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Chapter One


“What does spirit of Christmas mean?” three-year-old Lane Maverick asked. The words were a bit garbled but clear enough as Braden Delaney held his nephew on his lap in the family room of the Delaney Ranch, the onetime hideaway of outlaws back when Texas was a republic and not a state. It had been Braden’s home for his entire life and as much as his brothers had wanted to get out of Last Stand—the Texas Hill Country town they’d been born and raised in—he’d never wanted to leave. The youngest of the brothers by a good five years, he’d been closest to Rose, their only sister and Lane’s mom, who’d been killed in a car accident back in April.

“It just means that you…ah, heck, kid, I’m not the right one to ask,” Braden said. Lane shifted on his lap, turning his face up toward him, and for a moment Braden had to wonder about a world that would take the parents from a kid like Lane. He’d never had much Christmas spirit but this year he was finding it even harder not to be super-Grinchy all the time.

“Why not?” Lane asked.

“I don’t like Christmas,” he said, then immediately realized this wasn’t a conversation he could have with a three-year-old, so he softened it with a smile. “I guess that’s because I wasn’t as good as I could be this year. Santa probably won’t have anything but a lump of coal for me.”

Lane shifted around and hugged him then scrunched his face up, which was something new he’d started doing lately. It reminded him a lot of Rose. “Maybe you need to stop using bad words.”

Braden chuckled at that. Amelia had put a swear jar in the kitchen when she’d moved in with Cal and so far, it had been filled up and given to the local animal shelter fourteen times. “You’re right about that.”

“Right about what?” Lancey Maverick asked as she came into the room.

He was still getting used to the fact that his best friend was now engaged to his brother Finn. Finn had his own house on the Delaney Ranch and Lancey had the old Maverick family home in town. This afternoon, she was dressed in her uniform—she worked the desk at the Last Stand jail. She’d been a MP in the Marines before she retired to help raise Lane after both of his parents had been killed in a car crash earlier in the year.

TJ—Lane’s father—had been Lancey’s only sibling. Rose—Lane’s mother—had been Braden’s only sister. The fact that this would be Lane’s first Christmas without his parents was the only reason why Braden hadn’t taken the month of December off and headed for a private resort in the Caribbean. He hated Christmas. His feelings weren’t ever going to change on that account. He knew he could be a bit of an ass during the holidays and had always been fine with just checking out. Cal and Finn—who’d usually been away from home during the year—were back. In the past they’d enjoyed spending time with the little sister they hadn’t seen enough of during those months they were away.

After his mother’s death, Braden had struggled to get through the holidays and though everyone in town thought he was the most easygoing Delaney, at home where he was most comfortable, he had a short fuse.

Rose hadn’t really liked that he would go away during the holidays, but she hadn’t argued either. She’d understood that sometimes a person just had to get away from family and commitments. Once Lane was born he’d started staying home at the holidays but it had been a struggle.

God, he missed her.

Being the two youngest siblings, they’d been close—really close. There were times when he walked into the big house and still expected to see her.

“Bray?” Lancey asked.

He shook his head. He really didn’t think he was going to be able to do this. He stood up and handed Lane to Lancey. “Changing my attitude to receiving presents at Christmas. I’ve got to go get ready for the Corbyn Christmas open house. You got him?”

“Yeah,” Lancey said, taking Lane and hugging him close. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” he said, ruffling Lane’s hair before he walked out of the family room. He had a house in town that he had been living in before Rose’s death, but he’d moved back home afterward. He and Cal had been here alone with Lane for the first six weeks or so while Lancey had been in the process of leaving the Marines, and Finn had been on the NASCAR circuit, racing.

Those first weeks had been trying, but he and Cal had gotten through them. And then Cal had reconnected with Amelia. Before long, he’d fallen in love with her and she’d moved in. That had made the big old house start to feel like a home again.

Then Finn had been diagnosed with deep vein thrombosis and had retired from racing back in July. Now he was home too. Everyone was settling down and finding a way to create a normal family for Lane.

He was happy for them, he thought, as he thundered up the stairs, the heels of his Kelly Boots making a loud echoing sound with each step he took. But he also was starting to feel more and more uncomfortable in this place.

He hated this house. He had ever since his mom had gotten sick. That’s why he had his own place. And now that Lane had his aunt and Amelia living at the ranch, there was no reason he couldn’t move back there.

He entered his bedroom and stood there for a long moment. He always felt his ghosts around him, but Christmas brought them closer. And they weren’t the sweet matchmaking kind of spirits, like the rumored ghost of Harwood House over in Whiskey River. His ghosts were more like the ones from A Christmas Carol—reminders of everything he’d never really dealt with. He saw his mom who’d died when he’d been ten and Rose had been three. His father, who’d lived on another ten years, bitter and angry at the world. And now Rose. His sweet little sister who’d barely had a chance to live before she’d been taken from him too.

Damn. He needed to shake this mood before he went to the party. Or maybe he should just skip it. Except he knew Red was going—he’d asked him to be his wingman. Red was determined to make his move tonight and ask Emma Corbyn out.

Hell. He really should try to be a bit more in the Christmas spirit this year, for Lane’s sake if not for his own. But Christmas had always been the worst time of year for him. And honestly, he didn’t see that changing anytime soon.
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“Thanks for inviting me,” Carissa Montgomery said for at least the fifteenth time.

Braden Delaney was beginning to regret that he had. He’d needed a date, that much had been clear. With his brothers all coupling up, there was no way he wanted to go stag to the Corbyn Christmas open house. So he’d thrown the invitation out last week to a girl from Whiskey River who’d been drinking with him at the saloon.

It wasn’t that she wasn’t drop-dead gorgeous and an interesting partner for the evening. It was just that he wanted to be with someone else: Lea Dunwoody. He’d had the hots for the petite brunette for more months than he could remember. Sometimes it felt like years, but he knew that the keen longing he felt for her had sharpened into an obsession round about July 29, when she’d been caught in the rain and had taken shelter in the Outlaw Tequila retail shop. He’d been in his office looking out as she came in, soaked to the skin, with her usual quick smile. And he’d felt a jolt of pure lust.

He hadn’t been able to look at her and not see that curvy body she usually hid beneath baggy khaki utility pants and T-shirts. Tonight, she was helping out Santa and looked like Santa’s cutest elf in her red skirt and jacket. She wore an adorable hat perched on her brunette head and a pair of red tights on her slim legs. Instead of elf shoes, she wore a pair of Kelly Boots’s Christmas release and she looked cute as hell.

“You’re welcome,” he said to Carissa finally. “I’m really being the worst date.”

“You are,” she said, picking two cocktail glasses off the tray of a passing waiter and handing one to him. “But I’ll forgive you since it’s clear there is something between you and that elf.”

Braden took a sip of the Corbyns’ signature holiday cocktail: apple pie on the rocks. It had Fireball whiskey and hard cider in it, and was totally addictive.

“There’s nothing between us,” he said.

“Did she shoot you down?” Carissa asked.

Carissa was a pretty redhead who was almost as tall as he was. She wore a black velvet sheath that hugged her curves and a diamond and pearl choker. She was elegant and sophisticated, way too good for her date to be ignoring her.

“No. Not exactly,” he said.

“Then what exactly is the problem, Bray? Because on paper, you and I should be Christmas’s hottest couple but you’re treating me like you do Lancey, so I know you’re not feeling it.”

“You’re right,” he said. “I’m sorry. I just didn’t want to stag it at this party, and when you mentioned you had never been, I thought it was a good idea to invite you. My brothers are all coupled up and I really didn’t want to stand out. We do look good together.”

“We do,” she admitted. “So, do you like the elf?”

“Carissa, that’s not cool,” he said, taking another swallow of his drink. “But yes. Unfortunately, she’s put me permanently in the friend zone.” And she’d been one of Rose’s best friends, despite being older than Rose.

“Hmm…why did she do that?”

“I don’t know, Nancy Drew; I didn’t bother asking. It’s embarrassing, so can we please drop it?”

“I will drop it if you do me a favor,” she said.

“Anything.” He really didn’t want to be having this conversation. Ever.

“I need to make my ex jealous. Will you take a photo with me under the mistletoe?” she asked. “That makes me sound horrible, but he keeps tagging me in photos with his new girlfriend.”

“No problem. You deserve a better date than me.”

“We both do,” she said. They worked their way from the front room toward one of the many places where mistletoe was hanging in boughs from the ceiling. “This house is like the most perfect Christmas dream. I can’t imagine what it was like to grow up here.”

“Not too bad,” Emma Corbyn said, putting down the book she was reading and coming over to them. Emma was the middle Corbyn girl and had earned the nickname ‘the brain.’ She was very smart, very funny and ran the local library.

“Emma, this is Carissa Montgomery. Carissa, Emma Corbyn,” Braden said, introducing the women. “Emma, would you mind taking a photo of us?”

“Not at all,” Emma said, holding her hand out for the camera phone Carissa held.

He pulled Carissa into his arms and looked down at her. “Do you want something like this or more dramatic?”

She put her hands on his face and leaned up. “This will do.”

Her lips brushed his and he put his hands on her waist. As his head lifted, his eyes met those of Lea Dunwoody. She was staring just over his shoulder and he wondered what she was thinking. But Carissa saw her staring and kissed him on the cheek.

“Hey, there, Santa’s helper. This guy could use some Christmas cheer. Want to help him out?” Carissa asked.

Lea blushed and tipped her head to the side as she took a step closer. “What did you have in mind?”

“I’m not the expert on Christmas. I’m just a girl trying to get a little break-up revenge on social media,” Carissa said with a laugh. “I’ll leave you two to figure it out.”

Carissa walked away after taking her phone from Emma. Emma just shrugged and turned as one of the kids from her weekly story group came over to grab her hand and drag her back into the library where she’d been reading The Night Before Christmas to them.

“You need help with your holiday cheer?” Lea asked.

“I do,” he admitted.

“I’ve heard through the grapevine that you’re a bit of a Scrooge,” she said.

He narrowed his eyes at her. “Who ratted me out?”

“I can’t reveal my sources, but they did say you forbid holiday decorations at Outlaw Tequila until December 24.”

“I did and they are just lucky I didn’t say all season,” he said. After all, he was the COO of Outlaw Tequila. “Someone was wearing jingle bells in the store today. Do you have any idea…” he asked, then trailed off, realizing he was about to go on a tear about annoying noises when he should be enticing Lea under the mistletoe. Then he’d have an excuse to kiss her.

“That can be annoying for some people, but then again, a lot of my clients are jingly,” she said.

She took a step closer to him and he waited to see if she’d come any closer. But he knew he couldn’t just steal a kiss. This was the twenty-first century and kissing anyone without their permission wasn’t a good idea. But he wanted a kiss from her. He’d been thinking about Lea Dunwoody for months, but he’d always been afraid to take the risk. The Delaney curse was never far from his mind.

“Are you just going to stare at me?”

“I was wondering how you’d feel about joining me under the mistletoe. Maybe a kiss could change my mood,” he said.
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Join him under the mistletoe? Of course, she wanted to. He was one of the most eligible bachelors in Last Stand—funny, smart, successful and too hot for this family-friendly party. But he was also her best friend’s older brother and that had made him off-limits. Sure, he was dressed like most of the other locals, in a pair of dark denim jeans, a button-down dress shirt and a tie, though he’d worn a black one. He obviously hadn’t felt the need to spice up his outfit up with a Christmas-themed tie or sweater. That wasn’t Braden’s way. Maybe that’s what made him so appealing to her.

She hadn’t needed her friend Amy to tell her that he hated Christmas. She’d known it a long time ago. Ever since his mom had gotten sick, Braden hadn’t celebrated the holiday. And yet, here he was, at a Christmas open house, instead of jetting off to the Caribbean for the month of December.

She knew he’d changed his usual plans for Lane. Everyone did. And she admired that. Because she’d been close with Rose, she knew how rough holidays had been for the Delaney kids once their mom was gone. The fact that Braden was even at the party spoke loads.

“Is it really that difficult a decision?” he asked, shifting his head to the side.

“Not really,” she said. Just be cool. Pretend he’s not Rose’s hot brother who she’d been crushing on forever. “Just one kiss?”

“I’m pretty sure that’s the mistletoe rule, or at least that’s what Cal told me when I was younger.”

His oldest brother had taken up the slack at home when it came to Braden and Rose. Finn had left home to start racing on the lower circuits in the hopes of making his way up to NASCAR, but Braden, Cal and little Rose had been stuck at home with a father who had never recovered from his wife’s illness and death. So Cal took charge.

She moved a step closer and immediately noticed that Braden smelled spicy and citrusy. There was something about the tequila tycoon that had always turned her on, but they ran in different circles and, frankly, he was a bit of a player, from what Rose had told her. He was discreet about it in town, but spent most of his time over in Whiskey River at Booze’s, the local bar. What woman wanted to date a guy who would always be looking for the next conquest?

Certainly not her. Not that she was looking to settle down either, but she wasn’t interested in hopping on the relationship carousel for a quick ride. She’d seen where that would take a girl, just watching her mom.

Instead, she preferred to concentrate on building her business—Good Boy!—a pet treat bakery on Main Street. Though serving the canine community in town wasn’t what she’d intended to do with her life, she’d sort of fallen into it when she’d started working there in high school. The tourist trade in Last Stand was constant and a small specialty boutique like hers brought in a steady stream of income.

Unlike the Corbyns and the Delaneys, Lea didn’t have a large family network. Her mom was living up in Dallas and her father lived in Alaska. Sometimes she was lonely, especially since Rose had died, but most of the time, she was glad that she was no longer living in the middle of her parents’ drama.

“Dang, Braden. I hadn’t realized you lost your game,” Finn Delaney said as he came over to where they were standing. “Are you just waiting there for someone to come by and kiss you?”

“Shut it, Finn. Miss Dunwoody and I are negotiating.”

“I think you and I need to have a long talk,” Finn said. “You’re losing your Texas charm and that’s just embarrassing.”

Lea stepped around Finn—who she knew would keep ribbing his brother until she left—and went up on her tiptoes to kiss Braden. The minute their lips met, everything changed. She had her eyes closed but they flew open as an electric tingle went down her spine. She felt warm and melty inside and when Braden put his hand on her waist, she leaned into him a little bit more.

He tasted of peppermint and coffee. Fear and dreams coalesced inside of her. She’d wanted Braden for a long time but he’d always been Rose’s older brother, off-limits. Now, though, she wasn’t sure. That was it. The embrace took her breath away and made her suddenly realize that he’d stepped out of her fantasies and into reality. This wasn’t a forbidden fantasy, a girlish dream about her best friend’s brother. This kiss stirred something primal deep inside of her.

She heard the sound of applause and stepped back. Braden just stood there watching her and then he took her hand and led her away from Finn. “My brother is an ass.”

“Or maybe he just likes ribbing the big, bad COO,” she said.

“Is that how you see me?” he asked.

Heck, she wasn’t really sure how she saw him anymore but there was something about that kiss that had rattled her. He was Rose’s brother so of course she knew him. But she’d never really let herself think too much about him. He was tall and had thick brown hair. He wore his suit with the same ease that most of the ranchers in the area wore their Levi’s and Kelly Boots. He had a strong jaw, and damn her if he didn’t know how to kiss. Even that one polite brush of lips had left her hungry for more.

He was dangerous.

A pleasure seeker who was probably looking for just a bit of fun to get him through the holidays. And Lord knew there was nothing wrong with that. But she’d never been a casual kind of woman. And as she stared up into those wintry-blue eyes of his behind his glasses, she realized that what he made her feel was anything but casual.

He made her want to take his hand and drag him into one of the quiet rooms in the Corbyn mansion and see if that one kiss had been a fluke. It definitely was not something she was going to do. But she wanted to.

And that wasn’t like her.

Lea had always prided herself on being above hooking up with someone, but with one kiss, she now knew she wasn’t. It had only been that she’d never experienced a kiss that had affected her this way. It actually had her wondering what it would take to convince Braden Delaney to come home with her.

No.

She wasn’t going to do that. She’d worked too hard to ensure she was nothing like her mother, and she wasn’t going to start acting like her now.

That decided, Lea dropped his hand, then turned and walked away.


Chapter Two


“Lee-Lee, what’s hot mean?”

Lea looked down at the little boy standing next to her, waiting for his turn with Santa, not sure she’d heard him right. She’d known Lane since he’d been born and had been a surrogate auntie to him. But everyone in town knew him now. Who wouldn’t? The little guy had been orphaned last April, when his parents had been killed in the car crash on Main Street. Since then, Lane had been living with his maternal uncles and his paternal aunt.

“I’m not sure what you’re talking about. It’s certainly not hot today,” she said, taking his hand in hers. “But that’s good, because it’s December and Christmas is around the corner.”

“Not that hot,” Lane said. “Unca Bray said she’s hot.”

Uncle Bray should watch what he says around his nephew, Lea thought as she smiled down at Lane. Though hearing the child’s words just reinforced that she’d made the right decision when she’d walked away from that kiss at the Corbyns’ party. Of course, he’d already found another woman. That was Braden’s MO.

“That just means he liked that girl.” She figured it was time to change the subject. “Do you know what you are going to ask Santa for this year?”

“Yes.” He nodded, moving his head up and down vigorously. He had a broomstick horse in one hand and his cowboy hat had been pushed off his head and hung on his back from the tie. He had beautiful blue eyes like the rest of the Delaneys, but his hair was white blond like TJ’s had been.

“Good,” Lea said, glancing over at Santa, and seeing that he was finishing up with the child on his lap.

Every year, she volunteered through the city council to be Santa’s helper. She wore a red velvet-like skirt and jacket trimmed in white faux fur along with a pair of tights and matching red boots. Her elf hat had been made by Constance Liu, who had moved to town three years earlier to open a sewing shop.

The line for Santa was long but the kids were kept in good spirits by herself and the other elves who entertained them with sing-alongs. Braden had asked her to watch Lane in the line while he dealt with a business call, and she’d been happy to keep an eye on the little guy.

Lea had grown up in Dallas with her single mom, and they’d moved to Last Stand when her mom had been offered a job with Kelly Boots in nearby Whiskey River. She’d gone to the local high school, and had moved out into her own place when her mom had moved back to Dallas. Lea had never dreamed that her weekend job would turn into a career, but Millie Winters had been a wonderful mentor. She’d loved working at Good Boy! so when Millie had offered to sell her the shop two years ago, Lea had jumped at the opportunity to have her own business.

The closer they got to the front of the line—and Santa—the tighter Lane held her hand. She realized that something about the bearded old man was worrying the little boy, so she bent down to speak to him. “You okay?”

“Yeah.”

“Santa used to scare me when I was a kid. He’s so big. And even though he always brought me presents, seeing him in person always made me a little bit nervous.”

Lane nodded, chewing his lower lip between his teeth. “Do you think I could ride Thunder up there?”

“Of course, you can. You don’t even have to sit on his lap, if you don’t want to. You can stand next to Santa,” Lea said.

“Okay,” Lane said.

Lea looked around for Braden, spotted him near the door walking toward them and felt a sense of relief. Lane definitely needed his uncle with him when he went up there.

“Hey, thanks for watching him,” Braden said as she stood up.

“No problem,” Lea said.

“You ready to meet the big guy?” Braden asked Lane.

The boy nodded, and pointed at Lea. “She said I could ride Thunder up there.”

“Well, she’s Santa’s helper, so she’d know,” Braden said, bending down to eye level with his nephew. “Santa is going to be pleased to see you. You’ve been very good this year.”

“I know,” Lane said, which made Lea smile.

She knew she should move on. She had no reason to stay here with Braden and his nephew, but she liked Lane and wanted to make sure he was okay with his visit to Santa Claus before she moved on. She thought that Rose would appreciate Lea staying with her son.

“So, what are you going to ask for?” Braden asked as he stood back up. He glanced over at Lea and smiled at her.

She smiled back but didn’t take it too seriously. Braden was a notorious flirt. In fact, he’d obviously mentioned to someone that a woman in this room was hot. She glanced around trying to guess who it might be. There were a few women in attendance who looked like his type—pretty, polished, successful and well put-together. Nothing like her, she thought. She always had dog hair on her clothes and pet treats in her pockets. Not that she was looking for anything with Braden. Or any man, for that matter.

But something about the holidays always made her very aware of her single status. It was the one time of year when she really missed her mom…or the woman she wished her mom had been. And she sometimes almost wished she had a family of her own.

They edged closer to Santa and Lane turned to look up at Braden. “I need to talk to him alone.”

“Okay, buddy. I’ll wait here.”

Lane’s eyes went wide and he looked from her to Braden and back again.

“What?” Braden asked him.

“I told her.”

“You told her?”

“Yeah, that you said she was hot.”

She nearly fell over when Lane dropped that bombshell. So, the woman who Braden thought was hot—it was her?
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“Dude, that was private,” Braden said.

Lane looked up at him. “I didn’t know what it meant.”

“Now you do?”

Lane nodded. “Lee-Lee told me.”

How was he going to handle this? He wanted to play it cool, but Lea was looking at him like…well he couldn’t read her. Some things, like his crush on Lea, weren’t meant to be mentioned. Ever.

“Do you think Unca Bray’s hot?” Lane asked her.

Dear God. “No. Don’t ask her that.”

“Don’t you wanna know?” Lane asked in his little voice.

“I think what your uncle means is that when someone else knows you like them, it can be awkward,” Lea explained, stooping down again to meet Lane’s eyes.

Braden knew he should take the gimme she’d just handed him, but he was distracted by her legs and he realized that he was tired of pretending that he still thought of her as just one of his little sister’s friends.

When she stood up, she gave him a pointed look, making him realize he hadn’t responded to her comment.

“Is that what I mean?” Braden asked, looking her straight in the eye for a long moment.

She blushed, her eyes going wide as she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I don’t know. In fact, I don’t even know if you meant it.”

“Santa’s ready for you,” Emma Corbyn, who was dressed like Lea, came up and said, holding her hand out to Lane.

Lea looked grateful for the interruption and he wondered if she ever thought of him as more than just Rose’s big brother. Wishful thinking on his part. But for now, he’d back down and see what she did next.

Braden took his phone out to photograph Lane with Santa. He’d been instructed by both Amelia and Lancey that he had to get a good shot. His brothers and their fiancées all wanted to come with Lane to see Santa but he was the only one available today. Amelia and Cal were in New York for a photo shoot Amelia was doing. Lancey had a shift at the police station and Finn had finally gotten his NASCAR boss to come to Last Stand to meet with him on the new track he was designing to help train rookie drivers. But Lane had to go see the big guy today. He’d been adamant.

Even though he was the resident Scrooge of the Delaney clan, he was the one here, snapping pictures with Christmas music blaring through the mall speakers, even though it was only the Saturday after Thanksgiving. Worse, he’d been called out by his nephew.

Sure, he had a crush on Lea—he’d had one for a long time. She was cute and funny and sexy. But he’d always kept that to himself. But all it took was one slip of the tongue on Thanksgiving and suddenly, Lane was blabbing that he had the hots for Lea to anyone who would listen.

She didn’t say anything, so neither did he. Hopefully they could ignore this and just go about their lives. But when he pocketed his camera and glanced over at her, he knew that wasn’t going to happen.

“Is that true?” she asked. “Emma said the kids at the weekly story time tell her the craziest things about their parents. She doesn’t know what to believe.”

He smiled at her. So far, every time he got close to Lea, one of the men in his family made things awkward. He normally prided himself on being pretty smooth with the ladies, but there was no coming back from Finn and his applause or that innocent comment from Lane. He could play it off but that wasn’t his way. He might be a player, but he was an honest one.

Still, he could deny it. She’d given him an out with that comment about Emma and the kids at the library. But he didn’t want to deny it. He’d dreamed about that one brief mistletoe kiss for far too many nights. He wanted Lea and there was no use denying it.

“Yeah, it’s true. I didn’t know he was listening when I said it, though.”

“Who were you talking to?” she asked, then she flushed. “Never mind. I don’t need to know. I’m not even sure why I’m still talking about this.”

He arched one eyebrow at her. “Except maybe you think I’m hot?”

“You must know that women like you,” she said, looking up and down the line of families waiting to see Santa.

He cupped her elbow and drew her back a bit so that no one could hear their conversation. “I’m not asking about other women; I’m asking about you.”

She licked her lips and reached up to tuck a strand of hair that had escaped from her braid behind her ear. “I do.”

“So when you ran away from me at the Corbyns’ house, it wasn’t because I was a terrible kisser?” he asked, leaning in closer.

“We hardly kissed,” she said, shaking her head. “That didn’t scare me off.”

“Then what was it?”

“You’re a big flirt,” she said.

“Is that a bad thing?” he asked, leaning in and noticing that she didn’t back away. But she did put her hand on his chest. His heart beat a little faster, and he wished he wasn’t wearing a thick sweater today because he wanted to feel her hands against his skin.

It’s just lust, he thought. He was supposed to be keeping this light, but the way Lea Dunwoody made him feel was anything but superficial. He wanted her. Badly. She was all he could think about. He’d spent the last week at work barking at his staff and feeling frustrated every night he went to the saloon with Red, because even though he met women who were interested in him…they weren’t Lea.

But there was no way he could tell Lea that, no way to spin that into something a woman would want to hear. And there was no way to avoid her because it was the holiday season and everyone in the community was busy doing things together.

“Not for you, it isn’t,” she said. “Here comes Lane.”

Braden turned as his nephew galloped over to them on his broomstick horse, a candy cane in his free hand. He stopped next to them and looked up without smiling.

“What is it, buddy?” he asked.

“Nuttin’. Santa isn’t sure he can get my present,” Lane said.

“What did you ask for?” Braden asked him.

