy.”

				“Of course it’s not that easy. It’s why I have to remind myself to do more than breathe. It’s why I failed at it many times over the course of the past eight years. It’s why your mother and I haven’t been able to fully reconnect with you, even though we want to. It’s why sometimes your mother can’t go up and leave the flowers, and why I’ve never been able to. I’m not saying we do it perfect. I’m not saying it’s easy. I’m just saying that it’s the hope I have.”

				“Hope. Hope is bullshit.”

				“Hope is what makes things possible,” his father said. “Otherwise you’re just breathing until you die.”

				The older man got up then, leaving Cooper sitting at the kitchen table with nothing but his impending headache to keep him company.

				Was that true? Was he just living until he died because there was nothing else to do?

				If so, that was a bigger pile of bullshit than hope itself. Because his dad was right. At least he had the luxury of breath.

				But loving Annabelle...

				That really would mean coming back here. Because she had a business here. She had a life. It would mean buying himself a plot of land, settling down. Where the grief could touch him again. Where he would have to contend with the person he was.

				Where he might have to work to become the person he was supposed to be. The person who was touched by grief. Touched by loss.

				And who lived anyway.

				A stronger version of himself. A better one.

				But it was going to take bravery and strength he didn’t know if he possessed to become that man.

				Annabelle deserved nothing less. So he supposed he had to figure it out.

				Because that, he realized, sitting there drunk as hell on Christmas Eve at his parents’ kitchen table, would be the real tragedy.

				To have love, right there, and to decide not to take it.

				To have lost love not because life was unfair, not because sometimes the world was cruel and hard, but because he was a coward.

				To not have Annabelle. The woman who skipped down streets decorated for Christmas with a smile on her face. Who loved him, even when he was grim. Who made him feel like he could be that man she saw. That man she’d seen as worthy of adoration when she’d been a kid, and worthy of her love now.

				She had shone a light in his darkness, had brought peace to all that noise in him. And he had run from it, because that was terrifying. Wanting another person like this. Needing another person.

				It was opening himself up to the possibility of pain again. But...the alternative was life without his light. And now that he’d had it...he knew how dark it all was without her.

				He couldn’t go back to that.

				So he was going to have to figure out how to grab hold of what she was offering.

				All that movement that he had been pretending to make for the past eight years was actually an exercise in running in place emotionally. So now he had to figure out how to move forward. And he had a feeling it was going to start with staying put.

				

			

		

	


		
			
				CHAPTER TWELVE

				ANNABELLE HADN’T BEEN heartbroken when Parker had ended their relationship. Mostly because she hadn’t been in love with him. It had been a relief in many ways—though her prevailing emotion had been anger, because it wasn’t fair that he had gotten to be the one to detonate that tired five-year relationship of theirs that had certainly not fashioned either of them into the best version of themselves.

				No, she hadn’t been heartbroken then. But she was heartbroken now. On Christmas morning, attempting to ready the early-afternoon dinner that her father would be coming over for, she was heartbroken.

				She had known that it was going to end. She had. Cooper had warned her. But she had thought it would end because they both mutually decided it would have to.

				She hadn’t expected to fall in love. Not this quickly. Not this intensely.

				Five years and she hadn’t fallen in love with Parker, not truly. A week was all it had taken to become completely enmeshed in all that Cooper was.

				But then, she supposed she had been in love with him when she was a girl, and all it had taken was a slight shove to make her fall completely.

				She had known the boy that he was, smiling and handsome and always kind to a little girl who had felt like her place in the world was tenuous.

				And he had grown into something else. A man who was hardened by the pain that he had experienced, but who was still good, all the way down.

				Plus, he had abs for days.

				Not that his abs were the reason that she loved him, but they were certainly fun to touch.

				The memory almost made her smile. Except then she had to contend with the fact that she wouldn’t be touching those abs ever again. That was just sad.

				They were strange, though, these feelings inside her. Because they were painful, and they sliced deep, but they didn’t undermine who she was.

				This didn’t undermine who she was.

