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      They say you can never go home.

      Or maybe it’s you never should go home.

      Either way, here I am in Sugarplum Hollow, Colorado, standing in front of the one and only watering hole and source of entertainment in this one-horse town, and I pause for a moment to take in its glory on this cold and snowy December night.

      The Starry Nights Bar and Grill glows like a beacon strewn with enough twinkle lights and garland to wrap around the planet twice.

      There’s an evergreen next to the entrance covered with colorful lights and giant red ornaments dangling from its branches just to remind us that Santa will be here in less than a few weeks.

      Christmas.

      The thought of spending Christmas in Sugarplum almost takes my breath away for so many different reasons. It’s been so long, too long—and yet in some respects, not long enough.

      I hurry inside to escape the arctic blast but before I can properly take in holiday décor—more miles of garland and twinkle lights than should ever be legal—I spot him.

      Jaxson Stade is a Roman statue come to life, carved by the ancient masters with the body of a god and a heart of impenetrable steel—most likely fashioned by those rolls of alloy that have made his family billionaires ten times over.

      It’s hard to believe after all these years we’re in the same room again—feet on the floor within fighting distance in the very same bar.

      A live band croons in the corner, belting out a cheery rendition of “Jingle Bell Rock”, an entire crowd of bodies hustles for space between us dressed in what the world likes to call ugly Christmas sweaters—and the scent of stale fries and spiced cider fills my senses.

      But it’s Jaxson and his obnoxious presence that has my full attention. And just my luck, there’s not a single ugly thing about him.

      A tiny blonde scoots in beside me. “Oh my word, Poppy Montgomery! Is that you, live and in the flesh? I see who you’re looking at over there.” She chortles away before stepping in close. “Now tell me, is that a look of yearning or burning on your pretty little face?”

      I glance over at my best friend, whom I haven’t seen in the flesh in far too long, and we dive into a quick embrace.

      “It’s a look of churning—as in revulsion,” I’m quick to tell her. “And by the way, I’m pretty sure yearning and burning are one in the same, Sadie Richards.” I pull her in close once again with an explosion of laughter as we bounce up and down like six-year-olds. “Oh, how I’ve missed your beautiful face.”

      “And I missed you like crazy! I’m so happy to have you back.” Her blonde curls dust my face as she does her best to crush my ribcage, and I pull back to take her in with that blinking Christmas tree stitched onto her sweater. “You can never leave again,” she insists. “I am not letting you go.”

      “Well, I’m happy to be back.” And I will never stay. But I leave that little tidbit out for now.

      Sadie is a pixy incarnate. Tiny features, sparkling pink lips, big blue doe eyes—Sadie Richards is gorgeous enough to make anyone with an X-chromosome look twice. She’s petite and beautiful and an all-around vixen—and she just so happens to be coming off of what she refers to as her very first divorce.

      It’s safe to say, Sadie is planning on amassing her fair share of exes.

      “So?” She takes a step back to fully inspect me. “Are you scoping out the midnight offerings?”

      Midnight. A dull laugh pumps from me.

      Apparently, it wasn’t enough for the Starry Nights Bar and Grill to be the only show in town, they felt they needed a gimmick to draw in the masses—and that gimmick would be hosting a faux New Year’s Eve celebration every night at midnight. We’re talking resolutions, countdown, and a few confetti-based pyrotechnics as well.

      The event has more to do with bumping up their bottom line at that witching hour than it does in aiding people to spell out a few positive goals for their prospective future—seeing that everyone is strongly encouraged to usher in the new year—or new day as it were—with a drink. But people come from far and wide just to partake in the festivities, so I guess their gimmick has parlayed into a bona fide brilliant marketing scheme.

      Oh, and I almost forgot all about the kissing that takes place at the stroke of midnight. They come far and wide for that too.

      Not only is the bubbly imbibed but a full-on make-out session commences as well.

      I shudder at the prospect of pressing my lips against some random stranger just to not feel left out of what appears to be the most sacred tradition of all. It’s not. It’s silly.

      I take a moment to glare at the mistletoe lining every five feet of the ceiling.

      And mistletoe is even sillier.

      New Year’s Eve isn’t afoot—Christmas is. And yet for most people present and accounted for at this bar the two may as well be the same. For them the holiday season in general requires copious amounts of alcohol, lots of carnal cavorting with friends and potential lovers alike, and if they’re lucky they might just find themselves in a flirty situation brewing around midnight.

      But this holiday season is different. It’s my first in Sugarplum Hollow since I left five years ago.

      I’ve been back for the odd obligatory holiday, this last Thanksgiving withstanding. My family alternates hosting the turkey-based holiday with the Stade family every other year—as in Jaxson Stade’s family—and every other year I’m magically and mysteriously unable to make it.

      While I was still in college, my tried-and-true excuse was citing post-finals exhaustion, and after graduation, a faux internship cropped up, but this past Thanksgiving, I was wrapping up my last two weeks as a design consultant to an impressive L.A. firm.

      Yes, five years at a private college on a beach in Santa Barbara has done me well. And since then I managed to land myself a cushy position at a top home decorating firm touted highly by everyone who is anyone in La La Land.

      But I digress as my eyes fall back on the sight they’ve been craving for oh so long, Jaxson Stade… don’t even get me started on that hot body.

      There he is by the bar, flanked by a blonde and a brunette in Santa hats—and I bet they’d love to gift him a present—themselves. Probably both at the very same time.

      “Isn’t he drool-worthy?” Sadie nudges me, and I realize she’s egging me on—but I also realize she’s right on the drool-worthy money.

      I take in that shock of dark hair, his piercing blue eyes, and that perennial grin of his as he gives an easy laugh. He winks at one of them and I bite down over my lower lip as an aching sigh expels from me.

      “He is a sight to behold,” someone says from behind and I turn to find an all too familiar dark-haired beauty, smelling of that sweet tea-scented perfume I’ve come to associate with my sister.

      “Mackenzie!” I pull her into a tight embrace as my second hug-fest of the evening ensues. Back in L.A., I’ve yet to hug a single soul.

      Come to find out, such a show of affection is practically illegal in the City of Angels. In its place are well-delineated physical boundaries and physical assault infringements.

      But how I’ve missed my sweet yet very much spicy older sister. She too has donned the requisite ugly sweater—with Rudolph’s head poking out of her chest, complete with a blinking red nose. And she’s donned a pair of miniature blinking Christmas trees as earrings—and they too can be used as a beacon to bring ships to safe harbor.

      “Is Conner here?”  I ask, craning my neck past her in hopes to catch a glimpse of my big brother.

      Conner is Mack’s twin, and thankfully our one and only overprotective brother. Back in high school, I couldn’t go two steps with a date without Conner giving them a shakedown worthy of an FBI investigation.

      Mack squawks at the prospect. “Conner took off with some hot blonde over an hour ago—but never mind our womanizing big bro. You really did a number on Thanksgiving this year, Poppy. We missed you.”

      It makes my stomach churn to hear her say that. Sure, I feel guilty missing other holidays, too, but missing Thanksgiving feels like something just this side of a felony. Thanksgiving is huge in my family, and I hate that I missed out on all the cooking and baking and cavorting—not to mention the Black Friday shopping that follows—because I’m essentially a coward.

      I shoot Jax a knife-sharp look because we both know it’s all his fault.

      “I’m here now.” I pat Mack over the shoulder, drinking down this slightly older version of myself, same dark wavy hair, same lucent green eyes.

      My mother called us her Irish twins mostly because we were born a year apart—she didn’t let the sheets cool as she so indelicately puts it. But to this day, I think the reference has more to do with these emerald lenses we get to see the world through.

      “And I’m ready to do a number on the holiday season, too, so you’d better watch out,” I tell her. “Where’s your better half?”

      Mack married her longtime boyfriend, Dave Holiday, right out of high school. They’ve been hitched for six blissful years and have a boy and a girl underfoot to prove it, Ellie and Benny.

      Although—blissful might be a tad exaggerating. Having an acid tongue is a longtime family trait that has been passed down on our mother’s side, and is something both my sister and I have in common. Apparently, it doesn’t bode well for spouses, thus the constant strife the two young lovebirds face, and sadly the constant strife in their marriage.

      Mack wrinkles her nose. “My other half is literally doing a number on the couch with a slice of eggnog cheesecake. He tapped out for the night and sent me into the wild under the pretense of Christmas shopping. But I knew you’d be here, and I wouldn’t miss it. Have you seen Mom yet?”

      “Only for a second. My flight came in late, and by the time I dragged my luggage into the house, she and Dad were already headed up to bed. She pointed me to the party and hit the sack.”

      It’s true. Everybody, including my mother, knows that the Starry Nights Bar and Grill is the place to be on any night of the year considering that it’s the beating heart of Sugarplum Hollow. And judging by how packed it is with ugly sweaters and Santa hats alike, the locals and every last soul in Denver have gotten the memo too.

      “So, what do you think?” Sadie hooks her arm through mine as she nods toward Jax and the harem of potential Ms. Claus’ amassing around him.

      The mistletoe hanging above his head catches my eye and my gaze sinks back to his far too handsome face.

      I think I’m in a whole heck of a lot of trouble, but I don’t dare say a single word.
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      My sister leans my way as she sinks her gaze into the god of Sugarplum Hollow as the holiday party atmosphere rages on here at the Starry Night Bar and Grill.

      “I know you’re wondering,” she says. “And yes—he’s as single as a slice of eggnog cheesecake.”

      Both Sadie and I groan. Mack is the queen of the cheesy one-liners. I try to distract myself with the fact the band is belting one of my all-time favorite Christmas carols, “It’s a Marshmallow World.”

      But alas there aren’t enough marshmallows in the world to make this Stade—shaped nightmare go away.

      “Of course, he’s single,” I grunt as the girls crowding around him momentarily block him from view. “He’s a bona fide skirt-chaser. Everyone knows you can’t hold a good playboy down—especially not one with his bank account lined in solid gold Krugerrands.”

      It’s true. The Stades not only have billions of dollars, but their billions have billions.

      Someone clears their throat and we turn around.

      “Others may not be able to hold a good playboy down—but we can try!” Larissa Debeers pops up swilling a cherry red cocktail in her well-manicured hand. Larissa is a beautiful dark-haired vixen with the heart of a stone-cold witch. She looks as if she belongs on a Victoria’s Secret runway rather than holed up in Sugarplum Hollow—and how I wish she was anywhere else but here.

      I can’t help but frown at the woman.

      Yes, Jax is drop-dead gorgeous, but he’s also loaded, which means he brings the gold diggers to the yard, case in point Larissa.

      “Hello, Larissa,” I say, forcing a smile in her direction.

      “Nice to see you slumming, Pop Top,” says the Krugerrands’ huntress herself.

      “Wow,” I muse, mostly to myself. “You flash the boys’ track team just once in your entire scholastic career and you garner a nickname that endures time immemorial.”

      I never said I was full of bright ideas.

      Larissa chortles away as if I were her favorite new comedian. “I see L.A. is doing well by you,” she muses as she takes me in from head to toe.

      Larissa had her own stint in L.A., yet thankfully our paths never crossed.

      She was out trying to progress her modeling slash acting career, but after one mediocre commercial touting the ills of a red hot rash in her nether regions, she packed up her infected behind and hightailed it back to Sugarplum Hollow.

      Although I’m guessing that itch for Jax and his billions never quite went away.

      There’s no cure for greedy.

      “Louboutin heels in a snowstorm?” She snorts while looking down at my feet. “Snug leather jacket—that fits as if Cinderella’s mice themselves adhered it to your body? And those jeans?” Her brows rise in amusement. “I’d ask if you painted them on, but my guess is you’ve gone pantless and your flesh has turned a healthy shade of blue.”

      I’d laugh, but I promised myself long ago I wouldn’t waste the energy on Larissa. We have a brief yet tumultuous history not worthy of repeating.

      I’d ask why she’s kept her feet planted in Sugarplum Hollow, but according to her body language, her own painted-on clothing—a red and white striped dress that would make Santa blush the way it clings to her curves, it’s apparent why she’s hanging around.

      “Still working on your MRS degree at the U of Sugarplum Hollow, I see.” I nod toward Jax without meaning to, not that it’s a secret she’s heavily into the town’s honorary womanizer.

      “Mmm,” she moans, taking him in with the rest of us. “It’s true. I’ve always had a hankering for tall, filthy rich, and gorgeous. But Jaxy is untouchable in the commitment arena. I think that’s why the girls swoon twice as hard.” She looks at me with those dark amber eyes. “A girl always wants what she can’t have. Isn’t that right, Pop Top?” She gives a sly wink before slinking away.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” My foot twists in my Louboutin as if doling out a threat.

      “Don’t listen to her.” Sadie shoves her eggnog cocktail concoction into my hand, and I take a quick sip. “She’s just bitter because the closer you are to her favorite boy toy, she knows that her chances of landing him horizontal for the night decrease dramatically.”

      “That might be true,” Mack muses. “But nonetheless, she is one of his regulars. That man has every available woman in town on a crop rotation—they’re well-trained to his nefarious ways, too. The only catfights that take place are at his request. And rumor has it, all of those wrestling matches take place in his private chambers at his command. Dave says he’s taking them three at a time now.”

      “Disgusting,” I hiss as Jax slowly becomes enveloped by the harlots vying for a chance to become one in three. “Geez, when did he morph into such a pervert? And it’s shocking his mother puts up with that.”

      His mother just so happens to be my own mother’s lifelong best friend, and if they’re about anything, they’re about getting into every sloppy detail of their children’s lives. To them, it’s not only a haunting pastime—it’s research.

      Charlene—my mother—and Debbie or Deb as we tend to call her, the one who sponsored Jaxson’s birther movement—have in recent years embarked on the precarious world of blogging.

      The Mischief Mavens’ Baking Blog had over a million hits last year. Yes, you’ve read that right. A million hits mean that they’ve actually spellbound a jury of their peers and tricked them into coming back time and time again.

      And believe me, that whole baking thing is just a confectionary ruse. The most popular feature of their blog falls under the category of mischief. You see, pranks and all things shenanigans happen to be our mothers’ specialty.

      Donning fuzzy pink robes and curlers just to drop us off at school was a regular running gag—the irony being that neither of them slept in curlers.

      I can’t even count how many Halloween nights they followed close behind the two of us with demonic clown masks and axes. If you’ve surmised the fact that we never trick-or-treated with other people, you’ve guessed right.

      Then there was the time they showed up to our prom. They made no bones about the fact they were chronically ticked that both Jax and I chose to go stag rather than as each other’s plus one.

      Of course, the mischief mavens decided that what better way to mark the occasion as regrettable than dancing the Macarena right beside us?

      And the last, but I’m sure not final stunt they pulled on the two of us was altering the acceptance letters from the universities we applied to, informing us that we had swiftly been rejected from each and every school, when in fact the opposite was true.

      They copped to it soon enough, but the laugh was on them once I chose a school thousands of miles away from them at a private university in L.A. that came complete with a major scholarship. Only it wasn’t the two of them I was running from.

      Sadie steps in close with her arms crossed, that oddly vexed look on her face, and it makes me wonder if she wants her eggnog concoction back.

      “Of course, his mother knows he’s a pervert,” she whispers. “Everybody with a pair of eyes knows that. But I’m pretty sure she doesn’t want that for her precious baby boy. In fact, you of all people should realize what Jaxson’s mother wants for him—or should I say who?”

      “Not this again.” I down the rest of the drink in my hand and slam the glass on the table next to me like a gavel.

      “You know it’s true.” Mack shakes her head. “Mom and Deb have always thought you two belonged together. As soon as you were born, they pressed your little hand in his.”

      “I know. I’ve seen the picture.” It sits in a frame just outside my old bedroom along with an entire childhood montage of the friendship Jax and I once shared.

      Our mothers delivered us three months apart—and were they ever so thrilled to have a bride for baby Jaxson.

      Little did they know their precious JJ, as they affectionately called him back then, would turn into a petri dish for all sorts of new strains of syphilis.

      “But, poor Deb will have to find another bride for her wayward son to hitch himself to,” I huff. “One that doesn’t mind sharing the marriage bed with a revolving door of hussies.”

      Jax and I used to be the best of friends—and then puberty hit and ruined that good time.

      Jax and I started with the puppy dog eyes about fifth grade—but a quick peck of a kiss in the middle of our freshman year landed us in an unspeakably awkward place. It didn’t help that our mothers glommed onto that pimple-laced opportune moment to plan our upcoming nuptials.

      Then, in our sophomore year of high school, Jax cornered me next to the old oak in his mother’s front yard that we must have climbed a thousand times to sit in the tree house perched in its branches—and he point blank asked if I liked him.

      Of course, I lied.

      I said I was totally in love with Miles Frampton from history class, and that if he ever cornered me with that I’m-going-to-land-you-horizontal look in his eyes again, I would have Miles tear Jaxson’s arms off and beat him with them.

      That, right there, launched us onto a rocky road that we have never recovered from.

      Jax didn’t seem too afraid of my quasi-violent verbal exchange. Instead, he happily starred in a parade of random women—an entire sisterhood of girls who fell to their knees and worshiped at the altar of his boxers.

      I know what you’re thinking. Why the lie? I wish I knew that myself. But lies, and a parade of easy women aside, Jax has morphed from the sweet, kindhearted boy whom I once made mud pies with, to an obnoxious love machine that sees prospective bedmates as nothing more than walking blow-up dolls he can defile any way he pleases.

      Jax Stade is not the boy I grew up with, and that’s too bad because I actually miss that boy on occasion.

      “Oh, hon”—Sadie shakes her head in his direction—“if I know one thing about Jaxson Stade—it’s that there will be no marriage bed.”

      “And if you’re lucky”—Mack hoists her drink in the air—“you’ll both escape that thorny matrimonial cage yourself.”

      Both she and Sadie whoop it up in honor of their shared disdain for the diamond-clad union.

      Mack shudders as she downs the shot in her hand and lets out a howl that nearly pierces my eardrum. “Who’s in for another round? I’ve got you covered, girls.” She takes a few dancing steps toward the bar. “We’re going to get M.C. Hammered tonight!”

      “Nice.” I frown over at my lush of a sister as she takes off.

      It’s clear I’ll be the designated driver of the evening.

      Hunter, my old buddy who owns the Starry Nights Bar and Grill, actually has a system in place to make sure there are no drunk drivers on the loose in Sugarplum Hollow. In fact, there’s an entire volunteer force ready and willing to pick up the sloppy drunks as they stumble out of the bar.

      “Did you say nice?” Sadie nudges her shoulder up against mine. “Or is it naughty thoughts infiltrating your underused brain? Face it, Jaxson Stade has it going on, Poppy.” She lets out a deep, unruly moan. “You do realize you are the sole reason I haven’t pounced on that Christmas package he’s got tucked away in those tight in all the right places, naturally distressed Levi’s. This is the first night I’ve seen him in anything but a suit, and, dear Lord, you have not lived until you’ve seen Jaxson Stade in a well-sculpted Italian masterpiece.”

      She swoons on cue, and as much as I hate myself for it, I swoon right along with her.

      “I’ve seen him in a suit plenty of times,” I say.

      True. And I can attest to the fact he’s just as swoon-worthy as she claims.

      “Not lately,” she insists. “Not with that new body of his. Jax has been hitting the irons like a prisoner. He’s practically a fixture on the main road as he jogs that rock-hard, shirtless, glossed with that sweaty body of his. Mmm...” She gives a wistful shake of the head. “You should see the backup on that two-lane stretch from seven to nine.”

      “Seven to nine in the morning? I see he’s going after the MILF demographic.”

      Not surprising since everyone knows he’s just about raising his sister’s son ever since Jules’ husband ran out on her.

      Jules is a few years older than us, and my heart broke when I heard her oaf of a husband took off for the concrete pastures of Manhattan.

      “He doesn’t care about the MILFs, Poppy.” Sadie cocks her head as if she wants me to read between the MILF-fy lines, but I refuse to do it.

      There is absolutely nothing to read at all. Jax and I simply aren’t happening.

      And then, just like that, his clear blue eyes settle over me, and he rises a notch out of that crowd of estrogen enough for me to see his dimples digging in on either side of his cheeks, and both Sadie and I lurch a bit.

      “He’s spotted you in the wild!” she squeals.

      I open my mouth to protest the idea, but it’s too late.

      She’s right, and he’s headed this way—and with a newly planted Santa hat on his head.

      “Oh my goodness, here he comes!” Sadie does a quick tap dance in her ruby red slippers, and suddenly I’m feeling like there’s no place like home.

      Why did I think showing up at Starry Nights was a good idea, again? On ugly sweater night no less.

      “He’s on his way. He’s parting the sea of sluts, and he’s coming to see you! Oh my word, this is so exciting. And to think, all those girls have waited all night to see where that compass in his pants would lead him, and here it’s been pointing to you all along. I bet that compass needle of his has been pointing your way for the last five years—not that he has anything as minute as a needle attached to his person. It’s just a play on—”

      “I get it.” I give her a quick swat over the arm, but oh my goodness… It’s as if the world takes life down a notch, and suddenly everything is unfolding in slow motion.

      Ho, ho, ho.

      Here comes Santa Clause.
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      Jaxson Stade walks steadily toward me with that cocky grin curling up his lips, those dangerous sapphire eyes fixed over mine, Santa hat deviously in place, while holding me hostage right where I am, helpless to do anything but wait for him to close the distance between us.

      His red and green checkered flannel is split open down the front, revealing a white T-shirt stretching taut over his chest, the contours of which demand that the cotton adhere to every sculpted ridge.

      The man is hotter than a kitchen fire.

      A breath gets locked in my throat as he swoops in so close, I’d swear those lips were coming in for the kill far earlier than midnight.

      “Poppy Montgomery.” He pulls me into a tight embrace, his heavy chest presses to mine as I take in the spiced scent of his thick cologne. I glance to the ceiling only to see we’ve somehow landed in ground zero—right under a bushel of mistletoe.

      That naughty weed wishes we would make it’s night. But not on my watch, buddy.

      Jaxson’s strong, heavy arms, those capable fingers pressing into my flesh manage to evoke a heaving sigh from me.

      I try to tell myself that I’m not interested in his basic bad-boy persona and those basic unearthly good looks. But heaven help me, there is nothing basic about Jaxson Stade. That the fact I’m shuddering from a spontaneous bout of ecstasy is just an aftereffect from the rather prolonged dry spell I’m currently enduring—but Jax’s stark good looks demand that my body tell the truth.

      His heart-stopping chiseled features, those cobalt bedroom eyes, coupled with the fact his rock-hard body is pressed tight against me, leaves me shivering from head to my sky-high heels.

      “Jaxson Stade.” I try to sound equally as jovial, but it comes out more of a whimper after a long wild night. Something I’m sure he’s accustomed to—both the whimper and the long wild night.

      He pulls back with his arms slipping down toward my waist, and our eyes lock a moment.

      There it is—that unspoken secret we have lingering between the two of us about as welcome as the Grinch, but neither of us is willing to give in to it.

      “Good to see you.” His fingers press in over my arms just enough, and a part of me wonders if that’s code for let’s hit the sheets later. It wouldn’t surprise me at all to learn that he and his hussies have established their own perverted language through a series of clicks and whistles. “I hear you’re killing it in L.A.” He winces a little when he says it as if it pained him on some level. “I always knew you would.” He offers a congratulatory tap to my back before taking a step away, his arms hanging awkwardly at his side as if that were the last place they wanted to be.

      “Of course, I’m killing it,” I say with a touch of bravado.

      I am so not killing it.

      Unless, of course, you categorize fetching coffee and flagging down Uber drivers as a success. In that case, I am totally killing it.

      I avert my eyes to Sadie.

      My little blonde nymph of a friend is the only one I’ve divulged the truth to so far. I was too afraid if I told Mack, she’d tell Mom who would understandably tell Dad and they’d both veto my very adult decision to stay on the West Coast sans friends and family as I venture daily to the beach for a sand nap. Despite the fact I’m about to crest thirty, a part of me still believes my parents have the authority to pull rank.

      The horrible truth is, I recently quit my job. As soon as my boss made it clear he wanted me on the mattress more than he wanted me decorating the mattress, I told him he could bounce on the box springs all by his lonesome because I wasn’t about to join him.

      I believe his parting words to me were you’ll never decorate in this town again! And true to his prophetic utterings, I’ve yet to find a firm that will take me.

      Trust me, I put out the feelers far and wide. I’m still hoping against hope I come up with something fast because my bank account is running on fumes and my roommate already has a pair of Russian twins in the wings who make a steady living down on Hollywood Boulevard dressed as Wonder Woman and Supergirl ready to replace me.

      “You’re killing it, and now you’re killing me.” Jax steps back enough to take in the rest of my body. “Bringing L.A. back to Sugarplum Hollow, I see.” He shakes his head at my ensemble of choice. “The boys better watch out.” He tips his cocky yet impossibly gorgeous head my way as those dazzling eyes of his latch onto mine once again. “So you’re here for the big Christmas slash birthday announcement, I take it.”

      His lips twitch as if he’s holding back a laugh, and the thought of Jax having a good chuckle at my expense enrages me.

      I’m sure he’s been laughing at me all along. I can’t shake the feeling he sees through my façade, right down to the dirty glorified coffee secretary details.

      “Exactly that.” I swallow hard. It’s only partially a lie.

      Yes, our mothers are set to announce something they promise will knock our socks off in just a couple short weeks at their shared sixty is sensational birthday bash which happens to fall on Christmas Eve, but I’m also hoping to score a small personal loan from my father that will get me through the spring.

      However loans aside, we’ve got two Christmas Eve birthday princesses to contend with. And believe me each and every year they were quick to remind us they were not only a gift to their families, but to the world.

      “Mmm.” Jax gives a quick moan while drinking down my features as if he hadn’t seen them one too many times already.

      But there’s something about hearing that moan—watching the way his left eye came just shy of winking as if he were indulging in something far too delicious for words that send my insides trembling once again.

      In the five years since I’ve seen him, he’s grown into a full-blown man.

      His chest has broadened, his face is that much more comelier, and those lips, those cutthroat deep flame blue eyes—Lord Almighty, someone call the fire department. This man has set my entire body ablaze.

      Just as I’m about to tell him to stop with the waking dirty dream, Mack shows up with a tray full of red glowing cocktails, each with a candy cane dipped in them, that promise to take this night from tolerable to memorable.

      “Jaxy Jax!” Mackenzie squawks with delight as she nods us to the table just a few steps away and we each take a seat. “This is perfect. Now we can finally discuss that fabulous sixty fiasco and how we’re going to show up those high jinks heroines once and for all.”

      “You mean prank the pranksters?” Sadie winces. “And risk enduring their formidable wrath for years to come? Count me in—but I’ll be watching from the sidelines.”

      Jax and I exchange a brief glance.

      “Lord knows we have more than enough reasons to exact revenge.” I pick up a glowing peppermint cocktail and toast my sister. “But Sadie is right. They’ll come at us ten times harder. Each time we’ve tried to malign the mavens of mischief, we’ve ended up on the wrong side of a very humiliating act of foul play.”

      Jax scoots his seat in close, and his knee brushes against mine for a moment.

      My entire body enlivens from that simple touch and I can’t help but frown.

      “Don’t tell me you fear a couple of middle-aged women,” he teases my way. “And I say that as a fact, not a putdown. Those two have made sure that every highlight of your juvenile years was not only recorded but as toxically degrading as can be—my juvenile years included.”

      I’d call him out on his use of the word toxic, but it happens to be true. If anything, Char and Deb take toxicity to a whole new level.

      “Of course, I fear them, and, if you were wise, you would, too,” I say. “Face it, there’s no one else on this side of the continental divide who can strike the fear of payback in you the way they can. Besides, what prank would even be worthy to take on the divas of damaged psyches? Let’s be realistic. Those two gals are twisted, and I shudder to think what their devious minds might conjure up in the name of retribution.”

      Although it would be fun to watch Jax, billionaire boy extraordinaire, squirm as a little good old-fashioned recompense is doled out via his mad maven of a mama.

      His bedroom eyes wince my way as he leans in. “Why are you grinning at me that way?”

      “I thought you were used to women falling all over you with their greasy smiles.”

      “I am.” His knee grazes over mine once again and my stomach pinches. “And usually when they’re baring their fangs, they’re getting ready to bite. See anything you’d like to sink your teeth into?”

      “Down, boy,” I’m quick to reprimand.

      “Not so fast, Poppy.” Sadie gets that squirrely look in her eyes. “I wouldn’t be so quick to dismiss a good naughty invite.”

      Mack holds a hand out to Sadie. “Down, girl.” She opens her mouth to say something else, but all that manages is a small choking sound. She draws another breath and gasps. “Oh my word! You did it, Sadie!”

      “I did?” She scoots my way a notch, in the event the candy cane in my sister’s glass is about to impale my pixie friend.

      “Yes! You just gave me the brainstorm of the century.” Mack’s eyes swirl like peppermint pinwheels. “I’ve got the ultimate prank we can pull on those mischievous mavens as they get ready to turn a sinister sixty.”

      “Give it to me,” Jax says while looking at my sister, but his knee rubs over my own, warm and lingering, and I can’t help but think he’s throwing out a perverted invite once again.

      Something tells me Jax isn’t one to hear the word no very often, and the thought of sending him home without a warm body by his side brings a dark smile to my face.

      “The two of you”—Mack waves her candy cane concoction at both Jax and me—“are going to pull the ultimate prank on our mothers.”

      I avert my eyes at the thought. “Well played, Mack. So when the ax falls, you’ll be safely on the sidelines with Sadie. Right. There’s no way I’m pulling anything on those two beady-eyed biddies, unless you enlist yourself along with Jules and Kali, too.”

      Jules and Kali are Jaxson’s sisters—one older, one younger, both far more affable.

      Mack bounces in her seat, giddy with excitement. “No can do. What I have planned only the two of you can pull off.”

      Sadie knocks back her drink and slams the glass to the table. “Don’t keep us in suspense. Midnight is nearing—and I’ve got a loose set of lips to wrangle up.”

      I frown out at the ugly sweater-wearing crowd as they all pair up in anticipation of that faux New Year’s celebration. I’d much rather have Santa storm the building and haul us all back to the North Pole and force us to labor in his workshop with nothing but gingerbread cookies to live on.

      Hey? Maybe that can be my New Year’s resolution? Moving up north—way up north.

      “Okay.” Mackenzie closes her eyes a moment as if summoning all her strength for the effort and the band starts up with “Deck the Halls”, another one of my festive favs. “You know how Mom and Deb have been after the two of you to get together ever since you were in the womb?” Mack nods as if this is common knowledge—and unfortunately it is. “Well, I say give them what they want.” A tiny dimple in her left cheek digs in as she indulges in a self-gratifying smile.

      “I don’t get it.” I look to Jaxson, who seems to be warming to the idea, wetting his lips while his chest expands like an amped-up baboon. “Oh, wait”—I sit up straight—“you don’t mean…”

      “Yes.” Mack clasps my hands tight. “The two of you pretend to be knock-down, drag-out, head over heels in love. And then, once their sixtieth birthday bash slash huge Christmas announcement settles down, you lay it on them—whamo! We’ll hit them with the bad news before Santa has time to slide down the chimney.”

      She slaps her hands on the table so hard, half the bar turns to see if all eight reindeer just landed in our midst. Or is it nine? I was never good at that mammal-based holiday math.

      “That’s cruel, Mackenzie.” I’m the first to protest. “That’s heartless.”

      That’s brilliant is what it is—but I don’t dare say it.

      “It’s a heart stopper,” Jax adds in that low octave that makes my insides bounce on cue.

      Dear heaven, this man is a hormonal weapon of mass destruction—and that Santa hat he’s donned only seems to be working in his favor.

      Figures.

      “It will kill them,” I say. Now it’s my knee rubbing up against his. Take that, Mister Women-in-My-Presence-Don’t-Require-Personal-Space.

      “It will kill them.” Jax bears those luminescent eyes into mine, and I’m a prisoner to his haunting good looks.

      So not fair.

      The universe knows I’m a sucker for black hair and blue eyes, and don’t get me started on those dimples that I actually once stuck my finger in while Jaxson did his best impersonation of an electrical socket. And you can bet every last sugar cookie, I got a jolt out of it too.

      I used to get thirsty for a tall glass of water just looking at his eyes, and now I’m just thirsty for him.

      Silly hormones.

      I’m shocked they haven’t found a cure for them yet.

      Sadie clears her throat, but neither Jax nor I are willing to break our stare.

      “You can always let them down easy,” she suggests. “Haven’t they earned something just this side of heart-stopping? I mean—showing up at prom? That was pretty brutal. And the time they held a surprise birthday party for you, Poppy—and yet the invites they sent out were actually to your faux engagement party? Remember the lines at the return counter? I was with you. Now that was brutal.”

      “I forgot all about that nightmare.” My entire body burns with something just this side of anger as a sense of self-righteous revenge percolates in me anew. “I was thirteen for Pete’s sake!”

      Jax taps the table with a dead look in his eyes. “My mother made me pick out a ring.”

      “They deserve it.” Mack inches those candy cane cocktails toward the two of us, and Jax and I each glom onto our own.

      “They deserve it.” He lifts his glass as if toasting the idea.

      “They so deserve it.” I touch my glass to his, then Mack’s, and Sadie’s.

      “To love!” Mack raises her suspiciously empty glass a little higher, and we do the same.

      “To love,” we cry out as a group.

      Mack is quick to excuse herself, citing the fact she needs to check on Dave and the kids before disappearing. Sadie outright blows us a kiss before trotting off to the deep end of the bar where there’s enough testosterone and cologne to drown in.

      Jaxson Stade brazenly runs his knee over mine with those oven-heated eyes searing me from the inside. “You in this, Tinsel Town?”

      Tinsel Town.

      Now there’s a blast from the past. Jax thought up that aluminum-based moniker after I insisted that the amount of tinsel used on our school Christmas tree was bad for the environment and that we should ban the silver slivers from our school holiday repertoire forever.

      I believe my battle cry was think of the sea turtles—never mind the fact there are no sea turtles in Colorado.

      In my defense, I was seven, and he went right along with it until his father tore into him for falling for something so idiotic—albeit environmentally minded.

      Jax actually had a great father whom he lost just as we were about to leave for college. And as far as I know, it’s still a pretty sore subject, so I don’t dare contest him on the silly name just yet.

      “That’s right, Jax Frost.” A cheesy grin glides over my face.

      Jax was Jax Frost to my Tinsel Town—right after he starred in the school play featuring the main character with a slightly similar frozen moniker. That was a time in my life I enjoyed best—during my storied childhood with this perverted prankster seated before me.

      Those were the good old days. I have no idea where they’ve gone.

      Jax holds out his hand, and I place my palm over his and we reinitiate our once secret handshake—two pats, a firm shake, followed by a knuckle bump.

      That’s what best friends do.

      They have great monikers that outlast collegiate life and secret handshakes that imbed themselves into muscle memory.

      Although his hand is thicker, stronger than I remember it. Everything about Jaxson Stade is far more heart-stoppingly masculine than I ever remember.

      “It’s good to have you back, Poppy.” Something just this side of fatigue is layered in that look he gives me. It’s probably closer to regret or resentment.

      “You don’t have to fake it with me, Jaxson. You hate this. I’m the last person on the planet you want to even pretend to like.” I growl over at him without meaning to. “Don’t worry. As soon as our big reveal is through, I plan on being on the next plane back to L.A.”

      The band stops playing, and the lead singer starts in on that faux New Year’s countdown as couples scurry together to get their midnight mischief underway—right under the well-placed mistletoe.

      “Now go ahead and get back to that boob parade you’re the grand marshal of,” I tell him. “I’d hate for any of your bodily members to miss out on their shining moment.”

      And with that, I head back into the icy night, slipping all the way to my mother’s loaner in my thousand-dollar L.A. Louboutins and freezing in my flimsy leather jacket.

      I shiver all the way back to my parents’ house, wondering just what the heck I’ve gotten myself into.

      Mischief under the mistletoe indeed.

      ‘Tis the season for unexpected twists after all, and both my mother and Jaxson’s are about to get the gift of a lifetime—even if it does land us on the naughty list.

      Ho, ho, ho indeed.
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      Poppy Montgomery.

      Now there’s a name that never leaves my conscious—but that face, those hot full lips I would love to take a bite out of, they never seem to leave my dreams.

      It’s one thing to think about her, but another altogether to have her here in the flesh. Her beating heart was just a second away from mine last night.

      I didn’t want her to leave like that, but it seems like my entire life I’ve had the ability to chase her away.

      It wasn’t always that way—somewhere around sophomore year I turned scaring Poppy away into an unintentional art form.

      Wish to heck I knew what I did wrong. I rack my brain trying to figure that out every darn day.

      “Penny for your thoughts.” My mother comes up beside me as I stare out the window at the construction crew working away.

      “Morning,” I say.

      The snow came down pretty good last night, dusting the evergreens like powdered sugar but that hasn’t stopped the crew I’ve hired to build my dream home.

      I didn’t hang out after Poppy left last night. In fact, I followed her home just to make sure she got there safe. I hung back far enough for her not to notice. I’m not sure she would care if she did. I’m not sure why I care.

      I’ve never been despised so much by anyone the way that woman despises me. And Poppy is all woman now.

      Not that I didn’t secretly enjoy every moment we’ve ever spent together. I made all of her rage worth her while. Half the things I did in my life were meant to infuriate her.

      “And just a penny for my thoughts?” I tease accepting the steaming cup of cocoa she’s holding my way, complete with miniature marshmallows as our golden retriever, Nutmeg, comes bounding this way. “Although to be honest, they’re probably worth less than that. Thanks for the drink,” I say taking a careful sip. “Hey girl,” I say giving Nutmeg’s furry blonde head a quick pat.

      Mom picked up Nutmeg a few years back as a Christmas gift to the family but I’ve taken over feeding, walking, and picking up after her.

      Nutmeg has been my best girl by far these past few years and I’m not too sure what that says about the women I’ve dated.

      “How much are you charging for your mental musings these days?” Mom laughs as she asks.

      “It might cost you a billion,” I tease as I sigh out the window and Nutmeg sighs along with me. We always seem to be on the same page, Nutmeg and me. “Contractor says two more months. You think you can handle my brooding presence haunting the place for that long?”

      Mom tips her head at me in the way only moms can do when they’re looking at you from under their lashes.

      For the most part, she’s a shorter, far more feminine version of myself, and I’ve always been proud to take after her in more ways than one. She’s a strong woman. Full of fight with a feisty heart—and a serious obsession with hot cocoa.

      She nods my way. “Only if you promise to haunt the family room once in a while and watch a Christmas movie or two with me.”

      “Will do,” I say toasting her with my mug.

      The property my mother owns is more or less a compound spread over three hundred acres. The day I turned eighteen I moved into the guesthouse about a stone’s throw from the main house. My father died just prior to that, and I knew I didn’t want to leave a house full of my favorite women all alone in the countryside, so I’ve made this place my homebase too.

      My older sister, Jules, was dating at the time, and Kali was still in middle school. And now that Jules is newly divorced—from the jerk who thought it was a great idea to start a family and run—left her with a two-year-old boy whom I’ve become a surrogate father to, I couldn’t bear to live much farther.

      But I’ve given the guesthouse to Jules and my sweet nephew Jensen while I’ve built—am in the process of building, a new home for myself just about a half mile down the road. Kali is still here in the main house with Mom, and I think everyone is happy with this new arrangement.

      Mom gives a little chuckle. “Word on the flocked streets of Sugarplum Hollow is that Poppy Montgomery flew in on Santa’s sleigh last night.” She gives a little wink while stirring her cocoa. Mom loves Poppy as if she were her own. “Charlene invited us to dinner tonight to welcome her back—sort of a little impromptu holiday party. And you know how much Char has missed Poppy. She’s over the top excited to have her home. How many stocks of Stade Steel do I have to bribe you with to make sure you show up for that good time?”

      My heart gives an unnatural thump. Here it is—show time crept up on me a heck of a lot sooner than I expected. “Of course, I’ll be there. And you know that big announcement you and Char have happening on Christmas Eve?”

      “I sure do,” Mom chuckles and nearly spills her cocoa as she gets worked up like a giddy schoolgirl. Her eyes burn bright as blue flames.

      My father used to say I have my mother’s eyes, and that’s something I don’t mind at all. I happen to think my mother is beautiful both inside and out, no matter how certifiable she’s proven to be over the years.

      “Well, I’ve got a little announcement myself I’ll be making tonight.” I give a quick kiss to her cheek before handing her my cocoa as I take off right out the door.

      “Wait a minute!” she calls after me. “An announcement? You know I’m no good with suspense! I can’t wait until tonight!”

      A dark laugh pulses through me as I head out into the icy air. The snow billows in mounds alongside the driveway as Nutmeg bounds by my side. She loves to race to the guesthouse about as much as I do.

      I start in on a sprint as I make my way to track down Kali and Jules at the guesthouse. I don’t think either of my sisters will care that I’ll be dating—or in the least pretending to date Poppy. Jules might flinch, but she’ll get over it.

      There’s only one person whom I think might do a little more than flinch, and that person is Conner Montgomery. He’s been like the brother I’ve never had, he still is. I see him every darn day ever since I hired him as head of legal at Stade Steel.

      No, Conner will not appreciate me anywhere near his baby sister—he never has. But that’s too bad for Conner because we’re all grown up now, and I’m done listening to anything he has to say on the matter.