Braden looked at Lea, who just smiled and waved and then walked back to the line. He watched her go, wishing they could have finished their conversation but knowing his nephew needed him.

“I asked Santa to bring Mama and Daddy back,” Lane said.

Braden didn’t know how to fix this. It was one of the things he wished his nephew had never had to face. Wanting only one thing—something he couldn’t possibly have.

“That’s not the kind of thing Santa does,” Braden said, scooping Lane up. “You know that, right?”

“Why not? I’ve been good,” Lane asked.

“You’ve been the best, buddy,” Braden said. “But there are some things that can’t be changed. And your mama and daddy being gone is one of them.”

Braden’s brothers had always told him to ‘get over’ his feelings about Christmas. And this year, he was determined to try, to make this holiday special for Lane. But the little guy wasn’t making it easy, Braden thought. He looked up and noticed Lea watching them.

She came back over to them. “Hey, I need some help over at the dog rescue booth. Can you guys give me a hand?”

Lane nodded, hugging her legs. “Puppies! Yes!”

[image: *]*

Lea led the way to the area where they’d set up the booth showcasing rescue dogs. A lot of families considered getting a new family member at Christmas, and the local shelter wanted to give them a chance to actually hang out with the pups, instead of bringing one home on Christmas morning and then changing their minds before Valentine’s Day.

Lea wasn’t sure what Lane had asked Santa for, but Braden had gone pale when his nephew had told him, and she’d noticed that his eyes had narrowed. As soon as they got to the rescue dogs’ area though, that changed. He and Lane both ran over to greet several of the rescue dachshunds.

“Here you go,” she said, taking out dog treats from her pocket and handing them to Braden and Lane. She always carried treats in her pockets since it was good for business, and it made her feel good.

“Is it okay to feed them?” Braden asked.

“Yes,” the volunteer said.

“I have to get back to the line,” Lea said. She couldn’t tell if Braden needed someone to help him with Lane or if something else was going on.

“I think we’re going to play with the pups for a little while,” he said. Lane had sat down and a miniature dachshund climbed onto his lap, putting her paws on Lane’s chest and licking his face.

The little boy was laughing, and Braden smiled. “Thank you,” he added.

“Sure. I wasn’t sure what was going on,” she said. “You okay?”

“Yeah. He asked Santa to bring his parents back,” Braden said.

Lea’s heart was breaking for the three-year-old. “That’s a tough one to handle.”

“Yes. We’ve been going to counseling with him so he can talk about them. And the counselor said to just let him express what he’s feeling, but not to make promises we couldn’t keep,” Braden said. “It’s hard to tell him that they won’t be back. Hell, even I have problems with that.”

“Me too,” she admitted.

“I know you were Rose’s best friend, and you knew TJ pretty well too,” Braden said. “It’s so hard not having them around.” He smiled slightly. “TJ might have been a bit of a slacker, but he did love Rose.”

“He loved her more than anything. And they got each other.”

“In what way?” he asked.

Rose had said her brothers always just saw TJ as a mistake she’d made, and they’d never really seen the man he was. “They got each other’s weird. She thought it was cool that he had all this artistic talent and that he wanted to channel that into starting his own tattoo parlor. He loved that she stood behind him and though he’d never have admitted it, he liked it when she bossed him around.”

Braden nodded. “I can see that. Rose loved to tell everyone what to do.”

She had. “She thought she knew what was best for everyone, and most of the time she did.”

They smiled and Lea realized how much she’d missed talking about her friend. Nobody ever mentioned her. It was as if the accident had never happened. Lea understood. Rose and TJ had been so young. Nobody wanted to mention the senseless tragedy of it.

But there were times when Lea wanted to mention it, when she wanted to just say ‘Hey, Rose would have loved that.’ Only she hadn’t felt right talking about her friend to Lancey or the Delaneys. She turned away, needing to get back to the line of kids waiting to see Santa. “I’ll see you on my break,” she said to Braden. “There’s a craft table in front of the library if you need something for him to do.”

“Thanks, Lea. Not just for the suggestion, but for the help with Lane. I think I was lost in my own grief and anger that Lane has to spend Christmas without his parents.”

“It’s okay. I don’t mind at all.” She walked away and felt him watching her. She tried to play it cool, though it was the most difficult thing she’d ever done. Braden Delaney thought she was hot. She was pretty sure no one had ever said that about her before. And she liked it.

She wondered if that one brief kiss might be the start of something. Who knew, right? Her mom had met her third husband at a yard sale. They’d both reached for the same item and when their hands touched…well, according to her mom, it had been kismet.

But Lea knew better than to believe in fate. Her mom had divorced that husband less than a year later, and had quickly moved on to another man. Meredith still hadn’t found her soul mate and Lea wasn’t looking for one. She’d been working her entire life to create a stable home life. And if growing up with her mom had taught her anything, it was that she couldn’t rely on her feelings for a man to last.

Too bad, because she really liked Braden.

When she got back to the line, Emma came over to her. “Everything okay?”

“Yes. Braden just needed a distraction for Lane,” Lea said.

“Did he tell y’all what he asked Santa for?”

“He told Braden. It’s so sad,” Lea said.

“I know. My heart broke standing there next to him as he explained how good he’d been,” Emma said. “Amelia said they all have a lot of stuff planned to make the season special for him, but he’s still not much more than a baby, really.”

“I know they’ll all do their best to make this Christmas special for him,” Lea said. Christmas was such an interesting time of year. People were filled with Christmas cheer, and there were lots of get-togethers and fun charity events to attend. But at the same time, it had always made Lea realize that the family she had wasn’t normal. It had always been just her and her mom, after her dad had left, as well as whatever man Meredith was involved with at the moment. Some of her mom’s boyfriends had gone out of their way to make her feel like they were a family. That was usually when Meredith moved on.

She wondered if Braden and Lane were going to be okay but she knew it wasn’t any of her business. Besides, as Emma said, they had a big family to help them through it. For as long as Lea could remember, it had been just her. She reminded herself that she liked her life and went back to managing the line for Santa, while trying to keep her eyes from straying over to where Braden was, with only limited success.


Chapter Three


Lea always spent the first Monday of December at the Corbyns’ house, watching Christmas Vacation in their family room. Delilah had invited her when Lea had been the new kid at Last Stand high. Lea had shown up with store-bought cookies and a bottle of diet cola that her mom’s boyfriend had taken her to purchase, since her mom had been at a spa retreat.

This December, she felt the same as she always did when she walked into their fully decorated Victorian mansion. She had always wished her family had been more like this one. Mr. and Mrs. Corbyn were funny, involved parents who had been strict but fair. Mrs. Corbyn answered the door when Lea knocked, and invited her in. This time, Lea brought homemade biscotti that she’d made yesterday afternoon, while pretending not to think about the brief kiss she’d shared with Braden at this very house.

“Hello, Lea, you look lovely tonight,” Mrs. Corbyn said.

“Thank you, Mrs. Corbyn,” Lea said. “You look gorgeous as always.”

“I try,” she said. “Emma and Delilah are already here. I’m not sure if anyone mentioned it, but we are including some boys this year.”

“You are?” she asked. “Which ones?”

“The Delaneys and Red Aldean,” she said. “Amelia mentioned it to Cal and he liked the idea. It just made sense to have them all.”

“He’s practically family now, anyway. How are the wedding plans coming?” Lea asked as she followed Mrs. Corbyn into the house. Amelia—the eldest Corbyn sister—was engaged to Braden’s brother Cal. They’d been a couple in high school, but when Amelia had found out she was Lilly’s daughter by famed country rock singer Jax Williams, she’d run off to New York to become a model, leaving Cal behind. But when she’d returned to Last Stand in the spring, she and Cal had rekindled their romance.

“They’re coming along. Amelia wants to take it slow and make sure she’s getting everything right. She said she’s only getting married once, so it has to be perfect,” Mrs. Corbyn said. “And I totally agree with her. You head on in there. I’ll put these in with the other goodies in the kitchen. Can I bring you a drink?”

“I’m fine for now,” she said, moving into the room to find Delilah and Emma sitting on opposite ends of the couch. Lea flopped down next to Delilah. “Are you two fighting?”

“No,” Emma said. “Of course not.”

“Yes,” Delilah said. “I wanted to tell her some juicy gossip I heard at work, but she told me to be quiet so she could finish the chapter she was reading before everyone got here.”

“That’s not really fighting.”

“See?” Emma said. “Could you be quiet too, Lea?”

“No,” Delilah answered for her. “Go into the library and read, if you can’t be social.”

Emma glanced up and seemed to notice that Delilah was genuinely upset with her. “Okay. Sorry.”

She took her book and left the room. “She annoys me sometimes.”

“I couldn’t tell,” Lea said dryly.

“Whatever. We hardly ever get to talk, just the two of us. And when we get the chance, she spends it reading instead of hanging out with me,” Delilah said.

She hugged her friend. She knew that Delilah was pretty much always at the Dragonfly where she was the chef and owner. And during the holidays, Delilah was busier than usual.

Delilah was the youngest of the Corbyn girls, and she was known for her sharp tongue. But few people realized it hid a soft heart.

“Tell me the gossip.”

“Well, I heard Devon Thomason purchased some property between here and Whiskey River. You remember him? He’s friends with Logan Calloway. Anyway, he’s going to be building a big ol’ mansion or something,” Delilah said.

“He’s fantastic. But why would he come to Whiskey River?” Lea asked. Devon was one of the hottest up-and-coming stars in Hollywood, having starred in back-to-back blockbusters in the last few years. “I’m going over there to wrap Christmas presents on the Square. I could try to find out more, if you want.”

“Definitely do that. I might send him a ‘welcome to the area’ letter and gift card to my restaurant,” Delilah said.

“Who are you talking about?” Amelia asked as she came into the room. Lane followed behind her on his broomstick horse, wearing a sweater that had a big snowman with a cowboy hat on its head crocheted on the front. Behind Lane, Cal and Braden followed.

Braden smiled at her as he walked in and she smiled back.

“Devon Thomason. He might be moving to Whiskey River,” Delilah said. “Do you know him, Cal?”

“No,” he said. “I don’t run in those circles. But I heard that he’s coming because Logan Calloway has been talking his ear off about the Texas Hill Country.”

Logan Calloway was a Hollywood A-lister who’d gone from being a stuntman to an Oscar nominee. He was a local boy, sort of. He came from Whiskey River and he ran a charity over there. Rumor had it that he’d fallen in love with his assistant and had moved back to Whiskey River permanently. Ever since then, a lot of his Hollywood friends had been spotted around the Hill Country.

“I played pool with Wyatt a few weeks ago. He mentioned that they’ve been getting all sorts of real estate inquiries from the West Coast,” Cal added.

Wyatt Kelly was a descendant of the founder of Whiskey River and a good friend of Cal’s.

“I’m not sure we need a bunch of West Coast types around here,” Braden said. “But if Devon drinks tequila, I could live with it.”

“We should have Logan over for a poker night soon,” Cal said. “See if you can’t work those contacts. We should try to expand our reach.”

“No talking business tonight,” Amelia said. “It’s Christmas. And Mom made her holiday cocktail. Who wants one?”

There was a chorus of “I do’s.” When Amelia and Cal went to get the drinks, Delilah got a phone call. And that left Lea and Braden alone with Lane.

“Did you make a Christmas craft the other day?” she asked the little boy.

He nodded. “Yes, a manger,” Lane said.

“It’s really nice, it’s an ornament made out of Popsicle sticks. We’ve already hung it on the tree,” Braden said. “Thank you for letting us know about it.”

Braden glanced at Lane, who made a puzzled face until Braden nodded at her.

“Oh, yes, thank you, Lee-Lee, for telling us,” Lane said.

“You’re welcome, cutie,” she said.

When Lane hopped on his horse and started galloping around the room, Braden came over and sat down next to her. “I feel like we never got to finish our discussion the other day.”

“Which one?”

“The one about how hot you are,” he said.

“We’re not having that discussion,” she said.

“Why not?” he asked.
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“Why not what?” Red asked, coming in. Red and Braden were best friends and had been for as long as Lea had been in Last Stand—probably longer. Red had thick red hair, and an outdoorsy air—the polar opposite of Braden’s polished corporate look.

“Nothing,” Lea said as Red sat down next to Braden.

Red wore a pair of dark jeans and a red and black plaid shirt that he’d tucked into his jeans. He had on his hiking boots and his hair had been styled. He looked like he’d put some effort into his appearance—normally he just seemed like a wild man.

“Good to see you, Red,” Lea said. They both sat on the Small Business of Last Stand Committee, so she saw him once every three months.

“Same. Is Emma here?” Red asked. “She promised to show me a book.”

“She’s in the library reading. Delilah kicked her out because she was complaining that we were talking,” Lea said with a laugh.

Still, she felt a little awkward around Braden. She wasn’t sure where they stood after Lane’s comment.

“Makes sense. She needs quiet to read,” Red said. “I’ll be back. Bray, I need to talk to you later about something.”

“Cool, after the movie?” Braden asked.

“Yeah, after is fine. I just got a line on a fishing trip in Alaska this summer,” Red said. “I’ll give you the details but I have to confirm soon if we’re going to get spots.”

“My dad lives up there,” Lea said. “When are you thinking about going?”

Red gave her the dates and he asked if she wanted to join them. Lea didn’t even consider it. She wasn’t sure what was going to happen between her and Braden—maybe nothing—but she didn’t want to chance going on a trip with an ex.

“Sounds like a boys’ trip,” Lea said.

“It’s the twenty-first century, girl—it’s a people trip. Think on it. It’ll be fun,” Red said. “I’m going to find Emma.”

Red got up and left the room, and Braden glanced over at her. She had the feeling he was going to bring up the discussion again when Amelia and Cal came back with drinks. Thank the Lord, she thought. She needed a distraction, because the more times he asked her why she wouldn’t just give in to the attraction between them, the harder it was for her to remember why.

She knew she didn’t want to make him into a mistake because they saw each other a lot and she didn’t want it to be awkward. But sitting next to him on the couch, she had to really make an effort not to let her body slide into his. He was tall and he had stretched his arm behind her on the couch so it would be easy to slip up against him.

As everyone else filed back into the room, finding places together to watch the movie, she realized that being next to Braden gave her a partner in the room. Delilah was snuggled on the floor with Lane. Emma and Red were sharing an oversized easy chair. Mr. and Mrs. Corbyn were on a love seat and Cal and Amelia were sitting next to her and Braden. Lancey was working over at the jail and Finn was still in North Carolina.

As she glanced around the room, Lea realized that if not for Braden next to her, she might have felt awkward, as if she didn’t belong. That threw her for a second. This was something that she’d made into her holiday tradition, but she wasn’t a Corbyn. And though they always included her, once all of the girls were married, they might not.

Braden furrowed his eyebrows at her as if in question and she just shook her head and took a sip of the Corbyns’ holiday cocktail, which went down smooth and easy. She let her head fall back, forgetting about Braden’s arm. He dropped it down to her shoulder and pulled her close to him and, for a minute, she snuggled there before she shifted over and put some room between them.

“Sorry,” he said, but he didn’t move his arm. It was still right there behind her.

“It’s okay,” she said. Everyone was still talking and getting settled so no one was paying attention to them. “I just don’t want to forget that we’re not a couple.”

“Would it be so bad if we were?” he asked.

“This isn’t the time for that conversation,” she said.

He nodded. “Later then.”

He toed off his loafers and put his feet up on the footstool, then took a sip of his drink. Cal nudged Braden’s foot. “Scoot over. You guys have like five feet between you.”

Braden scooted closer and Amelia and Cal got comfortable next to them, with Amelia putting her legs on top of Cal’s. Lea’s right side was warm from the heat of Braden’s body and all she could think about was how it had felt to have his arm on her shoulder. The movie started but she didn’t pay the least bit of attention to it. She just kept wishing she and Braden were alone, not talking about attraction but cuddled up on the couch and making love.

She knew that was a path she didn’t want to go down. She tried very hard to keep her relationships different from her mom’s pattern of finding a new man each year. And Braden wasn’t a long-term kind of guy. She got that. But right now, her body was saying it didn’t care. It had been too long since she’d been with a man and sitting here, with all these couples, made her wish she had someone of her own.

This Christmas season was going to be difficult for her—she was really going to miss her best friend. Suddenly, she felt so alone. But though her body craved Braden’s touch, her mind knew there was no future in it. Damn it.
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Braden didn’t want to leave without Lea, but they weren’t a couple and she’d pretty much run for the kitchen the minute the movie was over, giving him a clear sign that she didn’t want to talk anymore. But he’d just spent the last couple of hours sitting way too close to her, a woman he wanted but didn’t think he’d ever have.

It had seemed different when Rose was alive. Braden knew Lea hadn’t magically gotten older or even stopped being Rose’s friend, but tonight she’d seemed more like Lea—the woman he was interested in, not his little sister’s friend.

Lane had fallen asleep next to Delilah on the floor and Amelia and Cal were helping with the cleanup, so Braden took his nephew, holding his sleeping body cuddled in has arms. Lane looked so sweet, like the little angel he could be when he was sleeping. Red waited by the door, watching Emma but keeping his distance. Braden knew how much his friend liked Emma, but he wasn’t sure that anything would ever come of it.

Emma was Red’s opposite in everything. Red was always moving and couldn’t really sit still. Emma, on the other hand, spent a lot of her time sitting and reading. But none of that had seemed to matter to Red.

He joined Red outside the house and his friend leaned against the porch railing. “This was nice. I can’t remember the last time I watched a movie.”

“Me neither. But it was nice,” Braden said. It hadn’t even bothered him that it had been a Christmas movie, which normally wasn’t his thing. But having Lea next to him had distracted him.

“Yeah,” he said. “Emma mentioned that she loves movies.”

“So?”

“Nothing. Just mentioning it out loud. Have you ever noticed that dating a girl is like fishing?”

Braden shook his head. “No. I don’t think anyone has ever thought that.”

“Don’t give me that look. You have to pick the right approach, and then you have to wait.”

It wasn’t an analogy that Braden would have gone to for himself, but now that Red was talking about it, it did make sense. He thought about Lea. She was skittish around him because she thought he was the town flirt. Hell, he wasn’t going to deny that and she wouldn’t believe him if he did. He was going to have to show her he was different.

“Are you free tomorrow? I’m going fishing first thing,” Red asked.

“I wish. I have to help bake cookies. Finn’s going to be home and it’s a group activity with Lane,” Braden said. “Want to come?”

“Uh, no. I said I was fishing,” Red said with a grin. “The kid will like that.”

“I know. That’s why I didn’t fight it when Cal suggested it,” Braden said. “This Christmas…”

“It’s weird. I’ve been using the mug that Rose got me last year, and dang if I don’t miss that little brat,” Red said.

Rose had gotten Red a mug that read: To Fish Or Not To Fish? What a stupid question. Because he and Rose had been the two youngest siblings, Rose had been his shadow. So that meant she’d spent a lot of time with him and Red.

“I miss her too,” Braden said.

“I know you do, Bray,” Red said. The door opened and Lea and Delilah walked out together.

“Cal said to tell you he’ll take Lane home if you are staying in town with Red,” Delilah said.

“Um…not unless you two want to go and grab a drink at the saloon?” Braden said.

“I can’t,” Lea said. “I have an early morning tomorrow.”

On Sunday? He doubted it but he was definitely getting the message that she didn’t want to spend any more time with him. “Okay.”

“I can, but I’m sure Red would rather Emma come,” Delilah said.

“I would,” he admitted. “She’s not cranky like you.”

“I don’t think you can say I’m cranky when you cheat at pool,” Delilah said.

“I don’t cheat. I just don’t play by Corbyn rules where there are do-over shots,” Red argued.

“Whatever. I’ll skip the drink. You want a ride home?” she asked, turning to Lea.

“Yes,” Lea said. “Good night.”

“Night,” Braden said.

Red echoed him and they both watched the women leave. He realized that he needed to change his bait—and maybe his position—if he was going to get anywhere with Lea. She was totally not impressed with him where he was right now.

He liked her, but he knew that anything they started wouldn’t likely last beyond New Year’s, so maybe he should honor her wishes and leave this alone. But every time he saw her around town, the lust that had been riding him since the summer he’d first seen her as a woman, and not his kid sister’s friend, wouldn’t let up.

It was her mouth, he thought. He’d tried to concentrate on conversations when they were together but he couldn’t focus. All he saw was that her upper lip was a bit fuller than her bottom lip. She just looked like she was pouting or waiting for a kiss.

And one brief brush of mouths hadn’t satisfied his curiosity about it. He wanted time to explore her mouth and see where those kisses could lead.

He knew that. He just had to focus on something else—like Lane, and helping his nephew navigate the holiday season.

“I’m going to head out too,” Red said.

“See ya,” Braden said. He shifted Lane to his other arm and stood there underneath the Christmas lights of the Corbyn mansion, trying not to remember last year, when he and Rose had walked by and admired those same lights. They’d stood there, she with Lane in her arms, and she’d said one day she wanted a big house like this one.

He took a deep breath. Anger coursed through his veins, along with a sadness he couldn’t shake. He missed her so much. As the two youngest, they were incredibly close. Finn had left to train for NASCAR and race go-carts when Braden had been twelve and then Cal had left for college, leaving only him and Rose at home.

Lane shifted and put his little arm around Braden’s neck. Looking down at the little boy, Braden knew that part of Rose would live on in her son, but it wasn’t the same. He would do his best to make sure that Lane had everything Rose would want her son to have. He’d never let his nephew feel like he was missing anything, even though he knew Rose and TJ’s absence wasn’t something he could fill.

He’d just make sure that he didn’t want in any other way.

“Hey, do you want us to take him?” Cal asked.

“Nah. I was just waiting for you and Amelia to come out. I wanted to let you know I’m going back to the big house tonight. Are you staying longer?”

“Maybe. Amelia is talking to her mom. Mrs. Corbyn wants her to help out during the Christmas parade. If you want to head out, you can,” Cal said.

He put Lane in his car seat and headed out of town toward the Delaney Ranch, taking the long way, which had him driving right by Lea’s house. He noticed her lights were on and Delilah’s car wasn’t there. She was home alone.

But she’d chosen that, so he kept on driving, hoping that he’d be able to forget about her. But after holding her all night, he knew that wasn’t going to happen.


Chapter Four


Baking cookies with his soon-to-be sisters-in-law, his brothers and nephew was surreal. It was the kind of thing that his younger self had always wanted but never had. Once his mom had died, their father had made being at home intolerable for all of the boys. They’d especially avoided the kitchen until the old man had died and Cal had made it big in the NFL. Then he’d hired a housekeeper to watch out for Rose while Braden had gone to college.

He knew they were all doing what they could to make Christmas perfect for Lane, but at the same time, this just made his skin feel too tight. It felt like they were trying to pretend that everything was normal. But it wasn’t. Rose and TJ were dead. At some point, Lane was going to have deal with it. And he understood that they were giving him happy Christmas memories, but Braden knew that wasn’t enough.

Those memories of Christmas before his mom got sick hadn’t been enough for him. He didn’t want Lane to have to deal with that, as well.

“I’ll be back. I have to run into the office to take care of something,” Braden said.

“Cool,” Amelia said. “Can you pick up some more Hershey’s Kisses at the store? Someone keeps eating them all.”

Braden nodded, heading for the door as Cal pulled Amelia into his arms. “I prefer your kisses, but you wanted to bake this afternoon.”

“I like these ones,” Lane said, chocolate all over his mouth and hands. “Sorry, ’Melia.”

“That’s okay, kiddo,” Amelia said, ruffling his hair. They were all wearing matching aprons that Amelia’s mom had monogrammed with their names.

Braden took his off and tossed it on the eat-in kitchen table before walking out of the house. He stopped on the porch and took a deep breath. This Christmas…it was killing him. He knew he was twenty-six and needed to just suck it up and get over himself. But at the same time, he wasn’t ready for this. A Christmas without Rose. She’d been the one who had made the holiday bearable for him.

He put his sunglasses on and walked toward the big Ford F10 pickup he had purchased last month, he was tired of driving European sports cars and had only been doing it to prove something to his father. He heard his dad’s voice in his head telling him not to be a pussy. Mentally, he gave his dad the finger.

The Delaney Ranch was a good twenty minutes’ drive from Last Stand. Their property was one of the most outlying ones, mainly because his ancestors had been outlaws and the ranch had originally been their hideout. Now, back in town, he had just turned onto Main Street and was waiting at the traffic light looking over at Lea’s shop, when Lea stepped out. She was wearing a short denim skirt, a very ugly Christmas sweater and that same Santa hat she’d been sporting since Thanksgiving.

She saw him and waved and he waved back. He hadn’t talked to her since they’d kissed at the Corbyn party. It wasn’t that he’d been avoiding her, but he’d been busy and he hated Christmas. He knew he came off as an ass during this season, but wasn’t inclined to do anything about it.

There was a reason why Cal and Finn hadn’t argued when he said he had to go do work. Still, they had to have guessed that there wasn’t that much work to do on a Sunday afternoon at a tequila shop.

He noticed that Lea had a large, tangled string of lighted garland in her hands and shook his head as he signaled to pull into one of the parking spots in front of her shop.

“Want a hand?” he asked when he got out.

“I’d love one,” she said. “I want to make sure Good Boy! isn’t the only place on Main Street not in the holiday spirit.”

“There’s no chance of that happening,” he said. She had painted her windows with a wintry festive scene that showed animals having a holiday gathering. It had startled him the first time he’d walked by.

“I know,” she said with a cheeky grin. “But I noticed Mrs. Corbyn put some more lights up at Yippee Ki Yay. And I don’t want to be outdone.”