				It was a strange thing, to go through this kind of heartbreak and feel stronger for it even the next day.

				Maybe it wasn’t the heartbreak so much as the fact she had stood up for what she felt she deserved.

				She would feel more triumphant later, she was sure.

				Later, when Cooper was a trial that she looked back on, when this was a defining moment in her past, when it didn’t hurt like there was ground-up glass in her heart every time she breathed.

				It was her thorn.

				But unlike Cooper she would be determined to have more than just the thorn.

				She would find a way to have a rose, too, dammit.

				Whatever it took.

				Idly, she carried on mashing potatoes, glazing a ham and getting everything ready for dinner.

				It was extravagant, far too much for two people, but they were always able to have leftovers for a week afterward, so it made all the effort and expense worth it. Really, it was worth it simply because she got to spend time with her father. Her father, who had always acted as though she mattered. For a moment, she mourned the fact that his sacrifice, the way that he had treated her, hadn’t been sufficient in the end to make her feel like she was enough.

				It should have been. Her dad deserved more than that.

				And when he came over, when they were sitting down to dinner, she said just that.

				“I’m not sure that I’ve ever adequately thanked you,” she told him. “For everything that you did for me. I imagine a single man could have been doing things that he enjoyed a lot more than taking care of a child all those years.”

				Her dad put down his fork and knife, abandoning the ham that he’d been focused on a moment before. “Are you thanking me for raising you?”

				“Well, yes. We both know that you didn’t have to. Mom didn’t. No one was forcing your hand.”

				He let out a long, slow sigh. “I didn’t give anything up to raise you that I didn’t get back ten times over, Annabelle. The world is a hard, strange place, and when you’re young you have an idea of what the perfect life looks like. Success, house, spouse and children. That normal life. But what I learned quickly having you was that normal paled in comparison to what I got.”

				“It’s not really the dream, though,” she said, “is it? Having to work a physically demanding job and raise a child on your own.”

				“That’s the thing about dreams, Annabelle. They’re just dreams. They’re not real. They might be nice to think about, but they can’t put their arms around your neck and hug you. You can’t have Christmas dinner with dreams. Reality is harder. But it gives more back.”

				They lapsed into silence, and Annabelle started to eat again.

				“So,” her father said, his tone light, conversational. “Are you going to tell me what’s going on with you and Cooper Mason?”

				She looked up, blinking rapidly. “What?”

				“His mother said something about him not being home the last few nights, and that you were with him yesterday.”

				“I...”

				“He’s a good boy,” her father said, reiterating what he had said earlier that week. “And I know how you feel about him.”

				“How I feel about him?”

				“You always lit up when he walked in, little girl. Always. You loved him then—I bet you love him now.”

				“But he doesn’t love me.”

				“He’s scared. That’s different.”

				“It might not matter in the end if it’s different or not. If he can’t see a way through it.”

				“That’s the real trouble with dreams,” her father said. “Nobody fantasizes about what it takes to get there. Just about having what they want. But there’s always a cost to something great. Always. To raising a beautiful, wonderful daughter, so that you can sit around a Christmas dinner table with her. Finding a woman that you can love forever. Those things come at a price. Happy photographs on the wall don’t tell you that, but it’s true. There’s no such thing as perfect. There’s just life.”

				She thought back to the thorn again. “The roses always come with thorns.”

				“Isn’t there a song about that?” her dad asked.

				“I think so.” They smiled at each other, and both of them stilled when there was a knock on the door.

				“I’ll get it,” Annabelle said, getting up from the table.

				She hurried to the front of the house and flung the door open, her eyes going wide when she saw Cooper standing there. He looked awful. There were dark circles under his eyes, the grooves on either side of his mouth deeper, or at least they seemed to be. And still, he was gorgeous in his navy blue Henley that showed off his broad chest and lean body. Still he was handsome, even unshaven and tired looking.

				He made her heart twist, made hope bubble up inside her. That hope that was as much an enemy as a friend right now.

				She was beginning to see his point on the subject.