      I should have never listened to begin with.
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      The guesthouse is quaint, which is a nice way of saying small as a gnat, but I made it work for eight long years. And much to my sister’s credit, she has managed to strip this tiny abode of any signs that a grown man ever lived in it. Instead, she’s turned it into a shabby chic disaster that any and every thirteen-year-old girl would die for.

      The outside is strung with colorful Christmas lights and an evergreen wreath hangs on the door. Inside it looks as if a craft’s store exploded with enough garland and twinkle lights to fashion a forest out of. There’s a train that scuttles around the tree, little holiday figurines set out in every last corner, and a family of stuffed snowmen standing by the fireplace that shiver each time something moves nearby. And with my nephew zipping around, those snowmen never stop shivering.

      Jensen runs over and whacks me on the knee with his toy fire truck that lights up and shrills an obnoxious howl in my ear. He’s redheaded, and freckled, and cute as a bug, and at the same time a doppelganger of the father who left him.

      “Nutmeg,” he shouts as he gives the furry beast a bear hug.

      “Hey, buddy,” I give his hair a quick tousle. “Why don’t you teach me how to work the TV?”

      “I knows dat!” The look of persistence in his eyes gets me, and I tuck a quick kiss to the top of his head. “I can do it for Mommy! Follow me, Nutmeg!”

      Both he and Nutmeg take off for the sofa, and I nod for Kali and Jules to join me at the table. My sisters all share my mother’s features, same dark hair, same siren blue eyes. There’s a saying in Sugarplum Hollow that the Stades are all a bunch of dimpled lookalikes. It’s fair to say they’re right.

      They’re both wearing some rendition of red and green, and Jules has on a red frilly apron with white fluffy trim that looks as if it belongs to Mrs. Claus and the house holds the scent of fresh baked cookies.

      “What’s up?” Jules plucks Kali’s phone out from her hand, and now they’re both frowning over at me.

      Just as I’m about to fill them in on my latest, possibly greatest deception, a fist grows in my throat, and I can’t seem to push the words out.

      There’s something about having this false relationship with Poppy, of all people, that seems to have struck a nerve. I couldn’t get her out of my head last night. Not that it’s anything new, but this time there was a genuine level of heartache behind it.

      Poppy and I are fragile. We have been for so long. I’m not sure what this will do to us. One thing is for sure—it’s going to get messy.

      “What is it?” Kali’s eyes widen, large as windows that let you peer right into her sweet soul.

      “It’s a surprise.” There. It’s about all I can manage at the moment. “I’m making an announcement tonight at the Montgomery’s. I’ll need both of you there.”

      I couldn’t tell them the truth. If Mom gets a whiff of this being a ruse, she might try to break them for info, and I’d hate to put them in that position.

      “You’ll be at the Montgomery’s?” Jules’s face tempers to repulsion. Jules is well aware that Poppy broke my heart. Ironic since Poppy is yet to be let in on that fact. “You do realize that Poppy is in town.” The look on Jules’s face is priceless. You would think having Poppy Montgomery in my life is the equivalent of head lice. Jules tips her chin down, her expression hard as stone. “Is it about the company?”

      Ever since that clown she was married to took off, she’s seen the world through a less-than-stellar lens. It’s as if she’s just waiting around for the other shoe to drop. Not that her life will ever be hard. Our grandfather ensured that very thing once he founded Stade Steel.

      Nope.

      Forever the three of us will be well taken care of far beyond any material wealth most of the world will ever know. I think that’s why we strive to be close, to keep the lines of communication open, and to never, ever lie to one another—like I’m about to do now.

      “It’s not about the company.”

      Kali huffs a quick laugh. “This has to do with her, doesn’t it?” Her face brightens with the question as if calling me out on my bluff.

      Kali was at the bar last night along with that kid she hangs out with twenty-four-seven, Cole—and so help him if he offends her with a simple wink. I don’t have a very high tolerance toward people of the opposite gender treating either of my sisters poorly.

      I’m still in the process of making Ron’s life a living nightmare for leaving Jules and Jensen—but at the moment, I appreciate him out of their lives. It makes room for peace, for me, for our family to grow tighter as a unit.

      After my father died, I became the man of the house and that’s exactly who I plan on being until my dying day.

      “Well?” Kali’s eyes bug out. “I knew it. I saw the way you two were sitting at that table last night. And the way you both left at about the same time. Eww! Did you bring her back to the house?”

      Jules chokes out a laugh. “I bet if Mom woke up and saw that, she would have cheered from the sidelines.”

      As sick and twisted as that sounds, I know it’s true.

      Jules sours as if on cue. “Don’t tell me you and that hussy have something happening between you. She treated you like less than dirt for the better half of your life. I’m not going to let her take advantage of you that way. And if she’s suddenly your best friend again after all these years, I can’t help but wonder if it’s some Stade Steel green she’s after.”

      Poppy isn’t a gold digger, but as much as I want to defend her, it’ll only rile Jules up. Jules can be rabid once she clamps onto a subject. Once you get her lathered up in a heap, there’s no letting go of it on her part. And the last person I want her shredding to pieces is Poppy.

      “You’ll have to wait and see like everybody else,” I say. “A holiday party, tonight at the Montgomery’s. Trust me, it’s going to be a memorable night.”

      “I bet.” Kali kicks me from under the table as if she’s already enjoying the prospect of Poppy and me toughing it out.

      Not that the thought of being with Poppy would be tough on any level.

      I miss her. The old Poppy, Tinsel Town to be exact.

      I miss the old us.

      I miss my father being here and our mothers colluding to get Poppy and me together.

      I miss a lot of things. But this new version of what we’ve become is one thing I can do without.

      Jensen crashes into my arms as Jules snorts out a laugh.

      “I wouldn’t miss tonight for the world.” Jules shakes her head at me, her eyes already both disappointed and curious as to why I’d ever keep a secret from her. “What have you gotten yourself into, Jaxson?”

      “Wait and see.” I pick up Jensen and turn him into an airplane for the rest of the afternoon. I could listen to his laughter all day long, and I do just that until it’s time to celebrate the holidays with a girl I never thought I’d see again.

      Poppy and I are about to kill it.

      It’s show time.

      Merry Christmas, Sugarplum Hollow. I have a feeling this will be a holiday season the whole town will never forget.
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      I put on a suit. I take off a suit.

      I put on my favorite jeans.

      I take them off.

      I take two hot showers, brush my teeth ten times, and practically down the mouthwash.

      How far are we going to take this?

      Why isn’t Poppy returning any of my text messages?

      Was this all some big holiday prank on me?

      The thought has crossed my mind about a dozen times this afternoon. Poppy has always been up for tossing a good jab my way. There weren’t too many occasions that I escaped that razor-sharp tongue of hers.

      A dull smile comes and goes. And as much as I used to pretend I hated our acid-coated banter, I secretly loved every barb-wired minute.

      I opt for the button-down shirt, twill blazer, and a pair of dark cords that I’ve excavated from the dusty end of my old closet.

      It’s strange being back in my childhood bedroom. Of course, I could leave, stay at a hotel, not that there is a plethora of choices in Sugarplum Hollow. But Denver is certainly an option. I can run the company from a satellite office for as long as I like—heck, I own the company. I can uproot my office any darn day I please, but I choose to leave it be each and every time.

      My mother and sisters drive down to the Montgomery’s first. Nutmeg and I pull in last, not so much to make an entrance, but because for the first time in as long as I can remember, I’m nervous as anything.

      And yes, I’ve brought Nutmeg along. There aren’t a lot of places I don’t bring her with me. Although, she doesn’t care for the office. Not that I can blame her. Most days that doesn’t stop me from taking her there either.

      Poppy comes to mind.

      The minute Poppy Montgomery walked into that bar looking hot as liquid steel, her tiny body squeezed into those jeans, that leather jacket that screamed I’d like to teach you a lesson or two—and I would welcome Poppy teaching me a lesson, although I have a feeling she’s going to teach me a lesson or two regardless—I knew I was in for a ride I would not forget.

      Poppy was smoking hot last night, and I wanted nothing else but to land her under the nearest sprig of mistletoe and land my lips to hers.

      I may be known for my revolving door of women—although there have been far fewer than public perception has been rumored to believe—but in my spare time, during every lonely night it’s Poppy that I see when I close my eyes.

      Before the great fall that spelled out our demise, Poppy was the closest I had ever been to another human being. Since then, there have been plenty of girls, but not one of them has even compared to the intimacy Poppy and I once shared.

      Ironic, since I never knew Poppy in a carnal sense. And a part of me wonders, hopes against hope, that our relationship might take a turn for the carnal. But the truth is, with Poppy, I’d want something far more than that. I’d want everything we had back in spades, and then some. Although I’m pretty sure that would require a true Christmas miracle.

      The Montgomery home is stately in a humble, suburban country house sort of way. They live a good ten miles from us, but as the crow flies you could cut across the woods, cross our property and end up on theirs.

      The house is done up to the holiday nines, lots of colorful blinking lights, cherry red bows, and garland strung from the wraparound porch, along with a cranberry wreath hanging on the door.

      I spot Frasier Montgomery on the porch swilling a highball in his hand, whiskey over ice with seltzer to finish it off, just the way my dad used to drink it.

      Much like Charlene and my mother, Frasier and my dad were the best of friends. Way back when, my father offered Frasier a position at the steel mill that would have set the Montgomerys up with a nice nest egg, stock options, and a mega retirement payout, but Frasier was too proud to take it, and retired recently from the insurance job he held for a majority of his life.

      “Well, if it isn’t the prince of peace and my favorite pup. Come here Nutmeg.” He offers her a quick pat before giving me a slap to the back as we head on in. He shares Poppy’s dark hair and lime green eyes, and traits of her fun-loving personality too.

      “Prince of Peace, huh? That’s one nickname I don’t think I’ve ever been called.” I laugh at the thought.

      “Are you kidding? You’ve been as quiet as a ghost. I don’t think I’ve seen you at this end of town in the last five years. I’ve seen more of your dog than I have of you.”

      It’s true, and Nutmeg gives a quick bark as if agreeing so herself.

      For as close as my mother is to the Montgomerys, I never seem to venture this way.

      Conner is in my life on a daily basis, and that’s always been enough Montgomery for me. My stomach clenches at the lie.

      Yes, Conner has been around for me, but I’ve always craved a little more Montgomery.

      I’ve craved Poppy.

      She’s addictive, the kind of person people naturally magnetize to, and not always for the right reasons.

      Five years. It’s been five long years since Poppy left for L.A. and this house became a painful reminder of everything that transpired between us.

      “That’s right, I guess you can say this ghost is just in time for Christmas,” I muse as I take in the familiar foyer. “And I am most definitely haunting the place tonight,” I say, ducking into what amounts to a time warp.

      Nutmeg runs on ahead and soon Jensen has corralled her.

      The Montgomery home is light and bright with a Christmas tree that stands as tall as it does wide, bejeweled with a bauble in every shape and color. Everything right down to the throw rugs has a red and green holiday theme, and that along with the scent of freshly baked cookies gives this place a cozy appeal and makes me nostalgic for happier times gone by.

      A cluster of family photos line the walls. In fact, every free surface is adorned with frames filled with pictures that I remember seeing as a child.

      If it’s one thing Charlene Montgomery is good at, it’s holding on to the past. And ironically, if it’s one thing Poppy Montgomery is good at, it’s forgetting it ever existed.

      Just past the Christmas tree, I spot Poppy with Sadie, and behind them Jules and Kali mill around with Conner.

      But Poppy.

      She stuns in a red dress that screams I have arrived. And boy, has she ever.

      Her hair is long and wild, and the unruly beast in me demands to land her in my arms and make her mine.

      “Jaxson Stade?” Char shouts so loud that everyone behind her stops all movement and turns my way. “Well, look who decided to come to dinner!” She glances at my mother, shocked as can be. It’s clear that Mom held out on her as she barrels on over, squeezing my cheeks as if I were three years old all over again. “My goodness! Did you know that Poppy is here tonight, too? It’s a real Montgomery-Stade reunion with all of the important members, front and center! Well, it looks as if Christmas came early!”

      My eyes snag on a picture of my father just over her shoulder. It’s the picture we took as a family—the last one—at Lawson Creek after Kali caught a trout. It’s hard to believe that family as I once knew it is done and in the record books.

      I want to correct a well-meaning Char, that no, not all of the important members are front and center tonight but would never do it.

      Poppy appears beside her mother wearing a grin and not much else. Holy heck, that dress, that body, those eyes that have always seemed to see right through me.

      My mouth opens, but for the life of me, I can’t figure out what comes next.

      “I think dinner is getting cold,” Poppy offers, and both our mothers busy themselves ushering everyone to the dining room. And just like that, here we are, alone, just Poppy and me, a deception at the ready that involves the two of us in ways I used to dream about.

      Poppy steps in close, her sugary perfume pours over me like a fine wine, and I would give anything to drink her down right now.

      Geez, she smells good, intoxicating. And those velvet eyes. How I’ve missed them. I thought I knew how much, but having her here next to me, the warmth of her body exuding toward mine makes me ache in the deepest part of my heart.

      “Is that your sweet dog?” she coos and I pause a moment to take her in like this.

      Why can’t I seem to evoke this kind of reaction from her?

      “That she is,” I say. “And she is a sweetheart. Her name is Nutmeg. You’re going to love her.”

      “I already love her.” She cranes her neck past me a moment and suddenly I’m very jealous of my feisty canine. “So—are you still up for offering those two the scare of a lifetime?” She wrinkles her nose, and I fight the grin dying to take over.

      “I’ll say it again. I’m in.” I lean close, towering over her like an oaf. “Where do we draw the line?” Everything in me wants to trace out her lips with my finger. I’d die a happy man just to trace out her body with my hands.

      She swallows hard. Her breathing picks up, but her eyes are still secured to mine. “I’m in it to win it, Frost. Do whatever you have to do to make this believable. It’s only the deep end that matters, right?”

      A small laugh gets buried in my chest. That’s a saying we came up with shortly after we both mastered the fine art of swimming. An analogy for the hard part of things that we needed to conquer. It was only the deep end that mattered in most things.

      Poppy and I shared so many firsts together, it’s touching when you think about it. But we shared the bitter firsts, too, that’s when things began to go south.

      “This is the deep end, Pops. If you need a boost out of the pool—”

      She goes from an opened-mouthed smile to a stern, I-might-just-kick-you-in-the-shin frown.

      “I won’t need a boost, Stade.” The fact she just invoked my last name is not a good sign. Any invoking of the last name by either party is a clear signal someone is clearly ticked off.

      “I’m going to put on a show out there,” she insists. “And I suggest you do the same. This is no-holds-barred. Now, grow some hair on your chest and let’s have them eating out of our hand-knit mittens by the end of this night, got it?”

      “Got it.” A dark laugh rumbles in my chest, but I won’t give it. “You realize this might kill your brother.”

      “You realize my brother might kill you.” There’s a touch of a smile on her face when she says it, and now I’m wondering if that’s been the plan all along.

      “Touché.” I touch my thumb to her cheek, just shy of her lips, and she twists into it as if begging me to go for the gold. “We’re going to make this look like the real deal. You and I are going to date, Tinsel Town—and you’re going to like it.”

      And deep down, so the heck am I.

      If Poppy wants a show, that’s exactly what she’ll get. I’ll deal with Conner later.

      Our holiday dinner celebration goes off without a hiccup with Poppy seated right next to me as if it were a natural occurrence and not something more along the lines of a solar eclipse, or a comet that shoots by Sugarplum Hollow for a hot L.A. minute.

      Char has landed a Santa hat on each of our heads, with a small bell attached to the frilly white pom and the room has been chiming along in rhythm to our bubbly conversations.

      Conner keeps me busy with talk of sports, the office, the girl he took home last night.

      Mom and Char yak up a storm about their favorite things, themselves, their friendship, their blog, their big sixtieth bash coming up in a few weeks, and, of course, Christmas and their secretive announcement that has had us curious for over a month now. It’s most likely some new recipe they believe will be groundbreaking in the culinary world that exists outside of Sugarplum Hollow, or some new stunt their sixty-year-old twisted minds think is pretty nifty and will most likely cause unending humiliation to whomever they’ve pegged as their victim.

      “Speaking of announcements.” Mom tips her head my way, her blue eyes filled with curiosity and that bell on her Santa hat punctuating her words. “You mentioned you had something very special you wanted to share with us this evening.” Her eyes enlarge without stopping, and for a minute I’m convinced they’ll take over her entire head.

      “Oh?” Charlene is seemingly perplexed by this. “Poppy mentioned she had something she could hardly wait to get off her chest as well. Isn’t this an interesting turn of events?” She strums her cherry red nails over the table.

      “That’s right.” Poppy stands and smacks my arm for me to do the same.

      Her chest pulsates in and out as she pants up a storm, and for a brief moment I envision my arms wrapped around her tight—all night long. The thought alone makes me feel guilty for carrying on an entire conversation with Conner while thinking about his sister’s body.

      “There’s something I’ve been keeping from you,” Poppy says as she picks up my hand, and an audible gasp circles the room. My mother’s jaw roots to the hardwood floor and so does Char’s. “Something we’ve both been keeping from you.” Nutmeg gives a quick bark as if she too were waiting in anticipation of what this news might be. “Consider it an early Christmas gift. We think you’re going to love it.”
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      “An early Christmas gift?” Mom says while gasping once again as does poor Charlene, the two of them with their hands pressed against their chests.

      If this goes over too well, we just might have a double funeral to plan—and at the holidays no less.

      Conner clears his throat, his arms crossed over his chest as if to protest whatever is about to fly from her mouth.

      Jules slaps a hand down over the table in protest, and poor Jensen looks up from the kiddie table at me.

      My heart breaks because I never wanted to lie to any of them. But I’m here, and Poppy Montgomery is holding my hand, and for a moment, everything seems right with the world.

      It wouldn’t surprise me in the least to see Dalton Stade, my own dead father, walk right through those doors. After all, this is a night of Christmas miracles, and surely that would be the biggest one of all—outside of this miracle taking place beside me.

      A part of me wants to pinch myself to see if it’s real.

      Every face that I’ve known all my life stares up at me in a mixture of horror and disbelief—utter delight in our mothers’ eyes, and yet there’s a twinge of doubt in them as well. And add in those Santa hats that have all but been glued to our scalps, it makes this entire drama that’s unfolding feel more than a little surreal.

      My mother tosses down her napkin with all of the drama she can drum up on this cold December night. “What in Chris Kringle’s name is going on?”

      I clear my throat as I look to Poppy and she’s frozen solid. Her breathing has gone from panting to hardly taking in enough oxygen to keep her on her feet.

      “What we’re trying to say is”—I look into Poppy’s evergreen eyes, and a swell of relief comes over me because I don’t want to pretend with her. I want to believe it’s so, that every bit of this is real—“the two of us are together now.”

      Another audible gasp comes from the motherload end of the table, followed by whimpers and the frantic flailing of limbs as they fan one another in an attempt to keep from passing out.

      Conner stands for a moment in protest, mumbling an indistinguishable threat before falling back into his seat. And Nutmeg barks up a storm.

      “Okay.” Char holds out a hand. “You’ve got us. I don’t think I could take much more. The jig is up. It’s not funny.” She wags her finger our way as if to admonish us.

      And there goes everything.

      I glance at Poppy, and her smile tightens as she squeezes the heck out of my hand, code for what I’m assuming means do something right the heck now.

      “No joke.” I pull Poppy’s hand to my lips and linger over her sweet flesh for a moment too long. “We’ve been secretly in touch for months now. We’re officially a couple.” Her eyes widen a notch when I say it. “And we wanted to let you in on our little secret.”

      Jules shakes her head in protest, but for the most part I’ve managed to silence the masses once again.

      Kali looks right at me with that this-is-the-no-bull-zone look on her face. “Is this true?”

      “Yup,” I say. “I went out to see her this Thanksgiving.”

      Mom gasps and points over to me with a stabbing finger. “You swore you had a business meeting in New York you couldn’t get out of.”

      “You did.” Conner shoots a suspicious look from Poppy to me. Conner may be aware of my schedule, but he doesn’t have a GPS tagged to my briefcase. At least I hope not.

      Yes, I did go to New York, but that’s beside the point. Poppy didn’t show up for Thanksgiving, so that creates the possibility.

      “I knew if I said Los Angeles you’d put the pieces together,” I say with a shrug, much to my siblings’ horror.

      My mother shakes her head as if there wasn’t the slightest chance she could have put those heart-shaped pieces together, and judging by that shocked look on both her face and Char’s, I can tell we’re off to a darn good start.

      “Oh dear. Is this really happening?” Char clutches onto poor Frasier as if everyone in the room is suffering a mass hallucination.

      “It’s happening,” Poppy assures. “In fact, the reason we’ve decided to spring it on you so quickly is because, well, we’ve sort of been moving quickly ourselves.” She gives her father the side-eye. “Not like that, Dad.”

      The room breaks out into a nervous chuckle, with her sister being the loudest and Conner being the quietest. I don’t know what Mack finds so funny, considering this was her bright idea. I make a mental note to send her a thank you somewhere down the road.

      “What she’s trying to say is”—I wrap my arm around Poppy’s tiny waist and pull her close—“we’re madly, deeply, crazy in love.” I gaze into those lily pads she calls eyes, those deep unknowable wells you could dive into. “We don’t want to keep our feelings a secret anymore.” I kiss the back of her hand and pull her in tight until her soft chest rests over mine. “And try as any of you might, there’s not a thing that can ever keep us apart again.”

      “Oh my goodness!” Char sways in her seat, and I almost feel sorry for her. Heck, I almost feel sorry for my own mother who seems to be equally struggling to hold it together.

      Frasier clears his throat, his face still rife with suspicion. “When exactly did the two of you reconnect?”

      “I’d like to know that myself.” Jules offers me a hard look that says my rear is toast once we’re alone. I’ve never kept much from Jules.

      Kali was just a kid when Poppy and I went our separate ways, but Jules was someone I could talk to and I did.

      She knows just about everything.

      Just about.

      “I want to know what’s going on, too,” Conner says offering a smug look my way that says despite the evidence he’s in control of this haunted holiday hayride. He gives a hard look to my arms positioned around her waist. “And, for the love of every gingerbread man in this house, get your hands off my sister.”

      Char swats him over the shoulder. “Oh, hush, you. They’re a couple now. Couples hold one another in public. Get over it. Your sister is in love.” Her entire face lights up ten times brighter than that Christmas tree in the living room. “They’re lovers!”

      “They’re lovers!” Mom cries—and just like that the entire rest of the table looks as if they’d rather turn into gingerbread men than endure another minute of this.

      Lovers? Did she really have to go for the coital gold?

      Poppy picks up a knife and taps it over her glass, calling the chaos in the room to order.

      “We’re not moving that fast,” she trills. “This is still something pretty new.” Her face darkens a severe shade of crimson to match her dress.

      Poppy has always blushed at the drop of a hat. When we were kids, I used to say the first inappropriate thing to enter my mind just to watch her cheeks do their best impression of a pomegranate.

      “But we are moving quickly.” I wrap both my arms around her tight.

      Poppy looks up with those long lashes, that full mouth, and all I want to do is crash my lips over hers.

      Poppy has always been the unattainable one in a world where a plethora of girls offered themselves to me as a carnal sacrifice—usually in exchange for cash and prizes. I learned early on that my bank account was just as great a lure as any of my features.

      “We’re moving very quickly.” She lets out a frenetic laugh, and our holiday dinner is officially over as Mom and Charlene clear the table and land a chocolate cake the size of a small car before us.

      “And on that deliriously happy note—let’s celebrate. I’ve made my famous better-than-sexy-time cake!” Mom yodels. Words and sounds you never hope to hear from the woman who birthed you. “Of course, we made it for dessert, but it’s perfect to honor the wonderful occasion!”

      Kali and Jules help dole it out while Mack pulls Poppy to the side for a minute. Most likely to congratulate her on a well-done performance.

      Conner comes my way, red-faced and angry.

      “What the heck, dude?” he seethes, and those daggers in his eyes promise to stab me in the heart first chance he gets. He lets a couple of expletives fly in my direction and I wince just hearing them.

      “Whoa.” I nod as we step off to the side. “Watch it. There are ladies present.”

      Okay, so I might be holding in a laugh, but only because I know how much this is killing him right now. A part of me knows I should put him out of his misery, but I’m rather enjoying that pained look on his face.

      His shoulder butts into mine as he lets his anger gets the better of him.  Conner has Poppy’s eyes, and there have been times when just looking at him hurt.

      “One of those ladies is my little sister,” he hisses. “Have you lost your mind? I see what you do with those girls you pick up at the bar—it’s not pretty. And it’s not happening to my baby sister.”

      “Look, loosen up. I’m not doing those things with her.” There. At least now he can catch his breath and maybe sleep at night. The guy is about to have a stroke. “We’re taking it one day at a time. Just seeing where things might lead.”

      “They lead nowhere.” Conner jabs his finger hard into my chest, leaving a sting that radiates from his furtive stab. “You had better knock this off. I’ll have six girls sent to your office come Monday. Just lay the heck off my sister.”

      “What’s this?” Poppy pokes her head between us. “He’s not laying the heck off of me, Conner. He’s my personal boy toy.” Poppy cups my cheeks with her palms, and I twist into her. Holy heck, she is about to get us both killed. “And Jax Stade doesn’t need six women sent to his office.”

      She sheds a full-fledged smile that looks oh-so genuine and I warm inside at the sight.

      There’s something just this side of a dare in her eyes, and instinctively something deep inside warns me to be very, very afraid.

      We might be playing with our mothers, and taking her psychotic brother along for the ride, but something in that glib expression of hers says the joke might just be on yours truly.

      “The only woman Jax will ever need is me,” she continues.

      Her eyes linger on mine, and I’m mesmerized by how convincing she is. She’s right, of course. I’m just not sure she’s aware of it.

      “A toast!” Charlene cries while holding up a slice of her sinful chocolate cake.

      “Yes!” Mom shouts, holding up her own slice of chocolate heaven. I’ve grown up on that better-than-sexy-time confection, and I can attest to its name. Although I’m betting a roll in the hall with Poppy might change my perspective.

      “To Poppy and Jax!” Mom brings her hand to her chest as tears glitter in her eyes. “May the journey lead to a blessed union in the very near future!”

      Poppy and I groan. It never takes long for our mothers to do the matrimonial math.

      “And children!” Char holds up a fork full of cake. “May the journey lead to lots and lots of children! You’ll figure out how they’re made.” She winks our way and the room breaks out into a sorry sort of congratulatory chaos—with the exception of the sheer exuberance from our mothers and Nutmeg of course. Nutmeg thinks this is great.

      “How about a kiss?” Frasier holds up his wine, proving he’s legitimately toasted.

      Both Charlene and Mom look at one another slack-jawed—most likely ticked that they didn’t think of it first.

      “A kiss?” Poppy whispers. “That just might be the icing on the cake.”

      Her fingers press into my side as if encouraging me to take the initiative. But I don’t need encouragement. I’m already there.

      I lean in, and her eyes widen. Her mouth falls open, and as much as I’d like to think it was out of anticipation, Poppy looks just as floored as everyone else in the room.

      But I go for it. My lips brush lightly over hers, and the world, my life, my heart stops. I have kissed a cast of thousands. My lips have touched even more than that, but this simple, lighter-than-air, feathery brush of the lips has proven far more enticing than anything I’ve ever experienced.

      Poppy pulls back with a breath caught in her throat.

      Our mothers moan and gasp for their next breath themselves as they gape at us in disbelief.

      Nutmeg whimpers and gives a soft bark. I’m pretty sure that’s her way of giving us her furry blessing.

      “You kissed me,” Poppy mouths the words before biting down on a smile waiting to break through.

      I give a solemn nod. “And I’m going to do it again.”

      “Oh no, you’re not.” Conner spins me around, and the last thing I see is the whites of his outraged eyes before his knuckles connect with my jaw.

      And just like that, a fistfight of the ages breaks out.

      There are two things I’ve waited years to do—first, land another kiss onto Poppy Montgomery’s lips. And second, beat the junk out of her brother, Conner.
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      There are two things I’ve waited years for.

      The first was to feel Jax Stade’s lips against mine just one more time. And the second, to see our mothers worked up like a pair of holiday elves who unbeknownst to them have landed on the receiving end of the high jink-laden crazy train they’ve been commandeering for as long as I’ve known them.

      The Starry Nights Bar and Grill is sparsely populated on this cold as the North Pole afternoon. And on this below-zero arctic hour, it seems to be a fitting description.

      A cheery Christmas carol blares over the speakers, and the scent of a grilled burger lights up my senses. There’s a tree in the corner I didn’t notice last night. It’s tall, a lush shade of green—even if its limbs were derived in a factory, and it’s covered with enough tinsel to make me frown. But the colorful blinking lights and the gold sparkling star on top warms me nonetheless.

      I glance around and spot Sadie talking to Hunter, our old childhood friend who took this place over from his father. Handing things down to your children is sort of a rite of passage in Sugarplum Hollow, be it a billion-dollar steel company, a bar and grill, or even a dicey sense of humor.

      I head over, offering Hunter a spontaneous hug. Hunter is sweet and handsome with his wavy hair and glowing brown sugar eyes—a dangerous combination of everything right. He once asked me on a date to the movies in our junior year and never bothered to show up.

      He apologized profusely and cited cold feet, and we’ve never brought it up again. I never did seem to have any luck with the boys in Sugarplum Hollow, so the incident didn’t scar me all that much.

      “What’s up, Montgomery?” Hunter hands me a ginger ale from under the counter with a green Santa hat on his head, complete with pointy elf ears to embellish it. “What’s this I hear about you taming Stade?” His blond brows meet in the middle as if this were a genuine crisis brewing.

      I glance at Sadie as the truth bubbles up my throat. I can’t go around lying to everyone I know.

      Sadie gives a slight shake of the head. “Yes,” she says. “It’s a new endeavor they’re embarking on—but come on. Everyone who’s anyone in Sugarplum Hollow has known those two were destined for one another.”

      “Right,” I say convincingly. “We’ve finally laid our mothers to rest—so to speak.”

      Way to sound morbid. But if the bitter truth does them in, then it’s probably spot-on.

      Hunter grunts, “Nice, Pop. It sounds like you killed them. And you know what else you killed? My business. Once word on the estrogen-laden street gets out and my nightly bar crawlers will reduce by a third.”

      “A third, huh?” I muse at my old friend. “I didn’t realize Jaxson Stade’s body was responsible for boosting both the clientele and the economy at Starry Nights.”

      “My personal economy is practically tied to his body.” Hunter groans just as an entire gaggle of distraught-looking women stagger in. “I’d better go console the masses. I just want you to know, I’m holding you personally responsible for the financial decline around here. The Grinch would have been more welcome around here.”

      “Very funny,” I say, pulling Sadie into the nearest seat. “Could you believe that riot last night?”

      She leans in as her lids grow heavy. “I’m still stuck on that kiss. I snapped a few pictures in case you wanted them for posterity.”

      “That kiss.” I suck in my bottom lip as I drink down the memory. Sure, it was just a whisper, but it might as well have been a scream as far as my own body is concerned. I had an honest-to-goodness, ecstasy-laden power surge right there in front of our families—my mother, my irate brother, and my own father for Pete’s sake! “Who knew it was volatile enough to send cake flying? And don’t for a minute think I feel bad about it. It feels sinfully delicious serving those mischief mavens their just desserts after years of living under their tyranny.”

      She winces. “How’s poor Conner?”

      “Poor Conner was doted on all night by my mother. The swelling has gone down, and unlike Mack’s unofficial diagnosis, I’m positive he’ll have children one day.”

      Conner may have started the fight, but Jaxson Man of Steel finished it.

      She shrugs my way. “I guess this thing between the two of you might actually cost them their friendship.”

      “Are you kidding?” I practically fall over in disbelief. “This thing we have is about as real as that plastic Christmas tree still sulking in the corner. As soon as we break the news to our mothers, Conner will have a good laugh and recover. I’m sure they’ll hug it out, and Jax will probably buy him a private jet or something equally ridiculous that screams this might be over, but my bank account is still bigger than yours.”

      Sadie belts out a laugh. Her tiny white teeth glow against those ruby-red lips. I’ve always admired Sadie’s perfect picket fence smile. While I suffered years of orthodontia at the hands of the town sadist, my good friend with the consummate chompers invested her time and energy in garnering boys who appreciate that pretty white smile.

      For as many dates as I didn’t have, Sadie made up the depraved difference.

      “So, what’s next?” she asks with a devious look in her eyes. “You taking that billionaire bad boy into the living room and procreating under the mistletoe for all to see?”

      “As tempting as teaching our mothers a lesson via better than you-know-what cake, I think I’ll pass on the voyeuristic display. Seeing that my father and brother are being pulled into this indelicate disaster, I think I should at least show an ounce of decorum.”

      “Okay, but just an ounce. This isn’t about your father or brother. It’s about teaching a lesson to those two nosy Nancys, who by the way rained on all of my parades by proxy. Who do you think was left holding the bag during your sweet sixteen when they thought it was a good idea to set your hair on fire?”

      “I’m pretty sure that was an accident.” The memory of leaning in to blow out my cotton candy pink candles comes to mind and I shudder. “It was simply a case of too much flammable hairspray.”

      Sadie grunts, “That coupled with the fact those seemingly innocent birthday candles morphed into rocket launchers the second you puckered those pretty little lips.” She makes a face. “I couldn’t drive any faster to the ER.”

      “That’s because you weren’t the one who was driving,” I remind her. “It was Jax who was breaking laws behind the wheel.”

      Her lips twist as she nods in agreement. “He was always there for you, Poppy. I don’t know why Conner is shocked by your fake news. It should be real. Both you and I know that.”

      My phone bleats and does a quick spin over the table, and I scoop it up. “Hmm,” I muse. “It’s a text from the mischievous maven herself—aka my mother.”

      POTS is having its annual holiday dinner gala next Friday night! Deb and I wanted to know if you and Jaxson wouldn’t mind popping in! Dinner and dancing at the Reindeer Lodge Hotel. Appetizers and all the spaghetti you can eat! Let me know, and I’ll cover the cost.

      I flash the phone at my old friend. POTS stands for Pounds Off the Sensible Way. I’ve always been amused at how the word way was left off for the sake of creating a lingo-friendly acronym.

      My mother and Deb have been members since before I was born, always battling those thirty unwanted pounds while whipping up an entire kitchen of delicious desserts that landed them there in the first place.

      Of course, Mom and Deb provide the local chapter of POTS with their latest, greatest kitchen creations, which in turn keeps the local chapter the least productive in weight loss in the entire Western Hemisphere. Not that anybody minds. Their cooking is just that good.

      I’m convinced their efforts to join the chapter is just one long-running practical joke they’re playing on the hips of the women of Sugarplum Hollow. After all, if Char and Deb were going to be forced to carry their freshman fifteen for the rest of their lives, they’d be darned if the entire town isn’t going to join them.

      “This, my friend”—I say wagging my phone her way—“is what I’ll be doing in exactly one week.”

      “Sounds perfectly scandalous. But an entire week?” She shakes her head with a look of disappointment. “You’ve got to step up your messing with mama game. If you want to play this off as the real deal, the two of you need to see one another far more than just the requisite visit sponsored by dear old Mom. A real couple would be joined at the hip by now.”

      “Joined at the hip…” A visual of Jaxson’s hips rucked up against me floats through my mind, and suddenly it feels a balmy one hundred delicious degrees in here.

      “Easy, girl.” Sadie fans me with the menu. “If that’s what thinking of Jaxson’s hips does to you, I’d hate to see the aftermath of anything physical. Being laid up in the burn unit isn’t a good look on you. Your sixteen-year-old self can attest to that. Honey, you are going to go up like a Roman candle the second that man lands you horizontal.”

      “Am not.” I snatch the menu from her and get to business with it myself. The darn air seems to have lost all its oxygen. “Besides, we’re not going anywhere near that far together. We’re just threatening to. Speaking of which, who are you heating the sheets with?”

      Yes, I’ve stooped to invoking my mother’s own euphemism with my bestie just to get off the topic of Jax and his hips coming at me a million blue-eyed miles an hour. Good grief, she’s right. If Jax ever landed me anywhere near horizontal, I’d rocket right into space and burn up long before I hit the stratosphere.

      She gives a little nod toward the bar. “What do you think we’re doing at Starry Nights in the middle of the afternoon?”

      “Having lunch?”

      “No, you nitwit. We’re having the owner. Or at least I’m attempting to.” She straightens in her seat a bit.

      This is a good time to pause and let you in on the fact that Sadie Richards is the only person on the planet who has garnered the right to call me a nitwit to my face and not get sidelined in the process. Besides, we’ve both done enough storied things to earn a dunce cap made of solid fool’s gold.

      “You’re trying to snag Hunter?” My mouth falls open as I marvel at the thought. Everyone in Sugarplum Hollow knows that Hunter is a good catch. In fact, before Sadie met and divorced Pervy Hervy—okay, so it’s Peter Hervy, but trust me, it amounts to the same darn difference—I tried my best to set her up with the cute bar owner in question. “What are you waiting for? Go up there and set your net. I’m always looking to learn from the master. Besides, you know I’ve been dying to see your game in action.”

      I’m not teasing. Sadie is a genius when it comes to picking out a guy and landing him flat on his back with the deft and dexterity of a pro wrestler.

      Thankfully, she and Peter chose not to procreate, so the disassembling of their union went a lot cleaner and neater than expected.

      “Oh, hon, there are some secrets a girl has to keep to herself. Once I teach you my wicked ways, there’s no turning back from that good time. Besides, you don’t need a net.” Sadie leans in and brushes a strand of hair off my forehead. “When was the last time you allowed a man to see those scary hairy legs of yours?”

      “Ha! I’ll have you know I shave regularly now.” So what if I preferred the furry look in high school? Have I mentioned the subarctic climate in this neck of Colorado?

      “No, you don’t. And again, when is Mr. Frost expected to run his hands over those furry trunks of yours?”

      “Would you stop? That’s disgusting.” I pretend to be affronted, but at this point Sadie knows me too well.

      “Both you and I know Jax specializes in gifting women a night they can never forget. This is your golden moment, sister, and if you don’t take it, I’m going to have to revoke your girl card. Get out of here right now—find that man and officially make him yours. And trust me, you won’t have to tell me when it happens. I’ll already know.”

      “Wow, you’re a psychic now, too? It’s good to know Sugarplum Hollow has been good to you.”

      “I’ll know by the smoke signals your happy, finally content little body sends into the sky.” She pulls a tight smile. “Jaxson and you aren’t going to heat the sheets—you’re going to set the entire town on fire. Now, get out of here.” She gives a little wink to Hunter as he makes his way over. “Two’s a party. Three’s a good time that I’m not having with you. Scoot!”

      “I get it,” I say as I hightail it to the exit.

      It’s time for Sadie to get her groove back.

      Maybe getting my groove back with Jaxson wouldn’t be such a bad thing.

      And with that, I head to the car. Oddly enough, it takes me straight to Stade Steel.

      Go figure.
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      I’ve spent my childhood on this deserted end of town with Jax.

      Jaxson’s father used to host a field trip with the entire school each year. With all the pines lining the periphery, the endless miles of snow with the factory sitting dead in the middle, it always reminded me a little of Santa’s workshop. I used to pretend we were headed to the North Pole each time we came out and sure enough, Deb would make sure there were sugar cookies waiting for us in the office—thus confirming my suspicions. But they’re not making dolls in that factory—they’re spinning steel. And that’s where the fantasy ends.

      Although my favorite memories are of the private tours of the facility that Jax would give me.

      He was an exceptional tour guide, and I pretended to be very interested in melted alloys being laid out in sheets. But the only thing I was really interested in was the boy proudly showing me the empire he would one day take over. And here we are today with Jax at the helm of Stade Steel just like I always knew he would be.

      I park just outside the corporate office, a tall, boxy building that spans nine floors with Stade Steel taking up a majority of it, but the first few floors are rented out to everyone from dentists to an art gallery.

      Stade Steel has always been the heart and soul of Sugarplum Hollow.

      My mother used to say we would have faded off the map long ago without them.

      I know it’s true. Stade Steel has turned into the biggest industrial employer just this side of Denver. I get out and pause as I take in the factory in the distance with its haunting large smokestacks set amidst piles of freshly fallen snow.

      The contrast of dark and light—you couldn’t tell the story of the rich and poor in Sugarplum Hollow better than that.

      My father has always done pretty well for himself, so we never felt the sting of not having our basic needs met, but I knew from hanging out at the Stade’s mega-mansion that we were far from wealthy.

      I think the only thing that’s kept Jaxson’s feet on the ground is the fact his grandfather chose Sugarplum Hollow to bless with this factory.

      The snow falls faster and ushers me into the slick stainless building, crafted from what else? Stade Steel.

      The lobby is elegant with lots of glass and black granite, and every last inch of it is covered with white lights and silver garland. Silver for steel I suppose but I’ll admit it looks more than a little festive in a cosmopolitan sort of way.

      When I was a kid, I thought this was a beautiful place to host my fab dream wedding to Jaxson. Yes, my mother and her cohort in engagement-ring-bearing-arms had me brainwashed for a time. And I wanted a Christmas wedding no less.

      I could see me in a fur stole covering an elegant lace dress, Jax looking dapper in a tux with tails and a top hat. I was twelve and the top hat somehow seemed requisite. Instead of flowers, I’d be holding a bouquet of poinsettias. And instead of rings, we’d exchange Christmas stockings because well, I was a kid and jewelry was boring back then.