“So, you don’t like to come in second?” he asked as he walked over to the ladder she had sitting just inside the entry alcove and brought it out to set it up.

“I don’t. Why bother if I’m not going to at least try to win?”

“Was that what made you and Rose such good friends?” he asked. “Rose used to be really competitive.”

Lea smiled. “I remember that. In high school, we competed for first chair in the school band.”

Braden nodded and smiled as he remembered Rose practicing every free hour on her flute, determined to win first chair. It felt good to remember her and smile. He glanced up and noticed Lea watching him.

“I miss her,” Lea said. “We used to have a lot of fun at community band practice, making jokes about the brass players and how they were always full of hot air.”

“I miss her too,” Braden said. “Cal and Finn can’t really talk about her without getting…well we just don’t.”

She reached out and took his hand, and a zing went through him—part sexual but part something else that he couldn’t define. He had never felt that with a woman before and he wasn’t sure if it was something real or just him wanting to feel something more.

“I loved her like a little sister,” Lea said, because Rose had been two years younger than Lea. “So if you ever want to talk about her, I’m here.”

“Thanks,” he said, his voice a low, husky sound. He cleared his throat. “So, what are we doing?”

Lea stepped back and gave him very precise directions on what she wanted. He noticed her looking at her phone a few times and finally he climbed down. “Let me see the photo so I know what you’re trying to achieve.”

She handed him her phone and he looked at a picture of Walt Disney World’s Grand Floridian Resort—that of a Victorian picture-perfect Christmas. “I don’t think you have enough garland for that.”

“Just do the best you can with this. I placed an order for some more last night and it should be here tomorrow.”

He was about to hand her phone back when a notification popped up from Alex—too sexy for my dog—Jones that read:

‘Hey, hottie. Are we still on for tonight?’

He handed the phone back to her and went back to the ladder. He had no right to feel jealous, but he did. They’d kissed once at a party where practically everyone had been doing the same thing. But right now, he thought, as he hung her garland, trying to match the image she had on the phone, he was definitely jealous. He wanted to pretend that was normal for him, but he knew it wasn’t. And that made Lea dangerous. It was Christmas and his emotions were a mess, as always. And he didn’t want to take a chance on believing there was more between them than seasonal loneliness and missing Rose. But damn it felt like more than that to him.

He was already mentally preparing to punch out Alex Jones and he knew that once he started down that path, it was time for him to back away. Everyone thought he was the calm, cool Delaney and Braden had worked hard at maintaining that image. And he wasn’t going to ruin it all because he’d kissed Lea Dunwoody.
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Lea took the phone from Braden and saw the message. Of course, Alex would text when she was with Braden. She’d been trying to be cool about kissing him but the fact of the matter was she hadn’t been able to forget about it. She’d dreamed about him every night this week and had, in fact, started this bigger, better, Christmas display to distract herself. She’d already baked double batches of every treat she sold in Good Boy!.

She couldn’t say anything about Alex’s text without making it sound as if she thought there was anything more between her and Braden than a friendly mistletoe kiss. Why was mistletoe still a thing? Seriously, some of her friends were totally chill about kissing someone and then moving on to someone else, but she wasn’t. She never had been.

She knew there was something old-fashioned about her, but with her upbringing, old-fashioned notions really appealed to her. Still Braden—one of Last Stand’s most prominent bachelors—probably hadn’t thought anything of the kiss.

She pocketed her phone without responding and noticed that Braden was taking his time draping the garland almost exactly as it had been in the picture. He turned to look at her.

“Do you have to go meet your friend?” he asked. His tone sounded stiff.

“Uh, no. Not now. Listen, Alex and I just call each other hottie because we think it’s funny. He’s just a friend.”

“Sure. That’s cool. Listen I have to get over to the office to pick up some paperwork.”

He climbed down from the ladder, but his boot caught on the last step. He stepped back hard, bumping into her. She braced herself to catch him, but he righted himself and steadied her instead.

“Sorry.”

She looked up and her breath caught in her throat. He was so close again. Those lips and that perfect-looking mouth were so close. Did he really not care? Had she just imagined the zing that had gone through her at the party?

On impulse she went up on her tiptoes and brushed her lips over his. Thinking that it would be a soft brush of mouths, she was looking for confirmation that she’d read too much into the last kiss. But the moment their lips met, she felt it again.

That zing that went straight through her body and soul. She closed her eyes as she deepened the kiss, her tongue rubbing over his and then he groaned, a growl that sounded as if it had been ripped from a deep part of him. He wrapped his arms around her and drew her more fully to him. She braced her hands on his shoulders and angled her head to allow him to kiss her more deeply.

His shoulders were strong and he held her in his arms, lifting her a bit and stepping back from the sidewalk into the darker part of the alcove. He tasted of peppermint again and she was fast becoming addicted to it.

His hands moved up and down her back and she pushed hers into that thick brown hair of his. It felt silky and smooth under her touch, just as she’d imagined it would.

When he lifted his head, her lips felt swollen. And as he stepped back, she felt cold where he’d been pressed against her. She didn’t want him to leave.

She wanted to take him by the hand and lead him upstairs to her apartment and spend the afternoon in bed with him. It had been so long since she’d been with a guy. Not because there weren’t many around but because no one had made her feel as alive as that one kiss from Braden had.

“Want to come up?” she asked. “I figure a job like this deserves a reward.” She wasn’t sure exactly what she wanted with Braden but she was tired of always hiding from the things that excited her. She’d always been afraid she was like her mom and had ADD, but only with men. Her mom was forever latching on to the exciting thrill of a new relationship. And right now, Braden—her friend’s big brother—was that for her.

He put one hand on the wall behind her and leaned over her. “I don’t want to ruin your plans for later, hottie.”

“Braden, Alex and I aren’t interested in each other at all,” she said.

“Really?” he asked sounding skeptical.

“Yes,” she said. “Why don’t you come with me and meet him? We’re getting together tonight after dinner.”

He shook his head. “I can’t. I have to bring stuff back to the ranch.”

She nodded, but then stopped and looked up at him. “What’s going on with us? I can’t figure out if you like me or if you can’t wait to get away from me.”

“I like you,” he said. “But it’s just been a few kisses and it’s Christmas so…”

“So what does that have to do with anything, Christmas I mean?”

“It’s just that we could both be lonely. I mean, you have that other guy—”

“Stop doing that. I’m not making stuff up. Alex and I are friends. I’m not going to tell you that again. If you like me, then act like it and respect me enough to believe me.”

“I’m sorry, Lea. I just have a hard time trusting anyone,” Braden said.

“That’s okay.”

But she wasn’t sure it was. There was more to Braden than met the eye. She knew, from Rose, about his complicated past, but that wasn’t it. Since the kiss under the mistletoe, she no longer considered Braden just one of the Delaney brothers. He was the man of her fantasies, and had been for a long time. He was Rose’s brother, so she’d had a soft spot for him for a while. And knowing how much he had to be missing his little sister only endeared him to Lea more.

“Hey, we’re all baking cookies with Lane. Do you want to come and join us? You can leave to meet your friend from there.”

It was an olive branch and she smiled at him and nodded. “I’d love to.”
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As soon as he walked into the kitchen with Lea, he knew he’d made a tactical error. His brothers were engrossed in trying to eat the cookie dough and encouraging Lane to grab some because the women wouldn’t scold him. But as soon as they entered the room, everyone’s gaze flew to the woman standing by his side.

“Lea, I’m glad you are here. We need a professional baker to tell those two to stop eating all of the dough. We’re never going to have enough cookies for the exchange if they don’t stop.”

“I seriously doubt that Finn or Cal is going to mind me,” Lea said, as Amelia dragged her over to the island.

“I was thinking you could take over getting the trays in the oven and I could ride herd on these two.”

“Sure, but shouldn’t Lancey be doing that, since she works for the police chief?”

“She should be, but if Finn gives her the look, she lets him get away with whatever he wants,” Amelia said.

“I don’t,” Lancey protested.

“She does,” Finn said. “But that’s only because this is our first Christmas together.”

“Yeah right,” Cal said. “Amelia had no problem scolding me.”

“No, I didn’t,” Amelia said. “Y’all are setting a bad example for Lane. Then again, my daddy does the same thing, so it’s probably a losing battle.”

“Not anymore,” Lea said. “I’ll be the strict one.”

“Ah, man,” Lane said, mimicking Braden’s favorite phrase.

Braden ruffled his nephew’s hair. “That’s okay, buddy. Baked cookies straight from the oven are perfect with a glass of milk. Let’s go wash up.”

“Good idea,” Finn said. “I’ll go with you guys.”

Lane grabbed his broomstick horse and hopped on it, galloping down the hall toward the bathroom. Finn and Braden followed behind.

“So you went out for chocolate and came back with Lea…”

“Yeah, what of it?” Braden said.

“I thought you weren’t interested in her, that’s all,” Finn said.

“Dude, you seriously need to get back to driving. You are starting to sound like one of the gossips in town,” Braden said.

Finn punched him in the arm. “Am not. Lancey says you like her.”

“What?” Braden asked. It seriously sucked that his best friend was now engaged to his brother. “Finn, I don’t want to talk about this.”

“Bray, I know where you are coming from, but if you need any advice—”

“About what?” Lancey asked, coming up behind them.

“Hooking up—”

Finn broke off when Lancey punched him in the arm and Braden turned his head to hide the smile he couldn’t help. His brother was in an incredibly good mood and Braden knew it was because of Lancey.

“I meant wooing Lea,” Finn defended.

“Wooing?” Braden asked. “You know it’s the twenty-first century, right?”

Finn shrugged. “I know. That’s why I’m trying to be extra polite.”

“You’re a mess,” Lancey said. “Honestly, I don’t know how you won me over.”

“I could show you,” Finn said, pulling her into his arms and kissing her.

She pulled back after a minute. “Not now. I think Braden could use some advice, but not from you.”

“Hey, I won you over, didn’t I?”

“You did, but I’m not sure that will work for Braden.”

“I’m standing right here,” Braden said. “And I don’t want to discuss this anymore.”

He walked away from them, but he could still hear them talking. He should have thought this through before bringing Lea back to the house, but he liked her and wanted to get to know her better.

“I didn’t think I was that bad at wooing you,” Finn said.

“You were perfect,” Lancey said. “But Braden isn’t you. He’s going to have to figure out how to be real with Lea.”

He rounded the corner, happy he couldn’t hear them anymore. Lane was standing on the stepstool at the bathroom counter, but he couldn’t reach the taps. He turned the water on for his nephew and put some soap on both of their hands.

“Where’s Unca Finn?”

“He and Lancey are talking.”

“You mean smoochy?” Lane said with a laugh. “They do that all the time.”

His nephew always said smoochy instead of smooching, which they all thought was funny. “Yeah, they probably are.”

“You smoochy with Lee-Lee?”

“I did,” he said. “But a gentleman doesn’t talk about things like that. If you kiss a girl, you keep it to yourself.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s private. Kissing someone…well, you should only kiss people you care about and you definitely shouldn’t brag about it later.”

Lane nodded. Braden had the feeling his nephew didn’t really understand what he was saying but Rose had been a big believer in telling him the truth and teaching him to be a little man. So, they’d been carrying on with that. Teaching him manners and talking honestly about everything. Even the hard subjects, like where his mama and daddy were. He still asked about them often, but he knew they weren’t coming back.

“Do you like Lee-Lee?” Lane asked.

He thought about it. Lea had said earlier she liked him, and he’d felt that surge of primal lust, but he had tried to tame it. It was harder than he thought it would be to keep his emotions in check with her.

“I do, buddy.”

“I like her too,” Lane said as Braden handed him a towel and he dried his hands. Lane hopped down off his stool and got back on his horse and they turned to see Lancey standing there.

“Go help Uncle Finn,” she said, kissing the top of his head.

Lane rode down the hall on his horse and Lancey leaned against the doorjamb crossing her arms over her chest. “So…how’d this happen?”

Braden shoved his hands through his hair. “I don’t know. I keep telling myself to leave her alone but then something happens, and we end up kissing again.”

Lancey laughed. “Something happens?”

“I just meant…you know she’s not the right woman for me. And as much as I like her, it’s not like this is going to turn into anything other than a Christmas fling and that’s not fair to her. She’s just not the kind of a woman a guy has a fling with.”

She was the kind of woman a guy thought of spending the rest of his life with. Damn. He’d pretty much pictured himself as the cool bachelor uncle. He usually dated women who weren’t looking to settle down either, and that was fine.

But there was something about Lea that his soul craved, and that made her dangerous. He’d only ever craved two other things—success with Outlaw Tequila and for his mom to get better.

The business goal was easier to achieve. He knew how to navigate that and what to do in order to grow their revenues. His mom…well, that had been cancer. In his rational mind, he knew that he couldn’t have changed anything. But in his heart, he’d never recovered from that blow.

Lea seemed like she might have the same impact on him, and he didn’t dare risk it. He couldn’t take another loss, especially after Rose. Being with Lea could just be a bit of fun, but she wasn’t that kind of woman…at least, not for him.

Saying the words out loud to Lancey made him realize that he couldn’t kiss her again, couldn’t take this any further. He’d made himself a promise a long time ago not to get serious with any woman. He wasn’t going to chance turning into the jealous, bitter man his father had become. Lea deserved better.


Chapter Five


A Christmas fling.

She knew she shouldn’t have been eavesdropping on his conversation with Lancey, but she also hadn’t wanted to interrupt. It just confirmed what she’d already known about Braden. Even Rose had said that her youngest brother was the hardest to get a read on.

It had just been girl talk. A safe place to open up about their families where no one could judge. She had told Rose about her dad leaving them and her mom’s boyfriend who Lea hadn’t liked. Rose had talked about her brothers who coddled her, while at the same time expected her to follow a bunch of arcane rules while they all ran wild.

She stepped out onto the front porch away from the Delaneys as she felt tears burning her eyes. She missed her friend. She sat down on the step and thought about that last call from Rose. She’d missed it because Mrs. Petty had been special ordering Fifi’s twelfth birthday cake and treats. She’d let the call go to voice mail because she and Rose were supposed to have coffee the next day.

She knew about grief—she’d cried, and she’d processed it—but she couldn’t help feeling like things had been left unfinished with Rose. They were still owed a coffee and a chat and they’d never get it. The door opened behind her and she wiped her eyes before turning to see that it was Amelia.

“Hey, mind some company?”

“Not at all,” she said. “Actually, I probably should be going. This is family time.”

“You’re family too,” Amelia said, sitting down next to her on the step.

“I’m not. But it’s sweet of you to say that,” she said. “What are you doing out here?”

“It’s loud in there. I love Cal and his brothers but there are times when it’s a little too rowdy for me. I’m used to large families but it’s different with girls.”

“Rose used to say that. There were times she just wanted to lie on the bed and eat chips and talk,” Lea said.

“I didn’t really know her except when she was a kid,” Amelia said. “Cal and his brothers are doing their best to make sure Lane knows about her.”

“I know. I tell him about her too. And I knew TJ, as well, so I also talk about him,” Lea said.

“What are you two doing out here?” Braden asked, opening the door. She looked up at him and after hearing what he’d told Lancey, she wished that she didn’t still get a thrill at seeing him, but she did.

She’d never thought of herself as a fling kind of woman. It didn’t take a shrink to analyze that her feelings about relationships were in direct contrast to both of her parents and their rotating doors when it came to partners. But a Christmas fling with Braden…maybe, she thought.

“Just having a breather,” Amelia said. “Are you staying?” she asked Lea.

“Actually, I have to go. I’ll come in and say goodbye to everyone,” Lea said.

“Take some cookies home with you,” Amelia said. “I’ll see you at girls’ night on Wednesday, right?”

“Definitely,” Lea said, giving Amelia a hug.

Braden didn’t say anything as she went back inside and said goodbye to the others and got a hug from Lane. She walked back outside, and he waited by her car. He had put on his sunglasses against the late afternoon glare and stood next to her car with his hands on his hips.

She didn’t know what he was thinking and, frankly, she probably never would. There were hidden layers to Braden that she’d never get to know because he wasn’t one to let her in. And she wasn’t one to push where she wasn’t wanted.

“Thank you for including me in the fun,” she said.

“You’re welcome. I hope I was able to show you I’m not a total douchebag.”

“I already knew you weren’t,” she said. “See ya round.”

She reached around him to open her car door but he put his hand on the top of it and leaned in closer to her. He smelled of Christmas—pine and cinnamon. She closed her eyes and shook her head. A fling. She’d always wanted more than that, striving to be different from her mom. She’d had long conversations with Rose about it.

Rose had fallen hard for TJ and though Rose hadn’t wanted to settle down, she had told Lea that her goals had changed once they’d fallen in love. And Lea had wanted that for herself.

“Did you hear what I said to Lancey?”

She raised both eyebrows at him. Was this a conversation she wanted to have right now? It would be easier to just say no, then get in her car and drive away. But at the same time, she’d sort of liked Braden and what he’d said had hurt.

“Yeah, I did. Don’t worry. I wasn’t thinking that two kisses were anything more than some flirtation.”

“Well, hell. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings,” he said.

“What? We’re friends who kissed under the mistletoe. That’s it. Sure, it’s not nice to hear a guy say he just wants to hook up with you, but let’s face it, it wasn’t surprising.”

He seemed taken aback by her words. “Why isn’t it surprising?”

“Well everyone around town might see you as the respectable Delaney, but Rose told me about your Whiskey River hookups. She said it was because you wouldn’t allow yourself to care for anyone for more than the moment. You’re always moving on before someone else can,” she said.

He put his hands on his hips and lowered his head. “Rose always saw more than I realized. But what she said was true.”

Braden stepped back away from her and the car. She’d sort of hoped he’d deny Rose’s words. Maybe try to convince her what she’d heard was wrong, but he hadn’t. She leaned into the front seat of her car and put her bag and the cookies on the passenger seat, and when she stood up and looked over at him, she felt a pang. He was so alone. It was of his own making, but at the same time, there was a part of her that wanted to reach out and hug him. To tell him he didn’t have to always be on his guard.

But he’d been closing himself off for a long time. Lea knew that wouldn’t change anytime soon. She reached over and squeezed his wrist, felt that tingle from touching him and smiled at the thought of what could have been.

“Goodbye.”
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The legacy of his childhood never seemed to let him go. He was still the bastard that his father had made him, Braden thought as he watched her leave. His father had lashed out at everyone in order to keep them away. He’d driven Finn out of Last Stand and Cal had taken a football scholarship so he could leave. But Braden hadn’t been athletic and he’d had Rose to look out for. So he’d stayed, to his everlasting regret.

He’d said what he had to Lancey because he knew that he liked Lea, way more than he liked any of the other women he’d met and hooked up with. But somehow admitting that to himself or anyone else was beyond possible.

He cursed under his breath and walked out to the barn where they kept the ATVs. He needed to escape, but knew there was little chance of outrunning his demons. He hadn’t been able to get away from them after his mom had died, nor after Rose’s accident. He was almost thirty, yet still not any closer to feeling like he had his life together.

How long was it going to take?

He ran a multimillion-dollar business that had been his brainchild. Cal had ponied up the money that had enabled him to start the business, but it had Braden who ran it, day in and day out. And at the office, Braden knew what he was doing. But when it came to relationships, he was at a loss.

He put on his helmet and then jumped on his four-wheeler and roared out of the barn, heading toward the old dirt track that Finn had roughed out years ago. When they’d been boys, the Delaneys hadn’t had a ton of money, so they found ways to make do. Finn had souped up a go-cart their mom had found for them at a garage sale.

God, he missed her. She’d always had the ability to see past the posturing he and his brothers had done and would get to the heart of what was bothering them. Rose had been able to do that too, for him at least. He just felt…

Alone.

And it was his own damn fault. He could have had something with Lea if he’d had the nerve to take a chance. But he couldn’t. He was more like his father than he cared to admit. His temper would sometimes fly like his father’s when he’d been at school until his guidance counselor had recommended he take anger management classes. He’d learned to compartmentalize and focus his anger into something positive, and it worked, most of the time. His twenties had been rough at times, and when he needed to let off some steam, he drove to Austin and let it go. One thing he never compromised was his reputation in Last Stand.

Sure, he was a workaholic but no one got hurt. That’s the way he liked it. He should never have given in to his lust for Lea, should never have given in to temptation and kissed her under the mistletoe. Nothing had been the same since.

He woke up every night in a fever for her, dreaming of seeing her wearing that Santa cap and nothing else.

He drove until he reached the ridge and stopped to look back at the ranch. In the distance, he saw the dust trail from Lea’s car as she drove away and he realized that he didn’t want her to leave.

He thought of his old man, sitting on the front porch drinking brown liquor from a bottle while they’d all left. He remembered his mom putting her hand on his face and telling him that he could be whatever he wanted to be. He thought about Rose fighting with Cal in the Outlaw Tequila offices on the last morning, and how he’d tried to catch her before she left, but had needed to send one more email. Then he remembered Lane asking him about the spirit of Christmas.

His ghosts were there with him. His mom and Rose. He felt them, felt their love surrounding him.

Take a chance, big brother. She’s worth it.

The words seemed to come from behind him and he turned quickly to check if Rose’s ghost was there. But there was nothing but a copse of trees and the scent of vanilla—his mom’s perfume.

Take a chance. With Lea? Not a few stolen kisses but a real chance. Hell, could he do that?

He knew he wanted to. But had he squandered that opportunity?

He took out his phone and saw he had texts from his brothers asking where he’d gone. He ignored them. Then he started to write a text but thought that maybe he should talk to her instead.

So he dialed her number.

The phone rang three times and then he heard it connect through her car phone kit and a pause before she said, “Hello.”

“Hey, it’s me. Braden.”

“You okay?”

“Yeah, listen. I know you’re driving so this isn’t the ideal time for a chat, but I want a chance to get to know you—”

“For a fling?”

“No. Not at all. I said that to Lancey because…well, she knows that I’ve had a crush on you for a while and I didn’t want to admit that out loud,” he said. “Would you have dinner with me this week at the Dragonfly? I’d like to start fresh where we can pretend I haven’t said anything stupid.”

He heard her blinker. “I’m free on Tuesday.”

“Tuesday it is. I’ll pick you up around seven?”

“Seven would be great,” she said. “See you then.”

The call ended and he pocketed his phone before turning back toward the ranch. He wasn’t going to overanalyze this. He’d just take it slowly, the way he probably should have in the beginning. He parked the four-wheeler in the barn and walked back to the house where his brothers sat on the front porch with Lane. He saw they were on the swing and he was pretty sure he saw a book in Cal’s hands.

“You okay?” Finn asked as he walked up toward them.

“Yeah. Just needed to clear my head.”

“Did you?” Cal asked.

“Yeah.”

“Good. We’re just about to start reading A Christmas Carol. Want to join us?” Cal asked.

“Yeah, I think I do. Let me grab a chair,” he said. Rose had loved the story. She’d believed that the ghosts of their ancestors were there, just out of reach, waiting to help guide them through this life. And after what happened on the ridge, he had to wonder if she’d been right. Was Rose watching over them this Christmas? He knew she’d never be far from Lane, keeping a close eye on the little boy she’d loved so much.

The shaker-style rocker he dragged over had a cushion on it, so he tossed it aside and sat down. Then Cal started reading. They took turns passing the book around and reading out loud. He thought of how much their mom would have loved this—and how much their dad would have hated it.

And maybe he wasn’t like his old man after all. In fact, they were all very different from their father. Their dad’s bitter attitude had been such a heavy presence over the years. They’d all fought to get away from it. Braden had always felt because he’d never really left Last Stand, that he’d inherited more of his father’s attitude. But he’d managed to escape it in taking care of Rose.

“Your turn,” Cal said as the women came out to join them. Finn grabbed another rocker and sat down, pulling Lancey onto his lap and Amelia curled up next to Cal on the swing. Lane walked over to him and climbed up on his lap, curling into his chest as Braden took the book from him and read. He knew that the past couldn’t be ignored but he also felt that it was time he stopped letting it dominate his life.

He was going to try again with Lea and he was determined to stop hiding who he really was and accept himself this Christmas.

[image: *]*

“Wait, so you are going out with him?” Alex asked. They had a lull in the present-wrapping booth in the Square in Whiskey River, and Alex was getting chatty. He worked as a Human Resources manager at Kelly Boots. Her mom had been engaged to Alex’s dad for about three months and though the rest of Alex’s siblings had ignored her, she and Alex had hit it off. He sometimes called her his sister from another mister. The pet rescue that they both volunteered for had a booth in the Square during the extended Christmas hours.

“Yes,” Lea said. She’d driven straight to Whiskey River from the Delaney Ranch and texted Alex to see if he could meet early. His boyfriend was still in Salt Lake City—Kevin was a flight attendant—so Alex was able to come and meet her. Drinking mocha lattes from Riva’s and wrapping presents had given her a lot of time to talk.

It was about a twenty-minute drive from Last Stand to Whiskey River and since she’d had Braden’s call on her mind, it had gone by too quickly. She liked seeing the way downtown Whiskey River was decorated for the holidays and she took note of a few things she wanted to add to her own shop window.

“Okay, so do you really think he changed his mind about a Christmas fling?” Alex said. “I mean the man is hot, no denying it, but I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

“Me neither. I don’t think he’s changed his mind at all,” she said. “He talked about starting over, only I’m not sure that he’s capable of anything more than a fling.”

“And that’s not your usual style,” Alex said. “Then again, maybe you should try something different. It’s not like you’re getting any younger.”

“I’m only twenty-three.”

“I know, sorry. I spent the afternoon watching Anne of Green Gables,” he said. “I also had a long talk with my mom afterward. She’s putting the pressure on for me and Kevin to tie the knot.”