				“What are you doing here? Because if you came here to pick up a T-shirt or a CD or something...”

				“A CD?” He lifted a brow. “Did we break up in 2005?”

				“I don’t know,” she said, sniffing. “I was just making a point.”

				“I’m not here for a CD. Or a T-shirt.”

				“Good. Because you didn’t leave either of those things here. You never even brought a CD over in the first place.”

				“I know,” he reiterated, his tone patient. “I’m here to talk.”

				“It’s Christmas,” she said.

				“Yes, it is. And I’m sorry that it’s Christmas. I mean, I’m sorry that I’m interrupting.”

				“I was eating ham.”

				“Then I’m even sorrier. But I still have to interrupt.”

				She twisted her hands and stepped out onto the porch, ignoring the cold bite of air that greeted her. She jerked the door shut behind them, her wreath making a jingling noise that was severely at odds with the portentous feeling in her soul.

				“What are you doing here?” she repeated.

				“I had to see you,” he said. “I went out drinking last night. And I love drinking, Annabelle. Drinking is one of the only things that has gotten me through the long nights in the past eight years. Drinking and moving. One foot in front of the other, always grinding through the miles, measuring my life in them. No attachments. Nothing. But that’s not living,” he said. “That’s just breathing. Breathing and drinking. It’s refusing to be changed by what happened. That’s not fair. It makes me angry, that people only think of Lindsay when she was sick. When she died. That people don’t just remember her being alive, but they look at us and they remember that she’s dead.”

				He shoved his hands in his pockets, looking down. Her eyes followed his, to the toes of his scuffed-up cowboy boots. The evidence of all the hard living he’d done to try and push the pain inside him away.

				He looked back up, those vivid blue eyes meeting hers. “But my tribute to her isn’t any better. I don’t live like she was ever here. I don’t live like that loss mattered. Because I’m too afraid to sit in one place and let it change me. I wanted to change everything around me, so I wouldn’t have to have the lights turned on inside me. Wouldn’t have to see who I was or what I’d let her loss turn me into.”

				He shook his head as she continued to stare at him in silence. “I talked to my dad last night. We really talked. For the first time since she died. And he’s not much better off than me, but the one thing he said was we have to do more than breathe. He’s right. We do.

				“I want to do more than breathe. I want to live. I want to live with you, Annabelle. Because you’re the first thing I wanted enough to make me realize that if I didn’t change I was going to be miserable forever. Numb was fine until you. But you... I want to feel it. And you’re right. I might not be able to get the thorn out, but there has to be more to me than just that. Otherwise why am I here?”

				Annabelle let out a long, slow breath. “I was just talking to my dad,” she said. “He’s inside. He’s still eating ham.”

				“Okay,” Cooper said, clearly not exactly sure where she was going with this.

				“He said... He said that dreams are just pictures. Not the whole journey. Everybody has an idea of what’s perfect, but they don’t like to think about how you get there. And it seems to me like if we...if we do this, if we’re brave enough to do this...everybody might look and see the picture, but you’ll know that you had to walk a hard road to get there. That you had to do the brave thing. Scale a mountain to get to that perfect picture that we can hang on a wall. You’re brave, Cooper.”

				“I feel like a coward,” he said. “Honey, my knees are shaking.”

				“Mine, too,” she said, taking a step forward and closing the space between them. She pressed her fingertips against his cheek.

				“You were brave enough to be the one to say we should do this in the first place. It’s your bravery that made me want to be even half that strong.” He cupped her chin. “I love you, Annabelle. I haven’t said that to anyone in a long time. I love you. And even if I can’t guarantee what will happen in this world, I can guarantee that I’ll love you through it. I think that’s a choice I’ll never regret.”

				“I love you, too.” She wrapped her arms around his neck. “You made me feel like I was worth it.”

				“You always were,” he whispered. “Always.”

				The front door opened, and her father appeared.

				“This looks promising,” he remarked, crossing his arms and leaning back against the doorjamb. “I was hoping you would come to your senses, Cooper,” he added. “I keep telling Annabelle you’re a good boy. And I would hate to have that proved wrong.”