      Although now that I’m older and wiser, I clearly see that the lobby of Stade Steel Incorporated is much better suited for a naughty daytime tryst than it ever is crystal flutes of champagne and fine china full of prime rib.

      I give a quick hello to the secretary who glows in a red and white striped sweater,  and hop into the elevator as I make my way to the penthouse floor where I fully expect to find Jaxson sitting on his steel throne.

      My heart palpitates unnaturally as the doors whoosh open, and a modern, not modest by any means, whitewashed enclave awaits with bodies bustling to and fro as if this were a New York conglomerate and not a blip on the map of Sugarplum Hollow.

      Evergreen garland is strung out tastefully from wall to wall with tiny white fairy lights interspersed among them. There are clear glass vases filled with bright red ornaments, the only source of color in this monochromatic world, and I can’t help but love the level of elegance and sophistication taking over.

      I head toward the row of offices and note the new sparkling granite floors, the stainless steel desks with their new-age design. There’s a minimalist atmosphere here in general, and the entire scene looks far more polished than I ever remember it.

      The last time I visited was the day I helped Conner move his boxes up to his office. It was Thanksgiving weekend, many moons ago, and I made sure that Jax was nowhere near the facility.

      Jaxson and I have made it a fine art to avoid one another, but not today. Today is all about finding that bad boy and teaching him a lesson.

      “Poppy?”

      I turn to find both Conner and Jaxson dressed to the nines in dark inky suits, but it’s the suit on the left—Jaxson’s to be exact—that has my ovaries popping like a Fourth of July grand finale.

      Wow.

      “Mother of Christmas,” I whisper just as Nutmeg makes an appearance, bounding my way, and I quickly reward the little cutie with a hug and a kiss on the forehead.

      “What are you doing here?” Conner comes over and offers me a quick embrace, but my eyes land right back on Jaxson in that navy Italian masterpiece with the gold tie I’d love to glide my finger down.

      “Pops?” Conner waves his hand over my eyes. “Shoot. Tell me you’re not swooning. I’ll have to kick his behind all over again if you are.”

      “Of course, she’s swooning.” Jax breaks out into a smoldering hot grin akin to any big bad wolf worthy of his granny eating salt.

      Wait, that did not sound right. Of his Poppy eating salt? I bite down on my lower lip so hard, I nearly draw blood to keep from giggling.

      The thought of Jaxson nibbling on my ear, tickles me to no end.

      “I’m glad you stopped by,” Jax says. “I was just about to call you.”

      “Really?”

      Heart stops.

      Dies.

      Jaxson Stade, love of my life, was about to use those seven magical digits to tap me on the technological shoulder to tell me he loves me. Okay, so maybe not that. But still. Communication efforts were underway. It’s a start.

      Wait, what am I saying? Did I just say love of my life?

      What kind of Christmas spell has he cast on me?

      “Yes, really.” His brows twitch, and I melt under the duress of those heavenly blue eyes.

      When the Good Lord made Jaxson, he might have dumped a little too much testosterone into the mix because Jaxson has the power to turn any girl into a puddle of plum pudding. That is, if plum pudding is a thing. I wouldn’t know, that’s more my mother’s department.

      I come to for a moment and frown over at him.

      I swear, I detest this part of me. I used to be strong—attack with my words and then run the heck away was my MO around him for so long. But I can’t help the fact I’m weak as water.

      When Jaxson Stade pours out all of his attention on you, he has a way of making you feel like the only woman on this lonely planet.

      “My mother is here.” He nods toward the boardroom. “Let’s go in and say hello.” His arm finds its way around my waist as he gives a little wink.

      Conner steps in and flips Jaxson’s arm right back off of me. “Why don’t you head in first?” he grunts at his best friend. “We’ve got a little family business to tend to.” My brother offers me a strange combination of a frown and a grimace.

      “Will do.” Jax bounces his finger off my nose before heading into the room just down the hall.

      “What family business?” I try to peer over his shoulder to catch a glimpse of Jax through the wall-sized window that leads to the boardroom.

      Conner steps over to make sure my view is completely blocked. He was this way when we were kids, too. Always making sure he wasn’t being ignored while acting like a grade-A jerk.

      “Have you lost your freaking mind?” he seethes.

      “No, I haven’t lost my freaking mind. I’m trying to give Jaxson the Christmas gift of a lifetime, in the event you haven’t noticed—that would be my body,” I tease while jumping up to catch a glimpse of what’s going on in that boardroom without me.

      “What?” Conner squawks while stepping in front of me with his refrigerator-wide girth, and I give up all hope of sneaking another glimpse of my childhood crush in a zoot suit.

      “I’m kidding. I gave my body away ages ago to Tommy Macintosh in the back of that old VW he used to have.”

      “Geez,” Conner covers his ears half-heartedly.

      “I’m kidding,” I hiss.

      “Would you cut it out? Are you trying to kill me? Is that what this is about?”

      “No, I’m not trying to kill you. Don’t flatter yourself. This isn’t about you. It’s about me.” And our mother, I want to add but don’t. “I’m happy.” In a revenge-fueled kind of way. “Besides, that’s Jaxson Stade back there. Any girl in town would be glad to claim him, and he’s all mine. You should be happy for your little sister,” I bleat out that last sentence like a threat.

      “I’m not happy. I’m weirded out. You’re right. That’s Jaxson Stade, the boy you practically grew up knowing as your second brother. Heck, he’s my brother. And my brother and sister can’t do things like that together.” Conner softens with a pained look in his eyes as he walks back to his office, and I don’t stop him. “You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into,” he calls out. “And I sure as heck don’t know what’s gotten into you.”

      What’s gotten into me?

      I shake my head.

      It’s clear something has gotten into him.

      Yes, Jax was close to both of us, but it’s clear Conner is the only one who saw him as a spare sibling.

      My hormones were too devout in worship to see him that way. But he’s right. I really don’t know what I’ve gotten myself into.

      I take a deep breath and step toward that boardroom, fully expecting to find Jaxson’s handsome self preparing his mother for the steamy show to come, when I step right into a dark-haired rather vexing vixen instead—Larissa.

      “Well if it isn’t Pop Top,” she sneers my way.

      “Well, if it isn’t Ms. Hollywood herself.” I force a tight smile.

      “You know—you’re still not funny, Montgomery.” She flicks me in the face with the stack of papers in her hands and walks out the door in those six-inch stilts she’s trying to pass off as heels.

      I step into the near-empty boardroom and find a shocked Debbie Stade staring right back at me.

      “Poppy, is that you?” Deb honks so loud that my name traverses around the cold sterile room like an echo chamber. She swoops on over in her chic pantsuit, her hair carefully coifed and sprayed to perfection and she’s donned a fantastic Christmas sweater with white sequin doves sewn all over it as they seemingly fly over a holiday village.

      “Alive and in the flesh!” I head over to Jax without hesitation. I might have started on this road to deception with hesitation, but I’m all aboard the Jaxson Express, or at least Sadie is hoping I’ll be officially boarding before midnight.

      I think about it a moment.

      What would be so wrong with ending my dry spell while I’m home for the holidays?

      I gasp at the thought.

      What has gotten into me?

      Nevertheless, this faux good time won’t last forever. Soon enough, I’ll be back in L.A. getting coffee for my new, requisitely tyrannical boss while pretending to be important to my friends and family back home.

      Okay, so it’s not that bad, and if I had a new job, I’d be more than happy to play the part of the barista again.

      “Here I am,” I sing. “I just couldn’t stand to be away from this one for another live-long minute!” I wrap my arms around Jax Stade in that suit and die a thousand GQ-inspired deaths.

      His chest expands as he takes in a breath, and I’m mesmerized by the way the fabric of his shirt stretches over that rock-hard chest.

      Jax was on the track team back in high school, and the swim team, and the football team—and let’s not forget his love of baseball in the spring.

      He’s an all-around competitor, whom I might have called Jock Strap a time or two, but only because I was teasing—and drooling.

      I’ve always been fascinated by the things this boy could do with his body, right up until he started doing them with the entire cheerleading squad.

      That sort of killed my fascination—and thus, my fascination sort of turned into a bona fide fear for his general hygiene and what we would tell our future children one day. Although that dream of children eventually faded just like our friendship.

      “Come here, you.” Jax lands his palm over my cheek and plants a slow lingering kiss right over my lips. He pulls back, and I’d swear on my life that the chuckle he’s giving is entirely due to the fact my cheeks have ignited a deathly shade of garnet.
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      “I still can’t believe this is real.” Deb pulls the three of us into an awkward embrace as we stand here in the boardroom of Stade Steel with Nutmeg bouncing around the office with unmitigated glee. “Did your mother mention anything about the POTS holiday gala?”

      “Yes!” I give a little enthused hop. “And we’ll be there with Christmas bells on.”

      “Bells!” She claps up a storm. “You mean wedding bells, I hope.” She gives a little wink as she cinches her purse over her shoulder. “You know as happy as I am for you both, I’d like to think that my Dalton is smiling down on the two of you twice as hard.”

      Tears glitter in her eyes as she brings her husband posthumously into the mix, and my stomach clenches.

      It’s all fun and games until someone drags the deceased into the room. And in this case, it’s Jaxson’s father. He was a great man, and I cried as hard as Jaxson did the day we lost him.

      Jaxson pulls me in close as he looks to his mother. “I’d like to think so, too.”

      She shakes her finger at her son as she heads for the exit. “A lot of people thought the two of you belonged together from the start, but he believed in you like no one else.”

      “Oh,” I whimper without meaning to.

      “I’ll catch you two later. Don’t behave now—you hear?” She gives a wicked cackle as she closes the door behind her.

      I bury my face in my hands for a moment. “I’m sure your father would be rolling in his grave if he knew what we were up to.”

      “Are you kidding?” He gives my shoulder a quick rubdown. “He’s probably cheering us on from the pearly gates. He always thought those two were trouble. He used to call them—”

      “Lucy and Ethel.” I nod. “But he was wrong. They are way worse than that.” I glance around the room. “Did I interrupt anything?” The enormous table behind him is laden with trays of crudités, still heaping with ignored carrots that line the periphery like little nubby fingers, and mounds of untouched broccoli. “A carbohydrate intervention perhaps? When did Stade Steel outlaw donuts?”

      He lets out a laugh, and his fingers dig into my side before brushing over my left boob.

      “Sorry.” He winces as he holds his hand up like a thief. “You do realize that wasn’t a cheap ploy to steal second base.”

      “I don’t see why not. Your body is practically programmed to round out the bases on opening night. So all things considered, I guess I’m okay with it.”

      His watery blue eyes steady into mine. “Are you still okay with this?” He brushes the hair from my eyes as he asks and something about that sweet motion makes me weak in the knees.

      I clear my throat. “If it brings an ounce of emotional distress to the women who have specialized in giving us emotional distress all our lives, I say we walk to third the next time those two are in the room. What is third base, anyway?”

      “Come on, Tinsel Town,” a dark laugh rumbles in his chest. “You do realize your other nickname in school was practically third-base personified.”

      “If you’re talking about Pop Top, that nickname was exclusive to Larissa the Queen of Mean, and why the heck are you employing her after she tried to pants me in the middle of the quad on homecoming day?”

      Jax softens into me, that smile of his wanes just a bit, and there’s a veiled look of sadness in his eyes. It’s easy like this with Jaxson, and I’m not sure what could possibly pain him about that. Then it hits me.

      “I’m so sorry.” I press my hand to my chest. “That was totally insensitive of me. I know how much the passing of your dad still affects you.” My voice shrinks and so do I at the thought of bringing up that level of grief. “It affects me, too.”

      “It does?” He tips his head and gives that lazy smile that makes my insides pinch.

      “Yes, it does. I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize. I’m the one who’s sorry. I’m sorry that my employing Larissa offends you. I should have known you’d breeze back into my life one day, fully amped to unleash vengeance on our mothers, and it would bring you right here to my boardroom.” His lips curve a notch. “So what has you back in Sugarplum Hollow? Are you a permanent fixture, or should I prepare for heartbreak?”

      His left eye comes this close to winking, and my heart pulsates on cue. I love it when he does that. It’s been his odd physiological response whenever he’s attempting to veil the truth.

      But, wow, it’s about as hot as a kiss from the sun. My gaze sinks to his lips for a moment.

      I’m pretty sure having routine bouts of lust around the boy you’ve lusted after the better part of your life isn’t the best idea—especially considering he’s setting the lust-laden bar pretty high.

      I have a feeling those California nights are about to get longer and far lonelier once my feet touch down on L.A. soil.

      “Prepare for heartbreak. I have a new job starting a week after we collectively dash our mothers’ hearts.”

      Okay, so I’m essentially a liar.

      Although I’m hoping something will materialize for me on the employment front. I guess it’s not really lying per se. I’m sort of tossing positive energy out into the universe at this point.

      “New job?” That pained look comes to him once again. “I’m glad to hear you’re doing great out there.” He takes a deep breath, and that enormous chest of his rises and falls. “So I have you all to myself for the next few weeks.” His tongue does a quick revolution around his lips as if he were readying for his favorite meal, and my eyes linger on the gloss left in his tracks.

      “All to yourself,” I muse.

      My breathing becomes labored as the air seems to thicken unnaturally.

      Jaxson steps in, closing the gap between us, and the warmth of his body radiates over me.

      There is something intoxicating about a man in a suit, but there is something downright delicious about Jaxson Stade in a suit that makes me punch drunk on a level that I can hardly stand.

      He reaches over and hitches my hair behind my ear in a move so sweet it makes my body freeze solid in an effort to keep my ovaries from attacking him.

      “Come on, Tinsel Town,” he whispers in a seductive way that only Jax knows how to do. “I’ll give you a quick tour of the building.” He threads his arm through mine and nods. “For my mother’s sake.”

      “Oh, right.” I clear my throat once again. “For her sake.

      Jaxson strides us down the hall and shows me off like a brand-new sports car. I’d be remiss if I didn’t note the way every single female on the floor drops her jaw in our honor, but the most noteworthy jaw drop is the one we’re experiencing now as we come upon Larissa herself as she chats stereotypically by the water cooler like the town gossip she is.

      “What’s this?” Larissa bounces over as if she demands an explanation.

      “The cat’s out of the bag.” I wrap an arm around this steely handsome man by my side. “Our mothers are finally getting what they wished for—the two of us are—” Just as I’m about to spear Larissa in the heart with an icicle in the shape of Jaxson Stade’s most prized member, he clears his throat.

      “Having some fun,” he interjects.

      “Really? Having some fun?” She steps back, looking a little affronted by our effort to have a good time. “Finishing one another’s sentences?” Her mouth opens wide.

      If Dalton is truly looking out for us, I’d appreciate it if he sent a giant red-eyed horsefly to zoom right down her throat.

      It would totally be worth the gagging that would inevitably ensue.

      “We’d better go.” I give Jax a tug in the opposite direction. “He was just about to lead me to his lair. Rumor has it, he has a really comfortable sofa in his office, and there are just some things that a girl needs to find out for herself. Toodles!”

      A dark laugh thunders from his chest as he navigates me deeper down the labyrinth that is the penthouse floor of Stade Steel.

      “How did you know about the sofa?” he asks.

      “It was a good guess on my part,” I shoot him a frown. “I always could read you like a book—a dirty book no less.”

      Another laugh strums from him. “Don’t worry, Tinsel Town. I’ve still got a few surprises up my sleeve.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.” I shake my head at him. “Why did you tell her we were just having fun?” I resist the urge to smack him as he opens the door to an office the size of my apartment back in L.A., and I forget to take my next breath.

      Glossy dark wood floors and walls adorned with oversized canvases that practically span to the ceiling greet us. A full black granite bar sits in the corner. The desk itself is a testament to the product Stade Steel rolls out by the bolt with a large black leather seat situated behind it. And of course, the requisite leather sofa is present and accounted for.

      “Heaven have mercy,” I say shaking my head at the place. “It’s safe to say, you won’t need to ask a single thing from Santa this year. You already have it all.”

      “One would think,” he mutters. “So tell me, Tinsel Town. What’s wrong with telling Larissa that you and I are just having a little fun?” His hands come up over my shoulders as he offers an impromptu massage. “Because that’s what we’re having, isn’t it? Fun?”

      “Fun,” I whisper as I turn around to face my childhood friend as the dangerously gorgeous man he’s turned out to be. His eyes are fastened to mine, his expression serious, and there’s just enough dark stubble shadowing his cheeks to give him that rough-around-the-edges look that he practically invented. “Is that what you want? To have fun with me, Jax?” My throat is so dry I can hardly get the words out.

      “Yes, Poppy.” The idea of a laugh rumbles from him as his thumb finds its way over my cheek with a quick sweep. “I plan on having just that—a lot of fun with you.” He says fun like it’s a dirty word, and dear Lord Almighty, a part of me is hoping it will be.

      Fun.

      That’s the last thing I expected to have on my trip back to Sugarplum Hollow.

      It’s the last thing I expected with Jaxson Stade—but deep down, it’s exactly what I hoped for.
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      Days float by with both Poppy and Nutmeg by my side. As it turns out Poppy is smitten with my cute pooch—and I’m glad about it too. If a girl doesn’t take a shine to my dog it certainly takes the shine off of everything else.

      The three of us visit the tree lot together, head to the local bakery and decorate a gingerbread house—we even take a long stroll in front of the town square at the official tree lighting ceremony.

      It’s a surreal feeling to have Poppy here, to have her near me at all. But I realize it’s all for show, seeing that each outing we partake in is well-orchestrated to either directly or indirectly involve our mothers.

      Next, we went bowling—which she beat me at legitimately, and I’m still pretty ticked about it. Then there was the caroling karaoke at Starry Nights with friends—let’s just say I won’t be quitting my day job anytime soon. Although, Poppy could always carry a tune.

      And let’s not forget that each time I picked up Jensen from daycare, Poppy was right there making sure we went for hot chocolate and sugar cookies right after.

      I think Jensen is starting to like Poppy just as much as I do.

      And I do like Poppy.

      I’ve always liked her.

      And yet there’s something about this revelation that saddens me.

      What the heck is there to sadden me about hanging out with Poppy?

      Yes, things were great when we were kids, but that gray zone we entered once puberty hit, threw us off track.

      Something went wrong that I can’t quite put my finger on. It’s not like we were a couple.

      We dated other people.

      And then, like a spear to the heart, it hits me.

      That right there is the tender spot that never truly healed.

      Poppy might have dated other people all those years ago, but tonight Poppy Montgomery is dating me—and unfortunately, this hot date involves my mother.

      The doorbell rings, and Nutmeg and I head straight over to find Poppy’s smiling face on the other side of the glass. I thought since my mother would be glued to the television tonight watching her favorite standby, Ice Skating with the Stars, Poppy should come over for dinner and a movie. That way my mother gets to watch the real show firsthand, and I get to reap the benefits myself.

      “I can’t believe you live at home.” Poppy’s perfect bowtie lips contort into all sorts of delicious shapes I’d like to dive my mouth over. “And you, you little sweetheart,” she says while letting Nutmeg nuzzle up and kiss her. “You are my new favorite everything. I’m positively in love with you.”

      To say I’m jealous of Nutmeg would be an understatement.

      The words Poppy just said to me come back. Yes, I still live at home.

      I realize that the words were most likely an insult, but I’m too mesmerized watching her cherry-red lips and the magnificent way they move. Heck, everything about Poppy is magnificent tonight, from that bright red sweater with the blinking tree on it, to the skin-tight jeans, not to be outdone by the black leather boots that come up clear to her thighs. Have I mentioned the sweater is tight and outlines her curves? My eyes dip down as if to get a better look and it takes everything in me to look elsewhere.

      A hard groan works its way up my throat at the sight.

      I am in trouble.

      I’ve never been around a gorgeous woman who looked like a stick of dynamite going off in your face and not gotten lucky.

      “You’re beautiful,” I tell her and the words come out like a whisper.

      “Thank you,” she whispers right back.

      “And the sweater looks great,”

      She wrinkles her nose at it. “Sadie let me borrow it.” She nods my way. “Your sweater isn’t so bad either.”

      I glance down at the red and white catastrophe with a snowman sewn to the front of it.

      “I picked it up downtown,” I growl at the offense I’ve donned. “Personally, I’m shocked that I parted with cold hard cash for it but I consider it an investment.”

      She gives a quick nod. “One that will yield revenge like no other.”

      She holds up a hand and I give her a quick high-five.

      Poppy gives a quick glance around. “Where’s your mother?”

      “She’s in the living room,” I offer a lazy smile. “Why don’t we say hello before I have you cook me a meal?”

      “You’re hilarious,” she says swatting me over the arm as she and Nutmeg stride right past me, and the scent of her perfume pulls me with her like a leash.

      Sweet. Poppy holds the scent of a flower just like her name suggests.

      And have I mentioned that she looks good from behind?

      “Aunt Deb?” she calls as she heads straight for ground zero. I haven’t heard her call my mother that in eons. It makes me long for those olden, golden days of our sweet as a sugarplum youth.

      “Oh!” Mom jumps at the sight of us from the couch. Her hair is wrapped in a towel, and she cradles a pint of ice cream on her lap with a spoon spiked through it. “Goodness! I was just about to indulge. Do you two want to take a seat? It’s quarterfinals night!” She claws at the television just as the intro comes on.

      “No thanks.” Poppy wraps a slender arm around my waist, and everything in me startles to life. “Jax here was just about to fix us dinner. We’re sort of having our own little ugly sweater party. You’re more than welcome to join us. Would you like something to eat?”

      Nutmeg gives a chipper bark as if accepting the invite herself. She’s never been one to turn down a meal.

      Mom’s brows jump with amusement, and she gets that look in her eyes that spells out danger.

      “Oh no. You go ahead,” she coos. “I’m betting this is a private menu he’s concocting just for the two of you.” She says concocting as if it were a dirty word, and my appetite takes a nosedive.

      “We’re having pizza,” I flatline. “We’re making our own. And like she said, you’re more than welcome to join us.” I lay the invite out like a threat, and she smirks my way.

      “Heavens no. You two have fun. I’ll be right here if you need anything. Bon appétit!” She lifts her spoon into the air before taking a bite.

      Good. As much as I don’t mind my mother enjoying a meal with us, I prefer Poppy all to myself tonight. Besides, now that my mother has witnessed our shared love of ugly Christmas sweaters and each other, that should be enough to further convince her of our coupledom.

      “Pizza?” Poppy practically skips to the kitchen—which feels like a mere city block away. “Geez, I’ve forgotten what a palace you live in. Are you sure we need to make our own dinner? That’s something only peasants do.” She gives my ear a quick tug, and a jolt runs clear down my side from her touch.

      “What a coincidence?” It takes great restraint not to take her in my arms. “Tonight we dine like peasants. Besides, you love pizza.”

      “Only if you’ve got anchovies.”

      Nutmeg whimpers as if she isn’t sure about the addition to our menu.

      “You’re in luck because we’re going old school,” I say to Poppy. “I have more salted fish than you’ll know what to do with.”

      I pull out the spread I had my mother’s personal chef put together. Yes, we might be eating like peasants, but the food was prepared for us as if we were kings. I lay out over twenty potential toppings and roll out six balls of dough onto the marble counter. I picked the dough up at the bakery this afternoon. I only noticed that they sold it the day we were there decorating gingerbread houses, one of which sits in the middle of the island of the kitchen at hand.

      “Wow, this is an amazing spread,” Poppy marvels as I sprinkle the counter with flour and hand her a rolling pin. “You do realize this is the only house with a built-in pizza oven in all of Sugarplum Hollow.”

      “I bet you every house in L.A. has two pizza ovens—one in the kitchen and one in the bathroom.”

      A laugh belts from her, and it warms me right down to my feet.

      “And why pray tell would they have a pizza oven in the bathroom?” she asks.

      “Because they’re weird like you.” I brush my finger over her nose, but those eyes. When we were kids, I’d openly stare at her neon green eyes, and she wouldn’t mind. I’m still not sure that hue is found anywhere else in nature. “And I bet they sandwich pray tell in between every sentence.” I pick up a ball of dough and pretend to fling it at her.

      A sharp laugh pumps from her. “Don’t you dare turn this into a food fight.”

      I spot my mother watching us from the reflection in the wall mirror hanging before her.

      “I’ll turn it into whatever I like.” I pull Poppy into my arms, and we do a little twirl right here in the kitchen. “A pair of sixty-year-old eyes are watching from the living room,” I practically mouth.

      “Almost sixty,” Poppy corrects because she’s a know-it-all that way, and she knows I secretly love it. Her arms find their way around my back as she looks up at me from under her lashes. “By all means, let’s put on a show worth watching.”

      “I don’t know, Pops. Ice Skating with the Stars is pretty heavy competition.”

      I press my lips close to her temple, and I can feel her body shivering beneath me. I may not know how Poppy feels about me, but I know the female body.

      I can read its every quiver and shiver like sheet music, and hers just gave me the green light. I’d love to act on it. I’d love to land a kiss on that perfect mouth of hers, the way I’ve wanted to for so long.

      She pulls back, her hands pressed to my chest as if holding me at bay, and she might have to. Her body might be sending me signals, but mine is programmed to receive.

      Her breathing grows erratic causing her chest to dance up and down.

      Look up, look up, I repeat over and over to myself. Nothing ruins the intensity of a moment more than stealing a quick glance at the girls.

      And this is Poppy.

      As far as she goes, I shouldn’t even be aware of the fact she has a chest or a body for that matter. Should I?

      She clears her throat. “I think we’d better make some pizza before that oven burns the entire house down. It’s getting pretty hot in here.”

      And if I have any say in it, it’s about to get a whole lot hotter.
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      “Sure thing, Tinsel Town. I’ll turn on the pizza oven.” I give a little wink, and she swats me.

      “Do not call me that,” she laughs.

      “What, Tinsel Town? You love that,” I tease as I spin the knobs on the oven as we get ready to make enough pizzas to feed the masses, despite the masses being two people clad in ugly sweaters.

      Poppy pulls her phone out and puts on some Christmas music from a playlist she calls Jolly Holly and we get down to the very serious business of building our own pizzas—three apiece. I’m just about to put all six into the oven, and Poppy comes at me with a handful of purple onions.

      “Wait,” she calls out. “One more dash for good luck.”

      “Good luck for what? Are you keeping the vampires at bay?”

      “That would be garlic—onions make them cry. Which reminds me.” She tosses on a few cloves of the demon-warding root, and I dive the pies into the fire before she decides to toss on some of those cherry cordials my mother has lying around too. “And I’m not trying to ward off any vampires,” she adds.

      She glances to the living room, and I do the same. Sure enough, we’ve sidelined my mother’s icescapes for the evening because her attention is one hundred percent zeroed in on us.

      Poppy doesn’t miss a beat. She lands her fingers in my hair, raking her nails gently over my scalp over and over again, and I’d be a liar in the pit of the hot place itself if I didn’t say it feels darn good.

      Poppy looks me right in the eye with those lawn green lenses, her lips form into the perfect little pout, and it’s taking superhuman strength not to kiss them.

      “I have a feeling it’s you I need to keep at bay.” Her finger touches my nose when she says it, and her hips swivel against mine as we start slow dancing to the Christmas music at hand.

      “You’ll have to try harder,” I whisper.

      “I saw the way you were looking at my boobs when I got here.” She makes a face, and I cringe.

      “I didn’t look at your boobs,” I whisper, tossing a quick glance over my shoulder. “And would you keep it down? My mother has all but put a glass to the door so she can hear us better.”

      A laugh strums from me because we happen to be off to a great start on our pizza adventure.

      Slow dancing with Poppy?

      Six pizzas in the oven?

      Nutmeg curled up at a safe distance to enjoy the show?

      Who knew one of the best dates of the year would take place in my mother’s kitchen of all places.

      “You wanted to sneak a peek.” She gives a conniving grin. “I can tell. I can read your mind, remember?”

      A warm smile comes to me. When we were kids, Poppy would swear up and down she knew what I was thinking, and eerily no matter how hard I tested her telepathic abilities, nine times out of ten she was right.

      “Busted.” I close my eyes for a moment. “But in my defense, I couldn’t help myself.” My voice breaks as a sad laugh emits from me. “I wanted to make sure you were keeping your end of the ugly sweater deal.” I shake my head. The music picks up, and I hold her close as we keep time to the rhythm. “I’m not brave enough to wade through ugly sweater-infested waters on my own.”

      “Please. You’re a perv and you know it.” She belts out a laugh. “I bet you have at least a dozen harassment suits filed against you at work. And now it all makes total sense why you have my brother, the big attorney, on your payroll.”

      Now it’s me belting out a laugh.

      “Do you kids smell something burning?” Mom shouts from the living room.

      I glance up to see the kitchen quickly filling with smoke.

      “Shoot.” I work to get the pizzas out and land four nearly charred messes on the counter. The other two come out unscathed. “We’ve got it under control,” I call out before glancing at Poppy. “One for each of us. I hope you’re not too hungry.”

      “Are you kidding? I’m starved. You’re lucky my anchovies made it out unsinged, Frost, or you’d have to call whoever chopped up all those veggies to get right back to the drawing board.”

      “Busted again.” I laugh, landing her salty catch-of-the-day pizza onto a plate, and do the same for mine. “Follow me, Tinsel Town. It’s time for the grand finale.”

      Not only is the dining room perfectly parallel to the couch that my mother is firmly seated on while feasting on Ben and Jerry’s, but I know for a fact Sixteen Candles happens to be Poppy Montgomery’s favorite movie, and I’m about to kill two birds with one pizza-sized stone.

      I set the plates onto the center of the dining room table and hop up on the lengthy mahogany monstrosity that can easily sit fifty and help Poppy climb onboard as well.

      Nutmeg twirls in a circle before hopping up on one of the chairs just to keep an eye on us.

      “Jaxson Stade, what in the bleep are you up to?” Her hair flashes around as she gets herself settled. I’ve always been fascinated by her long glossy hair.

      Once in that tired tree house of mine, she set those tresses out of the window like Rapunzel. The light hit her just right, and it was the first time I thought that my best friend was beautiful. I guess it’s fair to say that Poppy’s hair started it all.

      A warm laugh strums from me at the fact she ditched the hardcore language.

      “You remember the no expletives rule,” I say amused. It’s one that my mother instated when we were young and no one has dared to waiver from. Bleep quickly became a favorite replacement word between Poppy and me—especially around this place. Of course, we were kidding and thought it was hilarious—but it stuck and we ended up starting a bleeping trend at our school.

      “Of course, I remember the rules.” She makes a face as she sits with her legs crossed, and I do the same. “I’d say the real deal and litter this place with expletives—but personally it would ruin my Jake Ryan moment. And why must you invoke the seductive powers of a John Hughes movie on me, Jax Frost? You know I’m a sucker for a good romantic scene recreation. What’s next? Are you taking me shopping on Rodeo Drive so I can be your call girl for the weekend?”

      “You are a pretty woman.” I tick my head to the side, proud of the fact I got that reference. I point up at the mistletoe hanging from the sparkling chandelier and a laugh chokes from her.

      “Well played, Frost. Well played.”

      “I thought so too,” I say as my grin starts to fade. “Now kiss me.”

      I lean in and pucker up. From the periphery, I see my mother holding her phone out, just waiting for the perfect moment to snap away like the North Pole paparazzi. I have no doubt I know where she’ll be sending those pictures. And I’m sure it’ll make her blog come morning, too.

      “A kiss, huh? Just give me a sec.” She picks up a giant hunk of garlic off her pizza and chews the heck out of it before fanning herself as she forces it down her throat. “’Kay, I’m ready.”

      I take a moment to shake my head at her.

      The olfactory assault hits me before she ever leans in, and yet there’s not enough garlic in the world to scare me away.

      “I hope you realize I can see the fumes pluming from your breath,” I say trying not to show an ounce of a smile.

      “You like?” She pops another one into her mouth and moans as she leans in hard. “So good. I bet all the girls wish they could sanitize their mouths with vampire repellant once you come in for the kill. You do know that garlic is a natural disinfectant. I bet it can kill all that fungi you might have lingering around in that mouth of yours.” She gives a cheeky grin, clearly proud of her knowledge of mythological blood-sucking creatures.  “How many women are you serving now, anyway? A million? You’re basically the human version of McDonald’s in that way. Burgers are the equivalent of women to you.”

      “You’re not funny.” A short-lived laugh trembles through me regardless. “And is that the kind of talk you seduce those L.A. boys with?”

      “Are you kidding? L.A. is a vegan town. Even the cheese on this pizza would be considered sacrilegious.” She bites down on her lip as the moment grows serious. “You’re a real breath of fresh air, Jaxson.”

      “Wish I could say the same about you.” Truth is, Poppy is more than a breath of fresh air. She has my heart pumping once again after all these years. “Now, get over here and disinfect my mouth, would you?”

      “As you wish.”

      “Wrong movie,” I moan as our lips touch down over one another, careful and lingering.

      Her soft moans, those hardly audible whimpers of hers burn a hole right through me. I’d give all the pizza in the world to be alone with her right now.

      A heavy flash comes from the living room, and both Poppy and I share a small vibration of a laugh, but our lips remain conjoined, the two of us kissing like a couple of thirteen-year-olds who have no clue what to do.

      Poppy and I haven’t set any limits on what happens between the two of us with our proper audience in tow, and yet neither of us seems able to cross this line. But I want to.

      Everything in me demands to cross the line with Poppy.
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      The end of the week shows up way too fast—like Santa at the bottom of the chimney.

      Each moment I spend with Poppy seems like a flash in the pan. Soon it will be Christmas Eve—and our mothers’ big birthday bash as well, and then inevitably Poppy will be boarding a flight back to L.A. And horribly enough it might just be another five years before I see her again.

      But tonight, the only place Poppy is headed to is the holiday gala at the Reindeer Lodge Hotel where the dignified ladies of POTS celebrate a year of weight loss and charitable giving by way of a decent steak and chicken dinner.

      Poppy headed over with her parents, so I offer my mother a lift and we arrive at the event a solid twenty minutes late. In my defense, my mother had me run by the florist and pick up a corsage. Then all the way to the hotel, she lamented on the principles of how to treat a lady.

      “I promise to treat Poppy like solid gold,” I say to her as we enter the noble-looking establishment decked out with enough twinkle lights to outshine the sun.

      The white granite floors gleam with the reflection of the twinkle lights and there are at least ten different trees here decorated ten different ways, and enough wrapped gifts underneath them to make Santa himself green with envy. A few tables are set out and a thicket of bodies are mingling. But I can’t help but notice there don’t seem to be near enough seats for all these people.

      “I’m sure we didn’t miss dinner,” I say more like a question.

      “Oh, we wouldn’t miss dinner. We never have dinner at these kinds of events.”

      “What? Then why the heck am I here? I thought there’d be steak and potatoes. Should I be backtracking to the Burger Barn? Because you’re not going to like me when I’m hungry.”

      “Hush, would you?” My mother is quick to reprimand me. “I know all about how cranky you can get when denied a good meal. Trust me, I stayed up at all hours breastfeeding you for the first two years of your life just to keep you satiated.”

      “And just like that, I’ve lost my appetite.”

      Geez.

      “It’s a grazing event.” She claps her hands as if this were the best news in the world. “Lots of appetizers, all the spaghetti you can fit in that belly of yours, and a spare protein here and there.”

      A spare protein? Yes, the Burger Barn will very much be needed in just a few short hours.

      “And be sure to open your wallet, would you?” She nudges me when she says it. “All proceeds benefit the local women’s shelter.” She straightens my tie just before we enter the facility. The ballroom is bustling with bodies, mostly polished women—all of whom are my mother’s contemporaries—along with a few dapper, rather unhappy-looking men.

      “Grazing, huh?” Poppy and that magical body of hers comes to mind and suddenly I’m viewing grazing in a whole new light.

      “Do you see her?” Mom sounds just as anxious to spot her as I am.

      “Nope.”

      She cranes her neck into a sea of women all dressed in red and green gowns. Christmas carols drift through the speakers, and a few couples bravely dance away while the rest of the crowd hangs on the periphery with a drink in hand—looks like eggnog is the libation of the evening. Just my luck.

      Mom swats me with her tiny sequined clutch. “Why in heaven’s name didn’t you pick her up? A true gentleman always goes out of his way for a lady.”

      “She insisted we meet here.” For the life of me, I have no idea why, but I’m assuming it has something to do with the two we’re attempting to bamboozle.

      And just like that, the sea of red and green gowns parts down the middle, and a vision in gold captivates me from afar.

      “Holy heck,” I whisper.

      “Mary, Joseph, and Peter,” Mom pants, just as taken by the beauty smiling back at us as I am. She hands me the sickly carnation pinned to a giant spray of baby’s breath, and I head over in Poppy’s direction.

      My feet glide across the dance floor, my eyes never leaving hers. Poppy’s smile expands ear-to-ear as we come in close, and I can’t seem to catch my breath at the glorious sight before me.

      Her hair is curled in long smooth waves, her lips a perfect shade of ruby, and that gold dress shimmers as if it were liquid sunshine.

      And her body—do not get me started on her body. I let my eyes dip down for a moment, and I can’t say I regret it.

      “You are beautiful.” The words puff from me.

      “My boobs say thanks,” she says lifting my chin a notch. “Are the flowers for me or should I divide them amongst the two?” She snatches them from me, and I playfully snatch them right back, placing the corsage on her hand like the prince my mother has warned me to be.

      “You’re my date, Poppy,” I tell her. “I get to be the man tonight.”

      “Are you implying I’m anything but a lady?”

      “I’m implying that you’ve probably scared off your fair share of men by plucking the flowers right out of their hands.”

      She belts out a laugh right in my face. “You would be right.” Her lips quiver as her expression turns to stone. “You look perfect tonight.” Her lashes lower as if my perfection managed to bring down her mood.

      “I did it for you. Shaved, too.” I touch my hand over my face. “Smooth as a baby’s bottom.”

      She bites down on her lip while carefully placing her palm over my cheek. “You did that for me?”

      “Darn right. Did you shave anything for me?” I dip my gaze south for a moment, teasing. Geez, I pray she knows I’m teasing.

      “Has Sadie said anything about my hairy tree trunks?” She clucks her tongue. “Because shaving your legs in the dead of winter is highly overrated.”

      “I’ll try to remember that next time I pick up a razor.”

      A soft rock rendition of “Silent Night” floats through the speakers, and I’m suddenly inspired.

      “May I have this dance?” I hold out a hand, old school style, and a couple of audible sighs go off about ten feet behind me. It’s clear my moves are mother-approved.

      “You may.” Poppy wraps an arm around my waist before setting her tiny hand in mine. Her hips snuggle up against me, and we move as if our bodies were a single entity. “I’m impressed,” she gives a devilish smile my way. “With moves like this, I bet you’re a regular at the POTS fundraisers.”

      “Not true, but after the donation I make tonight, I might be bumped up to the official invite list.”

      She belts out a laugh. “So it’s not your moves they’re after?” She wrinkles her nose and looks cute as anything. “It must be tough navigating your way through life never knowing who’s really there for you as a person rather than an extraordinarily built ATM machine.”

      “So you’re saying I have a good body.”

      “I’m saying you qualify as a bank. You said you have a good body. By the way, you have an ego to match that bank account.”

      I belt out a laugh and catch my mother and Char whispering to one another from the corner of my eye.

      Without putting too much thought into it, I dance Poppy over to the other end of the room—away from their prying eyes.

      “Hey, we’re losing our audience.” She tries to navigate us back, but I prove to be stubborn.

      “Maybe you’re all the audience I need tonight.” I swallow down the unexpected lump in my throat. “Don’t worry. They’re still watching.”

      Lord knows there’s no shaking them.

      “Oh—good.” Her breathing picks up as if we just danced a lap around the building.

      Our bodies slow to a hip-grinding crawl, and soon enough we’re hardly breathing, let alone moving to the music.

      My thumb brushes over her lips ever so softly. For so long I’ve thought of Poppy as a work of art that demands to be worshiped.

      I’d love to do just that from here until eternity.

      I’d love nothing more than to carry her into my truck and drive us anywhere but here.

      My mouth finds a home against her beautiful neck as I take in her perfume and press soft kisses all the way up to her ear.

      “Why didn’t you let me pick you up tonight?” I ask.

      Poppy leans back as those velvet eyes of hers press into mine. “Because I knew that I’d want to go home with you,” the words come from her lower than a whisper.

      And there it is. Poppy would come home with me. She wants me, and she doesn’t. In typical Poppy fashion, she’s sending me both signals at once.

      A thousand questions beg to surface, and yet not one escapes my vocal cords. Instead, I lean in, and she meets me there with a slight nod as if letting me know it’s okay to cross that invisible line we’ve adhered to like a promise.

      My mouth crashes over hers, and I lose it. My tongue meets with hers and a deep guttural groan that’s been working its way up for years is finally unleashed.

      Poppy meets me right there with her own hungry kisses that only seem to grow in urgency.

      This is Poppy I’m kissing, Tinsel Town, the girl I’ve claimed as my own for as far back as I can remember.

      How have we never done this before? And why is it finally happening to a roaring applause bustling from behind?

      I must say, we most definitely deserve it.

      This kiss deserves every applause, every whoop and holler anyone could offer. Poppy tastes sweet like peppermint as if she went out of her way to welcome me tonight. No vampires to ward off this evening. At least that’s what I’d like to believe.