“She’s dying to plan your wedding,” Lea said. Alex’s mom, Karen, had her own wedding business. Unfortunately, none of her four kids were married yet, so she was always ‘suggesting’ they settle down.

“I get to be the best woman, right?”

“Definitely. But I don’t think Kevin and I are ready for that yet. We are talking about adopting a dog though,” Alex said.

Lea started to relax as she and Alex talked and wrapped presents and she realized that there was something about Braden that pushed her out of her comfort zone. Because she liked to think she was super chill and down for anything, that kind of rattled her. And it made her realize that a fling might be just what she needed.

Something fun and a little reckless to end the year right. And if they were together, she wouldn’t feel like a third wheel at every party she had to attend through the holiday season. She nodded to herself as she finished off her latte.

“You look like you’ve just made a decision,” Alex said, as the family that had dropped their presents off to be wrapped walked away.

“I did. I’m going to see where this thing with Braden leads. If it turns into something else, that’s great. And if it’s just a bit of fun…well, that will be good too.”

“Really?”

“Yes. I think when I told you I was twenty-three, I heard it myself for the first time. I am kind of like a little old lady inside. I mean I have my routine and I never vary it. Maybe it’s time I stepped outside of my comfort zone.”

“There’s no maybe about it. Girl, you’ve got to live a little. And it’s Braden Delaney, after all. There’s no way you’ll regret hooking up with that hottie.”

“I hope not,” she said. Now all she had to do was find the nerve. She wanted to ‘live a little,’ but could she? Sure, she knew Braden, and had for a long time. He was safe. Maybe after a fling with him, she could just go back to being her normal self.

She’d been sort of down lately and part of it was missing Rose. She’d been the one Lea had been able to talk to about all the boring, nerdy stuff she loved. And as much as she could talk to Alex about anything, he didn’t like the nerdy stuff. She wanted to believe that her issues were just that, but another part of her knew it was the fact that her mom had invited her to Dallas for Christmas to meet her new boyfriend.

So, all in all, the holidays weren’t looking so jolly. Maybe a Christmas fling was exactly what she needed to make her spirits bright.

“Are you seeing your dad this year?” Alex asked, oblivious to her train of thought.

“No. He likes to stick to the old custody arrangement for holidays. Plus, he was down over the summer,” she said. Her dad’s family all lived in Alaska and she’d never been close to them. They hadn’t liked her mom and had never come to visit her. She’d been close to her grandmother on her mom’s side—she’d looked after Lea a lot when she’d been younger—but she’d died when Lea was thirteen, the year her mom had decided to move them to the Hill Country.

She knew that a lot of her old-fashioned morals came from her grandmother and from having a mother who was so flighty.

She just couldn’t stomach the thought of spending another Christmas with the new guy and his family. She could say no of course but then her mom would get her feelings hurt and make Lea feel guilty. She smiled as a thought occurred to her.

“What?”

“I was just thinking that if I’m with Braden, I would have an excuse not to go to Dallas.”

“Good. You need a break from Meredith’s Christmases. You know how I feel about that.”

“I do,” she said. “But she means well.”

“Look I get it; she’s your mom and you love her. And I like her too. She’s a funny person…but that doesn’t mean she’s a good mom. She’s always been too selfish to think of anyone but herself.”

“I know,” Lea said. The older she got, the harder it was for her to justify her mom’s actions. She kept making the same mistakes again and again, and Lea wondered if she’d ever realize what she was doing and stop.

Lea was terrified of being like her mom. What if this was how it started? A fling with Braden and then, before she knew it, she’d be hooked into needing a man. Whoa, girl, she thought. They were only having dinner.

She was smarter than that. She knew that Braden was too. They were both sort of the same, she thought. Both a bit lonely and a bit afraid to risk falling for anyone. It made them the right sort of person for each other.

She said goodbye to Alex and drove back to Last Stand. When she let herself into the duplex she was renting, she flicked on the Christmas lights on the porch and suddenly realized she needed to get a tree. Once she got her house decorated, her attitude would turn around and she’d stop worrying so much about having dinner with Braden Delaney.


Chapter Six


There was a brightly wrapped Christmas present in the middle of his desk. Braden took a step back to glance over at his assistant. “Where’d this come from?”

“I don’t know,” Luann said. “It was here when I got back from lunch. And it gets better—there’s no card.”

He shook his head. “Try to find out if it’s from a staff member. I’ll reiterate to everyone that we will be exchanging gifts at the holiday party in two weeks’ time.”

“I will, Bray. But I think everyone on staff knows how you feel about the holiday season.”

Scrooge.

It was what they called him behind his back. He didn’t care. Every year, he gave each employee a $100 gift card to the local grocery store, a bottle of the top-shelf tequila and presents for each of their children. He wasn’t heartless and he knew that the holidays could tax a family. Hell, this time of year had often pushed his to the edge, especially the years when his mom was so sick. So he did his part to make sure each kid had a present on Christmas morning. Luann was a gem and did most of the gift-giving research. Then Braden usually gifted her a four-day stay at her favorite resort and spa in the Texas Hill Country.

But he freely acknowledged that there was a Scrooge-like part of his personality. He expected his staff to work their entire shift and he didn’t encourage a lot of goofing around while they were being paid. This present wasn’t something he was comfortable with.

He knew it was because he preferred giving gifts to receiving them. He closed his door as he went into his office. It was perched on the second floor of the old jailhouse and the iron bars that some Highwater had no doubt overseen being installed were still there. Braden had thought it was funny to be looking out on Main Street with the same view some of his outlaw ancestors had no doubt had.

He told himself he wasn’t looking for her, but he couldn’t stop his gaze from drifting down the street toward Good Boy! Lea was probably inside working, making more holiday treats for the pets of Last Stand.

He rubbed the back of his neck and turned away from the view. He’d called Delilah to make a reservation for tomorrow night and she’d promised him the best table in the house. He had thanked her and hung up before she could pump him for any more information. The only problem Braden had with living in Last Stand was that he knew everyone, and they knew him.

He and Delilah had known each other since forever, and she had always been a bit bossy. So she thought nothing of asking him the hard questions and he usually answered. But he didn’t want to this time. He wanted to keep Lea private and this thing between them just between the two of them.

Hell.

He should have booked a restaurant in Austin. Damn. He wished he’d thought of that before he’d said the Dragonfly. But if he changed the location now, it would seem like he was embarrassed to be seen with her in their hometown.

He sat down at his desk, ready to start answering emails and saw the present again. He lifted it. It was a small square, not too big but not jewelry-box-sized either. He wasn’t sure what would be inside it and he certainly didn’t want to open it, but manners dictated otherwise. He needed to figure out who had sent it and make sure he gave them a gift in return.

The paper was plain red and had been tied with a white ribbon and a bell on it. When he opened it up, the box inside was plain craft brown. He lifted the lid and then sat back in his chair. It was a hand-lettered piece of slate that read:

Love is like a tequila shot. It’s not the amount but the strength that matters.

He lifted it out and searched the back for a brand or maker name and then riffled through the tissue paper, looking for a card. But there was nothing inside. Even his name on the tag had been typed.

He leaned the piece of slate against the stand he had on his desk for his cell phone and sat back.

He liked it.

Whoever had given it to him was someone who knew him. But who?

Cal seemed the most likely suspect, but his brother wasn’t given to sneaking around and giving gifts. Cal was very generous, but he always signed the card. It made his oldest brother feel good to give.

“Was Cal in the office earlier?” he asked Luann when he got up and walked to the door.

“He was, but he took me to lunch and didn’t come in the building.”

“Why did he take you to lunch?” he asked. “I told him you were happy working for me.”

“He knows that, Bray. He wanted my input on a present he is thinking of getting Amelia. Lancey apparently told him she wasn’t the right woman to give feedback.”

“But you are?”

“I guess so. What’d you get?”

“Come and see.”

She came into his office and looked at it. “That’s not what I was expecting. I didn’t see Amelia, but I can ask and see if she was in here while we were both out.”

“You think it was Cal too?”

“I don’t know. I mean it’s a bit rustic for his tastes but it’s the kind of thing he’d say to you,” Luann agreed.

“Thanks,” he said. “Why don’t you book us lunch out one day this week?”

She started laughing. “You don’t have to.”

“I can’t have Cal showing me up,” he said.

She just laughed as she left his office and Braden leaned back in his chair glancing down at Main Street again. And this time, he caught a glimpse of Lea walking back into her shop. Damn. Even from this distance, she looked good.
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Lea closed her shop a little early, because tonight she was in a rush. She’d been singing with the church choir lately and they were going to the retirement community with the elementary school kids to do a sing-along. She’d had a client who debated for twenty minutes on which type of dog biscuit she wanted and at the end of the day, Lea was over it.

She loved her work and loved her clients, but she was just a bit cranky. Then she got in her car and it wouldn’t start.

Great. She put her head on the steering wheel and took a deep breath. Rushing around always made her feel anxious and when that happened, things started to go wrong. She sat up and took a deep breath just as Braden rapped on the window of her car.

Her heart beat a little faster when she saw him standing there. He gave her that smile of his that always made her grin. She felt better already and wondered if this was how each new relationship with her mother had started. Was it just seeing her new man that made her feel good?

She opened her door and Braden stepped back as she got out.

“You okay? I heard you try to start your car. Sounds like the battery is dead.”

“I think so too,” she said. “Can you give me a jump?”

“I can,” he said. “Give me a minute to go and get my truck. I walked over to look at your window. I like what you did.”

“Thanks. The rest of my supplies came in. I think it’s a bit OTT but, honestly, I love it.”

“It’s very festive,” he said neutrally.

She shook her head and laughed at him. “That’s one way of putting it. Delilah said it looked like a gingerbread house on crack.”

He gave a bark of laughter at that. “Delilah has a way with words.”

“She really does,” Lea said.

“I’ll be right back with my truck,” he said, turning and loping away toward Outlaw Tequila. She watched him go, very aware that she’d never thought of him as powerfully athletic, but he was. There was a strength and masculine grace to the way he moved that she’d never noticed before.

He was back in a few minutes and she had walked over to the alcove of her shop to protect herself against the chilly winds blowing. He pulled in next to her and then waved her over. “Pop the hood and I’ll get it set up.”

She did as he asked and when she got out of the car to watch him work, his phone rang. He took it out of his pocket and glanced at the screen, then tucked it away.

“That was Red. He’s supposed to be going to some sing-along thing that Emma asked him to attend tonight and I think he’s trying to get out of it.”

She’d noticed that Red and Emma Corbyn had been hanging out with each other a lot lately. They were such an odd pair—Emma always sitting in a corner reading and Red always the life of the party. But hey, they said opposites attract.

“I’m going to that too,” she said. “Well if my car ever starts.”

“If it won’t start, I’ll give you a ride over there. I want to see Red singing Christmas carols,” Braden said.

Everyone knew the two of them were best friends. It was another odd pairing, but they sort of both accepted each other. Braden had been the top of his class in school, while Red had been at the bottom. No one understood their friendship. But then, Lea had realized a long time ago, that those kinds of bonds didn’t need to be understood.

“Thanks.”

“There you go,” he said. “Let me get my truck running and then you turn on the ignition.”

She got in her car and waited to hear the powerful roar of Braden’s truck before she turned her key. It sputtered and then started but as soon as he took the jumper cables off, the battery died again. Her car was a bit of a jalopy, but it was hers so she’d been happy with it. But it seemed like she might need to get it replaced soon.

She pulled her phone out to call for a tow to the local garage. She hung up after talking to the after-hours operator who assured her it would be at Slim’s Garage in the morning.

Braden had stowed his jumper cables and leaned against the side of his truck. “Everything set with your car?”

“Yes. You know you don’t have to take me to the sing-along. I can get an Uber.”

“Why? I’m right here. I don’t mind going,” he said. “I’ll even take you home later.”

“Are you sure?”

“I wouldn’t have offered, if I wasn’t,” he said.

“Okay,” she said, grabbing her bag from her car and locking it up. “You’re going to have to come in and sing.”

“Ugh.”

“See, you really don’t have to. It’s sweet that you offered to give me a ride, though. I can probably get a ride home with someone else.”

“I was kidding. I can’t think of anything I’d rather do tonight than sing Christmas carols with you,” he said leaning in close to open the door for her.

Their eyes met and she thought she saw sincerity in his gaze. She wanted to believe him—and believe in him—but that was such a risky proposition. Now that she’d started thinking about her mom and her boyfriends, Lea couldn’t help wondering if she was falling into the same trap.

Yet at the same time, she almost didn’t care. It was fun to be with Braden and somehow, for tonight, that was all that mattered. She had to go along for the ride. Being with Braden was a lot like something her mom would do. And so, if she already knew how it would end, hopefully he’d leave her with happy memories and not a broken heart.
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Lea talked the entire ride to the retirement community where the sing-along was being held. He just listened to her voice, realizing that she had a soft cadence to her words. He really didn’t know Lea at all, he thought. He’d seen her around town, and with Rose, of course, but it hadn’t been until this summer that he’d been unable to keep his eyes off of her.

“I think Rose would have loved this,” Lea said. “Oh, I wonder if Amelia and Cal will be there with Lane? It’s their night to have him, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Braden said. “I didn’t even think to ask. They don’t involve me in a lot of this stuff.”

“Why not?”

He didn’t want to admit that it was because he didn’t really want to be included. “I just kind of hang back on this Christmas stuff.”

“That’s fair enough. I remember when I was a kid, my dad would show up on his court-appointed custody time, then he’d take me away and spoil me rotten. But after he dropped me off with my mom again, I wouldn’t see him until the next holiday. He lives in Alaska, so it wasn’t like the two of them sharing custody was an option.”

He’d had no idea about her family and turned to see if she was as cool with the situation as her tone implied. But she didn’t seem upset. “Was that weird?”

“Yes. At first I didn’t like it. The first few hours when he arrived, I’d have nothing to talk to him about. But then he’d take me fishing and after a few hours on the lake, words would just sort of start flowing and we’d be talking like no time had passed.”

“Was he a good dad?” Braden asked.

“Yeah, he was. He just didn’t get along with my mom. And as I got older, I realized how much he’d missed living in Alaska. Now I take my summer vacation and go visit him and… I know this might sound weird but he makes sense up there.”

“Sounds like a bit like Red. He makes more sense when you see him outdoors,” Braden said.

“Yeah, just like that. This year I’m supposed to spend the holiday with my mom. I mean, I know the custody agreement doesn’t apply now that I’m an adult, but I sort of keep it, alternating between them,” she said.

“They must like that,” he said. Both of his parents were gone, so he spent every Christmas with his brothers—and Rose before this year.

“I think so,” she said. “We’re all just used to it now. Anyway, what’s Christmas like for you? Rose always talked about Cal’s big presents but that didn’t happen until…”

She trailed off and he guessed she didn’t want to bring up the fact that it wasn’t until after his dad had died and Cal had gotten signed to the NFL that Christmas had changed for them. But that was the truth and no matter how much he might have wished for a dad who wanted to spend time with him as a child, he didn’t really think about that now.

“Yeah. It’s pretty good. I think we always focused on Rose and then Lane when he was born. Even TJ. It’s always pretty rowdy around our place,” Braden said. “I used to try to get out of town if I could, but once Lane was born, I started staying. I didn’t want him to not know who I was.”

“That makes sense. Do you get custody time with him? Or is it all Cal and Finn?”

“Since they both live at the ranch, we sort of have Delaney time. We used to have Maverick time, where he’d go to town with Lancey, but now that she’s engaged to Finn, we are all at home, all the time. Finn has his own place on the property, and I think I might build something of my own once Amelia and Cal get married. But we’re all always there for Lane. He has his own room in the big house where he’s always lived, since Rose was still at home.”

That had been one thing that they had all been grateful for when they’d brought Lane home that night. It was his house, which had made it a tiny bit easier for them all. He shook off the memory of crying and holding Lane.

“This it?” he asked.

“Yes, that community center over there,” she said, gesturing to the parking lot, which was full. He found a spot near Red’s classic ’59 Chevy pickup and then they both went inside. Mr. Corbyn was at the door handing out Santa hats and song sheets to everyone who entered.

“Braden, my boy, it’s nice to see you here,” he said, shaking his hand.

“I dragged him here, sir,” Lea said, taking her hat from Mr. Corbyn.

“I’m glad to hear that,” Mr. Corbyn said. “Lilly’s been dragging me here since we got married.”

Braden smiled as he suspected Mr. Corbyn wanted him to. But the truth was, Jasper Corbyn loved Last Stand and everyone in the community. No one had ever had to drag him to anything. His family had been among the founding members of the community and though Braden’s family had been here just as long, he’d never felt a part of it.

He realized that maybe that was what had been missing as he put his hand on Lea’s back and walked into the room with her. The faces in the room were familiar—people he’d known his entire life. But standing next to Lea, he saw them differently. She asked after their families and their pets. She was connected in a way that he’d never been.

Realizing that made him feel edgy, as if his skin was too tight. “Want some punch?”

She glanced over at him and then nodded. He walked away from her out into the hallway where the punch table was, but he didn’t stop until he was outside. He took a deep breath of that cool Texas December air, hoping to wash away what he was feeling. But still, he knew he was in over his head.


Chapter Seven


The retirement community was part independent-living and part assisted-living facilities. Lea liked coming out here to listen to old stories of the past. The common area in the community center was decorated with some of the residents’ own holiday decorations, which included all denominations. She liked seeing the glass ornaments from the fifties, which were so delicate and beautiful.

“I see you brought Braden with you,” Lancey said as she came over to Lea. She handed her a reusable plastic mug filled with hot chocolate. Lea had been mingling through the room when it had become clear Braden wasn’t coming back.

“I had car trouble and he gave me a ride,” Lea said, blowing on the hot chocolate and then taking a delicate sip. “I don’t think this is his kind of thing.”

“Me either. I get the feeling there wasn’t a lot of singing in the Delaney house when they were growing up,” Lancey said. “My mama always insisted we come to this.”

“I know. I saw you a time or two.”

“Remember that year your mom was with the music teacher?” Lancey asked. “He made you sing a solo.”

She blushed even now. “God, that was embarrassing.”

That, right there, was part of the reason why she’d always been so reluctant to be in a relationship. Every time her mom had found a new guy, he’d try to make them into a family, and nothing had sent Meredith running for the hills faster than that. It was as if she wanted the new guy to be with them, but not be too engaged.

“You were really good, if that means anything,” Lancey said. “I was just glad it wasn’t me up there.”

“Your mom didn’t really date any of our teachers,” Lea said, remembering. Mrs. Maverick had seemed to love being a single mom. She hadn’t needed a man in her life to make her feel complete. “Do you really think my mom was trying to find Mr. Right?” Lea asked. “She never wanted anyone for that long. I can’t figure it out.”

Lancey shrugged and gave her a one-armed hug. “I don’t know. Did you ever ask her?”

“No. I mean we get along and everything, but we don’t talk about stuff like that. She never even said anything about my dad, except that he’d decided to move back to Alaska. That was it. She’s not much of a talker.”

Lancey nodded. “My mom either, and by the time I was old enough to want to know more about it, she wasn’t here to ask.”

Lea patted Lancey’s hand. “I shouldn’t have brought this up—it’s depressing. Come on, let’s go get some of that ‘Twelve Days of Christmas’ action. Belting out five gold rings always cheers me up.”

“Me too,” Lancey said.

Lea looped her arm through Lancey’s as they walked over to the group gathering next to the retirement community’s band. They were getting ready to start when she felt a hand on the small of her back and glanced over her shoulder to see Braden.

“I thought you’d gone,” she said, as Finn pulled Lancey into his arms.

“No, just needed a breather. And I forgot the punch,” he said.

“That’s okay,” she said, just happy he was back.

“What are we singing?” he asked.

“‘Twelve Days of Christmas,’” she said with a grin.

He groaned. “Of course, we are. I suppose you love it?”

“I do,” she admitted. “But then, singing always lifts my mood.”

“Did you need it lifted?” he asked.

“Sometimes,” she said. She wasn’t going to overshare with Braden. But she wanted to. She wasn’t sure what was up with her this season, but she’d been talking about her mom to Lancey and now she’d been tempted to mention her Christmas blues to Braden. She needed to get herself sorted out.

He looked as if he was going to say something when Lane came running up and hugged her legs. “Lee-Lee, I missed you.”

She squatted down, hugging him back. “I missed you too. Did you eat all the cookies we made the other day?”

“No, Unca Cal said I’d get a tummy ache.”

“He’s probably right,” she said. She noticed he had a kazoo in his hand, and she took it from him and hummed the beginning of ‘Twelve Days’ into it.

“How’d you do that?” he asked.

Braden squatted down next to them. “You have to sort of make the noise in your mouth and then the kazoo amplifies it.”

“Sort of like humming,” Lea added as Braden handed the kazoo back to Lane.

He put it up to his mouth and made a loud noise and then giggled when he heard it through the kazoo.

“I think we have an expert on our hands,” Braden said to her.

“We do,” Lea said.

“Everyone ready to start?” the choir leader asked.

“Yes!” the resounding shout echoed around the room.

Braden lifted Lane into his arms and they stood up together. Braden put his free arm around her and suddenly, she was part of a little group. She remembered the family that the music teacher had tried to make for her and her mom long ago—the one that had made her mom panic. But right now, Lea didn’t feel like bolting, she realized. She wanted to stay right here with Braden and Lane.

Everyone started singing and Braden’s voice was a clear tenor that was nice to listen to. He glanced down at her, arching one eyebrow as if in question and she just smiled back. She had to start singing so that she seemed normal, like she wasn’t losing her shit. But she felt like she was.

Why did this feel so right?

He’d said he wanted a Christmas fling; she’d heard him. He was the wrong man for her to be having those kinds of feelings for, but at the same time, he felt right.

She started singing and their voices blended perfectly or maybe that was just her sentimentality getting the better of her. Lane played the kazoo and belted out five gold rings when it was time for the chorus.

She closed her eyes as the song came to the end, deciding that she was overthinking this. For the first time in the last few months she felt good, as if she wasn’t lost and wandering. And she was going to just accept that.
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Braden had never wanted anyone as much as he wanted Lea. They’d spent the evening singing and laughing and he’d done more small talk in one evening than he’d done since the Outlaw Tequila summer picnic. He enjoyed it because it was clear just how much joy she got out of it. But he wanted her alone. He wanted to kiss her and take his time doing it, not because they both weren’t sure what was happening but because they wanted to be in each other’s arms.

Lane had fallen asleep as they were helping to clean up and Cal had picked him up to take him back to the ranch with him and Amelia. Sometimes when Braden looked at his nephew, it was like getting a punch in the gut. He loved that little boy so much. He’d never felt that way about anyone else. Not his brothers or Rose and certainly not his parents. He wanted to do everything he could to protect Lane and keep him from any further loss.

“Thanks for waiting and helping clean up,” Lea said, coming up to him. She always stayed behind to make sure the space was neat and tidy, along with some of the other women from the Whiskey River Women’s League.

“Do we need to do anything else?” he asked.

“We can take it from here,” Jasper Corbyn said. “Y’all go on home and have a good night.”

“Thank you, sir,” Braden said, shaking the older man’s hand and waving good night to his wife.

Lea did the same and they walked out into the chilly Texas December evening. The night was clear and cold and Lea took his hand as they stepped outside and pointed to the sky. “I always used to try to find the Star of David when I was a kid. Maybe if I saw it, I’d feel connected to the wise men and their path, you know?”

He didn’t, because his mom had been the only one to make them go to church and she’d gotten sick when he’d been young. “I don’t.”

“Oh, well, they followed a star because of a prophecy about the new Messiah. And it led them to Jesus. I always wanted to find that kind of a quest as a kid. Only I never have,” she said, a wistful note in her voice. “But I do like a night sky like this one.”

“You should see it out at the ranch,” he said. “It’s nice here but out there, without the light pollution from town, it seems even bigger.”

“Probably like Alaska,” she said.

“I forgot you said your dad lives up there. What’s it like?” he asked.

“It was so beautiful and different. I don’t know if I can put it into words.”

She dropped little nuggets about her life so unexpectedly that it made him aware of how much she hid from him and the world. She seemed like an open book with her easy smile and open manner, but he was coming to realize that there was much more to Lea Dunwoody than he’d ever realized.

They got to his truck and he unlocked the door and opened it for her. She started to climb in and he stopped her. “Hey, I’m not ready to call it a night. Want to go somewhere and hang out?”

“Somewhere?”

“I think the saloon is still open. But if it doesn’t make you uncomfortable, we can go to your place or I keep an apartment here in town,” he said.

“To talk? Or to hook up?” she asked.

“Talk, and then we’ll see where it goes,” he said. “I know we have our date tomorrow night, but I’m just not ready to say good night to you.”

She tipped her head to the side studying him like she did sometimes, and he wondered what she was looking for. Did she find it? Or was she disappointed?

“Okay. I’d like that. Let’s go to my place. These boots are killing me, and I need to take them off.”

He groaned when she said those words. His head filled with images of her taking off much more than her boots. She playfully punched his shoulder. “Just my boots.”

“I know,” he said, holding his hands up. “In my mind I know that, but my imagination went someplace else.”

She laughed. “That’s okay. Mine did too. But I’m still not sure we aren’t anything more than a flash in the pan. Not that there’s anything wrong with that, but I just need to know what I’m doing…”

“Fair enough. Let’s go to your place. You can take off your boots and if you have the fixings, I’ll make you my famous Delaney hot cocoa.”

“Why is it famous?” she asked.

He helped her into the truck and shook his head. “I’m wounded that you’ve never heard of it.”