				“Me, too,” Cooper said, not taking his eyes off Annabelle. “Me, too.”

				“Well,” Annabelle said. “We have enough dinner for...everyone. I know that your parents don’t do Christmas in the same way they used to. But, do you think they would want to join us? For once we won’t have any leftovers.”

				He smiled, then brushed his thumb over her cheek. “I’ll give them a call.”

				

			

		

	


		
			
				EPILOGUE

				GOLD VALLEY AT Christmastime had changed completely in the years since Cooper Mason had come back to town.

				Oh, not in a way that anyone passing through the main street of town would notice. There were the same white lights. The same bustling choir dressed in Victorian dresses walking down the street every weekend in December.

				The street stayed the same. But what had changed was everything that mattered.

				Annabelle set the ham in the center of the table and smiled. “Time to eat.”

				It wasn’t like everything was happy all the time, but when they felt sad, they talked about it. They didn’t shove it under a rug. They dealt with it. His dad had been right...you couldn’t sit around and wait for time to heal. Sometimes you had to work at it. But it had been worth it.

				For the past three years they’d all shared Christmas together. His parents, Annabelle’s father, and he and Annabelle. They were family now after all.

				He’d married Annabelle at Christmastime two years ago.

				It was funny how he’d dreaded Christmas for years, but now it was the holiday his whole life centered around. It was when he’d met Annabelle. When he’d married her. It was the time of year that healed them all, bit by bit.

				That made them all aware of what they had, more than what they were missing.

				Annabelle straightened and gave him a small smile, tucking her hair behind her ear. She had flour on her cheek. He wanted to lick it off. Which was insane because flour didn’t taste good. But she did. He just always wanted to lick his wife. “Can you come help me with the mashed potatoes?”

				“I didn’t know mashed potatoes could be troublesome,” he said, getting up and following her into the kitchen.

				“They aren’t,” she said, smiling up at him. “That was a ruse.”

				“I’m shocked,” he said, feigning horror.

				“You are not.” She moved in closer to him. “I have a secret to share with you.”

				“Are you going to tell me what my present is?”

				She shook her head. “No. Though this is a little hint about a gift you’re getting next year.”

				“Oh, yeah? What’s that?”

				She stretched up on her toes and pressed her lips to his ear. “Next year there’s going to be an extra, very small person at our family Christmas.”

				His heart clenched tight, joy bursting through him. He smiled and pulled her up against him for a kiss.

				Right then, he was so full of hope, so full of love, he could hardly breathe.

				Hope, he realized, changed everything. Without hope, he wouldn’t have come back home. Without hope, he wouldn’t have been able to dream of this moment, wouldn’t have been brave enough to take a chance on a better life.

				“I don’t need another Christmas gift as long as I live,” he said.

				“Why is that?” she asked.

				“Because I already have everything I could ever want. Family. Hope. Love.” He kissed her. “And you. I have all of those things because of you.”

				She smiled, tears in her eyes. “Not bad for a girl who used to think she wasn’t important.”

				He looked at her. So easy to see the girl she’d been, the woman she was, the mother she’d be. His Annabelle, who had been so many things to him over the years.

				“You’re so much more than important,” he said. “You’re everything.”

				* * * * *
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				Christmastime Cowboy
 			
				by Maisey Yates
 			
				CHAPTER ONE

				LIAM DONNELLY WAS nobody’s favorite.

				Though being a favorite in their household growing up would never have meant much, Liam was confident that as much as both of his parents disdained their younger son, Alex, they hated Liam more.

				And as much as his brothers loved him—or whatever you wanted to call their brand of affection—Liam knew he wasn’t the one they’d carry out if there was a house fire. That was fine too.

				It wasn’t self-pity. It was just a fact.

				But while he wasn’t anyone’s particular favorite, he knew he was at least one person’s least favorite.