      I’d like to believe Poppy wants something more than just a few make-believe kisses. That she’s in this to do more than impress the living heck out of our mothers before we pull the holiday rug out from under them.

      But she’s L.A. and I’m Sugarplum Hollow.

      She’s always been the forbidden one.

      And I’ve always accepted the fact she could never be mine.

      But this kiss…

      Something is about to change between us. Something has already changed between us, and I’m loving it.

      I’m hoping she’s loving it, too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            POPPY

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Jaxson Stade kissed me!

      Dies. I can officially cross that off my bucket list of delicious things to do—not that I want to stifle it from ever happening again.

      Geez.

      I knew once he stepped into that room, suit to die for, long silver tie that dripped down like a leash, that he was trouble incarnate—but that face.

      He shaved for me.

      Shaved.

      I’m not sure why he thought it was something I needed, but in a strange way, it was exactly what I needed to push me over the lust-riddled edge. I bet he knows that.

      Who am I kidding?

      This is Jaxson Stade.

      Of course, he knows all of the right lusty buttons to push to land a girl horizontal. And horizontal is exactly where every last cell in my body wanted to be. I knew that I knew that I knew I was weak.

      That’s precisely why I opted to drive with my parents down to the fancy shindig. If I was looking hotter than a firecracker in Sadie’s borrowed dress, how could Jaxson Stade not look like a million dollars? Scratch that. Jaxson Stade looks his worth at a billion on an average day. Last night was wasn’t gold, he was platinum.

      And if Jax had picked me up, that would mean he would be taking me home, and the way my hormones have been exploding all over Sugarplum Hollow as of late, I was too afraid I’d beg for him to take me to his true lair. Not that it would be the first time—just the first time outside of my imagination.

      Mack and Sadie are meeting me for lunch, so I head into the Starry Nights Bar and Grill and find a seat in the back next to the Christmas tree with its cheery blinking lights in pink, blue, green, and yellow.

      “Santa Claus is Coming to Town,” blares overhead and at least six women have shopping bags next to them as they nosh on their lunches.

      My Christmas shopping is all but done, seeing that I’ve brought my gifts with me—all but one. It never occurred to me to get Jax a gift. Should I? What could I possibly gift a man who can buy everything including the mall itself?

      I glance toward the door for any sign of my sister or Sadie but there’s none.

      I’m chronically early everywhere I go, which is typically a good thing. Except for in L.A.—in a world where people are chronically late, it’s been a disservice to me.

      I’m also chronically overdressed, which explains the knee-high boots with three-inch heels, my black Seven jeans, black sweater, and knee-length black pea coat. There’s not an ugly sweater anywhere near my body, and to be honest I sort of miss wearing the cheerful blinking lights on my person.

      Back in L.A., nobody says boo if you wear black twenty-four-seven. In fact, it’s the official uniform of the entire design business. But in Sugarplum Hollow, you get looks for sporting such a hue-deficient ensemble—especially during this red-and-green-obsessed time of year. With my morose outfit, I bet everyone assumes I’m going to a funeral. But I’m not. I just wanted to look good just in case…

      Jax comes to mind, and just as quick as that exuberance overtook me, an oppressive sadness weighs me down.

      A group of girls comes in, laughing, each holding a shopping bag at least, talking a mile a minute about their newly acquired deals and steals as they make their way to a table nearby.

      They’re all exceptionally beautiful with their perfect curls, and faces that scream ode to Ulta. When I was in high school, I used to lament the fact that I wasn’t Jaxson Stade’s type.

      It had never even occurred to me that this might be the case until Conner casually mentioned it one day way back when.

      I was having one of my many existential crises—this particular one revolving around the fact I couldn’t get guys to notice me, not even the formidable Jaxson Stade. And that’s when my brother came to the existential rescue and assured me that there wasn’t a lip-gloss on Earth that would make that boy blink my way.

      I figured he was probably right.

      By that time, Conner and Jax were pretty tight, so I took his word as gospel.

      But many years later, and now that I’m older and wiser, I’ve come to find out Jaxson doesn’t quite have a type—he has more of a gender—and in that sense, I do meet the bare minimum requirements.

      Back in the day, and apparently, this translates to the present, Jax wanted to rub noses amongst other things with just about every girl, and for the most part, he found plenty of willing partners to make all of his nose-rubbing dreams come true. Of course, he never offered to rub noses with me, and last night I feared a proposition as much as I feared anything else

      My mind wanders a moment to places it hasn’t wandered in years and it feels dangerously delicious. And there he is, Jaxson Stade, grinning at me in my mind’s eye as I boldly step his way and pull him in by the tie just the way I envisioned last night.

      “There you are,” someone shouts from the entry. “Poppy Montgomery, you have a lot of explaining to do.”

      And just like that Jaxson Stade disappears from my mind’s eye as quick as a Christmas cookie.

      It does beg the question, will I ever get to take a proper bite out of him?
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      I turn to the entry of the Starry Nights Bar and Grill only to see both Sadie and Mack storming in together, all bundled up for the winter apocalypse with scarves to their noses, their winter parkas fully dusted with snowflakes.

      “Aren’t you Miss Hot-to-Trot clad in black?” Mack gives me a quick kiss on the cheek before taking off her jacket. “Who’s funeral are you attending? Don’t tell me it’s Mr. Frost.”

      Sadie laughs, “Oh honey, according to reliable sources, Mr. Frost set the Reindeer Lodge Hotel on fire last night.” She strips down as well and falls into the seat across from me. “Spill.”

      “He kissed me,” I say without hesitation.

      Mack thumps her glittering red nails over the table. “Was the mommy patrol aware of this mistletoe miracle?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then it doesn’t count.”

      “Mack!” Sadie cries it out for me. “Everything counts.” She turns back to me. “Tongue or no tongue?”

      “The second,” I wrinkle my nose. “Anyway it was our first time, and it was impressive. That man has a two-foot appendage he’s harboring in that mouth of his. And the precision that tip offered assured me of his prehensile abilities.”

      “Eww,” Mack says, looking visibly disturbed. “You do realize I’m still your sister. This was never about Jax and his prehensile appendages. This is about getting even. Jaxson Stade is a consummate playboy. He is not the playboy for you.”

      Sadie gags as she tries to get her words out. “That may be so, but he’s the playboy for her right now.”

      Mack shakes her head as if this were an impossibility. “She’s heading back to L.A. in a couple of weeks. Poppy doesn’t have the talent of shutting off her emotions like some people.” She sneers at my old friend before redirecting her gaze my way. “Do not give your heart away, and for goodness sake, keep yourself off the naughty list—do not go anywhere near a bedroom with him. This is a direct order from your big sister. Don’t force me to have Conner write up a cease and desist to Jaxson and his prehensile man parts.”

      “Would you stop with the legal threats?” I laugh as I scan the vicinity in the event, heaven forbid, Jax or Conner crops up and ruins our good time, or at least what would have been if not for this spontaneous Mack attack.

      “Speaking of Conner.” Mack leans in with that naughty look in her eye, and you can bet a juicy morsel of gossip is about to drip from her mouth. “Word on the Stade Steel streets is, he’s dating again.”

      “Who?” Our brother doesn’t date by definition. He’s more of a mattress wrestler who likes to pin them down and release his captive audience by morning. He’s a womanizer personified right along with Jax.

      The waitress comes by, and we put in our orders. Two Grinch pancake stacks for Mack and me, and a gingerbread latte and a slice of eggnog cheesecake for Sadie. I wait until the waitress takes off to judge my good friend properly.

      “Why didn’t you get the pancakes? They’re green and topped with a mountain of whipped cream and strawberries—and I’m assuming you can only get them this time of year.”

      “Because I’m not twelve,” Sadie makes a face. “And I knew I could have some of yours.”

      “In that case, you can bet I’ll be having some of your cheesecake,” I shoot back.

      “Deal,” she says.

      Mack groans, “The fact we’re forced to have green pancakes at a bar and grill amplifies the sad state of Sugarplum Hollow’s slim eatery pickings.”

      “I know, right?” Sadie gets that familiar gleam in her eye that usually spells out trouble. “The only other option is Pine Crest Café, and it’s disgusting in there. Every time I go in, there’s a fly hanging around those depressing-looking refrigerated shelves. The floor is a toasted linoleum from the fifties that actually offends me, and the enamel furniture is chipped and rusting. Heaven forbid you cut yourself while pulling out a chair. You can get lockjaw and never enjoy a gingerbread latte again.”

      “That’s good news for Hunter,” I say giving the owner of this festive establishment a quick wave at the bar. I shake my head at the women before me. “Why are we analyzing the sad state of dining in Sugarplum Hollow and not focusing on the fact Conner found someone to eat a steak with?” I’m thoroughly confused.

      “Because.” Sadie bounces her shoulders to her ears. “The ink just dried on my divorce, and I get my lump sum settlement—50K.”

      Sadie is perhaps the one and only person in Sugarplum Hollow who’s ever signed a prenup. Peter Hervy, her official first ex-husband, is a land baron she met in Denver. Apparently, the payout of a one-year gig, in which she used him for little more than her personal toy—and vice versa, garnered her a nifty lump sum.

      “Fifty thousand?” I clasp my chest. “Geez. Why did I move to L.A. when I should have run to Denver and sunk my claws in the first Perv I saw?” I give a little wink. “What are you going to do with the money, honey?”

      “Invest.” Sadie does sparkle when she’s getting her green on. “In myself. I’m going to open Sugarplum Hollow’s first coffee shop and usher us into the new millennium—roasted espresso style.”

      “Sweet.” Mack gives her a high five. “Now that the kids are in school, I’d be happy to be your first barista.”

      Sadie and Mack whoop it up like they just won the latte lottery, and in a way they did. Sugarplum Hollow really can use a nice cup of freshly brewed heaven.

      “Congratulations,” I tell her. “I’m so happy for you. I promise to be your first customer.”

      “You had better tip the barista,” Mack says batting her lashes.

      I tap the back of my fork to the table.

      “Back to Conner for a moment.” My brother has had his fair share of women. He’s a less hormonally aggressive version of his BFF Jax, but just as appealing to the ladies because he’s handsome, if I don’t say so myself, and he touts a lean mean legal degree. “Who is this hussy?” I suck in a breath at my bestie. “Is it you? Are you the hussy that’s dating my brother?”

      The words practically burst from me with pride. I know that Sadie and I will always be close, but to have her as my official sister-in-law one day would be a real dose of Christmas magic.

      The waitress brings out our green pancakes and Sadie’s gingerbread latte along with a luscious-looking cheesecake.

      “It’s not Sadie.” Mack shakes her head. “Conner’s shiny new toy is Larissa Debeers.”

      “Larissa?” All of those feel-good vibes I was sending Sadie’s way just hit a brick wall. “But she’s Jaxson’s ho, ho, ho. In fact, she’s probably waiting in the wings for me to fly back to L.A. so she can latch onto his ankle and beg him to take her back.”

      “Jaxson’s ho, ho, ho?” Mack looks mostly amused but somewhat disgusted at the thought, as she should. “It’s one thing to share your toys and a whole other to share your women. Conner can’t be with her if she’s slept with Jax.”

      Sadie nearly spits her coffee out. “That crosses out ninety percent of the eligible girls in Sugarplum Hollow. Your brother will essentially starve.”

      Mack gets squirrely at the thought. “Maybe we should ship Conner off to L.A. for a while?”

      “Maybe you should stop playing matchmaker.” I stab my fork in her direction before taking a bite of the best Grinch pancakes this side of Los Angeles.

      Starry Nights really is a culinary treasure.

      Mack’s phone buzzes, and she groans into it. “I gotta run. Ben has a fever, and I need to pick him up from school. Would you box this up for me and drop it by the house?”

      “Not a problem,” I say.

      “Perfect!” She throws on her jacket before leaning in to kiss me goodbye. “And no getting M.C. Hammered with Jaxson Stade. I bet his mattress is harboring something far more exotic than bedbugs. And, honey, I’m a darn good matchmaker. Per my matchmaking rules, no sleeping with anyone until he puts a ring on it. Otherwise, it only leads to broken hearts and prenups.”

      “Amen to that,” Sadie shouts as we wave my sister off.

      I needle my gaze at my longtime friend. “You really believe that?”

      “Darn right.” Sadie salutes me with her gingerbread latte. “But a girl’s got needs.” She sinks in her seat as she cradles that sad-looking mug, and suddenly we’re both lost in thought, seemingly equally depressed over whatever those might be.

      “Confession.” I blow the hair out of my face. “I haven’t had a gentleman caller in nearly a year. If I don’t find a willing man soon, I’ll—”

      “Have to scale down to a silicone model?”

      “Sadie”—I give her a shove. “I didn’t mean in that way.”

      She waves me off. “Trust me, they’re so lifelike you won’t know the difference.”

      “My heart will.”

      “If you’re looking to satisfy your heart, then Mack is right—you risk getting it broken.”

      Tears come, and I’m quick to blink them away. I shake my head in lieu of words because there’s a painful heart-shaped knot sitting at the base of my throat.

      I hate that Jaxson still has the power to take my emotions, my will, and my better judgment for a ride without any consideration for my beating heart. That’s always been our downfall. I care too much, and he seems to care too little.

      “Hey”—Sadie pulls my seat closer to hers—“maybe Mack is right. Maybe taking things to the next level with Jax is a bad idea. Your head is a little too much into this whole thing. It’s still a joke, right?”

      I open my mouth, but not a word comes out.

      “Oh, hon”—Sadie wraps an arm around me—“it’s not a joke anymore, is it?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t think it ever was.”

      “Do everyone involved a favor and hold off finding a willing gentlemen caller. Jaxson might be ready and willing, but if he knew how you felt, he’d never want to hurt you. You’re not some dime-a-dozen Sugarplum Hollow backseat debutante. You used to be his entire world. And when that good time ended, I still had to listen to you drool over him. I get it. He’s always been your world, too.” Her glossy pink lips twitch. “But I don’t think Jaxson Stade is the person you built him up to be in your mind, Poppy. Have fun with him for the allotted time you have left. But maybe use this as a way to say goodbye to that monstrous image you have of him in your mind. He’s just a person. A human. A man.” She makes the word man sound as disparaging as possible. “Have a little fun but not too much. Draw a line in the sexual tension and stay firmly on your side.”

      “I’ll have fun all right. Then I’ll get back to L.A. and resume my celibate lifestyle. I’m going to be a spinster.”

      Sadie belts out a laugh. “That went from hero to zero, real quick. You’re not going to be a spinster. You’re too pretty and smart for that. You’ll have an entire line of gentlemen callers breaking down the door posthaste. A battery-operated boyfriend can only take you so far. And by the way, I’ll get on the horn and get one sent out to you asap.”

      “Don’t you dare,” I laugh. “You’re a real friend, Sadie Richards.” I pull her in, and we take a moment to hold each other like a couple of lost children.

      Mack is right.

      I shouldn’t give my heart away, but it’s too late for that. I plucked it out of my chest when I had barely crested kindergarten and handed it to the only boy I would ever truly love.

      This isn’t a joke anymore.

      It never was, to begin with.

      I care about Jax and I’m afraid it’s going to turn into something a whole lot more.
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      An entire day drifts by and no word from Jaxson. Not that I made an effort to stalk him down at his office once again either, but still. He’s the one that probed my mouth with his tongue. He drew first member. It should be him making the effort.

      Then just past noon, my phone bounces over the very bed I used to cry rivers for that boy, and it’s a text from Jaxson Stade himself.

      Headed out. Snowmobiling, deep country. New toy. Wanna come?

      Jax always did text like he had suddenly morphed into a robot.

      I text right back. Deep country? Are the fine residents of Sugarplum Hollow populating the backwoods these days? If not, who ever shall we entertain?

      All of the other excursions we’ve partaken in have, in some roundabout fashion, involved our mothers. Even if our mothers weren’t around for the show, there was someone from this one cow town who would surely report back to the devious duo.

      As fun as trekking through the woods at a hundred miles an hour while my ponytail freezes solid sounds, I’m pretty sure a jaunt through a nice warm bookstore on Main Street would be far more beneficial to the cause.

      He texts right back. If we’re lucky, a deer. Unlucky, a bear. You in?

      Wait a minute. Jaxson is a smart boy. Surely, he realizes we’ll be knee-deep in privacy.

      Maybe…

      He texts back as if reading my mind.  How about we take a break from the Jax and Poppy Show and get some serious fun in before you head home.

      Home, as in L.A.

      Of course.

      Jax knows I’m not hanging around.

      This is all for show. It says so right here in blue and white.

      Oh heck. What’s a little fun between friends?

      I’m in.
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      Not shockingly, Jaxson Stade stuns in a bright red ski jacket as much as he does in a custom Italian suit.

      I park in his ridiculously grand circular driveway better suited for Beverly Hills than Sugarplum Hollow, but I would totally rock the circular driveway in Sugarplum Hollow if given half the money the Stade’s have so I can’t say I blame them.

      Nutmeg is the first to greet me with her more than enthused jumps and kisses and I do my best to kiss her right back.

      Jaxson comes over and offers me a platonic high five. “Let’s do this!” he shouts with all the excitement of a NASCAR driver.

      Speaking of high speed shenanigans…

      “I haven’t driven one of these in years!” I give a little hop when I say it because it just so happens I’m equally as psyched as he is. There’s been a break in the snowstorm we’ve been having so it’s the perfect time for cruising into the woods on one of those beasts.

      Jax and I spent our formative years on the backs of a motorized sleigh. And later, after the great divide in our relationship, Conner took my place on those backcountry snow rides. I resented Jax for not inviting me, but I understood. And today, lucky, lucky me—I got an invitation as well.

      “Great.” He walks us over to a large orange contraption. “We’ll take turns.”

      I’ve never seen a snowmobile of this stature and nature. New toy indeed. It looks as if it could glide straight up into the heart of the North Pole without any effort.

      “Wow, is this what happens when a tractor and a snowmobile have babies?” I ask admiring this work of gas-guzzling art.

      “That would be it.” He laughs while helping me with a helmet complete with a face shield.

      “Are you kidding? I don’t want to wear this,” I say, plucking it right off. “I won’t look cool. And is this our one and only ride? Were you being literal with the whole ‘we’ll take turns’ thing?” Back in the day, we didn’t wear helmets, and we never shared a vehicle. We were stupid and greedy that way.

      “Yes, I’m being literal.” He frowns as he presses the helmet back on my head. “And you know what’s cool? Keeping your brain in your skull. Besides, no one is going to see us, remember?” A devilish grin spreads to those freshly stubbled cheeks. “Unless, of course, it’s me you’re trying to impress. And if so, you’ll have to try harder because you look like a total helmet head right now.”

      “Very funny.”

      Jax helps me onto the oversized snowmobile and hops in front, donning his own horrific helmet. He takes my arms and wraps them around his chest, and I don’t protest the fact. Jax feels stable and rock solid even stuffed inside his toasty down jacket.

      I’d say a day of holding on to Jax is a day well spent.

      He starts up the beast, and we head out slow. Soon, we’re off gliding on the mounds of freshly fallen snow that’s gracing the Stade property with Nutmeg bounding right alongside of us. The Stade’s own so much land we’d sooner fall off the edge of the world than venture off the estate.

      We bypass the old guesthouse, which now belongs to Jules and Jensen. Just seeing the way Jaxson is around his nephew renews all of those old fantasies of having ten or twelve children with him. In my defense, ten or twelve seemed like a decent number way back when I had no idea of what it might feel like to deliver those children, let alone take care of them.

      Although deep down, I’d give Jaxson as many children as he wanted if he only had eyes for me. I’m not sure that’s possible with him. And just like that—all twelve of our future children evaporate into the thin frozen air.

      Jaxson was so sweet and loving, not to mention positive and supportive with his nephew, and I gleaned all that in the small window Jensen knocked over his ice cream cone the other day after we picked him up from daycare. I can imagine that one day, when the right girl comes around, Jax will be an amazing father.

      My heart sinks at the thought of Jaxson and his imaginary bride.

      Soon enough, we’re in the hill country, so far away from Casa Stade that the magnificent menace of a house is merely a speck on the horizon. It’s just Jax and me, having fun, being ourselves. I tap him over the shoulder, and he slows down a bit.

      “Let’s switch!” I shout up over the roar of the motor and fog up my mask.

      Jax seems more than eager to trade places with me. He gives me a quick tutorial on all things stop and go, and just like that, we’re off once again with me at the helm.

      I take it slow, like really slow, like field mice are walking by and laughing slow, but there are far too many trees, and like Jax suggested, my brain looks far better in my uncracked skull.

      “Speed it up,” he shouts from behind. Darn backseat driver. “What are you—a chicken?”

      I suck in a quick breath. He knows that nobody but nobody is ever allowed to call me a chicken. It’s practically a command for making me do the very thing I loathed to try. I’m very Arthur Fonzarelli that way. And for those of you too young to remember the reference, you should totally look up Happy Days and watch it sometime.

      I promise there’s not a hair-pulling session or fistfight in sight, and the worst putdown they have to offer is sit on it. It really puts things into perspective when my mother references what she calls today’s trash TV.

      “I’m no chicken, Stade. But soon, you will be.” I rev the engine for a moment before we take off at a neck-jerking pace.

      I traverse low and high terrain, dodging oversized tree trunks and brambling oaks alike. I spot a clearing up ahead that looks like snowmobile heaven, and I start in that direction, but an entire thicket of evergreens stands in our way.

      The only option left is a steep incline to our right, and I pull forward a bit to make sure there’s a decline that follows. I’m not about to plunge us to our death by way of trying to jump the shark to get there.

      See? That’s another Happy Days’ reference you probably didn’t get. Go watch it. Really, you won’t regret it.

      “I don’t know about this,” Jaxson grumbles, but I rev the engine once again and spin us in a neat circle before building the speed we need as we crest the—

      “GAHHH!” We hit the top of the ridge so fast, the back of the snowmobile catches and jackknifes all the way down the embankment because it’s clear the idiot driver has no clue what in the heck she’s doing.

      Jaxson and I are ejected, falling within feet of one another in a jumble of limbs, and thankfully Nutmeg pops up on the scene assuring us of her safety.

      “Poppy,” A muffled cry comes from my left before Jaxson appears before me, flipping off his helmet only to reveal the rife look of worry on his face. “Are you okay?” He falls to his knees and unbuckles my helmet from under my chin, and I flick it right off.

      “I think I’m dead.” I hike up on my elbows in time to see him frown. And Nutmeg comes over and gives my cheek a couple of licks.

      “You almost killed us,” he pants.

      “Says the moron who let me drive.” I try to execute a grin, but it hurts to navigate my face in that direction.

      He falls next to me in the snow, his arm partially over my body. “That’s because I can’t say no to you. Are you hurt?”

      “I’m fine.” And apparently, I like to lie, too. “Hey—how come I can’t wiggle my toes anymore?”

      “Please tell me you’re kidding.”  He looks more than a little terrified.

      “I’m kidding.”

      A slow chuckle comes from him. “I think I’ll take over all driving duties from here on out. I guess there aren’t too many places to keep up your snowmobile game in L.A.”

      “Not that I’m aware of. In fact, I haven’t been keeping too many of my games up.” I settle back into the snow. Not sure why I’m confessing this to Jaxson of all people. The truth is, I’m still in a funk after that conversation I had yesterday with Sadie and Mack.

      “But I bet you’re hitting it big with the boys, right?”

      “Nope. I’m not really. But no worries. Sadie has been giving me tips.” If you can call her unsavory advice a tip.

      “I’m not sure you should take any tips from her.”

      “I was thinking the very same thing,” I laugh. “Face it, a girl can’t get away with having carnal fever like you and Conner. And would you slow down already? Your future wife is going to be really bummed when your man parts fall off one day.”

      He makes a face. “They’re not going to fall off. I’m slowing things down.”

      “So I see. I’ve totally put a damper on your girl game, but, like all things in life, this too shall pass. I bet you’ll celebrate after our big reveal and plunge yourself into every light socket you find.”

      He winces. “Sounds deadly. I think I’ll pass.” Jax exhales, and his minty breath warms me. He cups my cheek in his palm a moment before rubbing his thumb over my lips soft as a snowflake.

      “What is this, a dress rehearsal?” My cheeks burst into flames as they rival the sun. My heart starts panic-kicking its way out of my chest as if something very bad were about to ensue. My heart has never been a good barometer of things to come. It’s untrustworthy and fickle, and most of all, fragile as heck.

      “How did you enjoy that kiss the other night?” he says it soft.

      My eyes latch onto his like life rafts, and I can’t seem to let go.

      His dark hair contrasts the crisp white background, demanding that I pay it attention—those eyes, those deep red lips, every last part of Jax Stade demands that I focus in on him.

      And it’s the only thing I want to do.
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      “Did I enjoy that kiss we shared the other night?” I repeat his question as Jax and I lay in the snow after almost losing our lives on that little joyride we just took on his shiny new toy. “I enjoyed the heck out of it.” Now there’s the understatement of the century.

      “Good”—he whispers—“because I’m going to do it again.” Jax leans in ever so close, waiting until the very last second to close his eyes, that hot grin building on his face. He grazes his lips over mine and pulls back gauging my reaction, his lids still low and heavy.

      But I’ve seen that twitching grin on his face before.

      Jax is not waiting for permission. He knows he already has that. It’s the same twitchy smile he used to give when we were kids and I’d want him to get on with whatever he was doing.

      And boy, do I ever wish he would get on with it now.

      Once, we were trekking down a snow-covered hill, much like the slippery slope we just endured, and I begged him to push my sled.

      Of course, he rocket-launched me in an attempt to perfect the first lunar landing, but that’s beside the point.

      Those lips are headed my way again—and oh my word, here they come!

      Jax presses his lips over mine and lingers before pulling away once more.

      “How’s that feel, Tinsel Town?” he whispers over me.

      I swallow hard, looking up at eyes that rival the sky for that precious hue. “It feels as if you’re out of practice,” I tease.

      In truth there’s nothing out of practice about Jaxson’s kissing game, if anything it’s clear he’s gone pro.

      “Out of practice?” He inches back a notch, and just like that, I’ve broken the dreamy spell that had him pecking at my lips.

      “Oh, well, actually”—a weird choking sound emits from me—“never mind. I was just...”

      “You were just hoping I’d do this.” He pumps out a dry laugh, no smile as he comes in for the kill once again and replicates that kiss we shared at the holiday gala right down to the very last delicious drop.

      He meets me right where I want him, soft and slow, so achingly deliberate, it’s as if he’s taking the time to introduce himself. The real him.

      Today, there is no Jax and Poppy’s Show. It’s just the two of us in the snow, doing what we should have been doing all along—kissing.

      He pulls back, and that smirk he wore a moment ago has completely dissolved to nothing. “Better?”

      I can’t help but shed a crooked grin. “Are you using me to sharpen your skills? Because I’m a rather strict instructor. And I certainly don’t grade on a curve.”

      Why does my jaw keep flapping? Any other girl wouldn’t have uttered a peep and let him have his way with her—but no, I have to beat down every situation with an overdose of sarcasm.

      A dull laugh huffs through his chest. “Nope. I can promise, I’m not using you to sharpen my skills. I’m not using you for anything. In fact, I’m determined to respect you.”

      Respect?

      “Here, let me help you up.” He offers me a hand, but I pull him down to me by the back of his neck.

      “Not so fast.” My chest pumps as if I just ran a lap around the planet. My panting grows so wild I’m half afraid I might pass out. “I didn’t get my fill.” I pull his mouth down over mine, and it’s a clash of dull laughter, of teeth, of untamable frenzied kisses. It’s quite possibly the sloppiest, most delicious, sweetest, most heavenly kiss of my entire life, and I wouldn’t want it any other way.

      It's clear the one who needs to hone their skills around here is me.

      I pull his body over mine, and Jaxson moans as his kisses intensify. His mouth slips down as he gently takes a bite of my lower lip, and I die a thousand blissful deaths.

      Lying in the frozen tundra in the backwoods of Sugarplum Hollow with the prince of the county himself is heaven personified.

      His hands move down my jacket as he tries to gain entry to any living part of me, but I couldn’t be more hermetically sealed if I tried.

      A tank top, a turtleneck, a thermal, a sweater, and a down jacket that may as well come with a barbed wire fence.

      Jax Stade isn’t getting anywhere near my flesh. And don’t get me started on the double yoga pant debacle going on underneath my snow pants. I’m already resigned to the fact I’ll be losing fingernails when it’s time to peel all of these formidable layers off. Leave it to me to don an outfit that requires security clearance and an access code that neither of us can conquer.

      Jaxson pulls up on his elbow, panting a warm storm over me. “Did your father dress you?”

      “No. Conner did.”

      We share a small laugh at my brother’s expense. Honest to goodness, if given half the chance, Conner would have dressed me exactly this way.

      Okay—so he might have included a combination lock, but it so would not have been needed. The elastic, latex, spandex, Lycra nightmare combo is enough.

      “All right.” He winces. “We should probably get back.”

      Nutmeg gives a sharp bark as if agreeing before bounding past us and dusting us with snow.

      “We can have a snowball fight.” I reach over and quickly form a ball of fluff the size of a softball before chucking it at his chest.

      “You just drew first blood.” His dimples dig in as he jumps to his feet and I do the same.

      And just like that it’s on.

      Jaxson and I laugh and scream at one another as we launch frozen missile after missile at one another. I manage to peg him a few good times, mostly on the chest, and he managed to land one right at my hand thus making me inadvertently toss the snowball that I was holding right into my face.

      “How did you do that?” I laugh so hard, tears come to my eyes as I struggle to wipe the snow away.

      “Come here,” Jax says as he heads over and takes off his gloves, wiping my face down with his warm hands.

      Nutmeg jumps up on him and barks and we both shed another laugh.

      “I think she’s concerned about the future of my eyesight,” I say blinking a few good times until the world comes back into focus.

      “I think she’s concerned that you were winning that snowball fight,” he counters. “You got a great curve ball. Have you considered a future in baseball?”

      “No, but I’ve considered a career as a snowmobile taxi and promptly scratched it off my list of future endeavors. The liability insurance would be too high.”

      He chuckles as he pulls me in. “Good thing you’ve got a solid career back in L.A.” His smile softens. “I’m really proud of everything you’ve accomplished.”

      I’m sure the fact I’m jobless is not the accomplishment he’s speaking about.

      “Thank you,” I say it lower than a whisper as I glance down at the snow. This probably isn’t the best time to mention my current unemployed status.

      My eyes meet with his again and my heart thumps wild.

      Jax Stade is a work of art that should be appreciated every single moment—and that’s exactly what the women of this world seemed to have set out to do.

      Face it, Jax is used to having multiple women on the line—sometimes all at once. I doubt he’d ever want anything real with just one single girl—as in this single girl.

      I cup his face and draw him closer.

      “You don’t have to do this,” he says it lower than a whisper. “There’s not a soul around.”

      It’s as if he’s daring me to tell him how I feel—either that or pointing out the obvious.

      “You look like you needed a kiss,” I counter and his dimples flicker.

      “You must be a mind reader because I am in desperate need of exactly that.”

      “I’m always willing to help a friend out in a time of need.” My eyes lock with his, and there’s sadness mirrored between us as I say those words.

      “Helping a friend,” he whispers as his mouth falls over mine in a fury.

      Jaxson unleashes a frenzy of fevered kisses, and I meet him right there.

      Here we are, just the two of us. No voyeurs, no pretenses.

      Just—friends.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            JAXSON

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      There have been times in my life that I have not been proud of my actions. There have been times in my life that I have questioned what in the heck I was thinking. But that moment in the snow with Poppy wasn’t one of them.

      The rational part of me suggested it should be. The irrational part of me suggested it was perfect and right—and that if I were at all honest, I would own up to the fact that it was a moment we had been barreling toward for a very long time.

      Yes, I should have stopped after one kiss. But Poppy’s kisses are addictive as chocolate and as necessary as breathing.

      As soon as I had one hit, I knew there was no going back.

      For a second I thought we were getting somewhere—beyond the past, beyond a lot of things. But then she threw in the F word—friends.

      And we are friends again, I think. For that, I’ll be forever grateful.

      But every last part of me demands more.

      I’m just not sure if Poppy Montgomery will ever be on the same page.

      I’d bet my life she felt the same way but that’s not what she says. She’s made it clear and all but put her hand out to keep me firmly on the other side of the proverbial sand.

      I get it, though. A long-distance deal would be tough. Plus, this is new. We’ve gone from never speaking to one another to picking up right where we left off and then some. I take the blame for that.

      Once I noticed she was freezing me out after graduation, I should have stepped up and given her a call—encouraged her to come out for the holidays—especially those that my mother hosted. She missed all of the memories, and, in turn, missed out on her own family because of me. She wasn’t avoiding my mother. She was avoiding seeing my face at the table.

      As far as I can recall, there were three major events that wedged a divide between us.

      The first and foremost would be our mothers.

      They did the most damage.

      Their constant, incessant, nagging while trying to meld us together since birth had eroded the landscape for anything that could have ever been.

      They managed to cast a pall on our relationship before it ever had a chance to get started.

      The second—as ridiculous as it sounds—would be Poppy’s unrequited crush on Miles Frampton.

      It’s childish in hindsight, but having the hottest girl you know, the one you want to be with more than anyone else, tell you that she has it bad for the center on our mediocre basketball team was a blow that my fifteen-year-old ego couldn’t quite handle.

      And the third quake that took us down went down right after our senior year culminated. It involved an alcohol-soaked graduation party—one I don’t care to think about.

      The Starry Nights Bar and Grill is loaded to the hilt with people tonight, elbow to elbow, standing room only—not unusual on a Friday night.

      Hunter says it’s runoff business from Denver. Mostly college kids looking for the appeal of a small town that’s miles away from their professors.

      And seeing that Hunter has inadvertently started a holiday tradition, this place is rife with ugly sweaters and Santa hats.

      I don’t mind. It goes right along with the Christmas carols that play nonstop.

      Thoughts of that private ugly sweater party I had with Poppy come to mind and a goofy grin floats up my face.

      I belly up to the bar and find a free seat at the end. Hunter comes over with that obnoxious grin on his face because he’s raking it in this evening, and he knows it.

      “What’s up, my man?” He slaps me five and pours me a beer without asking. “You do realize you’ve ticked off more than half my clientele.”

      I glance around at the girls congregating in front of the live band as it bleeds out a country version of “Santa Claus is Coming to Town.”

      “It looks as if they’ve recovered.”

      “That’s what you think,” he says. “I’ve had Larissa coming around getting smashed, crying in her Snowflake Sour over the fact you chose L.A. Barbie over her. Not my words.”

      A dull laugh thumps through me. L.A. Barbie. Poppy certainly fits the bill, but she’s more of a Sugarplum Hollow beauty—an original at that.

      I’ve always appreciated the fact she didn’t try too hard. She’s definitely not too big on the war paint. Poppy is more the girl next door. The exact girl who stole my heart.

      “So, where are things with the two of you?” Hunter leans in with an earnestness and subtle inquisition that only a bartender can provide. Or in this case, my good friend going as far back as grade school can provide.

      And just like that, he gets every last detail from me. All of it. The practical joke we’re trying to pull over on our mothers, that kiss at the dance—this afternoon in the snow with her arms around me.

      “Good grief.” Hunter looks horrified for me. “How did you leave off?”

      “I took her back to her car, and I thanked her for a fun time.”

      “You thanked her for a fun time?” He laughs as he picks up a beer bottle and knocks it back as if he needed a drink himself after hearing it. “Dude, you weren’t playing hopscotch. You should have at least offered to take her to dinner tonight.”

      Just as I’m about to tell him that I threw out the offer, a familiar face pops up beside me—Conner.

      Hunter and I defuse quickly.

      “Don’t let me ruin your good time.” Conner points to my beer, and Hunter is quick to oblige. “Unless you’re laughing at my sister. Then I’m pretty darn glad to break up the party.”

      “Nobody is laughing at her.” Hunter holds up his hands, looking guilty as sin.

      “I like Poppy.” I look right at him when I say it, and a boiling rage begs to ignite. “You got a problem with that?”

      Conner bucks with a silent laugh. “I guess I do.” The seat next to me opens up, and Conner takes it. “What are you doing with my sister? You don’t talk for years—and I know this because I speak to both of you on a regular basis. And suddenly you’re inseparable? I’m shocked she’s not here tonight. I saw her at the house. She said you took her out snowmobiling.”

      That smirk on my face disappears real quick.

      “Did she say anything else?” I don’t bother with my next breath. A part of me needs to hear that she’s okay.

      He stares out at the crowd a moment, but I know Conner well enough to realize he’s stalling.

      “I asked her what this was about, and she said she likes you.” He shrugs. “That she’s always liked you.”

      She likes me.

      She also likes ice cream and puppies so that makes things as clear as mud.

      Although I know that she’s bent on keeping our arrangement from her brother so that answer doesn’t surprise me.

      “Where is she?” Hunter asks while pushing a beer toward Conner. “Is she coming down tonight?”

      “I don’t think so.” Conner nods a quick thanks for the drink. “She’s done for the day—PJs on, the whole nine yards. She said she might be catching a cold. She was kind of down. She’s probably missing L.A. or something.”

      Hunter glances my way like I might be responsible for the fact Poppy is feeling down. And I’m pretty sure I am.

      After about ten minutes of switching gears and talking shop, I excuse myself for the night. I glance back just as I’m about to take off and find both Sadie Richards and Larissa double-teaming Conner at the bar.

      That happy-go-lucky look jumps right back on his face where it belongs and I’m glad about it.

      I care about Conner. Just like I care about Poppy.

      That’s why I’m headed off to do what I’m about to.

      But instead of heading out the door, I head for the kitchen first.
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      Considering it’s almost ten o’clock, I opt for texting Poppy rather than giving her sleeping parents a heart attack in what amounts to the middle of the night to them.

      Downstairs. Let me in? Please. :)

      I thought I’d better tag it with please and a happy face. I’m getting the feeling I’m on her naughty list, and if I’m not, I probably should be.

      A minute goes by, then two. A light switches on in the entry, and a face peers out from the blurry glass door before it swings open wide, revealing the most stunning woman on the planet.

      “What are you doing here?” Poppy Montgomery stands before me with her hair in a ponytail, and pink fuzzy slippers—but those PJs, they’re red and silky, and right about now they’re daring my fingers to see just how soft they are. “And what is that in your hands?”

      “Peace offering.” Could I think before I speak? It makes it sound as if we’re at war. “I mean, a get-well gift, sort of. Chicken soup—fresh from Starry Nights. Hunter sends his love.” Great. Her buddy from the bar sends his love, but the man she locked lips with this afternoon can’t even get a proper hello in. “Hey, hello.” I wince. “I mean”—I scratch at the back of my head a moment—“would you mind if I come in?”

      “Absolutely! Here, I’ll gladly take the soup.” And just like that, everything feels normal between us.

      “There’s a spoon in there for you,” I say. “Conner mentioned you felt like you were coming down with something.”

      “Oh, right.” Her eyes enlarge for a moment. “Um, I was actually just hanging out in my room. Lame, I know. But I’m feeling fine, I promise.” She chews on her lip a moment as if maybe she’s not. “We can go into the kitchen if you want. Or I can take you up for the grand tour. I actually redid my bedroom just before I moved. It was my attempt to prove to my mother that I was a true adult.” She winces and something about that small action curves my lips in the right direction.

      “How does one prove adulthood via rearranging room furniture?”

      “You’re forgetting the fact that rearranging room furniture is my specialty,” she teases. “But in the event curiosity is about to bite your nose off, I framed a still shot of the stock market and hung it prominently above my bed.”

      “A shot of Wall Street?” I’m not sure if I should be impressed or perplexed. I’m leaning toward the latter.

      She shrugs a little and looks downright adorable in the process. “Of the stock feed. I took it with my phone and printed it out. It’s blurry, and silly, but in my defense, I wasn’t thinking rationally. Anyway, she must have bought it because she commended me on all the mature changes I made. I kept the stuffies, though—as in stuffed animals. If you say a word, you die.” She leads me upstairs—to the apparent “stuffie” haven—and I’m anxious to soak it all in.

      I’ve been at the Montgomery’s more times than I can count, but the sacred upstairs has been pretty much off limits.

      After Conner moved out, there was no reason to venture on up. One summer during a barbeque, there was a line for the downstairs bathroom, and I volunteered to head upstairs. At that point, I hadn’t seen Poppy in years, and, of course, she wasn’t there. But I craved her. Instead of heading left to the restroom, I made a right and bumped into Charlene who gently corrected my error before I could ever hit Poppy’s bedroom. It was a stupid idea to begin with.

      What was I going to do?

      Touch her things? Try to see if her scent lingered in the air?

      Heck, I probably was. I wanted to smell her perfume—feel her if only through her pillowcase. I wanted to see her clothes one more time and let my heart shatter thoroughly at the tragedy that had become of us.

      The second floor of the Montgomery home is L-shaped with the master bedroom at the base of the letter and three more bedrooms down the long stretch of the hallway. Conner’s room first, then Mack’s old room, then jackpot.

      Poppy glances back at me with a mischievous look in her eyes before opening the door, and I feel like a kid being let loose in a chocolate factory for the very first time—think opening day at Willy Wonka’s, and I’m suddenly feeling a lot like Augustus Gloop.

      Only it isn’t chocolate I want to sink my teeth into. It’s Poppy. She’s so cute and innocent tonight, and that red silk she’s wearing—I want to pull her close and never let go.