“Actually, I have. Rose said you made the best.”

“She loved it,” he said. “Then again, so does my assistant, and everyone in the office loses their shit when I whip up a batch.”

“You make hot chocolate for your office?” she asked.

“Only on snow days,” he said.

He closed the door, walked around to the driver’s side of the truck and got in. She put her seat belt on and he started the truck and drove to her place.

Once they were inside, she pointed him toward the kitchen. “Go for it, cowboy. I’m ready to see what you have,” she said.

She’d slipped her boots off as soon as they’d walked in and perched on one of the stools at her breakfast counter directing him to ingredients as he asked for them. She turned on some Christmas music on her home assistant and sang along to Harry Connick Jr.’s “The Happy Elf” while he worked.

He’d never been someone who’d felt happy with another person in a moment like this. But with the music playing, her singing and the chocolate bubbling away on the stove, he felt something he hadn’t experienced in a long time. And while he was afraid to trust it, he wasn’t going to run from it because he knew it wouldn’t last.
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Lea had never had anyone make hot chocolate for her before. Her mom wasn’t very domestic and the men she dated tended not to be either. Even that music teacher hadn’t been into making things for Meredith’s kid. So she’d learned to cook at an early age and had always taken care of herself. So this was novel and sweet.

It was something she’d never really imagined she’d like or want but now that Braden was in her kitchen, making it, she knew she’d secretly craved it.

He kept things cool, but when he thought she wasn’t looking, she felt the weight of his eyes on her. There was something about him that made her feel all warm and gooey inside.

“Do you have any whipped cream?”

“I do not.”

“I figured you’d have some left over from Thanksgiving pies.”

“You’d have been right yesterday but last night, I had a piggy pie fest and finished up the last pieces of the three pies I brought home from the Corbyns, along with all of the whipped cream.”

“Sounds like a fitting way for you to use it up. I’ll have to make my hot chocolate for you again, because it really is much better with whipped cream.”

“I have marshmallows,” she said, remembering the bag she’d tossed in her cart at the grocery store a few weeks ago when she’d been craving s’mores.

“That’ll do. Where are they?” he asked.

“In the pantry, behind the graham crackers,” she said.

He grabbed the marshmallows and then carried a mug for each of them over to the breakfast bar. He put one down in front of her before he sat down next to her.

It smelled rich and delicious. She wrapped her hands around the mug and the last of the winter’s chill disappeared. She lifted the mug and took a delicate sip. “Hmm.”

“It’s good, isn’t it?”

She glanced over at him and she realized she hadn’t seen Braden looking so young and carefree since before Rose had died. He was happy and it showed on his face and the relaxed posture of his body.

“Very good,” she said. “Where did you learn how to make it?”

“My ma. Since I was the youngest before Rose, my dad would take the older boys out to help on the ranch and I’d be left in the kitchen with her. She’d putter around and show me how to make things.”

“What else can you make?”

“Not too much. Irish stew and soda bread,” he said. “Also the standard bachelor fare—chili, eggs, anything on the grill.”

“That’s more impressive than my standard chicken breast with seasoning and a microwaved baked potato.”

“Most nights our housekeeper cooks,” he said. “But otherwise, I’d be eating like you.”

His housekeeper. She had forgotten how wealthy the Delaneys had become. When they’d been in school, they’d been on the reduced lunch program like her. It had been a bit embarrassing but hunger had always been more urgent and it hadn’t been like everyone in school didn’t know they were poor. Her mom would splurge on spa weekends for herself and leave nothing in the budget for school lunches.

“That must be nice.”

“It is. Play your cards right and maybe I’ll come cook dinner for you next week,” he said.

“Exactly how would I do that?”

“Just keep being you,” he said. “But the real you.”

“The real me?”

“Yeah, not the Lea everyone thinks they know, but the real Lea, who wanted to follow a star on a quest,” he said.

She leaned back against the seat back and looked over at him. He was asking her to let her barriers down and show him her true self. It wasn’t that she objected to doing that. With him, she found it easy to let her guard down. But she didn’t want to be the only one doing it. “You’d have to let me see the real Braden too.”

He looked a little bit uncomfortable at that, taking a long sip of his hot chocolate. Then he put it down on the counter. “Okay. I’ll do it.”

“Go ahead then,” she said. “Tell me something personal about you, something like my quest.”

He sat there staring at her and she could see he was thinking of something but the words weren’t coming out. And as time grew between them, she started to worry that she’d asked too much of him. Not because she was asking but because it wasn’t something he could do. And in her mind, this became the moment when she’d know if she should take a chance on Braden Delaney. If he could tell her something personal and private, she’d know she wasn’t like all the other women he met and slept with in Whiskey River.

“I don’t know…um…this isn’t something… Okay. My thing isn’t like yours, Lea. It’s not sweet. It’s dark and I hate it but it’s real.”

What was he going to tell her? She didn’t think there was anything he could say that would shock her, so she put her hand on his wrist and then twined their fingers together. “It’s okay.”

“When my mom got really sick with cancer the second time, I was…eight. I still really believed in Santa and all that. So I wrote a letter a day to him, asking him to heal my mom. And I had to take money from my dad’s wallet, because we’d run out of stamps. He caught me. He was pissed, angry like he always was but then he asked what I needed the money for and I told him. He told me to grow up and stop being a pussy. He said that Santa wasn’t real and no amount of letters would ever save my mother.”


Chapter Eight


Braden pushed back from the breakfast counter and turned away from her. Why in hell had he told her that story? Why go that deep? Except he’d never shared that with anyone else. It was something that he’d just tucked away and added to the big pile of hate he had for his father and Christmas.

In his mind, he could see his mother sitting in her bed. He’d rushed home every day from the bus stop at the end of the ranch road and run to her room to show her whatever Christmas craft they’d made that day. He’d put them all over her bedroom. Rose would usually be sitting with her in bed.

He’d read to his mother and sister, checking out a new Christmas book every day. Then when he’d heard that singing brought more Christmas spirit, he’d made a mixed tape using an old tape recorder he’d found in the barn.

He’d been determined to make Christmas so joyful that his mom would get better. But his father had hated every second of it. He would have torn down the pictures Braden had drawn for her, but his mom wouldn’t let him.

The letter to Santa and the theft of the money from his wallet had pushed his father over the edge. And it had broken something in Braden that he’d never been able to heal.

Lea’s backyard was dark and he couldn’t really see much out the windows, but he stood there as if something fascinating was going on out there. He needed a minute to get rid of the anger that always came when he thought of his father.

He heard her moving behind him. He wondered if he should just leave. This was a perfect example of how he sucked at relationships. Who told someone a story like that? It wasn’t—

She put her arms around him from behind and hugged him. Her head rested between his shoulder blades and she just held him tightly to her. The hug resonated deep inside him—that wounded angry boy he’d been would have loved this. And Braden had to admit that the man he was liked it too. He put his hands over hers where they were joined in the middle of his chest.

“So yeah, I don’t share that story. Ever. You’re the first person I’ve ever told,” he said.

She came around his side, keeping one arm around his waist. He put his arm on her shoulder and as their eyes met, he felt like that small boy again, so scared and unsure. All the layers he’d built up over the years to protect himself were torn away when their eyes met.

“Your dad was an ass. I’m sorry he said that to you,” she said. “And I’m sorry your mom died.”

“Thank you,” he said. It was a long time ago, but there were days like today when his grief was still fresh. “Losing Rose has brought a lot of that shit back to the surface. I try to act like I don’t give any Fs about my dad, but I do. I wish I could have pushed all of that aside when he died, but it’s still there.”

“I know what you mean,” she said. “My situation isn’t the same as yours, but my mom and I have our issues. She just never could keep one man in her life for very long, so I learned not to get attached. I keep trying to figure out if she’s looking for something specific or if she just never really wanted a family. I know she was young when she had me and she and my dad tried the married thing for a while but it didn’t work out,” Lea said.

Braden hugged her close. “I’m sorry.”

“Thank you,” she said. “That was a bit heavier than I was expecting from either of us.”

“Me too,” he said. “But honestly, it felt good to share it with you.”

“Yeah?” she asked, tipping her head to the side.

“Yeah.”

“Good. Me too,” she said. “I like you, Braden, but I’ve never been able to trust myself enough to go for something like this because…”

He waited for her to continue and realized that she was scared to say whatever it was out loud. Given what she’d just revealed about her mom, he had a hunch what it might be. “I’ve always been a little bit leery of starting anything serious too. What if I’m an asshole like my dad? I mean I had a serious girlfriend in college and we used to fight. A lot. I didn’t really like the man I was becoming, so since then, I’ve been…well a short-term kind of guy,” he said.

She nodded and put her hand on his chest. “Well I’m not sure where this will lead but it sounds like both of us are out of our comfort zones.”

He smiled at the way she said that. He knew that was the truth and he wanted more than anything to stay with her tonight. He liked the man he was when he was with Lea. But things were new and they were still getting to know each other. Would it last?

“I guess that’s the big gamble of relationships,” she said. “You roll the dice and hope that the person you’re with is a right fit. But it all comes down to chance.”

“Or luck,” he said.

“Yeah,” she said. “So much to think about before our date. Do you want to still go out? Still take a chance on me?”

“Why would I have changed my mind?” he asked. “Have you?”

“Not at all,” she said. “I figured I’d ask, just to be polite.”

He started laughing. “I’m not really one to stand on ceremony, Lea. I like you and I want to get to know you better. Unless I miss my guess, you feel the same. So let’s do this. What do we have to lose?”

He hoped she’d see things the same way. He felt vulnerable now that he’d opened up so much of himself to her. He’d wanted this night to be about fun and getting to know each other.

But then he’d made his mother’s hot chocolate for her and told her about his dad—two things that weren’t a good idea when he had this tingle in the pit of his stomach.

Lust was one thing, but already, he knew that this was something more. And as much as that scared him, it also excited him.

This year hadn’t been the best and he was definitely ready for it to be over. But if he could start the new year with Lea in his arms, it might be a sign that things were changing for him.
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She smiled at him because she knew he was right, but deep inside that same fear echoed. She could lose her faith in herself if this backfired. She’d always balanced on the edge of every personal relationship she formed, trying to test the waters and see if she could bring the person into her intimate circle or discover if she was like her mother, who’d never be content with anyone for very long.

Braden had the potential to be the right person for her, but he was fighting his own gut and his own fears. The music that she’d left playing had switched to ‘Baby, It’s Cold Outside’ and he turned her in his arms and started dancing with her in the living room. It was the she and him version and she loved it. They both sang along to their parts and as the music faded, he leaned down, his breath brushing against her cheek, and their lips met.

Just a sweet kiss after they’d both shared too much. She wrapped her arms around his neck and tangled her fingers in his thick hair at the back of his neck. He was taller than she was but he bent down to kiss her and then surprised her with his strength when he lifted her off her feet and spun her around. He lifted his head and put his hand on the lower part of her jaw, stroking his thumb over it before rubbing it over her lower lip. It sent tingles all through her body.

Her breasts felt tight and heavy and everything in her wanted more than a kiss from him but she knew that once she crossed that bridge, there would be no going back to being casual with him.

She knew girls who could do that but she wasn’t one of them. She put her hand on his jaw, felt the slight abrasiveness of his stubble and knew that there was no turning back. She had been in a state of semiarousal since that night of the Corbyn open house when she’d kissed him under the mistletoe. One chance kiss had changed everything for her. There would be no swerving off of this path.

Heck, she didn’t even want to. She took his hand in hers. “Are you staying?”

“I’d like to,” he said.

“I’ll be honest, I’m not a very adventurous lover,” she admitted. “I don’t want you to be—”

“Stop that,” he said. “Be you, Lea. That’s all I want. This is just an extension of liking you and getting to know you.”

Her heart melted at his words and she leaned up to kiss him. He pulled her more fully into his body, his mouth tender, yet passionate, building a fire inside of her that threatened to consume her. She felt the brush of his erection against her lower stomach and she twisted her shoulders to rub her breasts against his chest.

His tongue rubbed against hers as his hands moved down her back, cupping her backside and lifting her slightly into him so that his erection brushed against her center. She shivered at the touch and shifted, trying to get closer.

He groaned and lifted her higher. “Wrap your legs around me.”

She did as he asked and he carried her into her living room, sitting down on the oversized armchair that she normally used for curling up and reading a good book. He sat down and looked up at her. “What do you want to do?”

Having all of the power in her hands wasn’t exactly what she liked, but she knew what she wanted from Braden—she wanted him naked. She wanted to see that fine-looking body that she’d glimpsed at a distance in the summer when he’d been fishing with Red without his shirt on. “Will you take your shirt off?”

“I will,” he said.

She started to get off his lap but he stopped her. “Stay here.”

She nodded, shifting back on his thighs to give him room to undo his buttons. He shrugged out of his shirt and tossed it aside, then put her hand in the center of his chest. It was muscled but not in an overdeveloped way. He had no hair on his chest and she ran her hand over his smooth skin. Touching him turned her on and she shifted even closer, brushing her lips against the spot where his shoulder met his neck.

He shuddered and she realized he liked that. His hands were on her back, lightly caressing her but obviously letting her set the pace. She kissed her way down his body, touching and exploring until she got to his belt buckle. The huge bulge of his erection was unmistakable and she ran her hands over it, stroking him through his jeans. He shifted his legs wider, which threw off her balance, and she reached out to brace herself on the arm of the chair.

“Will you do me a favor?” he asked.

“What?” she returned, looking up at him.

“Take your top off?”

She nodded and shifted off his lap to stand next to the chair. She’d worn a cowl-neck sweater, which was easy to pull up and off. She tossed it toward where his shirt had landed and then she reached behind her back to take her bra off but he stood. “Let me.”

She’d undone the clasp and he pulled the straps off her shoulders and down her arms. It fell to the floor but she didn’t notice as his hands moved to her breasts. He cupped them and ran his fingers around her nipples. Gooseflesh spread down her chest and pooled in the center of her body where she was moist and warm…and so ready for him.

He leaned down, and she felt his mouth on her chest as he kissed and nibbled his way down her body, sucking her nipple into his mouth. She closed her eyes, pushed her hands into his hair and held him to her. He put one hand behind her at the small of her back, arching her into his body as he continued to lave her nipple. Then he moved lower, his tongue dipping into her belly button, which sent a pulse of pleasure between her legs.

His fingers toyed with the button closure of her jeans and she reached out and undid his, lowering the zipper and pushing her hand into the opening. He was hotter and harder than she’d expected…and larger. She stroked him up and down and felt a drop of moisture at the tip of his cock.

He undid her jeans, then shoved them down her legs. She danced around, trying to get them off. Then he pushed her underwear down her legs and stepped back to get rid of his jeans, as well. They were both naked in front of each other and she paused for a moment.

She wanted to remember this, the first time she had sex with Braden, she thought. It was special because of how much they’d shared with each other. This might have started out as no more than lust but it was growing into something special—something she wanted more than her next breath.

“Are you on the pill?”

“Yeah, I am,” she said. She’d been on it since she was a teenager.

“You still want me?”

“Yes,” she admitted. More than he’d ever realize.
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He pulled Lea into his arms and took a step back to the chair. He wanted her to feel like she was setting the pace, in control. When she’d said she wasn’t adventurous, he wondered if it was because a man had wanted her to be or if she thought he was into something she wasn’t. He didn’t know. All that mattered was that this night would be the best it could be for the both of them.

He’d wanted her for so long that going slow was killing him, but he loved the anticipation. She had hidden a curvy hourglass shape underneath her normal baggie clothes and he couldn’t keep from running his hands over her naked body, caressing all of them. He drew his hand down her side and curled his fingers around her hip.

She put her hand in the center of his chest, spreading her fingers out and then scraping his skin with her nails. He liked the way it felt as her touch moved down toward his chest to his erection. She stroked him, taking his length in her hand and moving her finger over the tip.

He stepped back until he felt the edge of the chair against the backs of his legs, so he sat down, using his hands on her waist to bring her with him. She straddled him, and as she was settling on his lap, her breasts were right there. He pushed them together and pushed his face into them, breathing in the sweet scent of her perfume and the even more intoxicating scent of Lea. He turned his head and suckled at her nipple, drawing her deep in his mouth as she shifted on his lap. The tip of his cock brushed against the moist warmth of her center and he wanted to just drive himself up into her. But he waited. It took all of his willpower to control himself, but he distracted himself by running his hands up and down her back and cupping her backside, urging her to ride his shaft.

She groaned and her head fell back as she moved over him. He watched her moving on him and he knew he couldn’t wait any longer—he needed her now.

He shifted his hips and moved until the tip of his cock was poised at the entrance of her body. She put her hands on his shoulders and bit her lower lip as she looked down at him. Their eyes met and held and she slowly lowered herself on him. Her eyes widened as she took his entire shaft, then she sat there for a second, adjusting to him.

Seconds later, he felt the minute movements of her hips as she started to rock against him, and he used his hands on her butt to urge her along. She shifted forward, driving his tongue deep into her mouth in the same rhythm as his cock moved inside her.

She sucked on his tongue as she started to move faster. He felt a tingling at the base of his spine and knew he wasn’t going to last much longer. Reaching between their bodies, he found her clit and rubbed it as he drove her harder and harder on his lap. She tore her mouth from his, her fingernails digging into his shoulders, her head falling back as she cried out his name and her body tightened around his. He grabbed her hips and held her to him as he drove himself up and into her, going deeper and harder than he had before, reaching for his climax. And then his body shook, and he came as she shuddered around him.

She rode him until he was empty and spent, then she collapsed against him, her head nestled in the curve of his neck and shoulder, her hands stroking his chest while he ran his up and down her back.

He felt her breath against his neck and he sat there with her in his arms until he noticed she was shivering. He reached for his shirt on the arm of the chair and drew it over her back and shoulders.

She tipped her head to the side and looked up at him, and this time he knew she’d find what she was searching for. Because their souls had met and mingled tonight. For the first time in a really long time, maybe even forever, he’d let his guard down and was inviting her in. He wasn’t worrying that she’d judge him and find him lacking because he knew that Lea had seen the real man and it hadn’t frightened her away.


Chapter Nine


‘The Christmas Song’ was playing in the background when she got to Kolaches the next morning. Braden had left early to get back to his place and get ready for the day after making love to her again. She’d had a warm shower and gotten ready for her day but really all she’d wanted to do was stay home and dream about him.

She wondered what he was doing right now. Probably racing to get back to the office to start his workday, she thought. The streets of Last Stand were busier than ever with tourists and locals all out trying to get their holiday shopping done. She’d had a hard time finding a parking space over at Good Boy! before she walked over for her morning coffee.

“Did I see you leave with Braden Delaney last night?” Delilah asked as she sat down across from Lea at Kolaches bakery. They had a standing coffee date most mornings. Since they both lived alone, it gave them a chance to chat.

Kolaches was decorated with a large tree in one corner that had paper angels on it containing wish lists of children whose parents might not be able to afford to buy them anything. Lea took two each week when she came in.

“You know I have a date with him tonight, so don’t act like it’s a shock,” Lea said. Since Delilah owned the Dragonfly restaurant, she’d see them tonight.

“I know. It’s just not like you,” Delilah said. “So I was trying to be cool and find out if you were okay.”

Lea smiled as she took a sip of her gingerbread latte, the latest seasonal offering at Kolaches. “I think so. I mean I have no idea what I’m doing and I don’t have a plan. That’s freaking me out a little bit, but being with him feels right.”

“No plan? With a player like Braden? What has happened to you?” Delilah teased as she took a big bite of the bear claw she’d purchased for breakfast.

It would be easy to hate Delilah, who had long blond hair, a super thin body and was very talented. She could eat anything she wanted. And though Lea knew that there was more to her than her body weight, she liked it better when her jeans weren’t tight, so she had to watch what she ate. This morning, she was having oatmeal for breakfast with her very high calorie but super delicious gingerbread latte.

“Nope. Not one. I hope I don’t turn out to be as reckless as my mom.”

Delilah reached over and put her hand on top of Lea’s. “You’re not going to do that. The fact that you even worry about that shows that you aren’t like her. I remember how much you hated her finding a new guy at the start of each school year.”

Lea had hated it. Her mom always said new beginnings, but to her, it had felt like chaos. It had always made her anxious. She’d smiled and shoved down those feelings, year after year. Lately, she’d wondered if that had been the best coping mechanism.

She had no idea, but she also wasn’t sure how else to behave. “Part of me knows you’re right, Dee, but there is another part of me that is struggling. The way Braden makes me feel…it’s so out of control. Chaotic. Kind of like the way I’d feel when Mom brought a new guy home.”

“Well you know I don’t know jack about relationships. I mean the last one I had ended up like a grease fire in the kitchen with nothing salvageable. But I think the fact that Braden feels different to you has to mean something,” Delilah said. “Is he good in the sack?”

“Dee!”

“I mean Amelia said Cal was, and Lancey blushes every time Finn winks at her, so I think he is too. But Braden’s so corporate tycoon guy. Is that hot?”

She blushed, thinking of the night before. “I’m not discussing this with you.”

“That’s all the answer I need,” Delilah said.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“Girl, you didn’t have to,” Delilah said with a laugh. “So, can you come to my parents’ house on Saturday? We are decorating cookies to take to the hospital. I’m baking forty dozen sugar cookie cutouts and we need help decorating.”

“I’d love to help,” she said. “I was thinking of inviting all the girls over for a viewing of Love Actually one night.”

“Sounds great. I’m in,” Delilah said.

They were in a group that included Delilah’s sisters—Amelia and Emma—Lancey and Joey, who worked at the library with Emma. They had started hanging out over the summer and it had turned into a bi-weekly thing. They had been rotating whose house they hung out in and it was Lea’s turn next.

She texted the group to see what day worked best and they all voted for Friday. Kolaches started to get busy as she and Delilah cleaned up their table and were getting ready to leave. She waved goodbye to Mavis, who worked behind the counter then felt a tingle. She glanced around and saw that Braden was outside the bakery, holding Lane’s hand and listening very intently to whatever his nephew was saying.

She remembered what he’d told her about his father and Christmas and she realized how that could have really warped him. But instead, Braden had channeled his former love of the holiday into making it special for everyone else.

She wanted to do something special for him, something surprising. He looked up and their eyes met and he smiled at her.

She smiled back and waved. She needed to get to Good Boy! to open it up, so she’d see him later. But a part of her felt a pang at not talking to him and she realized she was starting to count on having him around. It felt good…and a little bit terrifying.
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Braden was glad that Lea had gone her own way and hadn’t come over to chat this morning. He felt edgy and not ready to talk to her. Staying the night had been…well both a blessing and a curse. He hadn’t been able to sleep and instead, as he’d held her while she slept, his mind had been busy thinking of all the ways that being with her was a mistake.

He knew that part of his unease stemmed from the fact that he’d shared that story about his dad. But then talking about and remembering his dad always made him cranky. He hadn’t been old enough when his dad had died to get the closure he’d needed. So he was always going to just know his side of things. He was never going to be able to find out why his dad had been so angry with them all the time.

“Hey, cutie,” Delilah said as she joined him on the sidewalk. He was waiting for Lancey to get off of her shift at the police station but he didn’t like waiting inside.

“Hey, Delilah,” he said.

“I was talking to Lane,” she said, stooping down to give his nephew a hug and a kiss. “Did you have fun at the sing-along last night?”

“Yup. Unca let me play the kadzoo all morning,” he said.

“He did?” she asked, glancing up at him.

He shrugged. “The kid’s got talent. What can I say?”

“Well you must get that from your mom. I remember her playing in the band.”

“Mama liked music,” he said, turning toward Braden and putting his arms up.

Braden scooped him up and cuddled him to his chest. “What do you say we go over to the park and look at the Christmas tree while we’re waiting?”

He nodded. Braden knew that Lane was struggling with missing both Rose and TJ. He had been asking about them a lot more lately. Cal had booked a family psychologist to come and talk to the whole family, to make sure they were doing everything they could to help Lane through this.

“I’ll see you later,” Delilah said.

She turned to leave and he carried Lane over to the town square where a large spruce stood in the center. It was decorated with lights and ornaments that portrayed the town’s heritage and history. As they got closer, Lane wriggled in his arms until he set him down.

The thing that had his nephew intrigued was the train that ran around the bottom. The local business leaders had gotten together to help reconstruct the town in miniature under the tree and the train ran around it. There was Outlaw Tequila, People’s Bank of Last Stand, Yippee Ki Yay, Good Boy!, the Dragonfly, even Red’s outfitting shop. Next year, Jasper Corbyn had suggested they add clay figures of the town’s founding families in the center.

As he squatted next to Lane looking at the town, he realized how far the Delaney clan had come since Last Stand had been formed. He knew he was searching for a way to feel like he belonged and he had found it in Outlaw Tequila.

When he’d gone to Cal with the idea as a junior in college, he wasn’t sure what his eldest brother would say, but Cal had gotten behind the idea, funding the startup. He’d been fortunate that his cousins on his mom’s side in Mexico were also interested in starting a business. Outlaw Tequila was truly a family deal and that had been one of the first moments when Braden had allowed himself to be content with being a Delaney.

Before that, he’d always sort of hated his family name and the man he’d descended from. But the larger family had given him entrée back into the world that he’d thought he’d lost.

“Do you think Mama knows it’s Christmas?” Lane asked.

Damn.

He swallowed as tears burned his eyes and his heart felt heavy. “I don’t know, buddy. I’m pretty sure she’s watching over you all the time, so she’d have to know it was Christmas, right?”

Lane turned and looked at him and he remembered seeing the same sadness in Rose’s eyes around this time of year when she’d been small. Their mom had died when she was three.