				Sabrina Leighton hated him with every ounce of her beautiful, petite being. Not that he blamed her. But, considering they were having a business meeting today, he did hope that she could keep some of the hatred bottled up.

				Liam got out of his truck and put his cowboy hat on, surveying his surroundings. The winery spread was beautiful, with a large, picturesque house overlooking the grounds. The winery and the road leading up to it were carved into an Oregon mountainside. Trees and forest surrounded the facility on three sides, creating a secluded feeling. Like the winery was part of another world. In front of the first renovated barn was a sprawling lawn and a path that led down to the river. There was a seating area there and Liam knew that during the warmer months it was a nice place to hang out. Right now, it was too damned cold, and the damp air that blew up from the rushing water sent a chill straight through him.

				He shoved his hands in his pockets and kept on walking. There were three rustic barns on the property that they used for weddings and dinners, and one that had been fully remodeled into a dining and tasting room.

				He had seen the new additions online. He hadn’t actually been to Grassroots Winery in the past thirteen years. That was part of the deal. The deal that had been struck back when Jamison Leighton was still owner of the place.

				Back when Liam had been nothing more than a good-for-nothing, low-class troublemaker with a couple of misdemeanors to his credit.

				Times changed.

				Liam might still be all those things at heart, but he was also a successful businessman. And Jamison Leighton no longer owned Grassroots.

				Some things, however, hadn’t changed. The presence of Sabrina Leighton being one of them.

				It had been thirteen years. But he couldn’t pretend he thought everything was all right and forgiven. Not considering the way she had reacted when she had seen him at Ace’s bar the past few months. Small towns.

				Like everybody was at the same party and could only avoid each other for so long.

				If it wasn’t at the bar, they would most certainly end up at a four-way stop at the same time, or in the same aisle at the grocery store.

				But today’s meeting would not be accidental. Today’s meeting was planned. He wondered if something would get thrown at him. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time.

				He walked across the gravel lot and into the dining room. It was empty, since the facility—a rustic barn with a wooden chandelier hanging in the center—had yet to open for the day. There was a bar with stools positioned at the front, and tables set up around the room. Back when he had worked here there had been one basic tasting room, and nowhere for anyone to sit. Most of the wine had been sent out to retail stores for sale, rather than making the winery itself some kind of destination.

				He wondered when all of that had changed. He imagined it had something to do with Lindy, the new owner and ex-wife of Jamison Leighton’s son, Damien. As far as Liam knew, and he knew enough—considering he didn’t get involved with business ventures without figuring out what he was getting into—Damien had drafted the world’s dumbest prenuptial agreement. At least, it was dumb for a man who clearly had problems keeping his dick in his pants.

				Though why Sabrina was still working at the winery when her sister-in-law had current ownership, and her brother had been deposed, and her parents were—from what he had read in public records—apoplectic about the loss of their family legacy, he didn’t know. But he assumed he would find out. At about the same time he found out whether or not something was going to get thrown at his head.

				The door from the back opened, and he gritted his teeth. Because, no matter how prepared he felt philosophically to see Sabrina, he knew that there would be impact. There always was. A damned funny thing, that one woman could live in the back of his mind the way she had for so long. That no matter how many years or how many women he put between them, she still burned bright and hot in his memory.

				That no matter that he had steeled himself to run into her—because he knew how small towns worked—the impact was like a brick to the side of his head every single time.

				She appeared a moment after the door opened, looking severe. Overly so. Her blonde hair was pulled back into a high ponytail, and she was wearing a black sheath dress that went down past her knee, but conformed to curves that were more generous than they’d been thirteen years ago.

				In a good way.

				“Hello, Liam,” she said, her tone impersonal. Had she not used his first name, it might have been easy to pretend that she didn’t know who he was.

				“Sabrina.”

				“Lindy told me that you wanted to talk about a potential joint venture. And since that falls under my jurisdiction as manager of the tasting room, she thought we might want to work together.”

				Now she was smiling.

				The smile was so brittle it looked like it might crack her face.