      It’s dim inside, with only the illumination from the twinkle lights lining her headboard and desk offering a dreamy glow.

      The walls of her room are still as pink as I remember—the old twin bed with a frilly lace canopy has been replaced with a bigger sleigh bed, and a large screen television sits mounted on the wall in front of it.

      Poppy puts the soup down on her old desk and hops onto the mattress, causing an entire row of stuffed animals to bounce up and down as if extending their own greeting. I sit down beside her and snatch up a bright green dragon.

      “Aww, remember Danny the Dragon?” She scoots in as we lean against the headboard together.

      “Heck yes, I remember Danny. I gave him to you. I wanted him for myself, and my mother said I was too old, but you had a birthday coming up and she said I could get him for you.”

      “That’s right, and every time you came over, you made a beeline toward Danny.” She takes him back and gives him a rocking hug. “Face it, you used me to get to my stuffed animals.”

      “That’s because you had such a vast collection.”

      “Impressive, isn’t it?” She kicks off her shoes, and I do the same. “So, what should we watch?” She turns on the TV, and It’s a Wonderful Life blinks to life.

      “This looks good to me.” I shove a small pink rabbit behind my head and use it as a pillow as I get nice and comfy.

      “It’s one of my favs. It’s a holiday classic, for sure,” she sighs. “But something about a black-and-white movie pulls me down this time of year.”

      “You? Down?” I wrap my arm around her and Poppy lands her head against my chest. “You’re Perky Poppy, remember? You don’t go all four years of high school with that nickname without having earned it.”

      “You know I hated that nickname. The mean girls gave it to me. And believe me, they weren’t using the word perky as a compliment.”

      “Point taken,” I say. “But it still stands true.”

      “Speaking of things that are true.” She leans over the side of the bed and nearly falls to the floor, so I grab ahold of her waist and hoist her back up. “Thanks.” Her ponytail smacks her in the face, and my stomach cinches because everything about Poppy Montgomery is so darn cute. “I came home to find a brand new diary waiting for me courtesy of Sadie. She did say she was going to buy me something and believe me this is much tamer than what she threatened.”

      She pulls out a small hardback that catches the light like a hot pink galaxy before wagging it in front of me.

      I gently take her by the hand and steady it in front of me so I can take a look at it.

      “It’s covered in sparkles. Is that something girls are looking for these days when penning their deep dark secrets?”

      “The correct term is glitter. And it is exactly what they’re looking for—especially if those secrets involve their vampire boyfriend.” She runs her hand over the glittery book as if she was petting it. “I don’t really have any secrets—not many at least.” She cuts a glance my way as she says it. “But I supposed I can always pen a missive about the boys who have broken my heart—sort of a naughty kiss-and-tell.”

      “A naughty kiss-and-tell?” I wince as I say it. “How naughty are we talking?” I hold up a hand. “Never mind. I’d rather not discuss the perpetrators of your past. Although, how many would there be?”

      Poppy belts out a laugh. “Take a wild guess. I’ll give you a hint. It’s more than one and less than a hundred. But after I confide this delicate information to you, I expect the same courtesy—although you take your conquests to a whole other level. I’m a bit literal about the kiss and tell part and going no further.”

      Something enlivens in me as relief courses through my veins.

      Glad to know Poppy isn’t the female version of me. At least one of us turned out okay.

      “I’d accuse you of losing count,” she says giving my ribs a pinch. “But I happen to know you’re too egotistical for that.”

      “Touché.” I’ve got that number. But ever since Poppy rode back into town, I don’t feel like adding to it, except maybe by one. “Okay—twenty-seven?” I ask as I examine her.

      “What?” She picks up a giant white polar bear and knocks me over the head with it. “Is that the kind of a hussy you think I am? That’s not even a nice round number!”

      “Okay, okay. Fifteen. Round enough for you?”

      “Better. But wow, you make me sound like some kind of kissing bandit. It’s nice to know you think so highly of me.”

      “I do think highly of you. That’s why I wish that number was less than zero.”
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      Poppy sinks next to me, batting her forest of lashes my way as we curl up here in her childhood bedroom, on her bed to be exact, with the room glowing with twinkle lights.

      “You wish I was running in the negatives?” she purrs. “Aw, that’s sweet.” She bites down on that devious smile and giggles to herself.

      We’re talking about all of the men that have landed their lips to hers and even though it’s innocent enough, the thought of other men getting anywhere near her body still ruffles my feathers.

      “Don’t tell me you wish you could have added me as a notch to your bedpost,” she teases.

      I close my eyes and bang my head lightly over the back of her headboard. “I don’t know where you get this stuff, Tinsel Town.”

      “It’s called reality, Frost.” That smug grin slides off her face. “I wish you weren’t such a womanizer.” Her voice grows small as she scratches lightly over my chest. “You’re a good guy. You deserve a good girl and to be happy sans running the risk of creating an entirely new strain of venereal disease.” She looks up with those sad puppy dog eyes, and my heart wrenches. “You’ve slept with everyone, Jax.”

      She says the words slow and with marked grief as if it were the very worst crime—and I’m starting to think it was.

      The agony in her voice, that pained expression—it makes my heart wrench as if I’ve inflicted a mortal wound to her—to us.

      “You slept with Larissa.” She picks up Danny the dragon and bops me on the head with him. “She was one of the mean girl offenders who gave me the perky nickname, by the way—among other nicknames.”

      “I’m sorry.” It comes out lower than a whisper, but I mean it.

      “Did you ever—you know”— she sighs up at me and if I’m not mistaken it looks as if her eyes are welling with tears—“fall in love with anyone?”

      “Not with any of those girls.” My heart thumps violently again and again as if I’m on the cusp of that very endeavor. “Although, I can’t say that they weren’t feeling that way about me.” I’m only half teasing and I do feel bad about it.

      “So you’re a serial heartbreaker.” She laughs up at me with her arm draping over my body like a shield, and it feels good like this with Poppy.

      A dark laugh strums from me. “You know I can’t stand it when you tell the truth.”

      “Do you love me, Jaxson?” Her ruby lips part in anticipation. Her eyes expand as she waits for my answer, and my heart, and my soul detonate all at once. “Not in the romantic sense,” she adds. “But you know, as a good friend. We’ve known each other since we were kids. We’re practically family.”

      “Kissing cousins?”

      “Don’t get backwoods on me. You know what I mean.”

      “Yes, I love you like a friend.” I trace out her features with the tip of my finger and soak in every dip and curve. “I’ve loved you since that first day I visited you in the hospital when you were born.”

      Poppy trembles out a laugh. “You have no recollection of that, and you know it.”

      “Maybe so but I can feel it in my gut. I appreciated you then, and I’ll always appreciate you.”

      A thick silence fills the room as Poppy and I lock eyes. There’s something happening, a shift, a movement, the unleashing of a dam. Sometimes you just realize that the landscape of your life is changing, rearranging for the better, and for me—and hopefully for Poppy, this is that moment.

      Wordlessly, I lift her chin and lower my lips to meet hers. We share a kiss, slow and meaningful, as if we were writing a love letter over one another’s souls.

      Here we are again, another situation presenting itself between friends. I openly frown at the thought. This is something more than that. I think we both realize it. We just don’t have it in us to admit it.

      Poppy pulls me to my knees as she lands across from me.

      She tugs that dragon from me and sets it on her lap as she crosses her legs and I do the same.

      Here we are, seated across from one another as if we were about to play patty cake with a dragon between us.

      I always knew if I was ever in bed with Poppy it would be different, and yet I had no idea.

      “Why do I get the feeling you’re looking for something naughty to write in that shiny new diary of yours.” A crooked grin rises up my cheek.

      Poppy belts out a laugh, so hard and so long, that a scowl quickly replaces the grin I’m wearing.

      “Watch it,” I tell her. “I’m starting to get offended.” I’m only partially teasing.

      Her eyes linger over mine a moment.

      Here we are with my heart exploding in my chest like a Fourth of July spectacular.

      There are moments in your life that you ingrain into your memory, and this, memory—dragon included—will always be the one that reminds me of the fact I’m in love with this girl.

      My eyes widen into hers, and my jaw goes slack.

      I’m in love with Poppy Montgomery.

      I’ve always loved her beyond the bounds of friendship and family.

      This is real.

      I love her.

      And I need to tell her.

      A devious smile glides on her face. “How about we show Danny the dragon one of your first base moves?”

      Poppy leans in, and a groan works its way up my throat in anticipation. I’m not one to usually turn down a kiss but coming from Poppy Montgomery I’d beg for the endeavor.

      She leans in another notch and I pluck Danny out of her arms in an effort to get in close, instead she lurches forward, causing her face to land in my lap.

      The door to her room swings open, letting in a gust of cold air, and Poppy and I freeze solid.

      “Feeling better, honey?” Charlene takes one look at us, and her eyes expand the size of the sun. She slaps a hand over her chest and lets out a blood-curdling scream before spinning like a cyclone, shutting herself into the room, then screaming once again until she lands safely on the other side of the door.

      And just like that, I’m not sure I will ever be able to look Charlene Montgomery in the eye again.
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      “AAARGGHHHH!” I scream at the top of my lungs.

      I launch to the door and slam my shoulder against it, locking the darn thing while expelling a silent sob. I can’t believe my mother just saw me bending over Jaxson Stade’s lap while I puckered my lips as if I were about to blow out a birthday candle.

      “It’s okay, honey!” Mom bleats from the other side of the door. “I won’t tell your father! He’s fast asleep. He doesn’t need to know a thing! You just keep up with whatever it is you kids were doing! Have a good time! I’ll make sure to have a pancake breakfast for the two of you come morning! I know blueberries are your favorite, Jaxson!”

      A masculine murmur comes from the hall, and I practically hear my mother covering for me. Something about me having a violent and very catching form of stomach flu.

      Good grief.

      I cringe into the door and resist the very real urge to lose my dinner.

      Jaxson comes over, lands a gentle kiss on the nape of my neck, and a shiver runs through me.

      “It looks like our secret is out, Tinsel Town,” he whispers it heavy into my ear, and a weak laugh strums from me.

      “This is a disaster,” I groan as I spin into his embrace and find his lips with my own before pulling back. “My mother thinks we’re in here doing things—with each other.” It comes out more of an agonizing cry than a whisper.

      “Think of it this way. We’ve just made things very believable.”

      “Too believable. And don’t think she won’t snap a few pictures of us in the morning and add it to that psychotic scrapbook she and your mother have been contributing to all our lives.”

      “You mean the photo album they let us know fifteen years ago that would one day be on display at our wedding?”

      “That’s the one. You’re not really staying the night, are you?” I’m hopeful, but let’s face it. My mother can pretty much kill just about any good time. I wouldn’t be surprised if she nixed those impending kisses that were about to ensue.

      “Are you kidding? And miss out on the pancake breakfast? She’s throwing in blueberries for Pete’s sake. And knowing your mother she’ll make sure they’re fresh. Do you know how hard it is to come by fresh blueberries this time of year?” He buries a tender kiss in the hollow of my neck, and a sigh escapes me. “You couldn’t get rid of me if you tried. Sorry, Tinsel Town but you’re stuck with me.”

      I swallow hard as my heart races into my skull.

      “Whatever shall we do?” I tease, but it just comes out desperate and pleading.

      “I vote for more of this.” He dots a kiss on my lips. “Did you know your lips taste sweet?” Jax walks us back to the mattress and soon we’re back where we started, cuddled up in my bed—with Danny the Dragon.

      And has Danny always had that stunned look on his face or is this something new?

      “Sweet? Like a candy cane or tropical fruit? Because tropical fruit can be iffy.”

      He pulls back with a laugh suppressed in his chest. “Has anyone ever told you that you talk too much?”

      “You know you love it.” I reach up and give his ear a swift tug, and the moment grows serious.

      “I do.” He lands another soft kiss on my lips. “I love everything about you, Poppy.” My mouth finds his, and our kisses explode into something next level, something I have never experienced before.

      It’s as if I’ve been craving him all of these years, and in this moment right here, I get my first satisfying taste of what I’ve thirsted for. I’ve always thirsted for Jaxson. I’d be a liar if I didn’t admit to it.

      Jaxson has grown into a drop-dead gorgeous man right before my eyes, and now that I’ve taken this first bite out of what was, for so long, forbidden fruit, I know there is never any going back.

      All that friendship bull ends tonight.

      I’m in love with Jax, and I always have been.

      I pull back abruptly and slap my hand over my mouth at the revelation.

      “What’s the matter?” He sweeps the hair off my face.

      I glance at the television and see that the movie is wrapping up.

      “I forgot how much I loved this part,” I say. “I guess I’m a sucker for a happy ending.”

      A smile curves on his lips as he takes me in.

      “I’m a sucker for a happy ending too.” His brows swoop in. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, I’m great.” It’s just that I finally admitted to myself that I’m madly in love with the boy I grew up with, and I can’t bring myself to say it. “I’ve never been better.”

      A quiet laugh reverberates through him. “I was just thinking the very same thing.”

      Doubtful, but here’s hoping.

      He winces a moment before pulling me up so that our mouths are just inches apart.

      “I have a confession to make.” His voice vibrates from his chest to mine as I wrap my arms around him. “I’m not trying to kill the moment, Poppy, but this is pretty serious.”

      “You’ve come to your senses and realize trying to fool our mothers was the biggest mistake of your life?” I bury my face in my hands for a moment as if I just pulled the pin on the truth grenade.

      “Not true.” He pulls me up by the chin. “What I realized is that”—his throat jumps—“that it’s pretty cool that I get to hang out like this with someone I care about. Someone I love, you know like a friend.” He pulls me in by my cheeks and lands a tender kiss on my lips. “I love you, Pops.”

      “I love you, too, Jax—you know, like a friend.” My heart detonates in my chest as I say those words and mean them in an entirely different way. I brush my hands over his beautiful face before pressing a kiss into each of those deep divots that sink into his cheeks. My mouth lands over his with far more serious intent.

      Jax pulls back and gazes at me as if he’s marveling at what he sees. “I have another confession to make. I have never stopped thinking about you.”

      And there it is. Much to my satisfaction, I’ve haunted Jaxson’s mind for the better part of his life.

      My heart thumps wild. Jaxson has spilled every word I have ever wanted to hear.

      His mouth crashes over mine, soft, yet determined. And before I know it those kisses erupt in a blaze of glory.

      A nervous laugh bubbles from my throat as I look up at his sleepy eyes.

      “I can’t believe that my mother thinks we’re getting rowdy in here and I mean that in the naughty write-in-your-diary kind of way. How am I ever going to face her in the morning?”

      “You mean there’s something to do other than this?” He picks up my hand and kisses the back of it before pulling me close and my mattress suddenly decides to do its best impression of a waterbed, causing the headboard to crash over the wall with a thunderous clatter.

      “Jax!” His name gets garbled in a laugh as my headboard thunders away. But Jaxson continues with his endeavor—on purpose. “You are so naughty!”

      “Do you think that was convincing enough?” He leans in and takes a bite of my earlobe.

      “I think we’ve convinced the entire neighborhood.”

      Jaxson lands one of his magical kisses over my lips just as a bell chimes from the television set. It sounds like wedding bells. And a part of me wants that with Jax.

      It’s bliss like this with Jaxson.

      I always knew it would be.
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      “He spent the night?” Sadie can hardly land her fork to her mouth the next day as we enjoy a late lunch at Starry Nights.

      “All I Want for Christmas is You” belts out from the speakers, a man dressed as Santa is seated at the table next to us while eating a cheeseburger and fries—his lunch break from the strip mall down the street, I’m assuming.

      And just above us a neon reindeer floats overhead blinking on and off.

      I shake my head at my bestie. “The holidays might be at hand but it’s beginning to look a lot like scandal—and Jax Stade and I just so happen to be at the heart of it. Speaking of hearts…I may have said the L word.” I blow out a breath and tell her all about it. “Thankfully, my parents were nowhere to be seen this morning while Jax and I scarfed down that blueberry pancake breakfast we were promised.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” She holds up a hand. “Back up to the I love yous. Why did you have to muck it up with all that friendship gibberish? Now it’s going to be a nightmare trying to decipher what he meant.”

      “Of course, we love each other. Jax is practically my second brother.” I gag on the thought. “Not in that way. But well, it’s you know, that kind of love.” Purely platonic, but I can’t bring myself to say it because for me it isn’t true.

      “No, I don’t know.” She pulls her roll apart as if she were readying to feed a thousand pigeons. “Poppy, I was married for fourteen grueling months, and I can count on one hand how many times that man said I love you and still have fingers left over.”

      “Sadie, you were married for seven months,” I say sweetly. “And with Jax and me—this isn’t like that. We were just...” I pause, fork midair, and suddenly my appetite for the world’s best eggnog cheesecake vanishes to nothing. “I don’t know, messing around?” I wince as I say it. “I mean”—I toss my fork into the cheesecake in surrender—“I love him. I meant every word.” Tears come to the party uninvited. “I’ve loved him for so long, and last night was the culmination of all those feelings I’ve had to hide from the time I was seven. It’s not fair.”

      I grab my eggnog latte as if I were about to strangle it but I don’t dare let one sip spill over the edge. It tastes amazing, and after all, what could possibly pair better than eggnog cheesecake?

      “What’s not fair?” Sadie gets that incredulous look on her face. “Poppy—you and Jax share something the rest of us have to search our whole lives for, and even when we think we’ve found it, we end up proving ourselves wrong. Face it, what you and Jax have is true love. What happened last night was a testament to your feelings. You said so yourself—you love him. So the question is, how does this fit into that little practical joke you’re pulling on your mothers?”

      “Oh—that.” It was a stupid idea to begin with. “Of course, we still have to go through with it. We need to see those women suffer in front of a large assembly of friends and family on the holiest day of the year lest they live to torment us another day. This is our perfect chance—our one moment in time. There’s no way we can give up now. We’d end up on Santa’s naughty list if we did.”

      “But you’re in love with him.” Sadie shakes her head at me with that faint laugh bleating from her that screams I pity you. “Don’t you see? The jig is up, girl. This is one prank that’s backfired in the most spectacular way.”

      I think on this for a moment.

      “Maybe I should talk to Jax about it.” Something in my stomach churns as if deep down I know this isn’t the best idea. “He mentioned something about a business meeting in Denver today, so he won’t get back until late. But I’ll try to bring it up the next time we’re together.”

      Like I said, maybe.

      Sadie reaches over and picks up my hand. “I know this will all work out, Poppy. Don’t worry. No matter how this ends, I’ll be there for you.”

      “Only, I’ll be in California.”

      We wrap it up and Sadie invites me to scout locations around Sugarplum Hollow for her up-and-coming coffee shop that’s about to take the town by caffeinated storm.

      Everywhere we go we seem to run into couples laughing, embracing, looking lovingly into one another’s eyes, and for some odd, Jaxson Stade-shaped reason, I’m morbidly jealous of them all.

      We stop outside of the Sugarplum Bakery and look in at the delicious display of holiday cakes and pies and not even that seems to cheer me up.

      A man and a woman skip on by, chortling at nothing in particular. Her cheeks are rosy. And his eyes are filled with far too much joy for Main Street in the middle of the afternoon. They look as happy as can be.

      “Is it wrong that every time I see a happy couple, I want to throttle them?”

      Sadie starts in on a laugh. “You do realize throttling innocent people will probably lead to a felony charge.”

      “Only if I mortally wound them.”

      “Oh, Pops” —she lands an arm around my shoulder—“I’m sorry you’re in the mood for a good killing spree. As your best friend, I would like to help propagate your lethal shenanigans, but seeing that it might garner me an orange jumpsuit, I’ll have to put the kibosh on this one.”

      “How could I have let him run away with my heart like this? Jaxson isn’t going to pick up Stade Steel and move to L.A., and I’m not going to pack up the UGG boots I’ve amassed and move back to Sugarplum Hollow—although the aforementioned collection would be much better suited in a subarctic climate such as this. If I move back home—and I really do consider Sugarplum Hollow my home—then Jaxson will think I’m some desperate stalker.” I let out a groan that sounds like a mating call for Big Foot. “This started out in the name of revenge, and I’m afraid it’s going to have to end there. I knew no good would come from trying to pull a fast one on those mischief mavens.”

      “This is all their fault.”

      “This is all their fault.” My blood boils at the thought of my mother and Deb ruining yet another major milestone in my life—first love.

      Jaxson will always be my first love no matter how bad our mothers manage to botch up what could have been.
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      On Saturday, exactly one week from Christmas, Jax invites me to his mother’s home for dinner—ugly sweater optional.

      And even though I’ve known Debbie Stade all my life, the thought of joining her for dinner as her son’s main squeeze has me in a state of panic.

      I change three times from a skin-tight nude number that made me look like a stripper, to wrinkled jeans and a wrinkled sweater that made me look as if all my other clothes were buried in an overflowing hamper, to the final ensemble of the evening, a silver lacey top that screams smoke show with a hint of wedding on the horizon and a pair of black velvet jeans because what in the heck goes with lace, anyway? Never mind the fact the velvet jeans in question are two sizes too small.

      It takes a little wiggle of a dance or two on my mattress until I can get the button to behave.

      I’ll just have to be a little careful when I sit that’s all. And when I breathe. And maybe when I walk—if I can walk.

      Of course, I pair the outfit with my Louboutin heels because nothing says I’m making bank in L.A. more than a thousand-dollar pair of the highest heels on Earth.

      I toss on my pea coat and drive like mad for the Stade house because all of those wardrobe changes put me behind schedule a good forty-five indecisive minutes.

      But I’m good and excited and feeling on top of the world because not only is Jax back in my life—and in my heart—but I had an official job offer come in from Kleese and Sloane Designs that I promptly accepted on the spot.

      Not that going back to L.A. is a dream come true, but a job will sure help with the bills. The thought of a couple of thousand miles splitting the distance between Jaxson and me dampens my mood, so I put the thought out of my head for the time being.

      I park then proceed to slip and slide my way to the door.

      Note to self: High heels do not a good snowshoe make. And believe me, after living in Sugarplum Hollow all my life, I should be well aware of the fact.

      But I have to make Deb believe I’m putting an effort in to impress my man—even if I am really putting an effort in to impress my man.

      Jaxson opens the door with a huge toothy grin on his face, his nephew, Jensen, in one arm and Nutmeg bouncing and barking by his side.

      “Hey, cuties!” I say patting both Jensen and Nutmeg over the top of the head.

      “What about me?” Jaxson winks while tapping his cheek

      “I think you’re pretty okay yourself.” I lean up and land a quick peck over Jax’s cheek, and he widens that killer smile of his.

      Jenson blows me a kiss and Jax and I both laugh.

      The little guy has Jaxson’s bright blue eyes and those requisite Stade dimples. Jensen could easily pass for Jaxson’s son, and the thought makes my ovaries plead for mercy.

      And oh my word has Jaxson pulled out all the stops tonight.

      He’s donned a bright red flannel that sets off his eyes like flames, the hint of that white cotton T-shirt straining under the duress of his muscles makes me melt, and don’t get me started on those well-worn Levi’s. There is something inherently hot about a man in well-worn Levi’s.

      “You look beautiful.” He dips in with a kiss of his own. “Some men give flowers, and I’m giving you a son.” He pretends to toss Jensen at me, and the little boy explodes in laughter.

      “Finally!” Kali grunts when she spots me. “Jax’s ho is here!” she barks, prompting Jules to pop into the room and glare at me.

      I suck in a quick breath at the insult.

      “Don’t call her that,” Jax barks right back. “Sorry,” he mouths.

      Why would Kali call me his ho? That’s what we used to call Jaxson’s perennial girl squad as a team, and now she’s turned on me.

      And then it hits me.

      “Wow,” I say. “Sounds like naughty news travels fast.”

      “It always does,” he says waggling his brows and I give him a swat over the arm because of it.

      Kali and I seemed to get along okay way back when, but that was years ago. It’s clear she’s long forgotten all about me. She was only starting junior high when I left for L.A. I’ll have to make it a point to get back on her good side.

      I give a friendly wave to Jules.

      Jules and I go way back. We were never really close. She’s sort of like that cousin you were forced to see on holidays and special occasions who never really talked all that much to you—and secretly thought she was better than you.

      “The food is getting cold,” she scowls as she scoops up her son and zips by the glorious Christmas tree, while heading to the dining room.

      Jaxson wraps his arms around me from behind and presses a kiss to my neck. His warm cologne soothes me, and I’m hoping his spiced scent and heated affection will be enough to get me through the hostile waters I’ve ventured into. I know they will.

      “Let me take your jacket.” He helps me slide it off and is quick to place it on the coat rack.

      “You don’t think anyone’s upset with me, do you?” I wrap an arm around his waist as we head into the grand dining room painted red and green—an ode to Deb Stade’s lifelong love of Christmas.

      Miles of evergreen garland strewn with twinkle lights circle the room and even though this is more of a palace than an actual house, Deb has actually made it feel homey.

      “Why would anyone be upset with you?” Jax lands another kiss to my cheek just as Deb comes out to greet us.

      “Look at the lovebirds!” She pulls us into a dual embrace. “My—don’t you look virginal in white lace.” She offers a sly wink with her dark hair coifed to the ceiling and her lips a bright, cheery red. “We all know that’s a bit of a fib, now don’t we?”

      She touches the tip of my nose before scurrying off to her seat, and both Jax and I exchange a quick glance.

      “Just great,” I say as I scoff up at Jax. “And by the way, it’s silver.”

      “Her eyes are going,” he chuckles.

      “Wish I could say the same about my mother.”

      My virtue was just called out as an appetizer, a cold one at that—and yet with a little kick you don’t feel until after.

      It’s clear my mother has rattled off what she thinks is the naked truth about Jax and me.

      And I get it.

      Deb is her very best friend. That would be like me keeping things from Sadie, which is practically a capital offense.

      We take our seats at a table full of food that I’m sure Deb prepared herself. She might have more money than every small nation combined, but she’s not giving up her God-given right to party in the kitchen.

      The table is gorgeous with a glorious red runner with gold and green tassels. The centerpiece is a wreath of white poinsettias—and here I didn’t know they came in that color, and there’s a row of candles flickering, two on either side of it.

      Christmas carols bleat from unseen speakers—the instrumental versions. And the scent of perfectly roasted everything permeates our senses, along with something sweet just underneath.

      A nice mixed salad with cranberries, walnuts, and apple slices is set out, along with a green bean casserole with toasted onion rings sitting on top that look perfectly scrumptious. The cheesy scalloped potatoes, fresh baked dinner rolls look equally as scrumptious too. But the glibbery mass of pink bovine is still mooing, so I think I’ll take a hard pass on pretending to be a carnivore tonight.

      In all honesty, I can’t remember the last time I ate any part of a cow. I guess L.A. has changed me. I would have been much happier if it were bento boxes all around tonight, but I’m just thrilled to have been invited to enjoy a meal with the Stades so I don’t say boo—or in this case, moo.

      I land next to Jaxson and soon Nutmeg finds a home between the two of us. I give her a pat because she’s one smart pooch. Should any of that red meat land on my plate, I’ll happily share it with her.

      “So, Poppy”—Deb starts in while passing the salad—“a little birdie told me that you and my JJ had a good old-fashioned slumber party.” She bites down on that devil-may-care-that-her-children are in the room smile and engages in an odd little swivel.

      Is she doing the happy dance?

      “Slumber party? Oh, right.” I give a nervous laugh over at Jules who’s glaring at me while sawing at her steak as if it were chopping down her own Christmas tree. “Actually”—I glance to Jaxson for help, but he’s too busy loading up on the goods to even notice the conversation—“we were—um, there was chicken soup and a dragon.” I nod as if the word-salad I just espoused was completely lucid. “The pancake breakfast had blueberries!” I add as if that helps any.

      “Of course, it did.” Deb lifts her fork as if to toast me. “They’re Jaxy’s favorite.”

      Jaxy.

      I touch my knee to his.

      I’ve always thought it was a bit comical that Deb continues to call Jaxson by his childhood moniker. Jaxy this, Jaxy that. Good Lord, Jaxy could do no wrong in this woman’s eyes.

      “Your mother says she might save the sheets,” she informs before taking her next bite.

      “The what?” Good grief, is that why my bed was mysteriously made later that day?

      I didn’t notice new sheets, but this development would not surprise me. I can just picture my mother and Deb turning those sheets into fluffy little scrapbooks they’d use for the next few decades.

      “Did you say sheets?” Jules’ face turns a funny shade of green. “Does this mean what I think it does?”

      “Here we go,” Jax says under his breath.

      “Wait”—Kali looks from Jax to me—“Slumber party? Pancake breakfast? Are you sleeping with my brother? Is that even legal? I thought we were like, related!”

      And just like that, this night turns into one big dumpster fire.
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      “Technically, we’re not related,” I say in a panic as I try to wrangle both Jules and Kali from the brink after their mother all but called Jax and me out on our bedroom shenanigans—which were basically a lie. “It only feels like we’re related,” I shrug at Kali as if that made it any better. “And why would you call me a ho if you didn’t think I was sleeping with him?”

      Okay, so I didn’t mean to say that last part out loud. But let’s face it, this night is starting to feel a bit surreal. It wouldn’t shock me at all to see Santa walk out of the kitchen along with a gaggle of reindeer ready to scold me for my nocturnal musings with Jax—innocent as they were

      Kali gags as she takes me in. “Because apparently, you are one. You’re a big, ho, ho, ho and you’re here just in time for Christmas.”

      “Kali,” Jax says sharply while knocking his knee into mine. I’m pretty sure he’s not finding the ho, ho, ho banter I’m currently engaged in with his sister all too comical.

      Although it was more of a don’t-entertain-crazy knock to the knee. No offense to Kali, but she is going off the rails a bit. I glance over to Deb because clearly the psychotic apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.

      “Kali apologize,” Deb says tightly causing her youngest daughter to sniff at the thought.

      “Fine,” Kali shrugs as she looks my way. “And you and I both know that’s a loving term of endearment for all of my brother’s one-hit wonders—you told me so yourself.”

      So she does remember me.

      I offer a tight smile her way.

      Who knew words spoken half a decade ago would come back to haunt me?

      We start in on the food and I heap a gargantuan mountain of scalloped potatoes onto my plate—mostly because I zoned out while doing it.

      “So Jaxson,” Kali starts with a devious look in her eyes. “Tell me more about this thing between you and your shiny new ho.”

      Jax cuts his sister a quick look. “Drop it. Poppy is our guest, and we should treat her with the utmost respect. That means no name calling.”

      “I agree,” Jules quips to her younger sister. “You wait until she leaves the room before you start with the name calling.” She gives a quick wink my way, and just like that, my appetite for scalloped potatoes up and disappears.

      “Jules,” Jax reprimands. “I think we should start over. Jules—Poppy is a top designer back in L.A. Maybe she can help you with the guesthouse?”

      “I’d love to!” I straighten with a touch of pride. I’m not even close to being a top designer, but I like that Jax thinks so. “In fact, I can drop by anytime this week,” I offer. “We can come up with an entire theme for the guesthouse, and, of course, I’d love to do Jensen’s room as well. Free of charge, of course.”

      Every Stade in the house looks at me as if I’ve just let an expletive fly. It’s easy to forget that the Stades can afford the best that their billions can buy. Even so, they’re awfully convincing with their just like us persona.

      “We shall see.” Jules tips her glass to me with a threat in her eyes.

      The way she’s acting you’d think I just threatened to kidnap Nutmeg.

      I look at Jax, but he’s pretty oblivious to the ocular missiles his sister is shooting my way.

      “So, Poppy”—Jules pushes out a manufactured smile—“a little birdie told me, you’ll be hopping on your broomstick and heading back to your coven at the end of the week.”

      I’m really starting to dislike that darn little birdie.

      “Jules.” Jax growls and I can’t help but bite down a smile because he just so happens to be good and irritated just for me. “Do you mind? Maybe you should hop on your broomstick and hightail it back to the guesthouse. What the hell do you have against Poppy, anyway?”

      Just as I’m about to knock my knee into Jaxson’s in a show of my appreciation, a dinner roll flies by and pings Jaxson in the forehead.

      We look up to find Deb sitting at the other end of the table rather proud of her middle school cafeteria antic, and I’m frozen with shock at what’s just transpired.

      I’ll bet all of the meager money I have that my mother doesn’t know Deb partakes in the tossing of the buns at dinner. Food is practically sacred in my house, and here it’s used for communication purposes.

      Figures.

      “I won’t have foul language in this house.” She nods as she indulges in a bite of her green bean casserole.

      Kali chucks her dinner roll in her brother’s direction, but this time he catches it midflight.

      Well, jingle bells and holly, is this what’s been taking place at the Stade’s house all these years?

      Maybe they’re not just like us after all.

      The large majority of us still prefer to masticate our food rather than utilize it as a missile. Although, I’ll admit I’m just itching to chuck something at Jules.

      “I agree with non-use of foul language—and that includes the word ho.” Jax glowers at his sisters. “Now, if either of you can’t find something nice to say, then please don’t say anything at all.”

      “Fine.” Jules reaches over and cuts Jensen’s food into microscopic pieces. “I’d love to engage in light dinner conversation, but apparently I can’t say a word.”

      “Oh, for shit’s sake,” I whisper without meaning to, and I slap my hand over my mouth because of it.

      “For shit’s sake!” Jensen shouts and laughs his hardest.

      “Oh no!” My adrenaline spikes. “No, no, don’t say that.”

      Who knew Jensen was a parrot in training?

      Deb groans and waves her arms as if she’s trying to land a seven forty-seven, while Jules shoots me a look that says I’ll skin you alive with your splintered broomstick.

      “That’s it,” Jules spikes out of her seat and plucks Jenson out of his high chair. “We’re done.”

      “For shit’s sake!” He giggles up a storm, and I shrink in my seat because I’m pretty sure that little phrase is going to be a problem tomorrow in daycare.

      “Jensen”—Jax groans at his nephew—“please don’t say that. Only bad people say that.”

      “Bad people!” Jensen points to me and laughs. “Bad people!”

      And now the hard groan is coming from me.

      Maybe I should hop on a 747-shaped broomstick and go all the way home tonight.

      Jules all but serves me a restraining order as she races for the door, and Deb runs after her, threatening to toss the entire left side of the table into a Ziploc bag.

      Kali loses herself in her phone for a minute.

      “Gotta go.” She jumps up. “A bunch of us are going to see a movie tonight, and Cole is going to be there!” she squeals as if Cole were the equivalent of every nineties boy band rolled up into one ball of testosterone with a side of good hair. “And I have nothing to wear,” she lambasts her meager wardrobe choices as she speeds up the stairs.

      On second thought, maybe they are just like us.

      Deb comes back and tsks away at the sad state of her dinner party.

      “Why don’t you kids finish up, and I’ll be back to take care of the dishes?” She takes a step my way with serious concern written on her face. “Poppy, you’re not really leaving in a week, are you?”

      “Well, actually”— I glance to Jaxson who seems equally interested in my answer—“I have this new job I’m starting.”

      “Of course, she’s leaving.” Jax gives my shoulder a quick squeeze. “She’s got a life she’s building, a budding career, and probably a boatload of friends just waiting for her to get back.”

      My roommate and her less-than-sunny disposition come to mind.

      Honestly, she’s my only friend out there, if you can call someone who’s basically using you for half the utilities a true blue friend.

      We don’t exactly say much outside of accusing one another of breaking into our coveted stash of Greek yogurt—as if I would settle for plain.

      Then, of course, there was the unwanted physical advance from my old boss.

      That was very friendly in nature if I don’t say so myself. But those two hardly qualify as a boatload. Heck, I don’t even have a boatload of people waiting for me in Sugarplum Hollow.

      “Is that true?” Deb looks honestly perplexed by my plans to once again ditch this subtropical oasis.

      “It’s true,” I assure her. “I’m more or less a limited-time deal.”

      “Oh,” she muses as she looks from Jax to me. “I see. That must be why Jaxy is lapping it up while he can. He never was one to pass up a good deal.” She gives a rather sad attempt at a wink. “I’ll leave you kids alone, but before I go, I have to tell you how happy seeing the two of you together makes your mother and me. It’s as if the stars aligned, and the two of you have finally come to your senses.”

      “We sure have.” I wrap my arms around him seemingly for show, but a very real part of me craves to hold him just like this and never let go.

      She takes off and cackles up a storm. “It’s still not too late for a June wedding, you know!”

      “Nice,” I moan as I look up at Jax. “I’ve somehow morphed into public enemy number one in your sister’s eyes, and your mother thinks I’d make a great long-distance daughter-in-law.”

      He offers a tired smile. “She doesn’t get the fact we’ve got lives.”

      “Right.” As in separate lives. “I have a mountain of things waiting for me back in L.A.” More like a mountain of lies.

      Jax tips his head a notch. “And I’ve got to get back to work. Stade Steel doesn’t run itself unless it’s running into the ground.”

      “That would be pretty terrible.”

      He offers a slow nod, his eyes steadying into mine. “It is pretty terrible.” He glances at the heap of potatoes on my plate. “Are you still hungry?”

      “Nope.” The wicked witch of the guesthouse and his sweet yet deceived mother killed my mojo in that department.

      Jax flashes that dimpled grin. “You wanna see my room?”
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      So dinner was a disaster, and I’m not so sure anyone really got more than a few bites in—save for Nutmeg who made herself at home once we all vacated the table.

      Not that she wasn’t at home to begin with, but let’s just say she ate enough for six golden retrievers and maybe nine reindeer. Is it nine? That reindeer math gets me every time.

      But I refuse to believe the end result of that catastrophe of a dinner party had anything to do with me.

      It couldn’t have.

      I’ve known those women all my life.

      My presence couldn’t possibly warrant abandoning a delicious meal.

      And what about dessert? It may not have been offered but I bet every last eggnog cheesecake in Sugarplum that it was ready and waiting in the culinary wings.

      But Kali clearly would have rather been chasing her new boy toy around a movie theater.

      And Jules, well—okay, so if I hadn’t accidentally trained Jensen to talk like a sailor she might have stuck it out.

      Who knew the kid would take up a sudden interest in Pardon-My-French? Besides, Jules already looked like she had an ax to grind—right into my forehead.

      To be honest, I had no clue that neither of Jaxson’s sisters would want me near him.

      His mother, though…gleefully pointing out my slumber party? I bet she and Mom are beside themselves with glee—rolling around on the bed sheet Jax and I slept on—fully clothed mind you.

      “Do I want to see your bedroom?” I bite down on a smile as I shake my head at Jaxson. “I practically lived in your bedroom when we were kids.”

      “Do you remember your way?”

      “Of course, I do,” I say, leading us straight upstairs toward a hall of closed doors, each solemnly keeping a secret as to what lies behind it. Nutmeg strolls dutifully by our side and I’m secretly hoping she’ll lead the way instead.

      I’m afraid to admit my Stade family home floor plan is slightly rusty.

      I point to the door on my right and Jax shakes his head.

      “Close, but no cigar,” he says.

      “Well, good thing because I don’t smoke.”

      He gives a deep hearty laugh while navigating me by the shoulders down to the second hall instead.

      Darn it. I’ve always confused the two, but that’s to be expected when you find yourself in what essentially amounts to a labyrinth.

      Last door on the left still has the height marker we once etched into his molding, and I run my finger over it.

      Jax lays his hand over mine and gently spins me into him. There’s a pained look in his eyes, but a dull smile resonates just for me.

      “You’ve grown into a beautiful woman, Tinsel Town.”

      “I bet that’s what you tell all the ladies before they cross the threshold into your chambers. You can save the adulation. No need to pander to my ego.” I give a sly wink. “Apparently I’m doling out my kisses for free now.”

      “Lucky, lucky me.” Jax swings the door wide open and Nutmeg runs past us and right onto the bed where she curls up into a ball of adorable fur. “Welcome to my middle-grade chamber of horrors. Not much has changed in all these years.” There’s a soft glow in the room, but it’s dim in here otherwise. Jax heads over to the dresser and lights a tall white candle sitting near his bed. “A touch of romance just for you.”

      I can’t help but grunt. “That candle looks as if it’s been lit a time or two. It’s nice to know you have a routine, though.”

      “Would you believe I like to read by candlelight?”

      “No.” I step into the ode to navy and oak until I spot a six-foot evergreen tucked in the corner glowing with white twinkle lights. “You have a tree?”

      “It’s Christmas,” he counters. “And my mother may have snuck it in here while I wasn’t looking. She thinks it’s bad luck not to have one in every room in the house.”

      “Well, I love it.” A laugh bubbles from me. “Santa is going to be very busy at the Stade house this Christmas Eve.”

      As a child, I always thought that Jaxson’s room was cavernous, and as an adult, I can confirm that this is very much true. The walls still hold that dark serious hue. His bed is the same oversized stately piece tucked under the window in the back.

      There’s a desk unit that looks as if it could act as a call center for telemarketers, it’s that big—and a television the size of the wall tucked in an entertainment unit.

      “I see you’ve made some technological upgrades since we last converged in your den of depravity. Did you know there was actually a club in high school comprised solely of girls you introduced to your private chambers? I bet your mother has an interesting collection of sheets.”

      He thunders out a laugh as he wraps his arms around me from behind. Jaxson lands a soft kiss to the nape of my neck, and I spin into him.

      That cologne of his alone could qualify as my undoing, but it’s that heaven-kissed face, those dark brows that frame those high beams he calls eyes, that kissable mouth, and don’t even get me started on that scruff on his cheeks. I reach up and give it a quick scratch just the way it deserves.