He just scooped Lane up and gave him a big bear hug. He had no words to comfort a three-year-old who had lost both of his parents. How could he explain it to Lane when it had made no sense to Braden and he’d had seven months to process it? He held his nephew and tried not to cry.

“Hey, y’all. Sorry I was late getting off work,” Lancey said, coming over to them. “You okay?”

“Yeah. We were just talking about Christmas,” he said, handing Lane to her. “I’ll see y’all later.”

He walked away, even though he knew that Lancey had questions for him, but he couldn’t talk anymore. He just walked down Main Street to the Outlaw Tequila storefront and stood there, looking at the garland that framed the door and the windows, which were festively decorated, having helped Lea with her décor, he’d lifted the ban and his staff hadn’t wasted any time decorating. He knew there was joy in the season and he had been happy last night with Lea but there was a part of him that felt guilty. He knew it was survivor’s guilt, but there was more to it. He’d always hated Christmas and had done his best to do what he needed to make sure no one saw it, but he realized he’d give anything for one more Christmas with his sister. Not for himself, but for Lane.

But he couldn’t do that. He had no power to make that happen. He entered his office and there was a note on his desk from Luann. She’d found out that the tequila quote plaque was from Rose. Apparently she’d ordered it for his birthday but it had been out of stock and had to be back ordered.

He rubbed his eyes hard, pushing until he saw stars. God, his heart hurt.

Just enjoy the holidays for me. Rose’s voice whispered through his mind and he remembered how much joy he’d found in singing last night with Lea. He’d try. Because the last thing he’d want was for his beloved sister to be disappointed in him.

[image: *]*

Lea wasn’t a girly-girl, but she did like to dress up for dates. Then again, she also didn’t date much, so the dress section of her closet was pretty sparse. There were a few shops on Main Street but she wanted something special and wished she’d thought of buying something new for tonight sooner but, at the time, she hadn’t been sure of Braden or of herself.

She texted the girls’ group asking for advice. She had been close to Rose and Delilah but when Amelia came back to town, the Corbyn sisters had started getting together once a week at Amelia’s place, to help her readjust to being back in town. Lea had been invited by Delilah to join in and, since April, they’d become a close-knit group.

Minutes later, a text came back.

Amelia: I’ll be at your shop in thirty minutes with a bunch of dresses I got in NYC.

Lea: Okay. But I’m not really into high fashion.

Delilah: No one is.

Emma: I saw the dresses the other day. You’ll like them.

Lancey: I’m still in town. Mind if I come and hang?

Lea: Come on over.

Emma: Text me when A arrives. I can take a break.

Delilah: I can’t. :(

Lea smiled at the exchange and sent the thumbs-up back to the group before pocketing her phone to help a customer. When her mom had moved to Dallas, she’d asked Lea to follow her there, but Lea had resisted. Her mom, who not only moved from man to man each year but also from hobby to hobby and social groups as well, couldn’t understand how much Lea needed this kind of grounding. These women, most of whom she’d known since high school, were like sisters to her. They might not know she thought of them that way but they gave her the security she needed to go after her dreams.

The bell over the door rang and she saw Lancey and Lane come into the shop. Lancey had a drink carrier with three hot drinks from Kolaches in her hand and Lane held up a pastry bag.

She smiled at the two of them and gestured with her head for them to come behind the counter and go in the back where she had a table and chairs set up.

She finished with her customer and joined them, knowing the bell over the door would alert her if anyone else entered the shop.

“We brought gingerbread lattes,” Lancey said. “They are so good.”

“I had one this morning. They’re addictive.”

“They are.”

Lane was sitting on the floor playing with a wooden train that he’d brought with him. He seemed quiet and subdued. Lancey looked like she wanted to talk, so Lea sat down and accepted the gingerbread latte Lancey had brought her. She really shouldn’t have two in one day but it smelled delicious and she took a sip.

“What’s up?”

She shrugged. “Finn has to go to North Carolina again next week to meet with the NASCAR people.”

“I bet you’ll miss him,” Lea said, then she remembered that TJ’s birthday would have been next week. Lancey had lost her only sibling in that car crash.

“Yeah. I can’t go with Finn because I don’t want to ask for time off after only having been at the job a short time. I mean I know Police Chief Highwater would give it to me. But…”

She wanted to be here for TJ’s birthday. “Do you want to do a celebration of TJ’s life on his birthday? It might be fun to do the things TJ loved and include Lane.”

“I had been thinking of that, but I was deployed for most of the last two years. I’m not sure I know what he loved.”

Lea leaned back. “He loved Rose. He liked showing off his souped-up car on Friday nights. He also…he loved drawing and had a bunch of images ready for his tattoo shop. You know he was planning to open one, right?”

Lancey shook her head. “Finn mentioned it but TJ had never talked to me about it. Do you know where he kept his sketchbooks?”

“My guess is that they’re out at the Delaney Ranch,” Lea said. Then she remembered the drawing TJ had given her for her birthday last year. Since Rose’s brothers hadn’t been accepting of TJ, he and Rose had hung out at Lea’s place when they wanted to be together. Since she was two years older than them, it had worked out. And she’d really liked TJ. He’d been funny and had helped her design ads for her building. She got up and went over to her desk where her gift from him was still in a drawer in a frame. She took it out, looking down at it. It was a pencil sketch of Good Boy! from the street.

She brought it over and set it down in front of Lancey. “This is one he made for me. He was so talented.”

“He really was,” Lancey said. “Thanks for showing this to me. I’ll see if I can find his drawings. I don’t think the boys have gone into Rose and TJ’s rooms since April.”

“If you want some company,” Lea said, “I’d be happy to help.”

“Thank you.”

“No problem,” she said.

“Thank you again for showing me this. This is a part of TJ that I hadn’t known about.”

She hugged her friend and a minute later the bell over the door in the shop rang and she went out front. The holiday music was playing in the background and her customer had brought in a boxer puppy that wore a Santa suit. It looked so cute, she had to smile.

As soon as the customer left, Amelia arrived with the dresses. Going into the back of her store and trying them on with her friends lightened Lea’s mood. After her talk with Lancey, it definitely needed some lightening.

When she came out of the bathroom in the midnight-blue dress that Amelia had suggested she try on, everyone stopped talking and just stared at her. There was no mirror, so she had no idea what she looked like. The dress felt good, hugging her body, with the skirt part of it swishing around her knees.

“Do I look okay?”

“It’s decided,” Amelia said. “You have to wear that tonight—you look gorgeous! Braden will lose his mind when he sees you.”


Chapter Ten


Delilah had set up a table for them in a secluded area on the wooded porch that was built over the river. Several trees decorated with twinkle lights were dotted around the wooden structure. A three-piece band played holiday standards in the restaurant and the sounds drifted out to where they sat, and tall heaters kept them warm while the sky was clear and gorgeous above them.

The Dragonfly was a farm-to-table restaurant, and it was Delilah’s pride and joy. She’d worked in a Michelin-starred restaurant before coming back to Last Stand and opening up this place. There wasn’t anything like it in Last Stand but all of the locals had been ready to try the youngest Corbyn girl’s food. They’d heard about her reputation from Jasper each time they went into People’s Bank of Last Stand. Braden had been one of the first diners and each meal he’d ordered had been better than the last.

Braden hadn’t been able to take his eyes off of Lea since he’d picked her up. She’d surprised him with how sophisticated she looked. It wasn’t that he hadn’t thought she could pull off such a look, but more how effortlessly she’d done it. And she seemed totally at ease in her high-end dress, just like she was when she wore overalls to make treats for pets.

He loved that about her—she seemed to fit into every situation without much fuss while he felt like he was bending to fit them all. Still, he knew that part of the reason she could so easily do that was because she kept the core of who she was locked away.

Was this the real Lea? Did she like this kind of thing? Or was she doing it because it was expected?

This was why one-night stands and late-night hookups were his usual thing. But with Lea, nothing was as he expected. He could focus on their physical relationship and try to ignore the emotions that he’d never been able to handle. But the emotions were right there, tearing at the walls he’d built around himself and he was afraid when they came down…he’d be crushed under them.

Lately, he always felt on edge and he hated that. He’d much prefer to just be thinking about saying the right thing so he could get laid, instead of worrying that he might screw up and drive Lea away forever.

“How was your day?” she asked.

“Um…it was okay. My cousins are coming up tomorrow from Mexico for the week to check out the agave vats and talk about production. We are having the annual Outlaw Tequila holiday party on Monday night next week. Since Tuesday is Christmas Eve, the timing is perfect. They all have the next day off.”

“Sounds like you are going to be very busy,” she said.

“I will be, but I really like them. One of the things that makes Outlaw so special is that we’re all family,” he said.

“I like that,” she said. “Did you have the concept for it or was it Cal’s idea?”

“I came up with the business plan in a class I was taking in college. I didn’t know what I wanted to be and had just gone for a business administration degree. The more I thought about it, the more it seemed viable. Cal was making a ton of money and was looking for things to invest in. I put together a proposal and sent it to him. I had already reached out to Javier—one of my cousins who lives in Tequila—so I had some solid production numbers for the blue agave. And though we hadn’t done any transporting, we had a rough idea of how much it would cost,” he said.

“I could have used you when I took over the pet treat bakery,” Lea said. “I just sort of winged it and it wasn’t until later that I realized how off my estimates had been. That first year was really tough.”

“I can still help you out, if you’d like,” he said. “Numbers are my jam.”

She threw her head back and started laughing. “If you weren’t so sexy, I’d call you a nerd.”

He flushed at her words. “Uh, thanks.”

“You’re welcome.”

The waiter came to take their drink orders and they both got the house Christmas margarita—a cranberry-flavored one. When the waiter left, Braden leaned back in his chair and looked up at the sky. “I read up on your wise men. You know they are called magi as well.”

“I did know that,” she said. “Where did you read the story?”

“Wikipedia,” he said. “It was interesting that you focused on the journey and not the gifts.”

She shrugged and looked away. But he wasn’t going to let her dodge his query. He could tell from her reaction that this was important.

“Lea? Don’t you like gifts?” he asked.

“Yeah, of course I do,” she said. “I just always wanted the holidays to be about more than presents. How precocious right? I mean every child zeroes in on gifts, but the thing I wanted, I couldn’t have—something to celebrate. The wise men resonated with me. They were important men who had to dodge Herod and brought gifts that were valuable to them. Then of course in high school we read O. Henry’s Gift of the Magi and I was hooked. Giving up something you loved for someone you loved—that’s what I wanted to find.”

He could tell how passionately she felt about this because she leaned forward and her eyes sparkled. She wanted to find someone who would love her more than whatever they cherished the most. Didn’t everyone? But he’d always been afraid to chance finding anything close. Until Lea.

The waiter put their drinks down and took their dinner orders. When he left, Braden lifted his margarita glass and held it up to her.

“To finding a worthy journey,” he said.

“To finding a worthy journey,” she repeated. She tapped her glass against his and then took a sip and sat back.
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“What’s next for Outlaw Tequila?” she asked, hoping there might be some kind of business ideas she could tag along on.

“We have a big launch that we are timing with the Super Bowl. We purchased ad time and are working with an agency where Cal has contacts in Houston. Cal was invited to be part of a special commentator’s panel and we’re going to sponsor a few extra ads that will run around there. Then we are all going to Cabo after the Super Bowl.”

“Sounds like fun,” she said.

“It should be. I mean, I’ll be either the third wheel or the babysitter…unless you want to come?”

“Uh, let’s wait and see how things go before I commit to a vacation together.”

“It’s February, Lea,” he said.

She knew that. But a lot could happen in two months. “Two months ago, we were just nodding to each other on the street.”

“Fair enough,” he said, but she could tell that her refusal didn’t sit well with him. She knew she should just let it be, but she couldn’t. “You wanted a Christmas fling.”

“Thanks for reminding me. But that doesn’t mean I can’t change my mind,” he said.

“Okay.”

She wasn’t going to argue with him about this. It was too soon to plan a joint vacation. She wasn’t going to commit to something that she might not want to do.

“Are you shutting me out?”

“I’m not trying to, but you are pushing me. We aren’t ready to plan a trip together. Maybe we could celebrate New Year’s Eve in Houston or something like that. But a family vacation is too much,” she said. “I’m sorry if you don’t agree.”

He leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms over his chest and looking every inch the steely-eyed executive that the rumor-mill said he was. It was her first time seeing that look on him and she wasn’t sure she liked it.

“I don’t agree, but bullying you about it won’t change your mind. How about if I just say I hope someday you and I will go to Cabo?”

She was surprised that he’d backed down. “I’d like that.”

He took a few bites of his dinner and there was silence between them. She was trying to think of something else to ask him when he put his fork down and looked at her.

“I’m sorry for earlier. Let’s talk about something fun,” he said.

“Like what?”

“How about favorite things?” he suggested.

“Okay. Favorite Christmas movie?” she asked.

“Don’t have one, oh wait, Die Hard,” he said.

“Die Hard? That hardly counts as a Christmas movie,” she argued.

“It takes place on Christmas Eve,” he said. “And I think someone wears a Santa cap and I know there are Christmas songs on the soundtrack.”

“Lame. If you are going to pick an action movie, why not Lethal Weapon? That takes place at Christmas and Riggs and Murtaugh are much stronger characters.”

“Are you kidding me? John McClane is there to sign divorce papers but ends up saving his estranged wife and his marriage. I mean come on, you have to love that.”

“There’s a high body count and I saw the sequels, so he doesn’t really win her back,” Lea argued. “Meanwhile Riggs is brokenhearted because of his wife’s death and it takes him three movies to get closure and finally fall in love again.”

He shook his head. “I don’t think many viewers see it that way.”

“It’s the only way to see it,” she said.

“So, you like action movies?”

“Only the classics. My dad loved them, and we’d watch them together,” she said.

“What do you consider the classics, besides Die Hard and Lethal Weapon?” he asked.

She leaned in, loving this topic. “The Running Man, Terminator I and II, True Lies.”

He smiled. “I’ll give you this—you’ve got good taste. What do you say to a movie marathon at my house on Sunday?”

His house on Sunday watching action movies? It sounded like it could be interesting. “Sure. I’ll bring the popcorn. I’ve been dying to try a couple of different toppings.”

“It’s a date,” he said. “So, what’s your next ‘favorite’ question?”

She didn’t know if she had one. The movies topic had gone in a direction she hadn’t expected and maybe that was a confirmation that she should trust her gut when it came to Braden. They weren’t going to be some perfect movie couple—that wasn’t who they were—but they both seemed to get each other, which was a very powerful feeling.

“Favorite Christmas song?” she asked.

“‘Jingle Bells’—Joker version,” he said with a wink.

She shook her head. She’d expected something silly like that.

“Mine is ‘It Came Upon A Midnight Clear,’” she said.

“I’d ask why but I know you like the night sky, so it makes sense,” he said. “Do you have a favorite version?”

She thought about it for a minute. “I mean, Johnny Mathis is the classic version, but I really like the one Sixpence None the Richer did. It’s different. Kind of eerie and funky.”

“I don’t think I know it—you’ll have to play it for me later,” he said.

“I can share my Spotify Christmas playlist with you,” she said.

He made a face at first, then nodded. “You know what, please share it. I enjoyed the sing-along the other night.”

“Do you normally not listen to Christmas songs?”

“Nope, I don’t. The last time I did was with my mom,” he said.

Her heart broke for him again. “How do you avoid them?”

“I just do my best to ignore them, or walk out of the businesses or rooms where they’re playing. But I haven’t deliberately listened to any since I was a kid.”

She looked at him and saw how strong he was and how he’d coped with more than a child should ever have to deal with. She admired the man he’d become. And she liked him even more when he showed her his flaws, let her see him for who he really was.

Maybe, with a little Christmas magic, she could make this Christmas one they’d both always remember.
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Leaving the lights of the Dragonfly behind, he hoped she wasn’t ready to go home. The Christmas lights on Main Street twinkled in the distance, and thinking of how much she loved Christmas lights, he had an idea.

“What do you say to a walk? I’m guessing you’d like to check out the Christmas lights,” he said as he took her hand in his.

“I do love them. What’d you have in mind?” she asked.

“A stroll around town,” he said. “In fact, if you say yes, I’ll need to run back inside and get the hot chocolate I asked them to have waiting for us.”

She smiled up at him and his heart melted. His gut told him not to trust this feeling, but it was hard not to. For the first time since April and that car crash, he was looking forward to each new day because he’d see her.

“I’d love that,” she said.

“One minute,” he said, turning back around where their waiter stood with two insulated travel mugs with the Outlaw Tequila branding on them. He didn’t like single-use mugs.

He tipped the waiter and then took the mugs from him and loped back down the steps to where Lea waited. She wore a red wool coat over her dress, and she had a scarf around her neck. Her breath was steamy in the chill of the winter’s night. “Is it too cold outside for you?”

“No, it’s perfect,” she said. “It makes the evening seem more Christmassy.”

He handed her one of the mugs and then slipped his hand into hers, leading the way down the street. Most of the residents of Last Stand had decorated for the holidays and he enjoyed Lea’s delight at each new display she spotted.

When they turned on Main Street, he saw the tree next to the Fuhrmann statue lit up and felt a twinge, remembering Lane’s words earlier. He hadn’t realized he stopped walking until Lea turned and put her hand on his chest.

“What is it?”

“Lane asked me earlier if his mama knew it was Christmas time,” he said. “I had no answer for him. I told him I thought she was watching over him, and I do believe that. But I don’t know if it helped or not.”

She hugged him with one arm and leaned up to kiss him. “I think that’s the best answer you could give him. It must be hard figuring out how much to tell him or what he’ll understand.”

“It’s harder than you can imagine. I talked to Cal and he found a psychologist to talk to us all. But at the end of the day, even she said it’s very personal to each case,” Braden said. He shook off those emotions and started walking again. He’d known from his anger management counselor that talking could help. “I think Good Boy! is looking really great. Did you order anything else?”

“I did,” she said with a grin. “An animated dog wearing a Santa cap that wags its tail. It’s so cute. Wait until you see it.”

“I can’t wait,” he said.

They paused in front of her shop and he looked at the window, seeing their reflection amongst her holiday-themed lights and décor, holding hands and looking very much like a couple in love. Love had always frightened him because it was just so uncontrollable, but he knew he was falling for Lea.

It wasn’t just this bubbling enthusiasm that she wore on the surface for everyone to see; it was her honesty and her truth, which she carried deep inside. She seemed to understand him, and he hadn’t realized how long he’d been waiting for someone like her to come into his life.

“You’re staring at me. I’m rambling on about the shop, aren’t I?” she asked.

“I love it when you do that,” he said. “There’s something about you that captivates me.”

She tipped her head to the side, studying him like she did and, this time, he didn’t wait to see if she found what she was looking for. Instead, he put his hands on either side of her face and tipped her head, lowering his and brushing his mouth over hers. He kissed her with all the emotion that was roiling around inside of him like a fierce Texas hailstorm and hoped she’d understand that he’d finally figured out that this was never going to be a fling, that he wanted her in his arms not just because the holidays could be lonely, but because she was Lea.

Damn, he pulled back. Was that it?

He wasn’t ready to admit it, but his heart and soul wouldn’t let him step back from the realization. He’d made the decision to take her on this date, but it had been what he’d wanted and needed for a long time.

“What is it?”

“I just don’t know how to tell you,” he said. “I have a surprise for you. Will you come with me?”

“Yes,” she said. “You know you can tell me anything.”

“I do,” he admitted. But he wasn’t sure he could give voice to the emotions that scared him the most. “I’m not ready yet.”

“What is it you’re not ready for?” she asked.

“This conversation,” he admitted. “Please let it drop.”

She nodded, her mouth tightening a little bit and he knew he’d ruined their perfect evening. And that was why he’d stayed quiet. He wasn’t perfect. He didn’t have the instincts that were necessary to be the man she wanted, the man she thought would be her partner. She’d said that she wasn’t sure of him. And if he was being totally honest, he wasn’t sure of himself, either.


Chapter Eleven


Popcorn and action movies sounded…well like a lot of fun. She’d made the Parmesan and rosemary popcorn for a savory snack, and salted caramel for a sweeter one. She wore a pair of black leggings, her combat-style boots and a red-and-black buffalo-plaid shirt that fell past her hips. She had taken her time pulling her long hair into one braid that fell over her left shoulder. And she tucked the gift she’d made for Braden into the large canvas bag that was monogrammed with her initials, along with the homemade popcorn.

Braden was waiting on the front porch of the big house when she arrived. It was chilly on this Saturday before Christmas. The Delaney ranch house had been decorated with lights and garland and in the front yard was a large pine tree, covered with lights and ornaments. Braden had told her that Cal had hired a company to come and do all the big trees. He had suggested she wait until dark to head home, so she’d be able to see them, in all their glory.

Braden wore a pair of faded jeans that hugged him in all the right spots and a long-sleeved gray thermal T-shirt. After their date the other night, she felt sort of shy around him. She was starting to really care for Braden. He was pushing all of the right buttons and making her think her fears about falling in love had been wrong.

But at the same time, he was the first man to make her feel this way. And he was a player, too much like her mom when it came to relationships. He’d lost his sister and now he was getting close to her. She was falling in love, and she’d never let herself be this vulnerable with a man before. She didn’t want him to become the mistake that broke her heart, and turn her into someone like her mom—a woman who was always searching for something and never finding it.

“Hey, girl,” he said. “You look good.”

“Thanks,” she said. “You do too. I have to grab my bag from the back seat.”

“Let me get it,” he said. “How do you feel about taking the four-wheelers out to my cabin here on the ranch? I thought we could watch the movies out there. If we stay at the big house and Cal hears Die Hard, he’s going to crash, and I sort of wanted to have you to myself today.”

She nodded—she wanted the same thing. They’d done so many things with his family, which was nice, but it would be good to have some time to themselves. And Braden had suggested it, so that made it seem even more special to her.

“I’d love that. I’ve never driven a four-wheeler.”

“We can take the mule instead. That way you can just ride. Or I can teach you how to drive a four-wheeler. It’s not too complicated,” he said.

“I think I like the mule option.”

The front door opened and Lane came barreling down toward her. “Lee-Lee, I didn’t know you was coming.”

“Hey, Lane. Your uncle invited me out to watch movies,” she said.

“Christmas?” Lane asked.

“Sort of,” Braden said. “It takes place at Christmas time.”

“Can I watch?”

Braden looked over at her and she just shrugged. “Sure. Run back inside and we’ll be right behind you.”

Lane charged back for the house and Braden looked over at her. “Sorry about that.”

“Don’t be. It’ll be fun. I’m not sure Die Hard is going to be the right movie for Lane, though,” Lea said.

“Me either. I guess we’ll have to watch it later,” Braden said. “But we can enjoy your popcorn and cuddle. It will be like that night we were at the Corbyns’, but you weren’t mine yet, so I had to try to be cool.”

“Am I yours now?” she asked.

“I hope so,” Braden said. “Do you want to be?”

“Only if you’re mine too,” she said.

“That’s the way it works, right?” he asked.

She caught her breath. She had no idea how it worked. She’d never seen a healthy relationship start and develop. But this felt like something that she’d always been waiting for. “Yes.”

He pulled her into his arms, his mouth coming down on hers. It wasn’t a sweet kiss but one that was deep and thorough. It felt like he was claiming her. She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him back. Their tongues tangled and she held on to him, wanting more than a kiss, being so turned on by him but knowing it would be several hours before they could do anything about it.

“Damn, I wish we’d snuck away before Lane spotted you,” Braden said.

“Me too. But I like the fact that I get spend the day with you and your family,” she said.

The front door to the house opened and Finn stood there. “Stop making out with your girlfriend, Bray. Everyone is pretending not to watch.”

Lea blushed and put her head down. Oh God, this was embarrassing.

“Have some class and don’t watch,” Braden said.

“We’re outlaws, Bray, of course, we’re going to watch,” Finn said. “Anyway, what movie did you plan to watch?”

“Die Hard. So we’re going to have to pick something more Lane-appropriate instead,” Braden said, putting his arm around her waist, and leading her up to the house. “I guess we won’t be at my cabin.”

Finn just winked at her as they walked past him and she noticed that Lancey, Amelia and Cal were all sort of awkwardly standing in the living room. She would have been embarrassed if they hadn’t all smiled and looked happy for Braden. She knew that he’d always strived to keep himself isolated, and she understood why from the stories he’d shared with her. But it was clear his brothers and their fiancées were happy to see him in a relationship.

But what if this didn’t work out? She didn’t want to hurt Braden and his family. So she’d have to be careful. She wasn’t her mom and she hoped just wanting to be different would be enough to make it happen.
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The day turned out different than he’d expected and when Amelia brought up the trip to Cabo as they were getting ready to head into dinner, he turned to Lea, who didn’t look any happier about it now than she had at dinner the other night.

“We’re all going and it’s going to be a lot of fun,” Amelia said. “I’m not sure what your calendar looks like for February.”

“I don’t know…” Lea said, then heard her phone ding. She took it out, frowning at screen. Her mom. It was a 911 text, which usually meant a break-up. She hoped not. “Um. I’ve got to go.”

“Is everything okay?” Braden asked.

“Yes,” she said, but she gathered her stuff up quickly and hugged everyone before heading to the front door. He followed, stopping her when she got to her car.

“What’s up?” he asked. “It doesn’t seem like everything is fine.”

“It’s something with my mom,” she said. “Don’t worry about it.”

“I’m worried about you. What is it? Is she okay?” he asked.

She chewed on her lower lip. “She’s broken up with her boyfriend and needs me to come up now for Christmas because she doesn’t want to be alone.”

“Oh. Are you going to do that?”