				“Yes, I’m familiar with the details. Particularly since this venture was my idea.” He let a small silence hang there for a beat before continuing. “I’m looking at an empty building on the end of Main Street. It would be more than just a tasting room. It would be a small café with some retail space.”

				“How would it differ from Lane Donnelly’s store? She already offers specialty foods.”

				“Well, we would focus on Grassroots wine and Laughing Irish cheese. Also, I would happily purchase products from Lane’s to give the menu a local focus. The café would be nothing big. Just a small lunch place with wine. Very limited selection. Very specialty. But I feel like in a tourist location, that’s what you want.”

				“Great,” she said, her smile remaining completely immobile.

				He took that moment to examine her more closely. The changes in her face over the years. She was more beautiful now than she had been at seventeen. Her slightly round, soft face had refined in the ensuing years, her cheekbones now more prominent, the angle of her chin sharper.

				Her eyebrows looked different too. When she’d been a teenager they’d been thinner, rounder. Now they were a bit stronger, more angular.

				“Great,” he returned. “I guess we can go down and have a look at the space sometime this week. Gage West is the owner of the property, and he hasn’t listed it yet. Handily, my sister-in-law is good friends with his wife. Both of my sisters-in-law, actually. So I got the inside track on that.”

				Her expression turned bland. “How impressive.”

				She sounded absolutely unimpressed. “It wasn’t intended to be impressive. Just useful.”

				She sighed slowly. “Did you have a day of the week in mind to go view the property? Because I really am very busy.”

				“Are you?”

				“Yes,” she responded, that smile spreading over her face again. “This is a very demanding job, plus, I do have a life.”

				She stopped short of saying exactly what that life entailed.

				“Too busy to do this, which is part of your actual job?” he asked.

				On the surface she looked calm, but he could sense a dark energy beneath that spoke of a need to savage him. “I had my schedule sorted out for the next couple of weeks. This is coming together more quickly than expected.”

				“I’ll work something out with Gage and give Lindy a call, how about that?”

				“You don’t have to call Lindy. I’ll give you my phone number. You can call or text me directly.”

				She reached over to the counter and took a card from the rustic surface, extending her hand toward him. He reached out and took the card, their fingertips brushing as they made the handoff.

				And he felt it. Straight down to his groin, where he had always felt things for her, even though it was impossible. Even though he was all wrong for her. And even though now they were doing a business deal together, and she looked like she would cheerfully chew through his flesh if given half the chance.

				She might be smiling, but he didn’t trust that smile. He was still waiting. Waiting for her to shout recriminations at him now that they were alone. Every other time he had encountered her over the past four months it had been in public. Twice in Ace’s bar, and once walking down the street, where she had made a very quick sharp left to avoid walking past him.

				It had not been subtle, and it had certainly not spoken of somebody who was over the past.

				So his assumption had been that if the two of them were ever alone she was going to let them have it. But she didn’t. Instead, she gave him that card, and then began to look... Bored.

				“Did you need anything else?” she asked.

				“Not really. Though I have some spreadsheet information that you might want to look over. Ideas that I have for the layout, the menu. It is getting a little ahead of ourselves, in case we end up not liking the venue.”

				“You’ve been to look at the venue already, haven’t you?” It was vaguely accusatory.

				“I have been there, yes. But again, I believe in preparedness. I was hardly going to get very deep into this if I didn’t think it was viable. Personally, I’m interested in making sure that we have diverse interests. The economy doesn’t typically favor farms, Sabrina. And that is essentially what my brothers and I have. I expect an uphill fight to make that place successful.”

				She tilted her head to the side. “Like you said, you do your research.”

				Her friendliness was beginning to slip. And he waited. For something else. For something to get thrown at him. It didn’t happen.

				“That I do. Take these,” he said, handing her the folder that he was holding onto. He made sure their fingers didn’t touch this time. “And we’ll talk next week.”

				Then he turned and walked away from her, and he resisted the strong impulse to turn back and get one more glance at her. It wasn’t the first time he had resisted that.

				He had a feeling it wouldn’t be the last.
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