      My eyes snag on a shelf of old board games—the exact ones we used to lose entire afternoons over, and just past that sits a vast collection of model airplanes.

      “You saved them.” I sigh as he turns to see what I’m so riveted by.

      Jax used to rush home after school just to work with those tiny meticulous pieces.

      “Each and every one.” He pushes out a controlled breath at the sight. “My dad used to sit right beside me and we’d work on them together. Every time I look at them, I think of him.” His chin dips a moment. “Do you ever miss someone so much it’s like a knife to the heart?”

      Yes, you.

      “What am I saying?” He turns his attention back to me. “You probably miss your entire family seeing that you’re so far away.”

      “That or I’m enjoying the buffer,” I tease.

      His chest pumps as he examines my features. There is nothing as intense as having Jaxson’s white-hot spotlight over you.

      Having Jax look at me this way makes me feel seen like never before.

      It’s as if his eyes have the power to strip away the layers of who you’re pretending to be and get down to the raw, hardly recognizable person that you truly are. He sees the real you no matter how many masks you wear.

      Jax always knew me better than I knew myself.

      For so long I relegated to him the role as my conscious. He’s brilliant and beautiful, and I wish to heaven he were mine.

      Of all the things not to know, how can he not know that?

      “Conner says you’re building a life-sized replica of the White House somewhere on the grounds.” I clear my throat as I change the subject. Although I’m not sure my brother is much of an improvement. “I suppose it’s never really going to get lonely over in the West Wing.” His dimple inverts, and my finger presses into it. “Sorry—old habits die hard.”

      “I want you to come see the house when it’s done.” His hands swivel over my back and warm me. Being held in Jaxson’s strong arms makes me never want to set foot outside that door.

      His eyes bear hard into mine as if he’s trying to tell me something telepathically. He should know by now I’m not any better at reading between the lines as I am minds.

      “I would love for you to decorate it,” he says. “I know you have to get back to L.A., but at least this way you can look at it and maybe we can work something out. I can get a designer from Denver to work with you, and you can boss them around while you’re in L.A. I want your hand in this. What do you say?”

      My heart drops for a moment. Jaxson seems pretty content with the fact I’ll be gone soon enough.

      Of course, I will. That’s just reality, but a part of me was hoping he’d grovel a little to try to make me stay. Or in the least drop a hint of what will become of us once I’m gone.

      Will we be gone, too?

      For some reason, I thought the words we said that night in my bedroom were gospel. It’s becoming painfully clear I’ve blown things out of proportion in my own mind. I don’t know why this surprises me. I’m a pro at it.

      “Yes, of course,” I gather all of the mock enthusiasm I can muster. “Are you kidding? I’d love to see it, and, of course, I’ll work with whomever. If I’m good at anything, I’m good at telling people what to do.” A thought comes to me and I twitch my lips with delight. “Lock your door.” I swallow hard. “I’d hate to have history repeat herself.”

      “Already done. You, my friend, are an amateur.”

      “You got me there.” I give the collar of his flannel a quick tug. “Are you ready for your next command?”

      “Command?” He ticks his head to the side, amused. “Just let me know if you need a whip and a chair.”

      “You are a naughty, naughty boy, aren’t you?”

      “Only upon request.” The wicked gleam in his eyes flickers to life.

      “Let’s play a board game.”

      “A what?” He inches back and judging by the way his brows are dipping down, he’s not all that amused.

      “A board game,” I say again. “You know, like the kind I used to beat you in when we were kids?”

      “Oh, I see.” He pulls back and sighs. “You think I’ll go easy on you just like the old days and let you walk out of here with the win.”

      “You have never let me win,” I laugh as I swat him. “I beat you fair and square every single time.”

      “Says who?” He comes shy of winking at me.

      “Don’t even start.”

      “Okay, fine.” He raises his hands as if it were a stick-up. “What game would you like me to whoop you at?”

      “Twister.”

      “Twister?” He raises a brow as if he were somewhat interested once again—and I had a feeling he would be.

      “Yes, Twister,” I say. “It’s the one game neither you or Conner would play with me. I had to get my Twister fill with Mack and Sadie and let’s just say they both not only cheat but they bend like pretzels.”

      “Pretzels, huh?” He studies me a moment as if gauging my own pretzel-like skills. “Okay, you’re on, Tinsel Town. Get ready to bend your way into second place.”

      “No way,” I say with a laugh. “You get ready to twist and tangle because you are going down.”

      His hand reaches for the light switch and I stop him.

      “We can see well enough,” I tease.

      “Twister by candlelight?” He muses. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were trying to seduce me.”

      “You get the game, I’ll put on a little mood music.” He does just that while I fiddle with my phone and turn on my holiday music playlist and soon “Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree” is blaring.

      Jax sets the game up near the window and soon we’re twisting, pulling, stretching, and all but doing the splits with the best of them. Even Nutmeg has bounced on and off the bed six times from the excitement of it all.

      “Time out,” I shout as I practically fall over his chest to keep from doing a faceplant onto his carpet. And for a second my fingers drift down, appreciating every hard ridge that makes up his six-pack. “How in the heck do you even have this body? Are you lifting steel in that factory of yours in your spare time? If you tell me that you’re bench-pressing blondes, I might have to disown you.”

      “I prefer brunettes.” His fingers comb through my hair as if to score a brownie point, but his eyes never leave mine.

      There’s a magnificent intensity when someone drills their gaze into your own. One’s natural inclination leans toward glancing away, but with Jax, it’s like an exclusive party I’ve been invited to and can never seem to leave.

      “Again, you’re going down, Stade. I don’t play to lose.”

      “Hate to break it to you, Tinsel Town, but I’ve never had anything but a victory in this bedroom.”

      “Ha!” I don’t bother laughing in his face. “Well, there’s a first time for everything, Frost.”

      His finger strokes my cheek for a moment and I begin to unspool.

      “Bring it,” he says.

      “It’s your turn, now get spinning,” I nod to the floating cardboard with a plastic arrow attached.

      His chest rumbles with a quiet laugh. “You’re the bossiest girl I’ve had in my bedroom ever since—well, you.”

      “You must like bossy because you’ve brought me back for more. So no more talking, Stade,” I say his name right over his lips. “Spin the dial.”

      We enter into a staring contest of the ages, and by candlelight no less—and let’s not forget that shimmering Christmas tree.

      Yes, Jax Stade is exactly what I’d like to find in my stocking come Christmas morning.

      Jaxson never takes his eyes off mine, but I break the spell, lean back, and admire his sturdy frame.

      There’s no doubt Jaxson Stade’s body is built for speed, built to be ardently admired and venerated, to be properly worshiped.

      So I do the only thing I can—I go in for a kiss.
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      Once when we were kids, I dared Poppy to jump down from my tree house, and she took off like a bird without hesitation.

      Thankfully, she landed safe on the waiting swampy grass below, spread out on all fours like a frog. I remember watching her, my heart stopping as she sank down to earth. I also distinctly remember that day because the first thought I had when she hit the ground was that girl is gorgeous.

      And I meant both inside and out.

      It was also the first time I realized I loved her.

      And here we are all these years later and she continues to be the only girl, the only woman who takes my breath away.

      “No,” I say as I inch back from the kiss she was about to give me and nearly send her falling to the floor. “I see your strategy. You’re trying to distract me with kisses just to secure the win. No way, no how. It’s my spin,” I say maneuvering my torso around her in an effort to flick the dial. I’ve got my legs on what feels like two different continents and one arm out in left field. “Unlike some people, I take my twister seriously.”

      Poppy looks up at me with her lips full and puckered just inches from me. Poppy is every grown man’s dream. Those enormous doe eyes, those foot-long lashes.

      She’s a jewel to look at, but it’s what’s on the inside that radiates her true beauty.

      I spin the dial and land on blue.

      “Blue,” I mutter as I try my best to contort myself in an effort to reach it, and in doing so my face lands right over the back of her velvet jeans.

      “Wow, I had no idea you were so limber,” she snickers. “Your impressive Twister skills worry me.”

      “Be afraid,” I tell her, and ironically I’m the one who’s afraid I’m going to pull a hamstring. “I’m no stranger to this game.”

      “I bet,” she shoots back. “In fact, I bet you’ve concocted a strip version of this game with your parade of hussies.” She gasps and tries to straighten. “Eww is this plastic sheet we’re standing on even slightly sanitary?”

      Her sudden disdain for my board game sends Nutmeg bounding this way and jumping over the both of us.

      “Easy girl,” I say trying to get her to calm down.

      Poppy huffs a laugh. “I bet you’ve said those words more than once in this bedroom.”

      I take a moment to frown over at her even though the only thing I’m privy to at the moment is the back of her pants. “I’ll have you know I’ve lived in the guest house, up until a few months ago.”

      “And that was very nice of you to surrender it to Jules—even if she does think I’m a witch.”

      “Spin the dial,” I tell her because, in all honesty, I’m on the brink of collapse.

      She leans forward and I nearly topple.

      “Whoa,” I say hugging her left leg in an effort not to take a tumble and take her along with me, and I marvel for a second how skin-tight her pants feel. “Geez, do you take these off with scissors at night?”

      “No.” She snaps back. “I get in the bath and let the paint melt off like any other red-blooded girl.”

      “I’d laugh, but I think they’re going to be the catalyst for my win.”

      “You wish,” she says as she struggles to turn my way, and the sound of fabric tearing slices through the air.

      She sucks in a quick breath. “You ripped them!”

      Sure enough there’s a five-inch split, square on her bottom.

      “How could I possibly have ripped them?” I laugh through every word.

      “Would you stop?” She turns to swat me and I fall to the floor unable to control my laughter. “This is not funny,” she says giving me a light sock to the arm.

      “I’m sorry.” I hold up a hand, the other one on my stomach as I continue to chuckle. “I’ll replace them for you. How’s that?” I say pulling her down to me. “In fact, I’ll buy you a whole new wardrobe to make up for it.”

      “Fine.” Her cheek twitches because I happen to know I’m speaking her language. Poppy has been a clotheshorse for as long as I’ve known her. “But, be warned, I have expensive taste.”

      “I can see that,” I muse. “I imagine water-soluble pants can set you back a pretty penny.”

      “Set you back.” She says lying on the floor next to me while shimming her hips. “They were actually starting to fall off. I just needed to pull them up a bit.”

      “I don’t think they’re going anywhere sweetheart.”

      “Would you knock it off?” She laughs as she socks me again.  “They just unbuttoned themselves during the game and I just need to button them again.” She wiggles and jiggles, moving three feet away in the process.

      “What exactly is happening here?”

      “I’m buttoning my pants. It’s an old trick you boys wouldn’t know anything about.” She flops backward and starts gyrating her hips while her thumbs hitch into the sides of her pants. “You just have to sort of dance a bit.”

      “Which dance would that be? The worm? Or the alligator?”

      She scowls over at me while her movements become more erratic and Nutmeg joins in on the fray, barking and sniffing and running a circle around Poppy. Most likely because she’s worried.

      A dull laugh huffs from me. “Why do I get the feeling you weren’t really looking to play Twister tonight? Heck, I don’t think you were looking to use the bathroom. You got a diaper on under there?”

      “I think I got it,” she calls out just as I go to get up and she gives me a swift kick in the face with her knee.

      “Geez,” I grunt falling over and in an effort not to crush her the momentum lands me slamming into the curtains, and I do a quick pivot to keep from falling. I end up wrapping myself in the cotton gauze before tripping—knocking the candle off the dresser and landing half the left side of the bedroom onto the floor along with taking down the curtain rod.

      Nutmeg barks up a storm.

      Poppy screams.

      And I might be letting a flew loose expletives fly myself.

      “Oh my goodness!” Poppy roars. “Fire!”

      “Fire?” I try to prop myself up, but I’ve encased myself in a white-veiled cocoon. Something heated springs near my feet as the curtains fill with smoke.

      “We’re gonna die,” she cries before beating the brains out of me with a pillow.

      The flames roll forward into a bright red surge as the room flickers with the immanent blaze.

      Nutmeg barks and howls and I’m right there with her.

      “For Pete’s sake.” I stumble to my feet, doing a little dance to get myself free from the Chinese yoyo the curtains have become, and spot Poppy fanning me from afar. “You’re feeding the flames,” I call out, taking the pillow from her as I hop out of the darn contraption.

      But the flames stretch to the ceiling now and seem unrelenting.

      “Fire!” she howls so loud the cords of her neck jump. “Oh my word, we really are going to die! FIRRRE!”

      I roll the curtain up into a ball and slam the pillow over the flames, smothering them to a whimpering gray billow. I choke on my next breath as I lunge forward and open the window as far as it’ll go. I head over and open the slider to the balcony as well.

      A sharp pounding slams over the door. “Everything okay in there?” my mother calls out.

      Poppy covers the hole in her jeans with her hands in the event my mother is about to storm the room.

      “Everything’s fine,” I shout back.

      “But I thought I heard some shouting about a fire!” You can hear the worry in her voice right through the door.

      I shake my head at Pops in the event she feels the need to spill the velvet-ripping details.

      “It’s the sheets.” A devilish grin comes to me as I look over to Poppy. “She says I set the sheets on fire.”

      Poppy scowls over at me for a moment. “That’s right, Deb!” she shouts as loud as she can. “This boy has some impressive night moves! They’re really sizzling.”

      You can hear the tittering coming from the other side.

      “You two kids get back to doing whatever it is you were doing,” Mom implores. “Don’t mind me. I’ll be off to bed. I might leave a fire extinguisher outside the door just in case. Night, night!”

      “Night,” I say, lackluster. I’ve hauled a few women up here since I’ve been back at the main house and not once has my mother been involved in any of the shenanigans that have happened within these walls.

      But then, there’s never been a fire before.

      I’ve never had my body twisted like a pretzel or had it wrapped up like a mummy and then set aflame. I look to Poppy, standing before me in this dull light looking like a dream—and suddenly I forget that I have a mother.

      “Never a dull moment.” I sigh over at her. “Now spin the dial,” I tease, throwing her words right back at her.

      She gags on a laugh. “You’re the bossiest boy I know.”

      “I am the boss to many.” My lips twitch as I take her in. “I wouldn’t mind being your boss for a few hours.”

      “Just a few hours?” Her strawberry-red lips part as she taunts me. “You’re not as ambitious as I thought.”

      “No, but I’m as demanding—as determined to get what’s mine.” I head back and point to the plastic sheet on the floor. “We’re finishing this game even if it kills me.”

      “It might kill the both of us due to smoke inhalation.”

      “Are you quitting?”

      “Oh, honey, I never quit until I get what I want,” she says with a renewed fire in her belly. “And right now, I want the win.”

      I marvel as I take her in. This is Poppy. My Poppy. This girl is mine, and as beastly as it sounds, she belongs to me. She always has, always will. The thought of Poppy taking off in a week and finding someone new makes my blood boil. But this isn’t then—this is now.

      We head back to the mat and go round after round, twisting and turning, stretching and burning until we both fall to the floor in a heap.

      “Say uncle,” she implores as she gives my ribs a pinch.

      “Never say die,” I pant.

      “Truce?” She rises up over my stomach to get a better look at me.

      “Truce.”

      “Good game, Frost,” she lands her head over my chest. “Thanks for not letting me win.”

      “Thanks for not killing us while trying to button your jeans,” I say as Nutmeg comes in close and nestles alongside of us.

      “Me, killing you?” she laughs. “I see how it goes. You set the house on fire and blame the one girl who set foot in your bedroom who actually wanted to keep her clothes on. I’m onto you, buddy.”

      “Am I your buddy?” I run my fingers through her hair and the moment grows serious. “I used to be your best friend.”

      “So you’ll admit it in the sanctity of your own bedroom.” She sucks in her bottom lip, her eyes welling with tears.

      It’s true. I had denied it once.

      We were in high school, and she called me out on the fact in front of a group of girls, and I denied the fact we were best friends.

      I was kidding around, but the moment grew tense, and before I could rectify it, it was over. And just like that I was the jerk that I never wanted to be.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper. All I can do is shed those seemingly empty words, but if I could, I’d go back in time and erase the pain I saw in her face that day. “What went wrong?”

      “Really?” She blinks up at me. “You chose a lousy time to pick apart the past.” She takes in a quivering breath. “I’d much rather lie here and soak in the glow of the Christmas tree than head in that direction. And if your mom has a nice pancake spread waiting for us in the morning, I might stay all night.” She gives my chest a playful scratch. “By the way, I like mine with—”

      “Chocolate chips.” I touch the tip of my nose to hers. “I know. I know everything about you, Poppy.” My breathing picks up again. “I know that blue is your favorite color. I know you secretly love Mondays because you get a fresh start and a chance at a brand new week. I know you love the way the world smells after it rains even if you did compare it to my old sweat socks once.” Her lips part as she sighs into me. “I know you love the sound of my mother’s doorbell, or at least you used to because you’d sit on it whenever you’d show up.”

      “It chimes for almost two minutes!” She bubbles with a laugh. “And it sounds like church bells. Who doesn’t love church bells?”

      “You love basement parties. Getting donuts at three a.m.” I press a soft kiss to each of her eyelids. “You love fishing, but you’d never tell your girlfriends in fear they’d call you a tomboy. And, of course, you love me.”

      A choking sound comes from her throat.

      “That’s okay, Pops.” My chest thumps wild. “I love you, too.”

      My lips find hers slow at first then with something more determined. Poppy and I set the room on fire with each of our kisses. And as much as I want to keep doing this forever, I know that our time together is about to come to an end.

      I know just how it feels to miss someone so much it’s like a knife to the heart.

      I missed Poppy every single day she was gone.
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      The pancake breakfast is a bust.

      Poppy and I eat on the fly because I’m late for a meeting that I forgot all about. That’s what Poppy does to me. She makes me forget all about the world and all of its irrational demands as I turn my universe, my laser focus right onto her—it would much rather be there anyway.

      By the time the meeting wraps up, I’m winded, tapped from a night of no sleep, but still plenty buzzed from taking one too many kisses from the girl of my dreams.

      Without meaning to, that goofy grin she inspires keeps bouncing to my cheeks. I’m more known for my scowls than I am my smiles, so I do my best to turn down the volume on my newfound exuberance.

      “Stade.” Conner catches me as I’m about to pass him by. “You have a minute?”

      “For you? I’ve got half,” I tease as I step into his office. He’s got the entire room painted a depressing dark gray, with way too much furniture and not enough light. Every time I step in here, I can’t shake the feeling I’m about to get shanked. “What’s up, my man?” I fall into the seat across from him, and he pushes a bottle of water my way.

      “You look rough. Hard night?”

      “You guessed it.” And that’s about as far as I’m willing to journey with him down that thorny road laden with his sister.

      Conner and I have engaged in our fair share of locker room talk, but Poppy is off limits. I don’t need a road map to tell me that it’s a deal-breaker as far as our friendship goes.

      “So, who was she?” He leans back in his seat, his fingers meeting at the tips as he stares intently at me. That emphatic glare clues me in on the fact he knows exactly who she is.

      Not good.

      Conner knows better than this, doesn’t he? I get it. He’s ticked. But Poppy is a grown woman and I’m a grown man—not that I’m about to point that out to him.

      “Come on, I don’t care. I know what’s going on between you and my sister.” He loosens. “You had me going there for a second.” He blows out a breath. “Mack filled me in on it yesterday at lunch. I was about to dig you a fresh grave, and she sort of helped bring me back to Earth. Why didn’t you tell me this was all some show to tick off our mothers? I think it’s brilliant.”

      He picks up a pencil and spears it at me, nearly missing my ear.

      “Yes. Brilliant.”

      A thousand thoughts sail through me. In reality, I had long forgotten this was just a ruse. The only here and now I’m wrapped up in is the fact the clock is winding down on Poppy’s visit. I forgot the fact there aren’t any strings attached to this little setup.

      “Our mothers will be fuming,” I add.

      “You have no clue.” He barks like a seal as he laughs. “All we heard growing up was the fact the two of you should be together. They never gave you any other option, but I’m glad neither of you bought into that nonsense. That would be like me marrying Poppy. It’s freaking nuts.” He shudders. “Besides, she deserves to be happy.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I’m tired and a touch hungry, which probably explains why his words just ticked me off.

      I’m pretty sure I’m perfectly capable of making Poppy happy.

      Aren’t I?

      “It means she needs someone who’s there for her,” he doesn’t hesitate to fill me in. “You know, someone very unlike you. She needs someone who’s going to treat her like a queen, and cater to her. She’s high-maintenance emotionally. My parents really did a disservice to whomever it is she ends up with. She practically demands to be worshiped.”

      Worshiped. That’s exactly what I did last night. I paid homage to the only girl I have ever loved, one kiss at a time.

      Poppy isn’t just some random faceless, nameless person.

      She’s my girl. She always has been, and if I’m as smart as I think I am, she always will be.

      “She’ll be out of your hair soon enough, though.” He pulls out his phone and starts rifling through it. “I’ll miss her. Always do. I guess she doesn’t really have a reason to hang out around here, though. L.A. has the magic that Sugarplum Hollow seems to be missing for her.”

      “Sounds like it.”

      Poppy and I had magic last night.

      Heck, we have it each time we’re together.

      What doesn’t she see about that?

      I force myself to leave before this conversation takes any left turns.

      “Keep that stuff about the two of us close to the vest, would you?” I say it like a threat. “I’d hate to ruin the big reveal.”

      I groan at the thought of pulling the rug out from underneath our mothers. I’m not sure how I ever thought this would be a good idea.

      Yes, their constant running gags would hit hard at times, but they were just that, silly pranks. This is something more we’re doing in return. We’re essentially about to rip their hearts out. And most likely mine, too.

      “I’m not saying a word.” Conner holds his arms up as if he wouldn’t dare. “You two are on your own with that one. And, hey, Stade?” he calls out just as I hit the door, and I turn to find that jovial look on his face all but gone. “Keep your greasy mitts off my sister, or I’m going to have to kill you.”

      A brief visual of Poppy’s lips fused to mine flit through my mind.

      “Will do, buddy.” I head out to my office and bury myself in paperwork.

      How did I ever grow to be such a liar?

      As it turns out, things with Poppy aren’t feeling like such a lie anymore either.
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      As it stands, The Mischievous Mavens’ Baking Blog has been invited to the prestigious Denver Bun in the Oven Holiday Bake-Off.

      With such distinguished accolades in the bounds, of course, both Jax and I accepted their offer to join in on the festivities. Besides eating all the fresh baked Christmas cookies we could stuff our faces with, we appreciate that this will be our final foray into trickery and the like.

      The clock is ticking on our little mama-inspired love-fest, and if we really want to stick it to those two adorable biddies, we need to put on a show like no other.

      When you think about it, Christmas Eve itself will be the dismantling of all our hard work, so this is the big buildup before we walk the two of them over the landmine where our true gift lies in wait.

      I’m pretty sure my own heart will blow to smithereens at that moment, too. How the heck I ever thought this was a good idea is beyond me.

      Startlingly true to its name, the Bun in the Oven Holiday Bake-Off features a bevy of women with, in fact, a genuine bun in the oven.

      The hall in which they’re hosting the event is decorated to the hilt with bejeweled trees—at least a dozen—a cookie decorating station for kids of all ages, and a genuine throne where the head elf himself sits while taking pictures with the holiday happy masses.

      Christmas carols chime overhead and the scent of fresh baked cookies permeates the air. If there’s a more perfect place to be on this day, I can’t think of it.

      Speaking of the Bun in the Oven Holiday Bake-Off—I’m not sure how featuring women who ovulated and fertilized at about the same time improves their baking skills, but it’s clear they’ve been given preferential treatment when juxtaposed against the menopausal set comprised of those mischievous mavens.

      Mom and Deb parade Jax and me proudly through the convention hall, introducing us to the who’s who in the baking world, and with each introduction, they not only beam with a little more pride, they flare with a little more embellishments.

      Deb clasps her hands as we come upon a stately-looking gentleman with a tag around his neck that reads Judge.

      “Reginald O’Keefe!” Deb squawks. “You must meet my son and his darling fiancée.”

      Jax and I exchange a quick glance.

      I have to pause for a moment to add that Jax Stade looks phenomenal in a three-piece suit, which leaves me breathless. I’m not at all offended to be called his plus one even if it is just a big put-on.

      “A Stade in the making!” Judge O’Keefe offers me a congratulatory handshake as if I just won the fiancé lottery, and in a lot of ways, including fiscally, it does feel that way. “And what a lucky man!” And he is wise. He slaps Jax over the back. “She’s a beauty. I always say why start with the house frau when you can skip right to the trophy wife? And they work for purses. So what?” He shrugs off the disgusting suggestion. “At least she’ll keep you happy where it counts.”

      It seems our judge here is a sexist lunatic

      Jax casts a warm glance my way. “Poppy is the most intelligent, bravest, kindest woman I know. I truly do feel lucky.” He presses his mesmerizing gaze into mine while kissing the back of my hand.

      Mom and Deb explode with sighs while the jaded judge takes the opportunity to make a run for it.

      And he had better.

      The beat goes on and it happens again and again as Mom and Deb introduce us freely to any and everyone as fiancés. Soon, they have me relocating back to Sugarplum Hollow where a bun in the oven is coming to a uterus near me—more like in me.

      A buzzer goes off overhead, and all of the contestants waddle to their posts. Deb and Jax make a beeline for a stack of brownies, but I take the opportunity to pull my dear old delusional mother to the side.

      “What is that all about?” I hiss. A psychotically ecstatic part of me is elated to have the title of Future Mrs. Stade, but the logical, bare-fingered, far more rooted in reality version of myself is fighting mad that my mother the loon is feeding into this nonsense.

      “Oh, honey, it’s bound to happen.” She offers me a kiss to each cheek as if in her descent into madness she’s suddenly morphed into a European socialite. “I’ve always thought you’d make a beautiful bride.” She wags an unsteady finger at me. “Don’t tell your sister, but you have the boobs to wear a sweetheart neckline like nobody’s business. Way back when, I suggested that she opt for the turtleneck, but you—you can plunge straight to your belly if you wanted. We’ll get the girls together and head to Kleinfeld Bridal Gowns in New York.” Her hands rise over her head as if she were doing the wave. “We’ll have lunch in Manhattan!” She prances like a reindeer as she says it.

      Bridal gowns?

      I give a quick glance in Jaxson’s direction only to find him frowning over at the two of us as if he were judging us. I can’t blame him. I’m judging us, and I’m very much a part of the madness.

      “You are delusional,” I quip, trying to subdue this dancing, prancing version of my mother. “Who are you, and what have you done with my mother?”

      “Oh, hush.” She comes close to smacking me while pawing at the air. “You’ve always been so touchy. You get that from your father’s side of the family.” She gives my cheek a quick pinch. “Mingle—have some fun. I’ve got an award to win. If you think I’m letting any of these millennial mamas walk away with my trophy, you’re the delusional one.”

      Mom takes off, and Jax comes and offers me a brownie as if it were a peace offering.

      “Sorry.” I wrinkle my nose at the most handsome man in the room. There are only about three men in a six-mile radius of this place, but Jax qualifies as the most handsome man just this side of heaven.

      “I feel like I’m the one who should apologize. Here I’m engaged to the most beautiful woman in the world, and I have no ring.” He pulls my hand up and lands a kiss where a theoretical diamond should be.

      My heart melts seeing my longtime friend so achingly sweet and romantic with all of the right words at the ready.

      Who knew that the boy I made mud pies with would grow up to be a crowned prince?

      Me. That’s who.

      “I’m sure when the time is right, you’ll have something spectacular planned for the lucky girl.” My throat rubs dry at the thought of his future hussy—I mean wife.

      Jax steadies his watery blues over mine. “I guess I should start thinking about it.”

      “Really?” My heart thuds and drops clear to my feet. “I mean, of course, you should. If you keep sleeping around, your entire body is eventually going to turn into a giant blister from the antibiotic-resistant rash you’re sure to contract.”

      “What about you?” He gives a slight wink as if calling me out on my own path down a blistering rash alley. “You think your lips are immune?”

      “Are you kidding? I’m chaste in comparison. If anything, my lips will shrivel up from lack of use. You’ve really given my lip gloss a run for its money. It’s safe to say I can start on my vast collection of fickle felines once I get back home. Of course, they’ll be the exotic Bengal variety. If I’m going to be the requisite crazy cat lady, I’m going down in style.”

      His dimples ignite at the thought of my furry harem. “And what about marriage?”

      I shoot a quick glance to my mother, then to my cleavage. “My mother swears I’d look great in a wedding dress, but I’d need someone who looks equally great in a tux to stand by my side. And as of late, I just don’t see any prospects…” I meant to finish it with back in L.A., but I’d die of mortification if Jax thought I was hinting that he fills those Italian leather shoes.

      I glance down at his Italian leather shoes and smirk because he is the one and only candidate I’d consider.

      He leans in close and his warm cologne wraps its spiced arms around me. “What about kids?”

      My heart thuds unnaturally as I look up at my childhood friend turned playboy.

      “What about them? I mean, if I had the right person in my life”—such as you—“I’d probably have fifty.”

      He belts out a laugh. Jaxson’s arm finds a home around my waist, and it feels natural like this with him.

      My hand lands on his chest, and I can’t help but gaze lovingly into his eyes. Strangely enough, I don’t feel one ounce of awkwardness because I happened to catch Mom and Deb pointing their phones in our direction. More fodder for the scrapbook they would have undoubtedly gifted us at the wedding.

      “Fifty is a nice round number.” He twists his lips a moment, deep in thought. “I guess if I had the right girl by my side, I’d want at least that many. I want to be a hands-on father like my dad was. Little league coach, ballet, whatever the sport, I’ll play coach if they’ll let me.”

      Jax Stade is melting me and simultaneously causing my womb to riot for his babies. What in the heck was I thinking letting this demi-god treat me like a kissing booth?

      My arms float around his waist, and I pull him close as I cower under the umbrella of his stately frame. If I had any guts whatsoever, I’d take this chocolate chip cookie-scented moment to tell him exactly how I feel. But I don’t.

      “You are going to make a great dad someday, Jax Frost.” It comes out sad, defeated as if he won the parental tug-of-war, and he’s the only one of us to go on to play that procreation game.

      “Hey”—he lifts my chin and catches my gaze—“you’re going to make a great mom. I can’t wait to see it.”

      Here it is, my very last moment to say something, anything that might imply that these nebulous children we’re clamoring for might be one and the same.

      My mouth opens, and nothing but dead air comes out.

      “Maybe our kids can play together?” And that, my friends, is what cowardice sounds like.

      “Yeah.” A lengthy breath expires from him. “Maybe they can.”

      Mom and Deb pull out the win and take home the grand supreme baking prize, which only solidifies their stance that they can do no wrong.

      “We’re winning at life,” Mom sings as they come at us with their newfound hardware—a gilded slice of cake with a Christmas tree spiked in it reading Holiday Bake-Off Champions.

      “Oh, Char”—Deb pulls Jax and me in for a congratulatory group hug—“with these two together, we’ve already won the grand prize.”

      Mom presses her hand to her chest. “I’ve seen a lot in my lifetime, but I’ll be honest, I had given up on seeing the two of you together.”

      Jax wraps his arm around my waist and pulls me in close, but neither of us loses the heavy look we’re giving our mothers.

      Mom nods, patting his cheek and then mine. “If the Good Lord took the breath from my lungs at this moment, I could honestly say I died happy knowing the two of you were right where you belong—in one another’s arms.” She and Deb coo into one another as a small crowd heads over to gawk at their trophy.

      Jax and I step away as they bask in their glory.

      “Wow, Frost”—I turn to look at my partner in crime—“it’s going to be a real poop-fest once we break the news.”

      Those magical dimples of his invert as a wicked grin slowly materializes. “Homecoming dance, freshman year—my mother showed up as my date.”

      A short-lived laugh expels from me. “Try junior year geometry class, my mother showed up in a bathrobe and curlers with a sack lunch she claimed I forgot. A sack lunch! It was a trifecta of humiliation.”

      He gives a knowing nod. “Senior prom—our mothers won the honorary titles of both king and queen.”

      “Darn, they were good.” I give a wistful shake of the head. “Graduation day—a moment we toiled thirteen long years to achieve—they wore matching Minnie Mouse costumes, and thus stole our thunder.”

      “The dueling Minnies were a hit, though,” he notes.

      “True, but they really messed up pictures for us. It looked like we went to Disney High.”

      “So, what do you think?” His fingers press in over my ribs, and I can’t help but drink down the sensation knowing everything touchy-feely between us is literally barreling to an end.

      I shed a crooked grin. “I think those stinkers have it coming.”

      And in the mother of all ironies, they would have stuck in one last paralyzing jab without realizing it. In an effort to give them their comeuppance, I’ve impaled myself right through the heart on the flashing sword of revenge.

      I wish I could turn back time. I’d take back all of that bull regarding Miles Frampton.

      Instead, here I am with a very real shattered heart.

      Who knows, maybe I had it coming, too.
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      After a long afternoon testing the limits of our blood sugar levels, Jax and I decide to reconvene at Starry Nights for another carbohydrate-laden bite—eggnog cheesecake to be exact, and don’t think for a minute we’ll be missing out on those gingerbread lattes either.

      I head into the bar to meet up with him but since there’s no sign of him just yet, I snuggle up in a seat near the back as the house band appropriately plays “Frosty the Snowman.”

      I can’t help but giggle. Frost—Frosty. Nothing is a far leap to Jax anymore when it comes to just about anything. I can’t stop thinking about him.

      The crowd is thick and just about everyone has donned the requisite ugly sweater this place seems to demand. And you can bet your hot cocoa, I’ve donned one too. I slinked down to the Sugarplum Boutique on Main Street earlier and picked up this green number with you guessed it, Mr. Frost emblazoned on the front of it.

      I figured Jax would get a kick out of it.

      My phone pings and it’s a message from Jax. Still at the office, running late. See you in a few! Can’t wait.

      Instead of scowling at the screen, I offer up a dreamy smile.

      This is exactly what it would be like if I really were married to Jax. Me excited to show off my new sweater and him chronically late to dinner.

      

      After all that talk about engagement rings and how great my boobs would look in a sweetheart neckline, I’ll admit I’ve let myself indulge a bit in all things wedded bliss.

      Jax would be a great husband.

      For one, he can handle just about anything my acid tongue dishes out. And secondly, that face, that hair, that body. Need I say more?

      Jax Stade is a king, and I would gladly sign up to be his lifelong queen should the proposition arise. But after listening to the spiel about our children maybe someday going on playdates, it doesn’t sound like the throne next to his awaits me.

      I spot Mack sitting in the back of Starry Nights, and she waves me over like she’s the last Titanic survivor on a floating door waiting for rescue. She too has donned an adorable ugly sweater—black with a giant Santa climbing over her shoulder with a sack full of gifts—and the gifts are actual little foil-wrapped boxes sewn onto the sack. It’s so cute I make a note to pick one up myself.

      “What’s up?” I offer a quick embrace as I take a seat. Mack’s J’Adore perfume permeates the area, and I take in a huge gulping sniff.

      I’ve always appreciated the way having Mack in my presence makes me feel as if I’ve just had a nice refreshing bath. I need to pick up a bottle just so I can spritz it every now and again when I miss her.

      “You’re up.” Her eyes spin like Vegas slot machines. “Mom has lost her ever-loving mind. She actually took her wedding dress down from the attic and said she was going to gift it to you at your engagement party in the event you wanted to alter it. Did I miss something?” She slides a red glowing cocktail my way. “Poinsettia Punch, drink up.”

      “Her wedding dress?” I squeal, equally giddy and disturbed over the prospect of an engagement party. It’s safe to say I’ve effectively been swept up in Hurricane Char and Deb. “I think we’ve created a category-five monster.”

      “I can’t wait to see their faces once you do the big reveal.” Mack gives a devious chuckle. “Have you thought about how you’re going to do it? At first I was thinking a big blowout might be the way to go, but knowing those two, they’ll spend the rest of the night aiming for a reconciliation.” She purses her lips, and they touch the tip of her nose. “A straightforward, this was all a big fat lie in your honor may be the better option. You might want to throw a huzzah in there and maybe a high five with Jax. I bet you’re both ready to have this behind you. I mean—he’s not bad on the eyes, but come on—drooling over one another the way you two have—is really taking one for the team. No one can accuse you of not being all in.”

      “I do like to commit.” With my entire heart and soul and every fiber of my brokenhearted being.

      Mack glances over my shoulder and grunts, “Well, look who’s here on our brother’s arm looking crisp as a gingerbread cookie.”

      “Cookie?” I turn to find Larissa headed this way while Conner makes a stop at the bar. “Here comes trouble. And is it wrong that I hate how stunning she is?”

      That perfect, long, wavy dark hair, those severely puffy, colored-in lips. I’d die to have both. She’s donned a cranberry pants suit—no ugly sweater for her, but she does manage to look perfectly chic.

      “You know”—Mack’s eyes get squirrely as she spies our brother—“there’s something I need to talk to Conner about. I’ll be right back.” She skips to the bar, and Larissa plops down in her seat without missing a beat.

      It never fails to surprise me the way Larissa carries herself so impeccably.

      When we were in high school, Sadie nicknamed her “The Mannequin” for her unchanging hair and makeup that seemed to be fade and weather-resistant. Everything about her is as fake as her personality.

      And yet if the inside matched the outside, I’d fear she’d steal Jax out from under me—not that he’s actually mine. That revelation alone pulls me under.

      “So your mother’s big birthday slash Christmas Eve shindig is coming right up,” Larissa trills as if that little shindig she just referenced were reprisal of our senior prom.

      Things ended badly for me that night—Larissa not so much.

      “And?” I steal a sip of Mack’s Poinsettia Punch and immediately regret it, using the slice of Yule log she left behind as a chaser.

      “And”—Larissa tips her head so severely I’m half-afraid she’s malfunctioning—“a little birdie told me that you and lover boy are nothing but a big fat fake.” She bounces in her seat, unable to hide her uncontainable glee.

      “What little birdie?” I ask curtly with a sudden urge to do a little hunting.

      “The proud peacock himself. Jaxson Stade.”

      My entire body stings with surprise—and I won’t lie, there’s a sting of betrayal in there too.

      “What exactly did he tell you? And when?” I’m about to reach over and shake the details out of this vindictive piece of plastic when she holds up a finger in an effort to subdue my rage.

      “Don’t worry. I’m not saying a word,” she says with that cat who ate the canary smile that may as well be her signature look—and I can practically see the peacock feather preening from her lips. “He’s sworn me to secrecy. Jax knows I can be trusted.” She winks my way as if asking me to read between the loose-lipped lines.

      A lump forms in my throat, and I painfully swallow it down. “How exactly did he bring this up?”

      She chortles out a laugh. “When the person you’re practically living with suddenly up and gets a girlfriend, things can get dicey. He just wanted to assure me—you know, set the record straight. We’re pretty close. He let me know you were disappearing in a few days.” She bites down on her lip as if holding back a grin. “I hope that’s enough time for you to comfort your poor mother once she hears the truth. This is going to send her into an early grave. Boy, when you hit back, you go for the jugular.”

      She chortles away at the thought of my mother’s untimely demise just as Mack and Conner join us.

      “What’s up,” Conner nods my way before wrapping an arm around Larissa as if claiming her for his own and suddenly I’ve lost my appetite.

      My mouth falls open as I take in the sight.

      I may be embroiled in a fake relationship with Jaxson, but it’s clear to me, Larissa is currently in one with my brother.

      Larissa mentioned that she and Jaxson were practically living together. I doubt that since he’s actually living with his mother at the moment, but she does work with him—and Sugarplum Hollow is a very small town. And I am well aware that Larissa has been caught in Jaxson’s web of a mattress at least once.

      That STD graph they show you in high school comes flooding back to me. If I would have slept with Jaxson, that means I could have technically done the deed with everyone he’s ever mattress-tackled. It’s like some syphilis pyramid scheme that I would have unwittingly become a part of.

      Before any of us can say another word Larissa hops to her feet. “Here’s the man of the hour.” She assaults Jax before he has the chance to say hello.

      Jax looks lethally handsome this evening with his hair slicked back, and that dark inky suit. At least ten different women have fainted in his wake.

      I watch with a newfound scrutiny the way his hand glides down her back, how he leans into that kiss she plants on his cheek, and a fire pulses through my veins.

      So it’s true.

      They have a thing. They have a thing?

      I still can’t seem to reconcile that thought.

      Jax sits next to me and offers a friendly side hug—friendly being the operative word.

      So, all that I love you stuff was just something akin to whitewashed feelings you might have for some distant relative? Are we really back to being kissing cousins?

      A part of me was hoping that he would wake up and smell our fresh-baked future together. I thought it could be just as rosy as we built it up to be.

      “Have you eaten?” Jax leans in with that lethal smile, and it kills me to see him looking so good, holding the scent of expensive cologne.

      He looks far too sharp with that svelte blue tie on that sets off his eyes like a blaze, and I would do anything to dip my tongue in that dimple winking my way at the moment.

      But he’s not mine.

      And just like that, it hits me.

      He never will be.

      He’ll be Larissa’s.

      “Um—I haven’t eaten a thing.” I touch my fingers to my temple. “I’m actually starting to get a bit of a headache. I think I’d better get home. It’s been a long day, and Christmas Eve is coming right up. I might need all of tomorrow just to prep for the big day.”

      Conner and Larissa break out into laughter over something she said—I’d accuse her of slighting me, but I doubt Conner would tolerate that from Larissa or anyone else. He’s always been a rather protective big brother.