“I can’t leave the store for that long and she knows it,” Lea said. “I am going to have to figure something out.”

“I can help. If you need to go to Dallas, I can ask some of our retail staff to work in your store,” Braden said. “Let me help you with this.”

She shook her head.

“Why not? It’s really not a big deal,” he said. “I’m good at stuff like this.”

Actually, this was the kind of problem he loved getting into. She’d need staff for her store but also someone who could make her handmade treats.

“No. Braden, I don’t want to rely on you,” she said.

“Why not?” he asked. “I thought we were a couple.”

She shook her head. “For now. I mean this thing with my mom just reminded me that nothing lasts forever. She and Hal were engaged and now he’s gone and she’s alone again.”

“You’re not your mom and we don’t even know Hal,” he said. “I think you’re overreacting.”

“I don’t,” she said.

“Of course, you don’t see it. You’re too close to it,” he said. “Let me help you out here. You can go to Dallas and find out what’s really going on. I’ll still be here when you get back.”

“Are you sure?” she asked.

She looked so small, so vulnerable, standing there with her arms around her waist, trying to hold herself together. He knew her feelings for her mom were her Achilles’ heel. Her similarity to her mother was the thing that she feared the most about herself, about the two of them. She worried that she’d crack and leave. Or that he would.

“Yes, honey, I’m sure,” he said. “Let me grab my keys and I’ll come to your place and we’ll figure this out. Do you want me to go with you to Dallas?”

“No.”

“Are you sure?” he asked.

“Yes. I would feel better knowing you were here, looking after things,” she said.

“Okay I can do that,” he said. “Wait for me and I’ll follow you into town.”

She nodded and he went into the house to get his keys. His brothers were waiting for him.

“Is everything okay?” Cal asked.

“It’s her mom. She broke up with her fiancé and now she needs Lea to come to Dallas. I’m going to go into town with her and help her figure out staffing for her shop,” Braden said.

“Let us know if there is anything we can do,” Finn said. “I’m available if you need me. I’m not doing much this week.”

“Thanks,” he said. One of the things his relationship with Lea had done was make Braden more open to talking about his problems with his brothers. He felt closer to them now than ever before.

Finn gave him a bro hug and Cal squeezed his shoulder. “Let her know she’s not alone. She’s got us.”

“I will,” Braden said. “I might stay in town tonight.”

“Figured you would,” Cal said. “We’ve got Lane covered.”

“Thanks. I need to get some clothes for the week, but I don’t want to leave Lea waiting.”

“I’ll drop them off to you when I take Lancey to work later,” Finn said.

His throat felt tight. All those years of the Delaney boys being scattered to the wind were over and he hadn’t realized how much he’d missed his brothers until they were all back home. He just nodded before he got emotional, then walked out to discover that Lea had already left. But he wasn’t worried—he’d told her he’d meet her at her place.

He got in his truck and drove into town but when he got to her place, she wasn’t there. Worried, he pulled out his phone to call her but before he could dial, an Audi pulled in behind him in her driveway.

He opened his door and got out. The driver in the car behind him did the same.

“Hi, Braden, I’m Alex, Lea’s friend,” the guy said coming over to him. Alex was an inch or so shorter than Braden, and wore a pair of slim-fitting black trousers, a cream-colored shirt and a cardigan. He held out his hand to Braden, which Braden shook.

“Where is she?”

“Um, she’s on her way to Dallas. She asked me to come and tell you that she’s decided to just close the shop for the week. She’ll call when she’s back home,” he said.

“Why?” he asked Alex.

Alex rubbed the back of his neck and shook his head slowly. “I have no idea. She sounded kind of panicked. I don’t really know too much.”

“Her mom broke up with her fiancé; did she tell you that?” Braden asked.

“That always rattles her. No matter how much Lea thinks she doesn’t rely on her mother, she does,” Alex said.

Braden agreed. “I don’t know why she went alone.”

“She’s afraid to rely on anyone else.”

He understood that was the case in the past, but he thought he’d shown her that he could be there for her. “Thanks for delivering the message.”

“No problem.”

Alex left and Braden got back into his truck and drove over to Red’s. He needed a drink.
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Lea knew she should have talked to Braden but he just made it too easy for her to depend on him. She could have walked away and he would have taken care of everything. Only she didn’t want that. She’d never trusted anyone that much.

As she drove away from the Delaney Ranch, she’d called Alex while debating what she was going to do.

“Hey, hottie.”

“Alex,” she said. Her voice broke when she said his name and she hadn’t realized how shaken she was.

“Girl, are you okay?”

“No,” she said, because she could always talk to Alex. He knew her situation with her mom better than anyone else. “Mom sent me an emergency text. She’s broken up with her fiancé. Again.”

“Honey, I’m sorry. But why are you so upset?”

She pulled her car to a stop on the side of the road. “Braden offered to take care of a bunch of stuff for me so I could go to Dallas and I…I was tempted, Alex. I really was. But I can’t trust him. I won’t trust him. I’m the only one I can rely on.”

“You didn’t just say that to me, did you?” he said.

“I’m sorry. You know what I mean. You’re my soul-brother,” she said. “And I can lean on you because you get it all, but Braden…”

“You’re afraid,” Alex said. “Don’t deny it.”

She wasn’t, at least, not to herself. “Listen, will you do me a favor?”

“You’re going to just ignore that?”

“Yes. I can’t deal with it right now. I want to sort out Mom and then I’ll face Braden.”

“Okay. What do you need?”

“I told Braden I’d meet him at my house in town but I can’t do it. Will you go and let him know I’m heading to Dallas and I’ll get in touch when I’m back?”

“Damn, that’s a big ask.”

He was right. She wouldn’t have asked anyone else to do it. “Alex, please.”

She just couldn’t face Braden. She had the feeling that if she saw him right now, she’d just jump into his arms and let him handle this mess. That had been her secret fantasy for years, but fantasies weren’t real. She was the only one who could deal with her mom and this messy life they had.

But did she need another example of how her mom could screw things up? She knew Meredith did this to herself, every time. Did she just pick men who wouldn’t be good for the long haul? Then again, was Braden any different than Hal or her dad or that music teacher Meredith had dated?

She wasn’t sure. Her father was a good man. Hell, all of them had been good men.

Her phone rang—it was Braden. She almost hit ignore but knew that would be the cowardly thing to do and she wasn’t going to ghost him.

She would talk to him, break up with him and that would be the end of this. He had been the one who wasn’t sure if he wanted more than a Christmas fling. And she’d wanted…well, it didn’t matter, did it? It turned out her fears were stronger than her love for him. And she knew she loved him.

She’d been falling for him since he’d been under the mistletoe with that sophisticated redheaded woman but looking at her instead. He’d made her feel like she was someone different. He’d seen the woman she’d always wanted to be and that had made her take a chance on him. But she couldn’t trust in those feelings.

“Hello.”

“Oh, I thought you were going to let me go to voice mail. Sending Alex to meet me wasn’t cool,” he said.

“I almost let voice mail pick it up,” she said. “I’m sorry I left without saying anything. I hoped Alex would be able to make things right.”

“I’m sorry you did too. He didn’t,” he said. “Why didn’t you stay?”

She didn’t say anything, just watched the landscape passing by her window and tried to find some words to tell him what she wasn’t sure she could explain.

“Lea? You still there?”

“Yeah, I’m still here.”

“So?”

“I don’t know. I think it was fear and just frustration with my mom,” she said.

He sighed, a heavy sound that she almost felt through the phone. “I’m not going to leave you like that.”

“We don’t know—”

“I know. I’m not just saying something to make you feel better,” he said, his voice strong and sincere, like the man she’d come to know. He might have been a flirt but there was something very solid about Braden.

“I know you’re not, but I’m not sure what I want to hear. You make it easy to just pretend that the other stuff doesn’t matter. And for Christmas, that’s okay. We both needed someone this year. Maybe Rose’s spirit was pushing us together.”

He cursed and the words were raw and made her start to cry.

“I am willing to take a chance on us. Why aren’t you?”

She shook her head and blinked, trying to stop crying and find the right words. She signaled and pulled her car onto the side of the road. “What if I’m wrong?”

“What if you’re right?” he countered.

“I can’t risk it. You’ve lost so much; I don’t want to be another wound. I wish I could be different but I’m not sure I can. I wanted to make this Christmas special for you—”

“For us,” he said. “A relationship isn’t one-sided. I’m strong when you’re weak and vice versa.”

“I don’t know that I have any strength,” she admitted. “My entire life, I’ve worked to be different from my mom, to make my own way, my own place. But when it comes to taking a chance on a relationship, I don’t know if I can.”

“Trust me, Lea,” he said. “You’ve been more yourself with me than anyone else. I know you. I know what’s best for both of us.”

She shook her head. She couldn’t do it. “I can’t.”

“You can’t? Can’t what?”

“Trust myself. Goodbye, Braden.”

“Is this it?”

“I think that would be for the best,” she said, not wanting to give him another reason to hate Christmas.

“See ya, then,” he said, disconnecting the call.

She sat there for a few minutes before she signaled and started driving again. It started raining and looked as gloomy outside as she felt inside. Her heart was breaking but that had been inevitable. Better to make a clean break now than to become so entrenched in his life that when the time came to move on, it would be too hard to do.

She hit the radio button and her Spotify playlist came on, playing ‘It Came Upon A Midnight Clear’ by Sixpence None the Richer. She caught her breath as she remembered her date night with Braden. This song had been a turning point in the conversation for them. They’d both let their guards down.

It hadn’t been easy to do that, but she’d done it and he had too. She pulled her car over again, thinking more about that night. She shouldn’t have left him like that. Braden had been there for her in a way that her mother never had. If only she could find the strength in herself to let go of her need to control everything and trust him.


Chapter Twelve


Lea had forgotten how much she hated Dallas traffic until she got closer to the city. Her shoulders were tense as she maneuvered between the cars to her mom’s gated community. She was ready to get out and walk around, maybe have a drink, she thought as she drove through the neighborhood and pulled into the circle drive. She got out of her car and stretched, noticing that there was another car in the driveway. Maybe Hal had come back.

Lea knocked on the door to her mom’s house in South Lake, a Dallas suburb, and was surprised when a man answered it. He had gray hair and laugh lines around his eyes. He smiled easily when he saw her.

“Hello, you must be Lea,” he said. “I’m Thomas.”

“Hi, Thomas. Is my mom here?” she asked, wondering what could have happened in the six hours since her mother had texted her that her life was ending, and she’d die alone. Now there was a man answering her door and he didn’t look like he was the butler.

“She’s taking a bath. I’ll let her know you’re here. Come on in,” he said.

Lea stood in the foyer as Thomas went to check on her mom. She was livid. She’d dropped everything to come up here, and her mom was having a bath, with a new man in her house?

Typical of Meredith. It made Lea realize that Braden would never do this to anyone. He was too solid for that. He’d shown her what she needed. So many times, he’d just stood back and let her find her way to him.

“Lea, darling, thank you for coming,” her mom said, coming down the stairs and hugging her.

“Mom, what’s going on? Who’s Thomas? I thought you were devastated,” Lea said. They’d moved into the kitchen where Lea made them both a cup of tea.

“I am devastated. Thomas is a dear friend who came over as soon as Hal left. He’s so sweet and he really gets me,” Meredith said, in that flighty way of hers.

“Mom, Hal got you too,” Lea said. “Why isn’t he here?”

Her mom shrugged, taking a sip of her tea. “He tried to change me, Lea, make me into something I’m not,” she said.

Lea thought of how many times her mom had said that about a man she’d broken up with. “I don’t think the problem is Hal.”

“What are you saying?” she asked, looking at Lea over the rim of her teacup.

Lea took a deep breath. Part of her problem had been that she’d never been good at confronting anyone. But after everything that happened with Braden, she had nothing left to lose. Not being honest with her mom hadn’t helped either of them.

“Mom, you’re fifty-three years old and you’ve had a new relationship pretty much every year since I can remember. And you still haven’t found the right guy. I’m not saying this to be mean, but maybe you aren’t looking for what you really need,” Lea said. “I’m pretty sure it’s not Thomas.”

“I don’t know why you’re being so cruel about this,” Meredith said. “You should support me.”

“I’m not being harsh, I’m being honest. I left a man I love to come and help you out. But as soon as I got here, I realized you don’t need me at all. You just want me to say that it’s okay that you dumped Hal. I don’t know why but that seems to be my role in this relationship roller coaster you are on,” Lea said, realizing for the first time that this was what scared her about trying to be with Braden.

He wasn’t perfect but he had been trying to be a good boyfriend to her. And because of this messed-up way she saw relationships play out with her mom, she was afraid to trust him or herself. But this…seeing her mom like this made her realize she was nothing like her mother. Nothing at all. And suddenly, she felt free.

“It does feel like a roller coaster, doesn’t it?”

“Yes. For both of us. I love you, Mom, but I can’t do this again. I mean if you and Thomas get together, try to stay with him. There isn’t anything better out there. No one knows that more than you,” she said.

“You’re right, I know you’re right. We’ll see how things go with Thomas,” Meredith said, but Lea had the feeling that nothing had changed. And it wouldn’t. Her mom was searching for something the same way that Lea had been.

But Lea had found what she needed—with Braden. Her mom was still on her quest.

“Can you stay for dinner or do you want to get back to Last Stand?” her mom asked.

She’d just driven more than five hours to get up here and the last thing she wanted to do was turn around and get back in the car. But she also didn’t want to stay for dinner. Her mom didn’t need her and she was likely going to continue making the same mistakes she’d made her entire life. Lea had to find a way to live with that.

But more importantly, Lea had to reach out to Braden and let him know she’d just figured out that she would never fall into her mom’s pattern of behavior. And she certainly wasn’t ever going to move on from Braden. She could only hope he had been sincere when he’d said they would talk it over when she got back home.

“I think I’ll head back and leave you and Thomas alone. Let me know how it goes with him.”

“I will,” Meredith said, hugging her. “Thank you for coming, Lea. I know you’ve had to be the parent in our relationship, but I never meant to make you do that.”

“I know,” she said. “Love you.”

“Love you too, kiddo.”

She left her mom’s house and went to a motel near the interstate and checked in. She thought about texting Braden but didn’t know what to say. She’d said too much and reacted from a place of fear and she had no idea if he’d give her another chance. She hoped he would.

They were playing Die Hard on one of the cable networks and she put it on and curled up on the bed, missing Braden. Then she fell asleep dreaming of them together in her bed, only to feel empty when she woke up alone.
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Drinking with Red was just what the doctor ordered, Braden thought. They were sitting on the dock of his cabin, which was built on the water. They had a cooler of Lone Star beers between them and were bundled up against the chill. Red hadn’t said much but then his friend had always known when to let the silence do its work.

“She just left it like that?” Red asked. “Over the phone is harsh, but I guess it’s better than a text.”

“Yup,” Braden said. “I probably should have seen it coming. I mean it’s fucking Christmas.”

“It’s not Christmas that made her leave. She wasn’t like the others,” Red said. “But maybe she thought you were the same.”

“I think that’s exactly it,” Braden said. “Though she said it was her mom’s behavior she was afraid of imitating, she wouldn’t have been afraid of that if I’d been Carl the kids’ dentist who hasn’t dated anyone since high school. I mean he’s pretty steady…”

“Did she say that she wanted to date Carl?”

Braden shook his head. “No, but you know what I mean. He’s solid. He’s not in Whiskey River hooking up or bringing a different date to every holiday function like I do.”

“Or me,” Red said. “Sometimes you bring me.”

Braden laughed at that. “Yeah, I do. We bring each other. How’s things with Emma?”

“Nonexistent. I swear she just can’t see me as anything other than…well, not a suitor.”

“Suitor?”

“Her fault. I’ve been watching PBS to try to get classier for her,” Red said.

“She wants that?” Braden asked. Emma didn’t seem the kind of woman who would make a man change.

“Hell, I don’t know. It’s like I told you about women and fishing, I was trying a different spot. But I don’t think this is it, either,” Red said. “I can’t figure women out.”

Braden was in the same boat; he finished his beer and took another one. “It would be easier if they said ‘I want this’ and then we could say ‘sure, here it is.’”

“Well, yeah, but I’m pretty sure they’d expect us to know what they wanted,” Red said, tipping back his bottle and draining another beer.

“Definitely. The thing is, I’ve never had any trouble figuring this stuff out before Lea. It’s always been easy to know when things are winding down and it’s time to say goodbye.”

“She said goodbye, though, didn’t she?”

“Sort of. She said she didn’t want to get hurt,” Braden said, twisting the lid on the new bottle.

“Hmm. Maybe she doesn’t trust you not to hurt her?” he suggested.

“Why?”

“Hell, I don’t know,” Red said. “I’m just throwing out ideas.”

Braden was shaking his head as Finn came around the side of the house. “I thought I was meeting you at your place,” Finn said. “But instead, you’re over here drinking with Red.”

“Yeah. Lea ghosted him and sent her friend to tell him she was leaving,” Red said, catching his brother up. “Want to drink with us? Braden’s getting tanked so he can forget her.”

“That never works,” Finn said. “Let me text Lancey and let her know to pick me up when she’s off work.”

“Dude, she’s got you under her thumb,” Red said.

“So? There’s no place I’d rather be,” he said.

He texted and then pocketed his phone, dragging a lawn chair over to where they were sitting, and he grabbed a beer from the cooler. “So what’s going on?”

“She broke it off. Something about not trusting herself,” Braden said.

“That sounds like she doesn’t trust you,” Finn said. “I mean, Lea definitely knows who she is, so she’s expecting something from you.”

“Yeah, that’s what I said,” Red said giving Braden a smug look.

“Listen to your friend. He sounds like he knows what he’s talking about,” Finn said.

Braden shook his head. Finn had no idea. Red was still struggling to get out of the friend zone with Emma.

“Red thinks dating is like fishing,” Braden told his brother.

Finn almost choked on his beer. “Damn, you two needed me more than I knew. Don’t ever say that fishing thing to a woman or she’ll never go out with you. Who are you trying to get?”

“Emma,” Braden said, glad to have the spotlight off his mess of a relationship with Lea.

“Emma Corbyn?”

“Is there another Emma?” Red asked. “Yes, her. But she’s tricky and I haven’t figured out how to make her see me as more than a friend.”

“So you want to be more than a friend?” Finn asked.

“I just said that, Finn,” Red said.

“I was just saying it out loud for effect,” Finn said. “You two have to know that the games you play with women have no effect when you are with ‘the one.’ I mean, you can be charming and clever and whatever your game is until you find someone you really care about. Then, everything you thought you knew, thought you were good at, flies out the window. You have to be your real self. All that shit that you usually act cocky to hide, it won’t work if she’s meant to be with you,” Finn said.

“Is that what happened with you and Lancey?” Braden asked.

“Yeah. The thing is, if a relationship is going to last, you have to show her all the crappy parts. Don’t be Mr. Right, be Mr. Real,” Finn said.

Braden wasn’t sure when Finn had gotten so wise about relationships but a lot of what he was saying made sense. He was going to have to be real and let Lea know he saw the real woman in her, as well.

“If that doesn’t work, take her to bed and love her until she can’t think of anything else.”

That made them all start laughing. Finn hadn’t changed that much, but his advice made Braden start thinking. When Lea got back to town, he was going to show her that he could be the man she wanted in her life this Christmas and for all the ones that followed. He wanted to be the prize at the end of her journey.
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Braden woke up with a hangover and his phone was vibrating—he glanced down and saw a text from Lea.

Lea: I’m sorry. I don’t want to leave things like this. I don’t want to end our relationship.

Braden scrubbed his hand over his eyes and tried to sit up. He read the message again, then replied.

Braden: I’m sorry too. Can we talk when you are back in town?

Lea: Yes! I’m heading back from Dallas now. Come over later?

Braden: I’ll be there.

He had been sleeping in his clothes on Red’s couch and Finn was gone, but he’d left Braden’s duffel bag. Red was gone—he’d left a note on the kitchen table that he’d gone fishing—but he’d be back later if Braden needed to talk or drink or whatever.

Red’s place was a rough-hewn cabin that he’d built himself a few years ago. It was on the same property that Last Stand Outfitters shared. Braden had spent many weekends helping Red get the building up and putting down flooring. The cabin was really something to see and it suited his friend perfectly.

Braden thought of his cabin out on the ranch. If everything worked out with Lea, maybe he’d add onto it, building his own home out there. Living in town was nice but he wanted to be closer to his brothers and Lane.

Braden headed to his apartment and grabbed a shower, then got dressed and drove over to Lea’s place. He had no idea what he was going to say to her. He just knew that when she got back to Last Stand, he wanted to be here.

While he waited, he set up a few things for later that night. It cost him a small fortune, but he knew it would be worth it if he could convince Lea to stay by his side. He’d never allowed himself to love anyone, semi-afraid of the Delaney curse—which both Cal and Finn had defeated—and of being too much like his father. But the last few weeks with her had shown him how much he wanted her by his side. Not just for a few months, but forever.

He fell asleep at one point but woke to the sound of a car pulling onto her street. He sat up as he recognized Lea’s car. She pulled into the driveway and sat behind the wheel of her car, just looking at him. He knew this was going to be harder than he expected.

He hadn’t figured out what he was going to say, and words had never come easily to him. Actions were better and though Finn had said to do the things that showed who he really was, Braden didn’t know how. In theory, it should have been easy, but if that had been the case, most people wouldn’t be hiding behind the image of who they thought everyone wanted them to be.

“Hi,” she said as she got out of her car and closed the door.

She looked so good and he wanted to just grab her and carry her into her house and make love to her until they both were exhausted. She had on skinny jeans and a Christmas sweatshirt, and wore her hair in two braids. She’d never looked sexier to him than she did now.

“Hi. I hope you don’t mind that I’m here. I didn’t want to miss you when you got home,” he said.

“I don’t mind at all. I wanted to talk to you too,” she said. She came up the driveway and sat down in the rocking chair next to him, instead of inviting him inside.

That was okay, he reassured himself. This wasn’t going to be easy for either of them. “Ladies first.”

“I’m sorry for leaving the way I did,” she said. “I should have stayed and faced you, but I was afraid if I did, it would be too easy for me to just go along with whatever you wanted.”

“That’s okay. I’m sorry if I took over. That hadn’t been my intention,” he said. “I thought I was helping and doing what you wanted me to.”

She nodded, chewing on her lower lip. “I appreciate that. But I need to handle things in a crisis. I’ve always been the one to do that and it freaks me out when I’m not in the driver’s seat.”

“I’ve noticed that. And I will try not to step on your toes again,” he said. “Will you give us another chance?”

“Yes,” she said.

“Good. So I have to go, but will you meet me by the Christmas tree on Main Street at dusk?”

“Uh, sure. Why?”

“It’s just something I have planned for us. Wear something pretty,” he said.

“Will you be wearing something pretty?” she asked.

“Of course,” he said with a wink as he stood up. He needed to leave because he wanted her to have time to think about what he’d said, as well as settle down after driving back from Dallas. “I’m glad you’re home.”

She stood up and they sort of awkwardly hugged. He realized that even though they’d both apologized, there was still something unsettled between them. They needed to talk and he hoped his surprise for the evening would help them. It was his way of showing her that he was the man she needed, even though he wasn’t perfect.

“See ya later,” he said.

“Braden?”

“Yes.”

“Thank you for being here and welcoming me home. I haven’t had anyone do that for me—ever.”

If everything went right tonight, she wouldn’t ever come home to an empty house again. He realized then that his gut was right—that he needed to show her that he’d be here. Words weren’t enough, and he finally understood that.

He pulled her into his arms and hugged her tight. “I haven’t had anyone come home to me, other than my brothers.”

He kissed her, then turned and walked away because he wanted everything to be perfect. “I’ll see you at dusk.”

She nodded and he backed out of her driveway and went to Outlaw Tequila. He took his time going through the room that he had set up for her. He needed this to be something that Lea would never forget, for both of them.

He had never felt anything like this for a woman before and he knew he never would again. Christmas had taken so much from him in the past but this year, it seemed like it had given him back something, a woman to love and the magic of the season.

He intended to celebrate them both.


Chapter Thirteen


Lea didn’t know what to expect from Braden when she arrived at the Christmas tree on Main Street at dusk. She had taken a nap and then took her time getting ready for this evening, wearing a sweater dress and knee-high boots. It was chilly so she’d put on her coat and scarf as well. When she’d come home to him, she knew that things had changed between them. She wanted to believe that her fears were not important, but then he shut down, completely pulling himself back, and she wasn’t sure she knew him at all.

She knew he struggled with his emotions, and having heard about his father and his childhood, she got it. She knew that it was hard to trust feelings like love and caring. Heck, her mom had demonstrated to Lea again and again that those emotions never lasted. But this had felt special from the beginning, that first kiss under the mistletoe, the charming way he’d handled Lane’s confession that he found her hot. How he’d given her back her best friend by sharing memories of Rose. From the first night he’d spent at her house, she’d known that Braden was so much more than his past and his tough, hard-as-nails COO exterior.

She liked the man he was at his core, but she was beginning to think that he might not—that he might prefer the COO to the real man because it was easier to play a role than to be who he really was.

“Sorry about not being here when you arrived,” he said. “Will you come with me to Outlaw Tequila? I have a surprise for you,” he said.

This was what made it hard for her to figure him out. He was quick to shut her off, but he was just as quick to apologize and it was always sincere. “I can’t wait.”

“Good. I’m glad,” he said, taking her hand again and leading her toward the old jail that now served as Outlaw Tequila’s storefront and corporate offices. It was decked out in holiday lights and the garland had empty tequila bottles on it. Their holiday labels had the legendary Delaney bank robber Seamus’s wanted poster wearing a festive Santa cap.

“Do you ever wonder what motived your ancestors?” she asked. “I mean, there were legitimate jobs they could have had.”

“Yeah,” Braden said. “I don’t think about that too much, but I have the feeling that they didn’t like following the rules of society. Seamus was supposed to have had a quick temper and a problem with anyone in authority. He really hated the Highwaters.”

“He’d probably be rolling in his grave if he knew that Finn is engaged to a police officer,” Lea said.

“Yeah, pretty funny, isn’t it?” Braden said. He used his key fob to unlock the door and then led her into the shop. They went to the back where another locked door led up to the corporate offices. He unlocked it and then flicked on the lights, leading the way up the stairs and then down the hall to a closed door. He stopped and turned back toward her. “Um…close your eyes.”

She did it without question.

“Now, give me your hand,” he said.

She did and he tugged on it. She walked forward until he pulled her to a stop. “Okay, you can look.”

She looked around the room. She guessed it must be a conference room during the day, but it had been transformed into a magical landscape with a vast dark sky. Stars flickered above their heads and she noticed that one was bigger and brighter than the others. As she watched, the big star moved forward a tiny bit and she realized he had created the star for her to follow. She noticed he had set up a projector which was generating the star.

“Braden, thank you,” she said.

“You haven’t even gone on your journey yet,” he said.

“I love this. Okay so where do I start?” she asked.

“Here,” he said. “Let me take your coat.”

She handed it to him and he turned away to set it down, then came back to her side. She noticed he’d ditched his coat too. She took a step toward the star where it twinkled and when she got there, she noticed that there was a Tiffany-blue box with a white ribbon around it hanging from the star.

“For me?”

He nodded as she took it. “Should I open it?”

“Yes,” he said.

She carefully unwrapped the box and caught her breath when she saw the charm bracelet. He took it from the box and held it out to her. She noticed it had a gingerbread man on it. She held her wrist out and he put it on.

“I know that day baking cookies with my family wasn’t as smooth as it could have been, but it was when I first realized that I cared for you.”

She blinked thinking of how that day had been crazy and frustrating…and very, very special. “For me too.”

He cleared his throat. “The star is moving.”

She glanced up and noticed that the star was drifting along the sky. She followed it and it led her to a large shipping box. Getting into the moment, she ran over to open it up, but she still couldn’t figure out what the box held until Braden helped her lift it out of the box. It was a three-foot-high replica of her store—a copy of the one on Main Street, decorated for the holidays. “It lights up,” he said, flicking a switch.

It was beautiful and so personal and perfect that she was almost afraid to go any further. She wondered when she’d bared her soul to Braden. She’d been so careful in learning all about Braden that she hadn’t realized he’d been learning her secrets too.

She might not trust her feelings enough to say them out loud, but she could no longer pretend that this was casual. She loved Braden, really loved him. And that scared her. She wasn’t sure that he felt that way about her or that he’d even want to stay with her if he did.

“Thank you,” she said. “This is so sweet and special.”

“Just like you,” he said, pulling her into his arms and kissing her.

She put her hands on his shoulders and returned the embrace, holding nothing back because she no longer had any place to hide.
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Braden had two more surprises for Lea. This was going better than he could have anticipated. He had nearly screwed everything up earlier in front of her shop, but this was better. He’d spent a long time trying to figure out what made her tick. Whenever they weren’t together, she was on his mind.

And he had to admit, it was a welcome distraction from the things that normally dominated his thoughts during the holidays. Lea had made him really start to enjoy everything about the season and that was just the beginning. He knew she was changing him, making him feel like he was finally able to be himself. But at the same time, years of conditioning made it difficult to just let go. But when he had Lea in his arms, that changed. When he held her, he felt like the man he wanted to be.

He had never thought that a woman would make him feel like this. And he knew that no other woman would have. It was only Lea.

He’d had the idea for tonight when she’d told him that she’d never wanted anything for Christmas. Everyone wanted something—it was just that some presents meant too much to the recipient to ever say them out loud. It was like wishes. She was too afraid to say what she wanted because naming those things could make her vulnerable.

But he’d guessed that she wanted to have a Christmas that was special to her. Not the traditions that everyone else had, because Lea’s upbringing hadn’t afforded her that. She did things during the holidays for others and he wanted to do something that was just for her.

And he could only hope that this grand gesture would show her how he felt. Because every time he thought about saying the words to her, he knew he couldn’t. They simply wouldn’t come, and he didn’t want to lose her.

“The star is moving again,” he said.

“Again? You’ve really outdone yourself, Braden,” she said. “No one has ever done anything like this for me.”

“I wanted to show you what you’ve given me,” he said. He’d reached out to some friends who dealt in special effects and they’d come out to Last Stand to rig up this room. He’d told them what he’d wanted, and they made it happen.

“What have I given you?” she asked.

“Hope,” he said. “And maybe a little bit of the Christmas spirit.”

“I think you had that all along, but it was buried beneath the hurt and pain of the past,” she said. “So really I didn’t do anything but put you in touch with it.”

“You did a lot more than that,” he said. “Come on.”

He could tell she wanted to talk some more but he wasn’t ready, so when she moved toward the next flickering star and the present that he had waiting for her, he held back. Was this going to be enough?

This time the box was small and flat, and he and Lane had colored the wrapping. She lifted the box and smiled when she saw it. Lane had been very careful when he’d colored on the paper for Lea.

“This is so cute. I’m going to have to be careful not to tear it.”

She carefully undid the wrapping and then she opened the box. Inside was an ornament that was built around an old television set and he and Lane had recorded themselves singing the “Twelve Days of Christmas” for her. She played it and then blinked as she looked back at him.

“I love this. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” he said. He hadn’t realized how anxious he was for her to open each of her presents. He wanted to make sure she understood what she meant to him. “One more star.”

“I’m so overwhelmed with these gifts,” she said.

“In a good way?” he asked. He hoped it was good. But maybe it was too much. His brothers always said he took things too far, and he had to admit, he did. He’d never been someone who could stop halfway and maybe that was why he’d been reluctant to ever get involved with a woman for longer than a few nights. He was an all or nothing kind of guy. And going all in hadn’t been what he’d wanted…until Lea. He wanted to leave no doubt in her mind that he’d seen the woman she was, and he loved her for it.

“Yes, in a good way,” she said. “Let’s follow the last star.”

She walked further and when she got to the last star, he saw her turn back to him. He’d set up pillows and a blanket on the floor and had the flat-screen TV with a large star on it.

“What is this?”

“Sit down. I found a Spanish film of the Three Wise Men and I thought we could watch it,” he said.

She smiled. He hadn’t wanted to go overboard with expensive gifts, and that was why he’d started with the film. He knew that for a woman like Lea, it was the personal things that mattered.

She turned and threw herself into his arms and he caught her and hugged her tightly to him.

“Thank you for giving me my Magi’s journey and for making it so perfect. I’ve never had a Christmas like this,” she said.

“Me either. Thank you for all you’ve done for me this year. I thought I knew everything about the holidays, but you’ve shown me that there is so much more than just getting through them.”

She snuggled up closer to him, and he let out a relieved breath. Yeah, this was the best Christmas ever.
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Lea curled next to Braden as the movie ended. He hadn’t watched the movie so much as he’d watched her. The thick pillows that he’d had placed on the floor were very comfortable and the blankets had been cozy and warm. Lea’s perfume was intoxicating, and he remembered how it smelled even stronger between her breasts.

“Thank you for this romantic evening. I don’t think I’ve ever enjoyed a night more,” she said.

Braden was the first to admit that he wasn’t a romantic, but he thought he’d done pretty good for Lea.

“You’re welcome. I wanted to make this Christmas one to remember,” he said.

“You made it very special for me,” she said.

He lifted himself up on one elbow and looked down at her, sliding his hand over the silky fabric of her navy-colored dress, which had shifted during the movie revealing the upper curves of her breasts. He leaned down and dropped a kiss on each of them then looked up at her. He wanted her. She shifted around next to him, her hand running over his chest and down between his legs to stroke his erection.

It felt like it had been years since they’d made love instead of just one day. But he needed her like he’d never needed another woman before. He was rock hard, and his blood was flowing heavy in his veins, making him feel like his skin was too tight. He pushed his hand up under her skirt, feeling her skin, so soft and smooth, and caressed his way up to the top of her thighs.

He felt the humid warmth between her legs and when he cupped her feminine center, she arched underneath him. He pushed the fabric of her skirt out of his way and pulled her panties down her legs, tossing them aside. Then he drew her legs apart and crouched between them. He had been thinking about tasting her all day. He parted her with his thumbs and then ran his tongue against her clit. She arched her hips and her hands fluttered in his hair.

He shifted around and got closer, sucking her delicate flesh into his mouth. Bracing himself on one arm, he fondled her breast through the fabric of her dress and bra. She writhed underneath him as he drove her toward her climax, then grabbed his head and her thighs tightened around him. She arched up into his mouth again and again until she cried his name as she came.

He shifted to her side, undoing his pants and shoving them down far enough so he could free his erection.

Lowering himself over her, he rubbed the tip of his cock against her, moving his hips until the tip of him was just at the entrance to her body. She reached between his legs stroking his shaft and drawing him closer to her. He couldn’t wait another second—he drew back his hips and then drove himself deep inside her. He looked up and when their eyes met, she tangled her hands in his hair and drew him up until their mouths met as well. She sucked his tongue deep into her mouth.

He plunged into her until he couldn’t go any deeper. Finally they both came together, crying each other’s names. He collapsed against her and she held him tightly in her arms. He had never felt anything like this. The sex was good, but it was more than that. His soul felt lighter when he was with her.

He felt like he’d found his soul mate and that scared him. This night had been for her, but he realized as she stroked his back, that it had been for him too. He’d wanted to have someone of his own, someone he could love and care for. And he’d found that in Lea.

“I love you, Braden,” she said. Her words were softly spoken but they echoed loudly in his mind. “And that scares me more than you could ever know.”

He lifted himself on one arm so he could look down at her. “Why does it scare you?”

“Because I don’t know if I love you because this is new and I’ve never met a man like you before or if I really love you,” she said.

He wasn’t sure how to take that. “I care for you too, Lea. I haven’t ever done anything like this before.”

She shifted. “You care for me?”

He nodded. She was shifting underneath him, and he moved off of her, then turned away to clean up with the edge of the blanket and zip his pants up. When he turned back around, she had her panties back on and her skirt tucked around her legs.

“I do care for you.”

“But that’s it?” she asked.

“You just said you weren’t sure that the love you felt for me was real,” he argued.

“I’m not. But that doesn’t mean I don’t love you,” she said getting to her feet.

He wasn’t sure what more he could do to show her how he felt. And now that she was hedging on her feelings, did he even want to admit how much he needed her?

“No, you just said you’re not sure those feeling will last,” he said. “I don’t know how to take that. I did this tonight to show you what you mean to me, to help you see how one kiss under the mistletoe changed everything for me.”

“Tonight, you showed me something I never thought I’d find. I need to know that what you showed me is love. Do you love me?”

He stood there his hands shaking. “God, this is harder than I thought it would be.”

“What is?”

“Telling you I love you. I love you so much, Lea. Please know that I never thought I’d find a woman like you.”

She smiled then threw herself into his arms. “I love you too, Braden. And I’ll do my best to stop doubting your love. After all,” she said with a laugh, “I’ve worked hard to land the big, bad COO. He’s not getting away from me anytime soon.”


Epilogue


One Year Later

He had his Christmas playlist blasting out holiday tunes while everyone was chattering. Braden scooped up his nephew and carried him to the big two-seater easy chair that he and Lea had selected especially for moments like this. She came and sat next to him as Lane opened up the book.

“What does the spirit of Christmas mean?” Lane asked, his words clearer now that he was almost five years old. Braden held him on his lap where he’d been reading him A Christmas Carol. Lea sat next to him, holding the book so that they could all see it. They were sitting in the family room of Braden and Lea’s new home on the Delaney Ranch. They’d just finished converting the cabin into a home and this would be their first Christmas in it. He and Lea were getting married later that day at dusk, near a large tree that was decorated for Christmas.

“It means that you spread joy to everyone.”

“Does it?” Lane asked Lea.

“Buddy, don’t you trust me?”

“You said Lee-Lee was smarter than you,” Lane said.

“You did?”

“Yeah, I told him you were the one who showed me how to be a better man,” he said, leaning close to steal a kiss.

“Ew, are y’all just going to smoochy?” Lane asked.

“No,” Lea said. “What are you going to ask Santa for this year?”

“A puppy,” Lane said.

“I think that’s a good thing to ask for,” Braden said. Lane had been spending a lot of time with all of them visiting the dog rescue centers and playing and petting different dogs.

“What do you want Santa to bring you, Uncle Bray?”

He looked around the living room filled with his family and friends. His brothers were both happy and in love and he had Lea and Lane by his side.

“Nothing. I have everything I need,” he said.

“Me too,” Lea said.

“Y’all going to smoochy again?”

“Not until we finish this story,” he said.

Braden had finally found the Christmas spirit. And with Lea by his side, he felt it every day of the year.

The End
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Christmas decorations hung from all of the lampposts on Main Street and as she walked slowly up toward the loft apartment she rented over Sweet Pea Flowers, Felicity Danvers tried to make herself feel something. There was a crisp breeze and it felt almost as if she were in a Currier and Ives print. But the magic of Christmas just wasn’t here…not this year.

Christmas had once been the highlight of her year but now she struggled to muster much more than…well exhaustion. She was busy at the elementary school celebrating all of the seasonal events with her students. And her mom kept texting her about parties that Felicity and her sister were expected to attend. There was a holiday tea with her extended family, that which was going to be held at the Graff Hotel, a Christmas Ball at the Graff, a tree-decorating party at her sister’s, a cookie party that she had to bake three dozen cookies for and of course the Marietta Stroll, the nativity play, and then shopping.

She stumbled on a patch of ice.

She felt her feet flying out from under her as she started to fall. Someone grabbed her arm and they both wobbled and then fell over. She found herself staring up into a pair of eyes that were dark as night.

She knew those eyes. Enigmatic, dark blue with a hint of gray around the irises. There were sun lines around the corners of his eyes and thick, straight brown hair that fell over his eyes.

Lane Scott.

“I’m sorry,” she said, embarrassed that she might have caused the decorated retired Marine to fall. They’d been in the same high school class and she had no excuses for avoiding him since he’d returned to Marietta three years ago. Except he was a double amputee and every time she’d thought about talking to him she hadn’t been able to think of a single thing to say. Should she mention the injuries? Continue to ignore them?

“Don’t be. This is the best fall I’ve had lately,” he said, putting his arms around her and shifting them both to a seated position.

His strength surprised her. His arms bulged as he lifted her and moved her around.

“You’re really strong,” she said, then mentally smacked herself. This was precisely why she’d avoided Lane. She sounded pitiful.

Giving her a sardonic look from under his eyelashes, he said, “Thanks.”

“I’m an idiot,” she said.

“No, you’re not. Give me a second and I’ll help you up.”

She glanced over and noticed he was adjusting his left leg and then his right. Once he had his feet on the ground, he stood up and offered her his hand.

She moved around until she could stand, took his hand, and stood up next to him. He was tall—well, he always had been probably a smidge under six foot. Glancing down at his feet she saw he had on a pair of western boots. He had probably been working out at the Scott Christmas Tree Farm. All of the Scott family pitched in to help at this time of year—even though Carson owned and ran the tree farm.

“What were you thinking about?” he asked. “You were distracted.”

“Just going over all the things I need to do before December 25th. I’m sorry I fell into you.”

“It’s not the first time.” He grinned. “Want to grab some hot chocolate at Sage’s?”

Did she? She had just been saying how she had no time, but there was something about Lane Scott that had always gotten to her. The fact that he had asked her out in high school and she’d said no, the fact that he was a hero and she was afraid to talk to him. The fact that…heck, she just wanted to say yes.

Why shouldn’t she?

“Sure. But it’s my treat.”

“Done,” he said.

They walked in a sort of amiable silence…well, she thought it might be amiable on his part, but she was trying to find something to say. Her problem was that she was curious about his prosthetic limbs and his life with them. She wanted to ask him about it but didn’t know the polite way to do it.

So instead she was stuck with mundane things to talk about. Christmas. She could talk about the holiday.

“Are you going to the Christmas gala at the Graff?”

He groaned. “It’s not that I want to, but if I don’t I’m afraid my brothers will gang up on me. I have been staying out of town to avoid that kind of thing, but since it’s Christmas…”

“I know exactly what you mean. I really thought about heading somewhere tropical and not returning until January 10th.”

“Why the 10th?” Lane asked.

“Then I’d avoid the aftermath of Christmas. Mom always schedules a brunch to do a Christmas postmortem.”

Lane laughed. “Your mom sounds…”

“Crazy,” Felicity said. “Just kidding. She loves Christmas so much and wants us to have the best holiday every year. But the pressure is too much, you know?”

“I actually don’t know. Mom’s been gone for almost fifteen years now and Dad never made much of an effort. Lately, my nephews have been the focus of the holidays but really that’s homier than a lot of functions. We work, we sled and snowshoe, and then we string popcorn and sing songs. But that’s about it.”

“That sounds perfect,” she said, glancing over his shoulder and noticing her mom barreling down Main with a determined look on her face.

Felicity groaned and grabbed Lane’s shoulders, turning him to block her from view. “Sorry about this but my mom is across the street and it looks like she is on the warpath.”

“Warpath?”

“Someone probably doesn’t have enough Christmas decorations in their front room,” Felicity said. “I think I might have to take a rain check on Sage’s.”

“How about a drive out of the city? They serve Sage’s hot chocolate at the tree farm,” Lane said.

She looked up at him—those blue-gray eyes of his so sincere—and she knew that she should say no. She had broken up with her boyfriend six months earlier and she’d realized that she liked being on her own. Everyone in town said Lane needed a woman. He needed someone who would be good for him and settle him down. Welcome him back to Marietta for good.

Felicity wanted to stay clear so that one of those marriage-minded Marietta woman could do just that for Lane. But she also really wanted to get out of town and she liked him.

“Okay.”
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Lane hadn’t meant to ask her out. In fact, given his mood he should have said good-bye and headed toward Grey’s Saloon, but should have had never really been his strong suit. So instead he found himself sitting in the cab of his truck, heading toward the tree farm that was owned and run by his brother Carson.

He knew it wasn’t very nice but he was a little sick of his brothers and their well-situated lives. He wasn’t sure if he wanted what they had or not. All he knew was if he had to spend one more meal listening to stories of their domestic bliss he was going to lose it.

His brothers used to be rowdy hell-raisers who spent most of their time teasing and tormenting each other. Now they were talking about PTA events, whether his nephews were too old to believe in Santa, and what they were going to do if Emma had a girl—she and Hudson didn’t know the sex of the baby she was expecting but all of the Scotts had decided they’d have to gang up on the boys in town to keep their niece safe.

Damn him. He loved it. He loved that his brothers had found women to make their lives easier, but he also just wanted…to want something. He had been in limbo for a long time. It hadn’t helped that Marcy had broken up with him just as he’d been recovering from the explosion—to be fair she’d sent the email before he’d stepped on the IED. He just hadn’t received and read it before he’d been injured. And then recovering had taken all his energy.

Now he was back home and desperately ready to be normal—except he couldn’t connect to anyone. He was faking everything and not sure he would ever really feel anything again.

Until she’d run him down. Felicity had made him laugh and smile. So that was why he was here and not over at Grey’s.

“Do you already have a tree?” he asked. There was an aura of melancholy around her.

“I don’t. I have been debating buying a fake tree—don’t tell anyone,” Felicity said.

“The outrage,” Lane said. “Carson has some that are in large clay pots, so you can have the tree delivered every year if you are worried about cutting down a tree and then throwing it out.”

“Not really.” Felicity blushed. “I mean of course I don’t want to be wasteful.”

He had to smile. Felicity Danvers was exactly how he remembered her from high school. Sweet and shy and sometimes blunt almost to the point of being inappropriate.

“It’s okay. Why were you thinking fake tree?”

She made a face. “Just for the ease of it. I could pull it out of the box and decorate it… I mean I could even leave the lights on it from year to year.”

“That would be nice,” he said.

“Do you do that?”

“No. I put the lights on my tree every year. But I do get one in a clay pot…actually it’s one I planted when I was a boy,” Lane said. His mom had started the nursery and tree farm that Carson ran now. They provided cut trees and potted ones for many of the families in Marietta and in neighboring ranch areas.

“That’s so sweet. We have a Christmas quilt that we’ve been making since I was a girl. Andrea, my mom, and I each make a square every year and add it to the quilt. My mom started hers the year she and Dad got married so it’s pretty big now. Mine’s not quite big enough to cover the bed.”

“I love that tradition,” Lane said.

“Thanks. And thanks for helping me get out of town. It’s just been a long day. I’m usually not this wimpy.”

“I didn’t think you were wimpy,” he said. “Want to talk about it?”

Something about him seemed to make everyone want to talk to him. He didn’t know whether it was simply because most people knew a lot of crap about him due to his injuries and they wanted to level the playing field, or if it was because of “his baby face” as Hudson liked to say.

“Nothing worth talking about. Just ran into my ex and he always makes me feel icky.”

“Sorry about that,” Lane said. “Exes can be that way.”

“They can be, which is why they are exes. I guess I’ll see about getting one of those clay pot trees,” Felicity said as they turned off the main highway and found a parking space outside the Scott Christmas tree lot.

Carson had the lot set up with a tent that served Sage’s famous hot chocolate and gingerbread and other holiday goodies. There were horse-drawn sleigh rides for families and of course the opportunity to select and cut down the Christmas tree of choice.

“This is nice. Thank you again.”

“You’re very welcome,” he said. He took her to get hot chocolate and realized that people were staring at them.

“Guess you don’t date much,” Lane said.

Felicity groaned. “It’s not that. They’re probably thinking you deserve someone better than me. I broke up with my ex very publicly by throwing a drink on him and have been lying low since then. Sorry, Lane—gosh I say that a lot around you. But it’s sincere.”

“It’s all right. So I’m the first guy you’ve been seen with since the breakup?”

“Yup. Sorry about that.”

“Nothing to be sorry about; we’re friends, right?”

She looked up at him, her eyes bright and hopeful with just a hint of the lingering sadness. “We are friends.”

“Good,” he said. “Do you need help picking out your tree?”

She shook her head. “Besides I see Carson waving furiously at you. I think you’re needed.”

“Not if you need me,” Lane said.

“That’s very sweet but honestly I’m good for now. I’ll get one of the hands to take me back to town as well. Thanks for the ride.”

Lane wanted to argue but he felt like she was trying to get away and he let her go. Besides lifting and carrying a Christmas tree into her house wasn’t something he could do. As he watched her go, he realized that he wanted to be able to do that.

Was that what this ennui was about? The fact that being home made it harder to feel normal, since he remembered the man he used to be and there wasn’t a bridge between the past and the present for him?

Well this Christmas he was determined to figure it out and make the next year one where he felt alive again.
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Follow us on
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Follow us on

[image: Instragram Button]

See you online!
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About the Author
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USA Today bestselling author KatherineGarbera is a two-time Maggie winner who has written more than 60 books. A Florida native who grew up to travel the globe, Katherine now makes her home in the Midlands of the UK with her husband, two children and a very spoiled miniature dachshund.

For more from Katherine, visit KatherineGarbera.com

Join her mailing list here

Follow her on Facebook and Twitter@katheringarbera
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For the latest news from Tule Publishing, visit our website at TulePublishing.com and sign up for our newsletter here!
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The StarFont font is created by BB eBooks Co., Ltd., a registered company in the Kingdom of Thailand. This font is intended to supplement glyphs in various eBooks. It is freeware and may be used either for commercial or personal use.

http://bbebooksthailand.com 
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Here is the "Read Me" from the original http://www.apostrophiclab.com website:

Archived here: http://web.archive.org/web/20030408055445/www.hardcovermedia.com/lab/Pages/info.html

and here: http://apostrophiclab.pedroreina.net/info.html

-----------

Apostrophic Laboratories does not collect or relay any personal information about its visitors.

Apostrophic Laboratories is not affiliated with the company that provides its web hosting service.

Apostrophic Laboratories is not affiliated with any third party advertising service. This lab will always be advertisement-free to maintain the spirit and integrity of freedom of information that the world wide web was intended to represent.

The fonts on this site are freeware and can be used as they are in any context without permission from Apostrophic Laboratories, except to produce material that is racist, criminal and/or illegal in nature. It is prohibited to modify any Apostrophic Laboratories font(s) for repackaging and/or re-release without an express written authorization by the designer(s) of the font(s) or Apostrophic Laboratories. Under no circumstance shall any Apostrophic Laboratories design or font design be sold or purchased. Email info@apostrophiclab.com if you want more information.

The Apostrophic Laboratories site and its contents are the property of Apostrophic Laboratories and the contents' creators. It is prohibited to use the graphic designs shown on this site or any of the site's elements without obtaining written authorization from the designer(s) and/or developer(s) of the content in question. Email info@apostrophiclab.com if you want more information.

Read everything written by Kurt Vonnegut.
Hear everything written by Mozart. 
Live every day like it is your first.
Smell the flowers.
Touch the faces of babies.
Run in the rain.
Eat pop corn.

The following constitutes the different methods of contacting Apostrophic Laboratories. 
Web: http://www.apostrophiclab.com 
Email: info@apostrophiclab.com 
For individual designer email addresses, click here. 
Address: Apostrophic Laboratories, 343 Kingswood Road, Toronto, Ontario, Canada M4E 3N8
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