      But Mack, on the other hand, is busy eavesdropping my way while fashioning her fingers into the shape of a heart.

      The nerve.

      Jax pulls my seat toward his and hitches a strand of hair behind my ear. “We can make it quick. Just a bite. It’ll be fun. Riss and Conner are here.”

      Riss?

      My eyes widen with abject horror at the obvious insight I’ve been missing out on. Clearly, Riss was coming from a place of honesty when she mentioned the fact she and Jax were pretty close.

      “Why don’t you hang out with Riss and Conner?” I offer. “I’d hate for you to miss out on all the fun.” The words couldn’t come out more deadly if they were laced with arsenic. “I’ll see you on Christmas Eve for the big reveal.” I cinch my purse over my shoulder. “Don’t call me. I’ll call you.”

      I head out into the snow, into freezing subarctic temperatures, and slip and slide all the way to my mother’s loaner car.

      In hindsight, I can’t wait to get back to L.A. where at least all of my fake relationships are on the up and up.

      Come Christmas Eve—Jaxson Stade and I are over for good.
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      All night I sent Poppy text messages, and all night she continued to ignore them.

      It’s been a long day at the office, and by the time I wrap things up, it’s pitch dark outside.

      Just as I start packing up my briefcase to leave, a shadow darkens the door. For a moment, I’m filled with hope as a female frame swivels in the shadows, and just as I’m about to call out for Tinsel Town—Larissa’s face comes into view.

      “You’re here late.” I finish buttoning up my briefcase and head for the door. No need to hang around. She wasn’t the face I was hoping to see.

      “Just as late as you,” she says it low and guttural. “I think you’re working me too hard.” She reaches up and gives my earlobe a tug as we make our way to the elevator.

      “Sorry about that. It’s Friday night, not to mention tomorrow is Christmas Eve. You should be out there having a good time with Conner. How are things going with the two of you, anyway?”

      I’ll admit I wasn’t impressed when they started getting close, but they really did appear to get along great last night. Not that I stayed after Poppy took off. I hit the door right after she did. Lately, I don’t want to be anywhere she’s not.

      “Conner?” Larissa laughs at the thought, and my heart breaks for my good friend. “We’re just friends.”

      Friends. Now there’s a word I’m starting to underappreciate.

      The elevator opens, and I step in after her.

      “Don’t worry, Jax.” She gives my tie a quick tug and I take a moment to frown at her. “Once Poppy jets back to L.A., you can have your place back on my mattress.”

      My heart sinks.

      I’ve slept with Larissa, exactly twice, and I don’t plan on partaking in that madness ever again. The thought of being with anyone at all once Poppy heads back to L.A. makes me sick, makes me lose my appetite, and makes me want to hole up in my own bed and never get out.

      “You don’t need to save that spot for me.” It comes out far more despondent than I meant it to.

      “What?” she trills with a laugh. “Don’t tell me Poppy is starting to mess with your head. That has always been her specialty.”

      “No, not at all. Poppy and I are in a good place.”

      Are we? Why did it sound like the biggest lie of the year.

      “That’s funny,” she sighs. “Poppy says she can’t wait to get back to L.A. and get on with her life. Sounds like she’s pretty tired of this charade the two of you have going on.”

      My heart stops. “You didn’t say anything, did you?”

      “Who me? Never. My lips are sealed.” She rides her gaze up and down my body. “Until you want them opened.”

      I’m quick to look away from the invite. But I’m relieved she didn’t say anything to Poppy. A few days ago Larissa evidently overheard Mack letting Conner in on our dirty little secret, and she came to me for affirmation.

      My hands were tied, so I told her it was true. But I know that she and Poppy have butted heads more times than not, and I’d hate for Riss to somehow use this situation to needle her.

      We go our separate ways once we hit the parking lot, and I sit in my truck for a minute, sending one last text to Poppy.

      It’s our last night together before we dismantle what our mothers are already touting as their greatest living achievement, and I would love nothing more than to see Poppy. Heck, I need to see her.

      Besides, it’s not like her to ignore every text I send and I’m starting to wonder if that’s exactly what she’s doing.

      You either lost your phone or you just remembered you hate my guts. Want to give me a hint? I hit send.

      As playful as I try to sound, I loathe the words I just sent because I think I know what the answer will be.

      A moment thumps by, and then miraculously my phone lights up and it’s her.

      I know where my phone is.

      A dry laugh pumps through me.

      At least she feels something for me—too bad it seems to be disdain.

      My heart grows as heavy as the world. I used to feel her disappointment in me, her dislike, distrust, and I never understood where it was coming from.

      Time stepped between us, and then she was three states away in California. I’d love to clear things up. Get some answers. I can handle the fact she doesn’t care for me, but I’m determined to find out why.

      I don’t text back. Instead, I start the car and head on over to the Montgomery house.

      Maybe after all these years, I’ll finally get the answers I’ve been looking for.
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      The moon is full, casting its brilliant blue shadow over the thicket of snow that outlines the road.

      The Montgomery home is dark save for the colorful Christmas lights outlining its humble frame, and the only other light around is the one coming from Poppy’s old bedroom.

      My heart warms at the sight of it. That’s where Poppy and I shared one heck of a night. She became mine all over again, and I was more than happy to have her back in my arms and heart. I’ve never felt as strongly for anyone as I do for her, and it made everything that happened that night ten times more meaningful.

      Instead of scaring her off with another text, I pick up a handful of change from my dash and head out just under her window. Carefully, I toss coin after coin up at the glass until the lights go off in her room and her face blinks into view.

      I jump up and down, waving until her window slides open.

      “Jaxson?” A laugh bubbles from her. “Do I need a restraining order?”

      “No, you need a coat. Get some shoes on, too. There’s someplace I need to take you.”

      It takes less than five minutes for Pops to show up at the door and shuffle her way out in what looks like her PJs underneath a bright red snow jacket that comes down past her knees.

      She’s wearing snow boots with snowflakes printed on either side of each shoe, something they sell at the supermarket for tourists this time of year. But just seeing Poppy, that smile begging to let loose on her face, makes my heart soar all the way to the North Pole.

      “You look beautiful,” I don’t hesitate to tell her as I drink her in.

      She growls in lieu of a response, and I hold up my hands. “Easy, girl. How about this? You come with me and let me show you what I have planned, and we don’t need to say a word to one another until we get there.”

      She shakes her head, the venom in her eyes only slightly subduing. “Try again, Frost.”

      “Fine. If you’d rather go that route, we don’t have to say a word to each other at all.”

      “Better.” Her mouth contorts as if she’s carefully choosing her words. “And please—drop the attitude.”

      “My attitude?” She’s got to be kidding.

      “You know, that whole grumpy sunshine bit. I’m not falling for it anymore.”

      Grumpy sunshine? Falling for it?

      I’m afraid I can’t decode any of that but I’ll go with it anyway.

      “Deal,” I say.

      This isn’t about me trying to incite her off. I just want to show her something, and share a moment. Maybe glean a few answers for myself in the process.

      Poppy hops into my truck, and I drive us down to my mother’s estate. We pass my future home, which looks like nothing more than a skeleton of what it will be.

      The contractor just put off construction for six weeks until the weather clears a bit, and I offer a mean look to the project as if it were the contractor himself.

      Instead of pulling in close to the house, I curve around toward that old ancient oak set in front of the circular driveway and kill the engine.

      “Remember this?” I glance up at the mega-structure my father built for me, the tree house in which Poppy and I spent hours doing everything and nothing. My mother has it illuminated with strings of colorful Christmas lights. It’s something she’s done every year ever since my father erected it.

      In fact, it’s the only burst of color she allows out front, seeing that the rest of her décor consists of enough elegant white lights to qualify as its own constellation.

      The tree house is solid as far as construction goes. It has four walls and a roof, and there’s a window in the ceiling that rolls open so you can star gaze without obstruction.

      We get out, and she follows me to the other side of the enormous beast where I give the trunk a good kick and snow tumbles down in chunks.

      “Ladies first,” I offer while presenting the tree house as if it were a prize. It is. Or at least it used to be.

      Poppy grunts as she starts up the old wooden steps nailed into the tree. I follow close behind until she makes her way inside, and I head in right after her.

      “Oh my word,” she laughs. “It’s freezing in here!” She falls to her knees out of habit. It’s tall enough for both of us to stand, but the first thing we used to do when we made our way up was get on the floor and start in on the serious business of childhood.

      “I’ve got a solution.” I roll out a couple of old sleeping bags that have been stored in a chest in here for years and sprawl them out over the clapboard flooring.

      The window in the ceiling is covered with a small film of snow, so I give it a few quick thumps until it slides right off and rolls down the glass, exposing the navy night filled with a million diamond stars.

      Wordlessly, Poppy and I assume the position shoulder to shoulder as we lie on our backs staring up at the dark starry night and this right here feels like a little Christmas magic.

      “Don’t hate me, Pops,” I whisper. And my soul feels as if I just offered it up for sacrifice. I’ve wanted to say those words to her so long ago when things first unraveled and hesitated.

      And now here we are. I can’t stand the thought of any more time slipping between us because we can’t seem to say the words we want when we need them most.

      “I came under the pretense that there wouldn’t be any conversing,” she whispers right back.

      “I’m breaking the rules.”

      A silent laugh trembles through her chest. “You always do. Your world, your rules.” She snuggles her shoulder up against mine. “You know, I never once thought that the Stade millions—excuse me, billions ever got into your head or your ego—but a part of me wonders if I’m wrong.”

      A moment of silence thumps by as I contemplate the very same thing.

      “I just thought we should have a conversation,” I say. “Tomorrow is it—the big day in every way.” Not that I want it to be. “I wanted one more night, just you and me.”

      “Just one,” she says the words so low I might have imagined them.

      “I’m going to miss you.” There. The truth breaks through and it feels good for once.

      “That’s nice.” And just like that my stomach is back to churning.

      “Can I ask you a question?”

      A heavy sigh expels from her. “I don’t see how I can stop you.”

      “What was so special about Miles Frampton?”

      “Ha!” she squawks it out so loud an owl darts right past the window. “Wouldn’t you like to know? What was so special about the two million women you’ve grazed your way through?”

      “Nothing. Absolutely nothing. I swear to you.” True in every sense.

      Her head turns my way for a moment. “Why do you care about Miles anyway? He was one person who was in my life for less than five seconds—and that was over an eon ago.”

      “Because I do.” I know it’s not much of an answer but Miles was the first person anyone had ever left me for.

      I wanted Poppy to be interested in me as something more than friends, to look at me the way other girls did, and, instead, she turned her interests elsewhere.

      What Poppy doesn’t know is, that fast-forward to graduation day, I was determined to end the cold war between us. In fact, I asked Conner to help orchestrate a peace treaty. I was going to meet her at the base of this very oak where we once shared our first kiss, albeit an innocent peck at the tender age of seven. But that never materialized.

      I clear my throat a bit. “We were good until we weren’t. What happened?”

      “That’s ancient history, Frost.” Her hand flops by her side, and I’m quick to lace our fingers together. She doesn’t resist but that might have more to do with the fact she doesn’t want her fingers freezing off.

      “I’ve always been a fan of studying the past.” I swallow hard at what comes next. “Poppy, did I do something to upset you?”

      “Not really.” Her voice grows sad. “It’s kind of silly, actually.”

      “So, you’re not going to tell me?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Well, if you did, I would probably tell you it wasn’t all that silly. I was stupid at the time, and I probably didn’t even mean whatever it is I did.” Another full dose of the truth.

      “Maybe. But did you mean it when you flat-out disowned our friendship in tenth grade?”

      I wince at the thought. That I do remember.

      “For the record”—I start—“I’ve always felt like a jerk for that. But in my defense, I thought you were getting ready to toss a jab my way, and instead of taking it like a man, I thought I’d strike first.” Sometimes telling the truth hurts, and this is one of those times.

      She gives my hand a slight squeeze. “I appreciate your honesty.”

      A moment bounces by, and the tiny room clogs up with the sound of our breathing.

      “I’d appreciate some honesty too, Poppy. What has you so upset with me?”

      Silence slices by, sharp as a razor.

      “I don’t know, maybe we can talk after the party.” Her voice is small and fragile. “I don’t want to go there now.” A white plume emits from her mouth as the room grows increasingly frigid.

      I roll over onto my side and gaze down at her with her hair splayed all around like a halo.

      “Okay, we won’t talk.” Instead, I land my finger over her lips and gently outline her features.

      She’s so achingly beautiful with the moon kissing her face, her eyes glowing like otherworldly beacons, those perfect ruby lips. I have never quite met a girl like Poppy, and I’m not sure I ever will.

      I edge my way in close to her until my lids grow heavy and I can no longer keep them open.

      “Forgive me,” I whisper right over her lips as my mouth makes a home over hers.

      Poppy freezes beneath me as I press out slow, lingering kisses before she lets out a sigh and her fingers grip me by the jacket, pulling me closer.

      Poppy and I stay the night, knit together by our mouths, taking care of each other, loving one another the only way we know how, without words, without mention of a tarnished past, just one tender kiss at a time, and then we start all over again.

      I’m in love with this girl.

      I don’t think I can ever let her go.

      I can’t.

      She’s mine.
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      Christmas Eve arrives swiftly, like an unwanted guest at a party that you never wanted to throw in the first place.

      And ironically, all of those euphemisms have somehow managed to morph into reality, on this, the day my mother will celebrate her sixtieth birthday party with her best friend, Christmas Eve no less.

      By the time I shower and dress, there’s a small army of people trekking in and out of the house. By evening the wait staff is a hundred strong as the pre-party bustle is in full swing.

      The entire downstairs has been transformed into Christmas central with over a dozen tall, stately, glowing trees dotted every which way, each one far more glorious than the last. The evergreens glow with twinkle lights and red ribbons accentuate their majesty.

      Nutmeg runs over with a giant red bow attached to her collar and I offer up a quick hug and rub down.

      “Look at you,” I say giving her a quick scratch between the ears. “You’re a regular Mrs. Claus. I have a feeling you’ll be the star of the show.”

      She gives a chipper bark as if she agreed.

      The grand room is decked out with an oversized gold banner reading Happy Birthday Charlene and Deb! A wreath of red and green balloons outlines the room, and bushels of bright red poinsettias sit on a plethora of tables set out for the guests. Red linen tablecloths, lots of crystal, lots of eggnog, and cherry Christmas carols blaring away ensure this will be a Christmas Eve to remember.

      And it will be. Poppy and I ensured that as well.

      Mom comes traipsing in from the next room with her hair done up, her lips painted a bright shade of fuchsia that makes her eyes glow bright.

      “Merry Christmas and happy birthday.” I give the birthday girl herself a quick embrace.

      “Merry Christmas, honey.” She offers me a kiss on my cheek. “Now get going, the guests are arriving! Go help your sister with the baby.” She swats me away.  I need everything perfect. And the best part of all? Char and Poppy are on their way,” she sings as she trots on by.

      Poppy.

      Those kisses we shared last night were the sole reason I woke up with a smile on my face. This one was just for her.

      I head out to the front, and Jensen runs right into my arms. “Whoa, buddy.” I pick him up and swing him through the air. “You got your turbo shoes on today?” He giggles up a storm as I land him safely back on the ground. “Merry Christmas,” I say just as Nutmeg catches up and nips at his feet. “Get in there and give your grandmother a big fat birthday kiss.”

      He takes off like a lightning rod.

      A light snowfall has started up as I take in the Christmas lights glittering against a dark navy sky. As much as I don’t want to see Christmas go, my mother’s birthday is another story.

      In a way, I’m glad to get that over with. The endless lists my mother threw at me, the endless chatter about the party, the anticipation of having hundreds of her closest friends milling around for the evening—she exhausted me on the event, and it hasn’t even come to fruition. But here we are.

      Jules comes up clad in green with that snide smirk of hers that she’s been sporting for the last few weeks.

      “Merry Christmas,” I greet her as I pull her in for a hug.

      “Merry Christmas, big bro,” she says craning her neck past me. “Where’s the L.A. lady you’ve been playing tonsil hockey with?”

      “Would you stop?” I wince, glancing back to make sure Jensen is nowhere in sight. “And does it really tick you off that bad to see me happy?”

      Her shoulders sag as a forlorn expression takes over her face.

      “You’re my brother. All I want in the world is to see you happy.” She purses her bottom lip in a way that lets me know she’s sorry for me. “But this girl? I was there the night she hurt you.” Her fingers brush over my cheek. “And I never want to let anyone hurt you like that again.” She blows me a quick kiss as she heads into the house.

      It’s true.

      That night, all those years ago, it was Jules who came into my room and probed until I told her why I was lying on my bed with a tear-stained face. It was the hardest night of my life.

      I was looking for Poppy and found her by the old oak wrapped in Miles Frampton’s arms, doing his best to play a game of tonsil hockey—to quote Jules. It still guts me to think about it. I thought for sure Poppy didn’t want anything with me.

      It had been too long, and she finally got what she wanted.

      But Miles was a jerk who eventually went on to chase after every girl he spotted during his first year in college.

      Things didn’t exactly work out for Poppy and Miles, and as much as it makes me look like a jerk myself, I do admit it brought a satisfied smile to my face at the time.

      Kali comes up to the porch next, with a few girlfriends in tow and a few guys hanging around the periphery.

      I spot her boyfriend, Cole, right away and shoot him a warning look.

      Nobody but nobody hurts my sister and lives to tell about it. I need to do my best to communicate that fact to him lest he make a move that both he and my upcoming felony record will live to regret.

      We exchange holiday greetings as they blow past me then Mack and her family head this way with a crowd full of guests, and that’s when my heart starts to race.

      I know Poppy is already on her way, and any moment now I expect to see her beautiful face, our last moments as a couple, as anything as far as she’s concerned.

      “Jaxy boy!” Mack dives over me with a hug. “You ready to rock this thing?” Her eyes grow twice their size.

      Mack has always had a touch of crazy about her, and I mean that in the nicest way. Of course, one can argue that Poppy has that very same thing, but I’ve come to adore all of her quirks, all of her little jagged edges that make her uniquely who she is.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      No. I’m not ready. I’m not sure I’ll ever be ready to let Poppy go for good.

      “Great,” Mack howls out a laugh. “As soon as they cut the cake, you and Pops will put a stop to all the holly jolly festivities and let them in on the Christmas twist of a lifetime.” She shakes her head wistfully while looking at the house festooned in a blanket of white twinkle lights. “Do you realize that those two hired a Marilyn Monroe impersonator for my wedding reception? And as if that wasn’t bad enough, it turned out to be a stripper. For my wedding!” Her eyes squeeze shut a moment. “I’m telling you, Jaxson. You’re not just doing this for yourselves—you’re doing this for all of humanity.” She shakes her head as she passes me by. “And, oh the humanity!”

      “Nice,” I mutter to myself as Conner and Larissa come up next, both looking polished and ready for the holiday at hand.

      “Merry Christmas, handsome,” Larissa says, not wasting a moment to offer me a kiss on both cheeks and I nearly choke on her thick perfume.

      “Merry Christmas, you two,” I say, reaching past her to shake Conner’s hand.

      “Merry Christmas, buddy. You’re on in five,” he ticks his head as he says it. “You sure you’re up for your final performance?” I groan over at the house with its open mouth and cheery lit windows for eyes.

      “I’m not sure I’ll ever be up for what’s going to happen tonight.”

      “Oh, come on.” Larissa rolls her eyes.

      Her hair is piled on top of her head, and she’s as stunning as usual. I understand the appeal, but what she holds on the inside is nothing near what Poppy possesses.

      Nope.

      Larissa and I are never happening again.

      Once Poppy leaves, she might as well take my heart and my soul right along with her. I won’t have any use for either of them.

      “You’ll live through the night. It’s just a little breaking up.” Larissa laughs as she gives my cheek a quick pinch. “Heck—I’ll let you do a little making up tonight, if it makes you feel better.” She wiggles her fingers with a wave as she scuttles on inside.

      “And there you go.” Conner doesn’t hide the fact he’s not impressed with the proposition she just threw out, especially since it wasn’t geared toward him.

      “I’m sorry, man,” I tell him.

      “No, it’s okay. I knew it wasn’t going anywhere.”

      Conner and I are like brothers, and I would never want to see him with a snake like that anyway.

      “Don’t worry. You’ll find someone good,” I’m quick to assure him. “You’re a great guy. You deserve someone who appreciates you for who you are.”

      He groans at the thought. “I’m good with hanging out on my own for a while. But I want those things for you, too. Maybe when my sister heads back to L.A., you and I can head out on the prowl again. This time we’ll find the right girls. I know we will.” He gives my arm a light sock as he heads on in and I shake my head in his wake.

      That’s the problem. I’ve already found the right girl. She just doesn’t seem to be as convinced as I am of how perfect we are for each other.

      A mob of people drifts past me, ambling into the house, laughing and chatting away with their arms laden with presents.

      I peer out at the crowd, at the valet parking, the endless parade of women clacking by in heels, and then I see her—a vision in white. The most beautiful girl on the planet heading this way with her arm threaded through her mother’s.

      Poppy Montgomery outshines an entire galaxy of stars.

      She gives a sly smile, and her eyes light up like embers.

      She’s perfect, and every last cell in my body demands to make her mine.

      But that’s not what tonight is about. That may never be what we’re about. Right now, she’s my girlfriend, my shining light, my everything.

      In other words—once again, it’s show time.
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      There he is, Jaxson Stade, in his dark well-fitted suit, with his dark hair, that killer grin, and those shiny Italian leather shoes. Everything about him exemplifies the fact he’s lethally handsome—and although I won’t be his first victim by a longshot, he is definitely killing me softly.

      I’d love nothing more than to drag him right back up to that tree house and have my way with him as a gift to myself. But that’s not what we’re about. I’m not sure we’re about anything anymore.

      It’s a bad deal, in a bad situation, and one I’ll have to shelf because he’s coming at me with that wicked grin as if nothing had gone haywire between the two of us ever.

      He’s a darn good actor. I’ll give him that.

      “Merry Christmas,” he calls out and my mother and I return the holiday greeting in kind. “You look delicious.” His brows tweak my way when he says it as he pulls me into a deep, strong embrace. His fingers press tight over my back as if speaking to me in their own language. “And, Charlene”—he looks to my mother. “You beam on this holy day. Happy birthday.” He offers her a hug as well.

      I doubt he’s inflicting the keyboard-like hug upon her, trying to give her a code to decipher.

      If it’s not one mind game between the two of us, it’s another. I wouldn’t have pegged that weird silent period we endured for so long as a mind game, per se, but all of this chemistry we seem to have—albeit I might be wrong and this could be entirely one-sided—but I’m officially categorizing everything that’s ever gone down between us as one serious mindbender.

      Mom pulls us both in, connecting us at the elbows as if expecting us to click into place like a couple of Lego pieces.

      “Would you look at this?” she coos. “Jax, with you in that handsome suit and, Poppy, in that white dress? You look like you’re ready to walk down the aisle right this minute! For a Christmas wedding, no less!” She clasps her hands over her mouth, and tears spontaneously bloom in her eyes. “I’ll need some spiked eggnog to settle me.”

      Wait a hot toddy minute. Mom is the one who suggested I wear white this evening. White’s not even a Christmas color and that alone should have given me pause.

      The thought occurs to me that Jax and I might be walking into what amounts to an ambush wedding.

      It wouldn’t at all surprise me to be bested by the best pranksters just this side of the North Pole.

      “Well, I’d better go mingle with my guests.” Mom bows before Jax as if he were royalty before ditching us for far more festive pastures.

      “And really? Delicious?” I huff as soon as she’s out of earshot. “Why did you have to call me delicious of all things in front of my mother? Have you had lunch yet?”

      “It’s almost dinner time. But if you must know, I’ve been known to skip to dessert.” A devilish grin takes over his far-too-comely-to-ever-be-safe-for-my-body face, and I want to cry.

      But I don’t.

      In typical Poppy Montgomery fashion, I get even angrier to the point steam is seething from my nostrils.

      Most likely it’s due to the fact we’re still dealing with subarctic temperatures, but I’ll go with it because it totally fits the scenario.

      “And yes, delicious was the right word.” He gives me the once-over with those blue topaz eyes.

      As an aside, I really don’t think it’s fair that he’s been gifted that face, and those eyes, and that body.

      He should be flagged by the military as a weapon of atomic bodily warfare, not to mention the fact you can practically hear ovaries exploding like popcorn as we pass the girls in the crowd.

      “You look beautiful, Tinsel Town.” His arms swivel around my waist as we make our way in.

      “You look rather handsome yourself,” I say, but something tells me he’s far too well aware of the fact.

      We head on in and it’s clear everyone that’s everyone in Sugarplum Hollow has shown up for the festive occasion. And every last soul has dressed their holiday best to rub elbows this Christmas Eve with neighbors and strangers alike.

      It’s safe to say that the Stade residence has officially been transformed into a winter wonderland with enough bejeweled and glowing trees to outfit a Canadian forest. The chandeliers—all sixty of them—gleam and sparkle, there’s an entire choir dressed as Dicken’s characters strolling around the grand room, caroling as they go, and a buffet of appetizers is set out on a table near the back of the room with an ice sculpture of Santa himself. And don’t get me started on the acres of poinsettias—I’m not sure there are any left for the rest of those festive holiday flowers for the population to enjoy.

      I’ll admit, it’s all a bit over the top, but it’s glorious nonetheless.

      Deb Stade has always known how and when to spend her money.

      It’s probably a godsend that Jax isn’t really interested in me because what on earth would I do with all those billions?

      I mean, they would be mine by proxy, and I have been known to squander a dollar or two or twenty thousand. In some circles, I might even be known as a professional squanderer. Mostly because the word no isn’t typically in my vocabulary. And for that reason alone our children would undoubtedly grow up to be startling reminders why getting everything your heart desires isn’t necessarily the best idea.

      I can just see them now with their own social media accounts documenting their lavish lifestyle. They’d lunch in Milan and have dinner in Spain.

      They’d order ridiculous things at exotic restaurants like water culled from some underground arctic cave, eat pasta from gold-covered cheese wheels, and pay more for those two indulgences than the price tag of my entire college tuition without batting a lash.

      I glance at Jax and bite down hard on the inside of my cheek as I take him in.

      Jax isn’t like that at all. I seriously doubt his children would grow up to be luxury-hungry socialites, despite the fact they could totally guzzle arctic well water whenever the mood should strike.

      He leans in, and his lips tease my earlobe. “We should really hit a crescendo with this. Don’t you think?”

      “Oh, right.” I glance up ahead where Mom and Deb are watching us from afar while speaking to a legion of their glittery friends.

      I can’t believe we’re going to take them down so brutally. Never mind fearing the fact I might one day raise a bunch of nitwits. I am one.

      The carolers stroll by singing a melodic version of  “It’s Beginning to Look a Lot Like Christmas” and I wrap my arms around Jax as we begin swaying to the music.

      “Shall we dance?” I ask.

      “We should not only dance,” he whispers. “We’ll put on a show people will wish they could pay to see each and every holiday season. Nutcracker—eat your heart out.” He offers a charitable smile and holds my right hand out, dipping me slightly, thus evoking a light applause from the guests at hand—more importantly our mothers and their cohorts. “Good call, by the way,” he whispers through the side of his mouth like a ventriloquist.

      “I’d like to think I usually make them.” I offer him a short-lived smile. “Not to be egotistical, but seeing that I don’t have an arrest record sort of backs me up on this.”

      “Point taken. What about with me?” Jax softens as his gaze presses into mine. “Am I a good call?”

      I open my mouth to say something, and Mack comes over looking far too impressed by our two-step act of devotion.

      “Steamy steamy”—she wiggles her finger in our faces as if to insinuate these are some hot and heavy maneuvers we’re doling out—“the two of you really know how to bring it. You’re practically shouting watch and learn to all the old fogies running around with a stiff eggnog in their hands.”

      “We do aim to please.” I land my head over Jaxson’s chest as we slow to a crawl.

      “By all means, don’t let me stop you.” She flicks her finger our way, beckoning us on. “Remember—the real show starts as soon as they cut the cake.” She squints over at the birthday girls and makes a face. “I cannot wait to pull the rug out from under those biddies. And by the way, this place is loaded with mistletoe. You can’t go four feet without having to indulge in a smooch session. I’m just saying.”

      She takes off toward the open bar, and I’m starting to wonder if we should do the same.

      On second thought, it’s most likely a bad idea to add liquor to this toxic anger that’s fueling me. Although those glowing red drinks with candy canes spiked into them do look delicious.

      Honestly, I don’t know why I’m so incensed—although, Riss does come to mind.

      Jax is basically keeping his end of the bargain. I just so happened to be silly enough to keep locking my lips to his in the meantime.

      “You’re too quiet,” he whispers as if this were a national offense.

      “I’m contemplating.”

      “A murder?”

      “No, but that might not be a bad idea,” I muse.

      “Whatever it is you’re contemplating, don’t do it. It’s a scary look on you.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Jax winces as he pulls me in close. He’s wearing his cologne a little thicker tonight, and for some reason, this ticks me off even more. Everyone knows a hot man bathed in spiced cologne is a lethal combination. And once again Jax Stade has the power to kill me in the very best way.

      He sheds an easy dimple-laden smile. “It means, you’re going to cause a scene if you don’t laugh or kiss me soon enough.”

      “Ha,” I bark right in his face before landing a wet one over his lips—and my word, Christmas has come at last. This right here is every gift I have ever wanted.

      Jaxson holds me there by the back of the neck, and I’m done. All of the vitriolic anger up and evaporates like smoke as we melt into a slow, dreamy kiss.

      Jax has a mouth that was made for doing just this—and perhaps a little bit of that, which also ironically is everything I want with him.

      He rakes his mouth over my cheek. “We should go upstairs.”

      And just like that all of my irritation with him up and disappears.

      My adrenaline spikes at the offer, and I can’t stop myself from panting, “We definitely should go upstairs.”

      Jax takes me by the hand with one arm still wrapped around my waist, and it looks as if we’re engaged in some Elizabethan-era waltz as he glides us across the floor.

      I’m going upstairs with Jaxson Stade and not a soul could stop me—not even Santa himself.
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      “Whoa!” a stunned voice cries as Jax and I hit the base of the stairwell just as we were about to ditch the Christmas party and have a little party of our own—in private.

      We turn to find Conner and Larissa tucked in the corner, huddled over their glowing red holiday drinks.

      Just great.

      “Where are you two off to?” My brother glowers at Jax for a moment as if he knows exactly where we are headed and he just might stab Jaxson in the eye with his candy cane because of it.

      Drats.

      Leave it to Conner to put a damper on what would have been a holly jolly good time.

      Jax pumps those dimples of his just once. “I left my mother’s birthday gift upstairs, but we can get it later.” He gives my hand a determined squeeze.

      I laugh at the irony of what the word gift is code for because face it—the two of us knocking boots would totally be the gift she would want and most likely ask for. The same goes for my mother—and oddly enough perhaps ten times more.

      “I don’t see the rush.” Conner tilts his head, sizing up our body language. “Riss and I were just about to hit the buffet. Why don’t you two do the same?” It comes out more of a command than a request, and we begrudgingly comply.

      The grand buffet is more or less a mishmash of our mothers’ favorite foods and just as scrumptious as you might think for two women who spend their lives running a blog that centers on delectable morsels. And in addition to that, there’s an entire Christmas dinner waiting to be noshed on, complete with a turkey and roast beef carving station.

      I lean toward the pescatarian fare of lobster tails, shrimp, and buttery sea bass steamed to perfection, while Jax goes for more of the surf and turf appeal, landing a mass of prime rib over his plate along with enough king crab legs to piece back together one of those oversized crustaceous creatures.

      Jax and I find a table near the front where our mothers nosh on their own meals, doing their best to mingle with the company they keep.

      We devour our food like prisoners embarking on their final meal, but, really, who could blame us? Deb has been known to throw one impressive party, and it’s easy to see what lured the entire town out of hiding. When the lone billionaire widow throws a “little” holiday soirée, you’re going to want to be there.

      About three bites into my luscious, buttery lobster, something occurs to me.

      “I just had a thought.” I plunk down my fork, and it hits the delicate china so hard I half-expect the plate to shatter. Deb really does throw a classy shindig.

      The fact we have actual china is another reason parties like this should always be hosted by billionaires. Had Mack and I hosted this event, it would have been a banquet on a budget. We would have all frozen to death in my mother’s backyard while feasting off fried chicken served on paper plates—but I promise the food would have been finger-licking good.

      “What’s on your mind?” Jax shovels in another forkful of bovine.

      “We’re basically eating the main course. And what happens after the main course?”

      A wicked grin flickers on his face because he knows exactly what comes next. Or at least I think we’re on the same page.

      Wait a minute…

      “Does your mind ever leave the gutter?” I tease. A moment bounces by as he attempts to swallow. “I’m pretty sure it’s a rhetorical question at this point.”

      He shakes his head. “I promise I’m not as bad as you think.”

      “That’s because you’re worse. You were about to haul me upstairs and land us both on the naughty list and on this—the official night of our big breakup.”

      I’m only half-teasing because no matter how caustic the words, my heart is still bleeding out on the inside. Jax is the one for me, and I’m not very good at conveying that message. In fact, I’m lousy at it.

      A deep laugh thunders from his chest, and it sounds like a dare. “Believe me, you were ready and willing to rumble.” His eyes meet with mine. “Face it—Tinsel Town wanted Mr. Frost to land her on that naughty list.”

      “Oh?” I can’t help but laugh. “Are those our naughty nicknames now?”

      “Only because your perverted self has referenced them that way.”

      A dull huff pumps from me. “Maybe it’s because you insinuated it.”

      Jaxson presses his gaze hard into mine. “Are you still up for another tour of my model airplane collection?”

      “I’ve always been a fan of miniaturized aviation.”

      That grin slides right off his face.

      “Oh honey, there’s nothing miniature about it.”

      It takes everything in me to hold down the maniacal laugh ready to burst from me.

      “Well”—I say, my eyes never leaving his—“far be it from me to stop you from retrieving a gift for your mother. I’d better go with you and supervise, in the event you wrap yourself like a mummy and burn the house down with everyone in it.”

      “Good thinking.” His dimples twitch. “I think we both know I can’t be trusted with an errant flame.”

      Jax plucks me up by the hand, and we’re off to the races—again.

      “There you are!” Deb stops us short as she blocks the pathway to what was panning out to be a promising way to find myself on that infamous naughty list. “We’re just about to make our big announcement, but first we thought we’d share a few words and cut the cake.”

      Jax and I exchange a quick glance.

      Good grief.

      I forgot all about that announcement they’ve been lording over our heads like a sprig of mistletoe just out of reach.

      They should definitely make the speech first, then cut the cake.

      Jax and I should save our slightly vindictive Christmas gift for the bitter end—as in, once all of the major hitters collect their Louis Vuitton Santa bags and leave for the night.

      I suddenly don’t have the heart to humiliate them in front of all of Sugarplum Hollow.

      Side note, I’m only teasing about the Louis Vuitton Santa bags. But seriously? If Debbie were interested in doling them out, they would be available to all six hundred-plus guests.

      Speaking of this mega Christmas party—I’m betting Mack had no idea that the turnout would be so magnificent. If so, I doubt we’d ever attempt to pull one over on Mom and Deb at an event this huge.

      Jax pulls me close.

      “They’re cutting the cake.” His breath sears my flesh as a full-blown panic begins to pulse through me.

      Our eyes lock, and a shared sense of dread rises as I shake my head ever so slightly.

      “It’s going to be fine, Tinsel Town,” he whispers as he presses a kiss to my ear. “They have it coming, remember?”

      “Right,” I whisper as my lips find his and stay there a moment too long. I drink this man down like an exotic elixir—one I have craved all of my life, and to this day can never get enough of. “They have it coming.”

      My father clears his throat and gathers the masses around Mom and Deb who stand dutifully next to a three-tiered white cake adorned with dozens of red roses. Behind them stands a twenty-foot evergreen outfitted with so many white twinkle lights it looks as if it’s a magic portal to the North Pole itself.

      Mom waves me over, and Jax and I comply a little slower than necessary.

      “Just look at these lovebirds!” Mom beams as she picks up my hand.

      Not to be outdone, Deb picks up both my mother’s hand and Jaxson’s as the four of us inadvertently form an odd little circle with Nutmeg happily jumping around inside it.

      Mom coos at Jax and me. “As wonderful as this Christmas Eve is, seeing the two of you together is a thousand times better.”

      My heart sinks just hearing it and both Jax and I exchange a glance.

      Deb nods in agreement, tears already glittering in her eyes. “Just knowing that genuine feelings have blossomed between you makes my heart sing and for that, I’m forever grateful.”

      “We’re glad to hear it,” Jax says loud enough for the people in the back. “Poppy and I are in love.” He wraps his arms around me and we both manufacture ear-to-ear grins that could convince anyone of our heart-shaped intentions.

      Although while he was saying it, Jaxson’s eyes pressed to mine, and the fool in me demands to believe those words were true.

      They are for me.

      I am very much in love with Jaxson Stade.

      “Oh my heaven!” Mom cries as both she and Deb engage in a series of sighs and choking sounds. “All of our Christmas and birthday wishes just came true.”

      “Jaxson and I are very much in love,” I assure them both but my gaze never leaves his.

      I wrap my arms around Jaxson and his body tenses for a moment before relaxing against me.

      I swallow hard because I can feel it coming.

      I clear my throat as I look at the handsome man before me because I know exactly what I’m about to do—I’m going to tell the truth.

      “I have loved you, Jaxson Stade, for as far back as I can remember,” I say it loud and proud and for a moment it seems everyone in the room has stopped breathing. Tears come to my eyes and I do my best to blink them away. “You were my first friend, my first kiss, my first love, and my first heartbreak.” He winces into me as I mention the heartbreak, and yet his chest depresses as if he knew it was true. “But when I came back and we reconnected.” I nod into him, letting him know this is from the heart, and his features soften just a notch. “It was magic. Being near you—in your arms—made me realize I never want the two of us to be apart ever again. Your glowing eyes, your gorgeous face, they can’t rival that heart of gold you have.” Mom and Deb break out into audible sobs, but Jax continues to hold my gaze as the loving curve of a smile caresses his face. “When I saw you with your nephew, Jensen—I knew you were the man I would want as the father of my future children. You are the man I want for the rest of my life, Jaxson. You were my past, you are my present, and I hope you will be my future. I can’t imagine being apart from you ever again, Jax. I can’t imagine a life without you.”

      “I can’t take it!” Mom cries as she and Deb sob away and dab their eyes with tissues.

      Jaxson pulls me in close, his gaze still trained on mine.

      “Poppy Montgomery”—his Adam’s apple rises and falls—“you were my best friend from the moment you arrived in this world, and I, for one, am glad that some things never change.” A sweep of light laughter circles the crowd. “You were the reason I got up in the morning. Each and every day, I looked forward to seeing you—to being with you, and that, too, has not changed one bit.” His eyes soften as he takes a deep breath. “When I was old enough to realize that I wanted you in my life as something more than a friend, things went a little south for us.” He glances down a moment. “And when you moved away for good, I thought that might be the end of what we had forever. But here you are, in my arms, the love of my life right where you need to be, where I want you most, and where I hope you’ll always stay. I’m not sure there are enough words in the English language to convey how deeply, how whole and happy you make me feel. I was dead, and now I’m alive. You brought the oxygen that I need to survive. I can’t seem to breathe if you’re not there. Without you, life is a dark and lonely place to be. I love you with all my heart, my every breath, and all of my soul, Poppy. You are my everything. And you always will be.”
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      Every fiber of our beings is locked in this stare as Jax and I gaze into one another’s eyes right here in his mother’s palatial estate on the holiest night of the year—Christmas Eve.

      I’m so in love with this man, it physically hurts to take my next breath.

      Nutmeg gives a few sharp barks and a light titter of laughter circles the room.

      “You don’t have to tell me twice,” Jax teases and the crowd laughs again. “Nutmeg thinks we should seal the deal.”

      I shrug up at him. “I’ve always felt she was rather intuitive.”

      Jax leans in and seals his sentiment with a kiss of the ages, and a swell of relief fills me as wide as a snow-covered meadow.

      A light round of applause breaks out but at this moment it feels as if it’s just the two of us up in that tree house again.

      Here it is, our final kiss and sadly it ends all too soon.

      I pull back—determined not to show one ounce of emotion, when all I want to do is cry a river because I will feel those lips again.

      Jaxson Stade is perfection, and his kiss is the answer to the ache that’s haunted my heart for so long.

      A sharp round of applause breaks out as the two of us pull apart, only to find an entire sea of faces staring back at us.

      Sadie offers me a wink and thumbs-up with Hunter by her side.

      Conner and a sour-faced Larissa stand with their arms folded aggressively over their chests as if they were our disappointed chaperones for the evening.

      Mack and her family, Jules, and Jensen, Kali—even my father stands witness with his eyes glittering with emotion.

      Each one of my mother’s friends hold their hands pressed to their chests with a look of tenderness written on their faces.

      They’re all mesmerized as if we’ve just exchanged wedding vows, and for the most part, we exchanged something equally as sacred.

      Mom steps forward and waves the crowd to a quiet hush.

      “My good friend Debra Stade and I would love to thank all of you for coming out this beautiful Christmas Eve,” she says as another round of applause breaks out. “A lot has happened in our storied lives, but what we’ve witnessed tonight was an event twenty-nine years in the making. Jaxson and Poppy, you have brought so much joy to us through the years, but never quite the way you have tonight. Getting to watch as your love for one another blossomed over the past few weeks has been one of the greatest joys of our lives.” Her voice breaks, and Deb pats her on the back while clearing her throat.

      “I think I speak for Charlene when I say we would like to rededicate this evening as a celebration of our children’s newfound affection for one another. Jax and Poppy, may you live long and happy lives in one another’s arms. May you have many beautiful children when the time is right, and may you have a big and beautiful wedding very, very soon while we both still have the sight to witness the event!” A light laugh circles the room. “We dedicate this night to the celebration of your beautiful love. Now, let’s eat cake!”

      And just like that the room breaks out into wild cheers.

      Jaxson tightens his grip around me. “Poppy”—he touches his forehead to mine a moment—“there’s something I want to tell—”

      My brother gives an obnoxious whistle and deafens the room to silence once again. He nods to our mother and Deb. “What about this big announcement the two of you have been teasing?”

      Personally, I’m shocked he didn’t step forward and rip Jax a new one after he professed his undying affection for me.

      My heart thuds because there’s something Jax wanted to tell me, and now I’ll be left in suspense for far too long.

      Mom and Deb calm the crowd once again with Mom clapping her hands as if calling court to order.

      “As most of you know, Deborah and I have been lifelong friends,” Mom calls out into the thicket of people. “We went to school together, we married at the same time, we had our children at the same time. We have always had impeccable timing and done just about everything together.” The room fills with a friendly chortle. “We have had our fair share of ups and downs, but over the years we’ve strengthened our bonds by making others miserable.” The crowd chortles once again right along with them because they all know it’s true. “All in good fun, of course! But as most of you know, our tomfoolery led to the advent of our blog, the Mischief Mavens, where we’re able to showcase our talents, among the best and tastiest of which is our great love of baking.” They coo at one another with pride.

      “And”—Deb takes over with a nod from my mother—“about a month ago, we were contacted by the kind people over at Good Morning Denver to step onboard as their official culinary hosts!”

      The crowd takes in a collective gasp.

      Deb taps her hands once again. “You are looking at the new baking consultants for the show! In fact, smile! You’re all on camera! This entire event is being documented as a part of the bio pictorial the network is putting together in an effort to introduce us to the public. And”—she holds up a finger, stifling the loose applause already breaking out in pockets—“the best part is that we have a permanent memento of our children’s love for one another, and it will be broadcast for all of Denver to see! Cake for everyone!” she shouts, and the room breaks out into a riot of cheers.

      “What?” I hiss as I look up at Jax in horror.

      “It can’t be,” he winches because he very well knows it is.

      Wonderful. Not only are we embarrassing our mothers in front of all of Sugarplum Hollow—but the entire population of Denver will be in on the humiliation as well.

      The vast waitstaff Deb has hired for the event gets right to the task of doling out slices of the delicious-looking confection, and it feels as if this entire night has been lost in a whirlwind.

      “I can’t believe they’ve documented our demented deed,” I groan to Jax. This entire not-so-funny joke has clearly gone to heck in a handbasket.

      “I heard.” Jax takes a slow breath. “It’ll all work out. I promise, Pops.” He gives a little wink, but that disconcerting look on his face says just about anything else.

      Mack runs up and lands her arms around us.

      “You two were brilliant,” she squeals so loud she’s practically reeling. “Who knew you could act so well? Oscars, here we come! I swear, when this is said and done, you should both get a film agent. Hollywood ain’t never seen two liars like you.” She guffaws so loud my left eardrum begs to implode. “Okay, so now that the masses are busy stuffing their faces with frosting, I think the time is right to lower the boom,” she whispers, but her laughter still titters right through.

      I glance at Jax. “We can do it in the morning,” I suggest. “Why ruin the night?”

      As if ruining Christmas morning will be any better.

      “Are you kidding?” Mack shuttles us over in their direction. “Did they wait until prom was over before showing up like a couple of bag ladies determined to steal your lunch and your thunder? What about the time they spontaneously took over the morning announcements on your first day of freshman year and told all the other kids the two of you just got over a bad bout of mono—the kissing disease?”

      I suck in a sharp breath. “And then Mom proceeded to instruct me to put ointment on my ‘rash’ between classes. I forgot all about that horrific nightmare!”

      It’s really not a wonder why it took years to score my first date.

      Jax gives a serious nod. “And the time they showed up at summer camp and spent the afternoon with us in the pool?” He looks just as livid as I suddenly feel. “In string bikinis?”

      We saw way too much motherly flesh that year and I’m still not sure I’m over it.

      Mack gurgles out a laugh. “Payback is a witch, and her name is Karma.” She gives us a little push in their direction, and the two of us falter. “What’s this?” She balks at our inability to move a single inch. “Don’t tell me you’ve changed your minds. None of that touchy-feely stuff was real, right?”

      Jax and I lock eyes once again. For the first time in weeks, it feels as if that impenetrable distance we shared for so long is creeping right back. He closes his eyes and dips his chin to the floor.

      Oh no. He realizes I meant everything I said, and he feels sorry for me.

      “None of it was real.” My throat burns as I push the words out past that painful lump that’s forming.

      There.

      Jax doesn’t have to worry about me getting my heart broken once again. At least not in front of him. But that’s just another lie added to the already mounting avalanche.

      “Then get to it.” Mack marches us right to ground zero as Mom and Deb hop over with ear-to-ear grins plastered to their jubilant faces.

      “Here’s the happy couple now!” Mom engages in an awkward and slightly dangerous-looking version of the happy dance.

      “What a night!” Deb howls to the forty-foot ceiling. “I say we get some serious music in here, and we get a little groovy.” She shakes what her mama gave her, and Jax turns his head and groans at the sight.

      “Just one moment”—Mack scoots us in a touch closer toward killing our mothers’ dreams—“Attention everyone,” she calls out for everyone to hear and the carolers stop midflight as the crowd hushes to a whisper. “The kids here have a little confession to make.”

      I shoot my sister a sharp look. Way to introduce their heartbreak—and mine.

      “Yes.” I take in a breath that I wish would never end because I hate what comes next.

      Jax picks up my hand and gives it a squeeze before placing it carefully back by my side. He takes a look at the crowd who happens to be at rapt attention, then to his mother and mine.

      “This was all a joke,” he says, and not a creature was stirring, not even a mouse.
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      Mom and Deb continue to ogle us as if we were the second coming of Elvis—a resurrection they once swore was upon us. I had never been so afraid of a blue-eyed dead man. Some people were afraid of the boogieman. I was terrified of a zombified singer from ages past making a beyond-the-grave reprisal under my bed.

      “What’s a joke, dear?” Deb wraps an arm around my mother’s shoulder as every soul in Sugarplum Hollow leans in to hear what Jax has to say as well—cameramen from Good Morning Denver included.

      What a nightmare.

      “Is it the cake?” Deb asks and you can hear a pin drop. “I thought it was a touch dry myself. That’s what you get when you hire someone else to do what you could have done yourself.” She chortles and the crowd gives a little laugh along with her.

      “Not the cake,” I say boldly and more than a little ticked at Jax’s eagerness to get the sad show on the road. “Us. We are. Jax and I are a fake. We’re not in love, and we never were.”

      Lies, all of it lies, I want to scream, but it’s too late. We’re in too deep. And for that matter, I guess it’s only a lie on my part.

      Mom’s features are the first to crumble. “Poppy?”

      I give a mournful nod her way, confirming the worst is true.

      Deb takes in a quick breath before looking at her son. “Jaxson, what is this? What’s happening here?”

      Jax groans as if he’s about to burst.

      His eyes cut to mine, and gone is any trace of joy or happiness from his face.

      He takes a solid breath. “Poppy and I thought it would be—entertaining for lack of a better word—to make you think that we had finally succumbed to those feelings you both tried so hard to push on us. It wasn’t real. Those feelings don’t exist—they never did.”

      My heart slams to the floor without any hope of ever crawling back where it needs to be.

      I don’t want it. It’s far too damaged to ever work again.

      “Poppy?” Mom staggers forward as if she’s about to fall over. “Is this real?”

      “It’s true. The joke’s on you.” I blink back tears. “This was just some elaborate scheme to make you believe that the very thing you wanted for us was finally coming true.”

      How cruel.

      How stunningly callous of us to ever stoop so low.

      “But you were in bed together.” Mom’s tone grows incredulous. “I saw you bending over to kiss—”

      “What’s this?” Dad comes up, and Mack sweeps him to the side to fill him in on who knows what. “Oh, for Pete’s sake!” he tosses up his arms and heads for the bar.

      “Wait a minute,” Deb snaps as she wags her finger between us. “Are you two telling us all of those sentiments you’ve shared, the affections you’ve displayed over the past few weeks were some long-drawn-out hoax just to get a rise out of the two of us?” Her jaw goes slack. “What have we ever done to you to deserve something like this?”

      

      Believe me, it’s a question I’m starting to ask myself.

      Yes, they were irritating in their endeavors, but Jax and I were downright cruel.

      Mom straightens as the two of them share a look of horror recounting all those oh-so-innocent bouts of insanity they’ve engaged in over the years.

      “Never mind.” Deb glowers at the two of us. “I hope you are both proud of yourselves.” She jabs Jax in the chest with her finger. “I will spend the rest of my life reliving these past few weeks as some of the best memories I have ever had. Way to break your mother’s heart, Jaxson Livingston Stade!”

      As a kid, I would giggle incessantly whenever Deb invoked Jaxson’s middle name, but now it just seems sad and disconcerting.

      Mom leans in with a look of sheer malice. “And that goes double for me, young lady. I dare you to look this tall, dark, and handsome young man in the eyes and tell him that those precious words you exchanged meant nothing to you. Go on!”

      I glance at Jax with a heavy heart. “I didn’t mean a word of what I said,” I whisper like a child about to break down in tears after being scolded.

      “Neither did I,” he says it so low it sounded like a series of clicks.

      There you have it. He didn’t mean any of it.

      My heart might be broken, but my blood is beginning to boil.

      How could he? After all those kisses, I still don’t mean a thing to him?

      “Well, I’m glad,” I flatline as I glare up at him. “Because I think you’re an egotistical, self-absorbed womanizer that can never be tamed.”

      I couldn’t help it. Getting the last word in has always been my Achilles’ heel.

      His lips purse as he winces at me a moment. “And I think you’re a cold-hearted brat who holds on to grudges because they make you feel like you’re in control.”

      I step close to the man I just professed my love to with a newfound annoyance. “And what exactly would this grudge be regarding?”

      A tiny smirk tugs at his lips as his eyes seem to spotlight his sudden disdain. “The fact you didn’t have me.”

      “AARGGHHH!” That wild cry of frustration that’s been bottled up for the last five solid years finally escapes me.

      Mack pokes her head between the two of us and smiles over at our mothers. “It’s nice to see things have gotten right back to the way they used to be. Gotcha! And that, my friends, is a wrap!” She winks over at the camera positioned near us and the crowd begins to murmur.

      “It’s a wrap all right.” I take off for the door, threading my way through a tangle of bodies. I spot Sadie in the foyer and pull her right out the door with me.

      “Where are you off to in such a rush?” she shouts as I drag her into the night.

      “The Denver airport. I’m headed back to L.A.”

      Goodbye, Sugarplum Hollow.

      You will never see me again.
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      And that, my friend, is how Poppy Montgomery skewered my heart and left me to die while flying off to L.A. in the night with my heart still stuck to the heel of her stiletto.

      I still love her.

      I’ve finally come to realize that the aching feeling clawing at my chest all these years is simply my need to have her. It’s true. I meant what I said. Poppy is the air I need to breathe, and without her near me, I simply can’t survive.

      As soon as she took off running, I tried to follow her out, just to be tackled by Mackenzie who assured me it was all a part of the act.

      I didn’t think so.

      After an hour and not one returned call or text, I went to the Montgomery home, only to find Poppy had cleared her things out. Sadie took her to the airport, and Poppy was back in Los Angeles before I ever went to bed that night. Not that I’ve slept since she’s been gone.

      A solid week has gone by without her cheery smile to brighten my day. I’ve tried to make contact with her, but somehow we’ve managed to set the reset button, and the cold war seems to be on again.

      I’ve all but set up camp at Starry Nights.

      My seat at the end of the bar has become my new home. I haven’t said much to Mother. Can’t seem to face her. Jules is glad it’s over between Poppy and me. Kali couldn’t care less either way.

      Hunter brings over another beer and takes away my empty glass. “You look like roadkill, dude.”

      “Good,” I say. “I feel like roadkill. It’s about time I shed a little honesty.”

      A floral perfume breezes by, and I glance over to find Larissa flailing into the seat next to me. “Hey, good looking. Been missing you at the office.” She nods to Hunter and orders a beer for herself as well. “You remember that place, don’t you?” she purrs my way. “Built by the steel company you happen to be in charge of?”

      A groan rattles in my throat. “I might remember it, but at the moment I’m not interested.”

      Conner comes in grinning, and as soon as he spots me, his enthusiasm wanes. It’s safe to say I’ve become Sugarplum Hollow’s biggest buzzkill.

      Word on the street is that Poppy and I had a blowout at the party. I heard one rumor suggest that she took off because the size of the diamond I gave her was insulting.

      I know firsthand Poppy isn’t the kind of girl who would care about that. Poppy is wonderful and not at all a cold-hearted anything who holds on to grudges because they make her feel like she’s in control.

      I didn’t mean it.

      I was simply playing off the words she threw my way.

      And that quip about her wishing she had me?

      More like me wishing I had her.

      It all went to heck so quickly. There was no safe way to get off that train of terror.

      “What’s going on, man?” Conner falls into the seat on the other side of me.

      “Nothing much,” I say bringing the bottle to my lips. “Have you heard from Poppy?”

      His face contorts in a tight grimace. “Yeah, I actually did. She’s about ready to start her new job. Some swanky design firm she’s been waiting to get onboard with. She’s doing well. She’s got a lot on her plate right now, that’s all.”

      Conner knows she hasn’t been returning my calls. He’s just trying to be a good friend by sugarcoating the bitter truth.

      Larissa grunts as Hunter slides her drink over. “Who cares about Poppy Montgomery?” She snarls my way. “No offense, Jaxson. But—really, she has a life, and it’s not in Sugarplum Hollow. I mean, what are you going to do? Fly out to L.A. to try to win her back? It was all a big fake lie anyway. So she got her feelings hurt over a few little jabs. She’ll get over it. And trust me”—her hand slips to the inside of my thigh, and I stop her before she hits pay dirt—“there are plenty of women out there who are willing to help you put that entire nightmare behind you.”

      “It wasn’t a nightmare.” I stare numbly right through Hunter. “And it wasn’t fake.”

      Conner knocks his shoulder to mine as if trying to pull me from a trance. “What did you just say?”

      “It’s true.” I blink back to life for the first time in a week. “Everything that happened between us was real. I love Poppy. I always have.”

      “No, no, no.” Conner laughs it off as the ramblings of a madman. “You’re confused. That whole gag was a mindbender. What you need is—”

      “What I need is Poppy.” I glance at Larissa. “Thank you.”

      She blinks back in surprise. “For what?”

      “For suggesting I do the one thing I’ve been hesitating on all week—flying out to L.A. to try to win her back.”

      I take off for the door and barrel out into the waiting blizzard with the knifelike wind tearing through my clothes. But the wind is no match for what it feels like in a world without Poppy.

      I’ve tasted paradise and decided that’s the place for me.

      “Stade!”

      I glance back to find Conner tripping in the snow as he chases after me.

      “Did you mean what you said back there?” He looks stumped, but mostly he looks hurt. Conner and I are brothers, and that’s what he’ll always be to me.

      “Yes. I love her. I’ve loved her all my life. I don’t know where it went wrong all those years ago, but I’m not about to let another day drift by without letting her know exactly how I feel. Nobody—not even you can stop me.” I needle him with a hard stare. I confessed to Conner once before how I felt about his sister, and he made no bones about the fact he wasn’t a fan.

      He gives a slow nod, his hardened expression slowly melting away. “Okay.” He gives a light tap to my arm. “Go get her, man. I hope things work out the way you’re thinking.” He tucks his chin to the ground as he makes his way back to the bar, dejected.

      That didn’t exactly feel as if he were giving me his blessing. But I don’t really give a darn.

      I’m coming for you, Poppy.

      And this time, I’m going to put my heart on the line.

      I hope you’ll take it.

      It’s been yours for years.
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      Nine days.

      It’s been nine painful days since the big blowout at my mother’s Christmas party, and time is proving to be a fickle witch because she sure isn’t healing this wound.

      I drag myself out of bed, shower, dress, and head down to Santa Monica where the office of Kleese and Sloane Designs resides—a new up-and-coming design firm where I’m hopeful to do more this go around than deliver a perfect cup of coffee.

      I’m all for working my way up in any firm, but after five years of private university, I was hoping for something a little less sub-entry level.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket, and I’m quick to fish it out. As soon as I turn the flashing screen toward me, I’m rather disappointed to see it’s just another email to my inbox. In truth, I was hoping it was another text from Jax.

      The deluge of electronic shoulder-taps began almost as soon as I left the party, but in typical Jax robotic texting fashion, they didn’t say more than:

      Tinsel Town? Call me. Don’t leave me hanging. I’m here. Let’s talk.

      That last one was a personal favorite.

      I’m pretty sure Jax and I should talk again one day. It’s just not going to happen for another millennium or so. I’m pretty staunch on not going back to Sugarplum Hollow.

      I’ve already managed to convince my father that celebrating next Christmas here in Los Angeles would be fantastic. Mack said she would love to take the kids to Disneyland, and Conner said he’d love to hang ten at the beach. So there’s that. It all seems to be falling into place nicely for me, with the one exception—that I happen to miss Sugarplum Hollow like never before.

      Who knew I would miss a white winter?

      I’m pretty sure I only miss the winter boots that accompanied said white winter—and sweaters, and scarves, and sipping hot cocoa by the fire. In L.A., every other week brings a heat wave, and don’t even get me started on the horrific winds known as the Santa Anas.

      Santa Monica is posh, littered with beautiful people, blue skies, and a ribbon of ocean view no matter where you seem to go.

      Kleese and Sloane Designs is located in a white brick building near the Third Street Promenade—a stellar shopping, eating, and people-watching venue where I will undoubtedly try my best to forget my troubles via my American Express card.

      I step into the building and spot the secretary, a petite blonde with her hair up in a messy bun and large, dark-framed glasses that look adorable on her.

      Nevertheless, she’s too distracted on her phone to notice me. She has a pair of earbuds buried in her skull, and her head is bopping to the invisible beat. I wave a hand over her paperwork, and she startles to life.

      “Oh, sorry! You must be the new girl.” She averts her eyes, a smile tugging on her lips.

      “Um—yes, I’m Poppy Montgomery, the new design assistant. It’s my first day and I’m really looking forward to it.”

      “Welcome to the club,” she teases. “And go on in.” She plucks an earbud out of her ear and frowns over at me for a moment. “I have another gig, so you don’t need to feel sorry for me. But one day I really hope things work out for me like they did you.” She gives a quick shrug before getting back to her phone, and I’m not quite sure what the heck she just said.

      Something about a new gig? I’m not the new secretary, am I?

      Oh heck, I know my place. I probably am.

      I enter through the oversized blue door and find myself in a rather large office with an equally large desk made of what resembles reclaimed wood and an enormous leather chair that just so happens to be turned toward the wall.

      “Hello?” I call out to the rocking leather chair that lets me know there’s a human on the other side of it. “I’m Poppy Montgomery. Your new design assistant? The secretary said I could come right in.”

      “I’m glad you’re here,” a deep voice strums from the other side of the leather barrier.

      “If you’re on the phone, I can come back. I can run down to the local coffee shop and pick something up for you if you like? Just let me know what you want.”

      “What I want? How about a steaming cup of eating crow because I’m about to issue one venti-sized apology.”

      The chair turns slowly, and everything in me seizes.

      That face, those dimples, those ocean blue bedroom eyes, that dark suit fit just for him—he’s here.

      “Jax?”

      In less than a second, he closes the distance between us and soon enough I’m locked in his strong arms.

      His cologne permeates my senses, and I can’t stop myself from poking my finger into one of his dimples and laughing as happy tears come to the party.

      “You’re real,” I say as I blink back the tears.

      “Yes, I’m real.” His chest expands in girth with his next breath, and his dress shirt stretches taut in a way that drives me wild. Jaxson gazes down at me with a loving expression, and it makes me feel safe and wanted. “I couldn’t stay away, Tinsel Town.” He offers up a sad smile. “I’m sorry I hurt you. I swear on everything that is good, I would never want to do that. I take back all of those nasty words. I didn’t mean a single one.”

      “Wow, you really go all out when you want to apologize to a girl,” a tiny laugh titters from me. “Can I ask what you did with my boss? If you tell me that he’s tied up under the desk, we might want to make our escape now before the police get here.”

      “I promise you, he’s not under the desk. In fact, it’s not even his desk anymore. I believe he said something about retiring to Florida as he was leaving.”

      “What?” I shout so loud my voice reverberates off the walls. “He can’t retire. I need this job. This job equals food and shelter.”

      “You haven’t lost your job.” His dark brows narrow into a V, and I can’t help but run my finger over one. This has to be a dream. “In fact, you have a promotion. You’re the new top designer. I sent everyone else packing.”

      I inch back, amused. “Jaxson, you can’t just stroll into someone else’s business and start firing people.”

      “I can if it’s my new business. I bought out Kleese and Sloane Designs yesterday. I made them an offer they couldn’t refuse. It’s already in legal. So you see, I have a dilemma I’m hoping you’ll help me with. I have a new design firm, and I need someone who knows a thing or two about decorating to take over.”

      “Well then, I volunteer for the effort.” A part of me demands to be affronted by my billionaire buddy swooping in and scooping up the design firm I hadn’t even started at to add to his portfolio—but this is Jaxson, and he did it for me. It’s so incredibly romantic that I can no longer keep the tears at bay. “I may have to relocate the company to Denver so I can be near a very good friend who doles out outrageously good kisses.”

      That left dimple of his digs in deep and takes my heart with it.

      “I am definitely all for that. But I have a confession to make,” he says as he pulls me closer, and his minty breath warms me. “I did come here to apologize, but I was hoping for something more. As much as I enjoy being your good friend, I was thinking we could explore other titles.”

      “Your Lordship?” I bite down hard on my lower lip to keep the bubbling laughter at bay. “Or do you prefer Your Highness?”

      “Only if you’ll be my queen.”

      There it is.

      A proclamation I have waited a lifetime for.

      “You do realize our mothers are nowhere to be seen.” I run my finger over the scruff on his cheeks.

      “There are some conversations they shouldn’t be privy to.”

      I nod up at him, digging my fingers through the back of his hair. I have always loved how thick and glossy it looked, and this, right here, is the culmination of about a thousand wishes all at once—a thousand Christmas wishes to be exact.

      “I think maybe I should say some things too,” I swallow hard. “Jaxson—I’ve been in love with you for so long.” A lump the size of Sugarplum Hollow High settles in my throat. “I tried to tell you. I waited all the way until graduation night—talk about last minute.” I make a face. “That night at that big party you threw, I asked Conner to bring you out to the old oak so I could tell you how I felt—only you never showed. I got a sloppy drunk Miles Frampton instead.” I give a little shrug. “After I pried his paws off me, I found Conner, and he said you weren’t interested.”

      My heart spears with pain just thinking about how awful I felt that night and just about every night that followed. This wasn’t a rejection from some high school infatuation. This was my very best friend turning me down without so much as a word.

      Jax stares intently over my shoulder. “Poppy.” He closes his eyes. “That’s not what happened. Conner came and found me all right. He said he had something to show me—and brought me over to the old oak where I saw you and Miles going at it. The real tragedy being—I had just told your brother how I felt. I told him to find you.” He shakes his head. “I told him I wanted to be with you. That he should probably get over it because I knew we were right.”

      My heart stops. I can’t breathe.

      “You told Conner that?” An instant pang of grief hits me. “Conner knew, and he never told me? I think I’m going to kill my brother.”

      “No. Save him for me. But for now, let’s shelf all talks of murder until we get back to Sugarplum Hollow.” He tilts his head a notch. “That is, if that’s what you want. You can stay in L.A. We’ll make it work. I swear I didn’t come out here like some caveman wanting to drag you back by the hair.”

      A laugh bleats from me. “I’ll go willingly. But what about Larissa? She made it sound like the two of you had something going that I might have interrupted.”

      “Not a reality. She’s a mistake I made that I never want a part in again.”

      “She said you told her about our agreement.” I bite down hard on my lip because I can feel the tears bubbling to the surface.

      “Not quite. She heard Mack telling Conner about it and wanted to know if it was true. I asked her not to say anything.”

      “I knew she was a naughty elf.” I pull him down by the back of the neck, those lips I’ve been craving just inches from mine.

      “So, you’ll come back to Sugarplum Hollow?”

      “Yes,” I bubble with laughter at the thought. “I miss home. But mostly, I missed you. I love you, Jaxson Livingston Stade. I have loved you for as long as I have known you, and there’s nothing that can stop me from loving you until I draw my last dying breath.”

      That grin of his finally shows up before defusing a bit. “I love you, too, Poppy. I wish we never had a gap in our relationship, but I’m all for making up for lost time. I’m so glad we’re finally where we need to be—together.”

      “Together.” I can’t take my eyes off this beautiful man. My beautiful man.

      Jax leans in and presses his lips to mine. My mouth falls open, and I welcome him into my heart and soul. Here we are, together at last.

      Jaxson feels like home.

      He is home. He’s where I buried my heart all of those long, lonely years ago—and now, finally, I can feel it beating again.
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      Of course, we don’t rush back to Sugarplum Hollow.

      We stopped off at the beach and hold one another while overlooking the water and made up for lost time by kissing one another properly, knitting our hearts to one another the way they should have been the first time.

      Come Wednesday, Jax flies us back home in his private jet.

      I had only been on a Stade jet once, and that was just to ogle it while I dropped my mother and Deb off before they left for New York a few years back.

      Yes, Jax has an impressive collection of toys, but that’s not why I love him. I love him because he is the epitome of what a man should be, kind, caring, an all-around stellar human being. And tonight, the two of us are going to do what all-around stellar people should always strive to do—mend broken hearts, namely our mothers’.

      I called Mack and asked if she could wrangle everyone over to Mom’s for dinner. I may have told her that something huge has happened between Jax and me—and, of course, she took the fertile leap to parenthood. But I didn’t stop her.

      I figure of all people Mack deserves a little prank of her own even if she did inadvertently pull this one on herself.

      I’ll let her dream in pink and blue for a day or so, because after all, I am my mother’s daughter.

      But as for the rest of the people present, they won’t have a clue that Jax and I are even on the guest list.

      My parents’ house is lit up with the same colorful Christmas lights that were there when I left and I’m glad about it because Christmas definitely needs a do-over too.

      Jax gets out of the truck and wraps his arms around me, the whites of his eyes glinting in the moonlight.

      “You ready for this, Tinsel Town?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever get, Frost. I guess our heyday of besting our mothers was rather short-lived.”

      His head ticks back an inch. “Are you kidding?” He lets out a rumble of a laugh as we make our way up the porch. “We have an entire lifetime ahead of us to get even with those two. What do you say, tomorrow, we map out an outline of things to kick us off in the right direction?” He presses a kiss to the top of my head. “We can sip cocoa by the fire. I’m pretty sure Nutmeg would love to join us.”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” I say as we share a heated kiss of promises still to come.

      He pulls back with a faint smile floating on his lips. “Yes, ma’am. May I have another?”

      “Sooner than later, Frost.” I give a little wink. “Far sooner than later.”

      The door to my parents’ house is unlocked, and we enter to find everyone congregated in the living room for the most part. The smell of something delicious hangs thick in the air, the tree is still up and I can hear Christmas carols bleating in the background.

      Mom turns toward Conner with her finger in the air and does a double take our way. She lets out a shriek that can wake every last soul in the Sugarplum cemetery as the room explodes around us.

      “What’s going on?” Conner asks as both Mom and Deb try to catch their breath, holding their chests as if they were both about to bite the big one.

      “We’re going on.” Jax wraps an arm around my shoulders and pulls me close. We decided on the way home that we would cut right to the quick. “Poppy and I are together—for good. And that is the real truth.”

      Both Mom and Deb tilt their head my way as if awaiting confirmation.

      “What he said.” I lean in and plant a kiss on Jaxson’s cheek. “Yes, it started off as a gag to get you two back for all those years of terror.” I glower over at them a moment for getting this ball rolling to begin with. “But something happened along the way. I realized my feelings were true blue—and they were never going to change.”

      Jax lands a soft kiss to the top of my head. “I felt the very same way.”

      The room breaks out into cheers with Mack’s being the loudest. Mom and Deb are too busy hyperventilating and staggering our way before collapsing over the two of us with a strangulating hug.

      Mom pinches Jaxson’s cheek and gives it a wiggle. “I knew you two were destined for one another. I just knew it!”

      “We never gave up on you!” Deb chimes in. “Never, ever! I can’t wait to tell all of our friends. We were right about you. We’re always right about this kind of thing.”

      Mom plucks at her good friend’s arm. “Let’s get a toast together. Frasier!” she shouts to my father. “Grab the good camera! We’ll need lots of pictures for the scrapbook!”

      They take off into the kitchen, and Jules and Kali come over. Jules looks as if she’s just sucked on a lemon, and Jaxson ticks his head over at her before she softens.

      “I’m sorry I’ve been so hard on you.” She nods my way. Jules looks like a female replica of Jaxson, and I’ve always found that intimidating—especially since Jax looks darn good as either gender. “Maybe we should do lunch sometime? Isn’t that what they say in L.A.?”

      I give a little laugh. “Yes, but I much prefer it here in Sugarplum Hollow. Let’s do it soon.”

      “And I’m coming with you guys.” Kali dives over me with a nice tight hug. “I’ve always liked you. Plus, I can talk to you about things that she doesn’t care to hear about—aka boys.”

      Jules groans. “Trust me, nobody wants to hear you obsessing over Cole.”

      “Who’s obsessing?” Kali balks.

      They argue their way into the dining room just as Mack and Conner come over.

      Jax and I decided we weren’t up for confronting Conner on night one, regarding his foray into darkness all those years ago when he led us both astray.

      We figure we’ve waited over five years to have that conversation, so we can hold off for one more night.

      Mack pulls us in for one quick group hug. “So, this is a thing? No joke? You’re not here to pull my leg?”

      “Yes, Mack—this is all an elaborate scheme to fool you,” I say. “I’ve quit my job and traveled halfway across the country on what I’m pretty sure is Sugarplum Hollow’s coldest night of the year just to pull your leg and watch you hobble around for a few hours.”

      “You quit your job?” Her jaw drops to the floor.

      Jaxson and I share a quiet laugh.

      “Actually,” he says. “She’s the proud owner of her own design company now.”

      “It’s a long story.” I glance to my brother, and oddly, I don’t have the urge to strangle him at the moment. “So, are you okay with this?”

      His brows rise, amused. “Are you really asking for my permission?”

      “No,” both Jax and I answer in tandem.

      Conner huffs a dry laugh and shakes his head at the two of us. Words seem to escape him at the moment.

      “I didn’t think so,” he mutters.

      Mom calls us all to the dining room where she and Deb hand out champagne flutes brimming with bubbly, one by one.

      “To Poppy and Jaxson!” Mom cries, and Dad lets out an odd little hoot. In his defense, we don’t have champagne toasts that often at the Montgomery residence, so that imitation he just did of an owl is totally excusable. “May you live the life you’ve always dreamt of—together.”

      “Together!” Jax and I shout as we touch glasses.

      He intertwines his arm through mine, and we each take a careful sip, our eyes never drifting from one another’s.

      Here it is, the culmination to all of the holiday magic—our love expressed genuinely in front of both of our families.

      “And I would like to say a few words, too.” Deb clears her throat as all eyes fall on her. “My dearest Poppy”—her eyes sparkle with tears—“my lovely son, Jaxson. Charlene and I would like you both to know that we agree—on occasion, we have gone too far with our self-indulgent high jinks. And yet, on occasion, we believe we have done things for the greater good of all involved.” She offers a peaceable nod. “Such as this.”

      Mom and Deb exchange a brief glance before turning our way. “Gotcha!” they both shout in unison.

      Jax and I startle, and nobody in the room moves as we try to piece this mystery together.

      “What do you mean, gotcha?” Jax runs his hand over my back as if assuring me everything will be fine, but only because I’m betting he’s slightly panicked himself.

      Deb gives a long blink. “We mean, this was all a well-orchestrated ploy to bring you two lovebirds together!”

      “We weren’t even going to have a big Christmas slash birthday bash.” Mom waves off the idea as if cake and candles were suddenly passé. “We were looking into cruises until your father had a conniption. He hates to ride the open seas.”

      Deb nods. “So we put on our thinking caps. If we were going to be grounded, we might as well have a good time, right?” They share a quick cackle, and my blood begins to boil all over again.

      “You did what exactly?” The words come out with venom as if it were some felony-worthy event they lured us into. And if I killed Conner as I had planned, it would have been.

      Mom sheds a devilish grin. “We simply asked Mackenzie to pretend as if she dreamed up this entire scheme.”

      “Mack,” I shout so loud it sounds like a car horn.

      My sister shrinks behind her husband. “Don’t hate the messenger! Besides, it all worked out magnificently in the end. Right?”

      “Right,” I snip. It might have been touch-and-go for a minute, but I see no reason to bring that up now.

      Conner frowns at our mother. “So, you two thought forcing Jax and Pops together would be the ultimate gag?”

      I can tell he’s still not sold on that whole Jax and Poppy for life thing.

      “And it was!” Mom spikes a finger his way. “But I’ll tell you”—she turns her attention over to Jax and me once again—“you really had us going with that breakup. I think that’s payback enough for a lifetime. You had us both sending a few knee-mails to the man upstairs. But we weren’t too worried. We saw enough physical evidence to assure us the two of you had a real bond.”

      “Lots and lots of chemistry of the you-know-what kind.” Deb claps her hands together as if to exemplify the fact, and the room breaks out into a groan.

      “Mom.” Jax shakes his head.

      “Oh, hush,” Deb says as she and Mom make their way over. “It’s true, and you both know it. Now, plant a wet one on each other. Char and I want to get in the picture this time.”

      Jax and I laugh as we look into one another’s eyes.

      They did it. They pulled the ultimate fast one on us, and we never saw it coming. I guess in a way we had it coming.

      Jax lands his lips over mine, and we share a rather chaste, lingering kiss that burns its beauty into the deepest chamber of my heart.

      Here we are, together at last. Jaxson and me, just the way our mothers planned it.

      They always seem to get their way in the end.

      And this time—I don’t mind one bit. It looks as if that old Christmas magic has done its good work one more time—and I’m glad about it too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            JAXSON

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The Starry Nights Bar and Grill is filled to the brim tonight. There’s a roaring fire and flowing booze, but it’s the live music that keeps them coming back in droves. And I’m glad. I want to see all of my friends succeed, and Hunter is at the top of the list.

      “So, you’re sticking around this time, huh?” he teases Poppy as I hold her tight. “You really think this bozo is worth it?”

      “Actually, I think you’re worth it.” She gives a sly wink. “This is a good time to tell Jax it was all an elaborate hoax to unveil our undying love for one another.”

      “Whoa.” I pull her away from him for a moment. “Time out. I think we need to lay off the humor for a while before you both give me a heart attack.”

      Poppy belts out a laugh. “You know I only have eyes for you, Jax Frost.” She turns back to our old friend. “But I’m sure there’s a special someone out there for you somewhere, Hunter.”

      Sadie comes up as if on cue. I’m not sure I see her with Hunter, but Poppy has hinted about it a time or two.

      “Here she is now.” Poppy sends her best friend sailing at him as she tap dances us in the opposite direction.

      Sadie came over that first night we were back in Sugarplum Hollow and practically jumped all over us with hugs and kisses.

      She was that thrilled for us.

      Poppy has been staying with her parents and I’m still with my mother. Although I know it’s not ideal to be holed up at my mother’s no matter how big the house is. Which is exactly why I’m paying the contractor working on my new home double to finish the project twice as fast. I’m sure it doesn’t work that way, but it was worth a try.

      “There he is!” Poppy jumps up and down as she cranes her neck past me, and I strain to see who she’s worked up over.

      “Conner.” It comes out flat and unenthused. He’s the very reason we pulled ourselves out of bed to be here. Poppy had a conversation with him earlier, and he happened to mention he’d be at the bar tonight. “Let’s do this.”

      “Remember.” She pulls me close. “We’re a united front.”

      A dull laugh pumps from me. “There’s no way he’ll be able to divide and conquer.” I’m shocked he was able to get away with it for so long.

      Conner stomps up with that I’m-slightly-ticked look on his face. I get it. I’m with his sister.

      He’d most likely be ticked at just about anyone she was with. But this is me—his brother for all practical purposes.

      We’ve been through a lot and have grown close over the years. I know this is weird for him. Trust me, I wouldn’t want him with my sister either.

      “What’s going on with you two?” He offers Poppy a tight smile while smacking me over the arm. “You finally came up for air, huh?” He takes a swig of his beer like he needs it.

      “What’s going on, indeed?” Poppy comes in hot, and I offer her hand a gentle squeeze in hopes she’ll go easy on him. “I’d like to know what was going on all those years ago on my graduation night.”

      He ticks back as if he’s just been assaulted. “What are you talking about?”

      “I told you how I felt about Jax.” Her voice breaks as she shouts the words. “I trusted you with my greatest secret, and you made sure everything blew apart.”

      His eyes widen a moment, and you can practically see the scene playing out in his mind once again.

      “That night.” He closes his eyes. “I’m sorry.” He shrugs as if it were no big deal. “What does it matter? It all worked out.”

      “It matters.” And now he’s starting to tick me off. “What I want to know is how you got Miles to cut me off at the pass?”

      Conner pushes out a tired breath. “All right. This is what went down. Poppy told me how she felt, and I thought that was a joke.” He holds out his hands her way. “I’m sorry. I thought you were confused. I didn’t think you knew what you wanted, and Jax just so happened to be around all the time. I didn’t want you gluing yourself to the first guy you saw. I for one was rooting for you to expand your horizons in college.”

      “So my feelings weren’t important to you.” Poppy sinks in her seat, the disappointment exuding from her in palpable waves.

      “Because I didn’t believe they were real. I’m sorry, Poppy.” His eyes gloss over with tears. “And yes, when you sent me away, I happened to bump into Miles. He was so drunk he didn’t know which way was up, so I steered him toward you. I thought you’d shove him aside and take off. And”—he looks at me—“when I came into the party, I bumped into you. I’ll be honest. I thought the two of you were trying to pull something over on me. Both of you confessing your feelings for one another—to me, of all people, on the very same night? Anyway, I guess I owe you an apology.” He glances my way. “But—as much as I hate to admit this—a part of me didn’t want the two of you together. Poppy and I have always been close—the two of us have always been close.” He looks to me. “I guess that leaves me out of the equation now.”

      “Not true.” Poppy is the first to lunge at him. “Conner, I love you. I want us to be even closer than we have been. Now that I’m back in town, I want us to do all those fun things we used to do. I’m willing to reinvest in us if you are.”

      “I’m there.” He taps his forehead to hers. “And I’m there for you, too.” He nods my way.

      “I’m in.” I slap him five. Some things are simply meant to be, and the three of us are meant to be knitted together for life. That’s the way I want it. There is no other way.

      “I’m in.” Poppy lands her hand over mine, and the three of us lift on three and let out a mighty roar.

      We’re in.

      Poppy and I are in for life.

      I pull her in and steal a kiss off her lips, running the risk of having my mouth ripped off by Conner himself, and yet I survive the endeavor.

      So I steal another.

      And then another.

      What the heck—I steal one more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            JAXSON

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      On Sunday, the day of the week, according to my mother, that Poppy Montgomery made her debut on this spinning blue rock and I was privileged to hold her hand for the very first time, I bring Pops out to the old oak tree with me that sits in front of my mother’s estate.

      “My—what a big hammer and chisel you have,” she says doing her best impression of Little Red Riding Hood as Nutmeg bounds between the two of us.

      “The better to love you with.” It’s a lame comeback, but in a moment she’ll hopefully see what I mean.

      “If you’re going to love me with those implements I might just need to have a baseball bat on standby.”

      “Only if you want to help. But I’m pretty sure a bat might be counterproductive.”

      We come upon that old sturdy oak with the tree house set high in its branches and I pat my hand along the trunk, causing a flurry of snow to fall over us. Nutmeg barks and jumps as if trying to stop the snow from burying us alive.

      “What are you doing?” Poppy laughs as she quickly dusts it off.

      “I’m doing what I should have done when I was eleven, and I was tempted to do it then.” I take the chisel and tap out the shape of a heart right in the center of our old friend.

      “Jax,” Poppy purrs like a kitten. “Who knew you were such a romantic?”

      I give a sly smile as I carve her initials, then mine.

      “Can I?” She holds out her hand, and I give her the tools. Carefully, Poppy carves out a plus sign between our initials. “There. Now when we look at it years from now, we’ll always know it was me who pulled the whole thing together.”

      A laugh thumps through me. “You do have a way of saving the day.” I tip her chin up gently with my finger. “You saved me. I mean it with all of my being. In fact”—I drop to the snow on one knee, my eyes still trained on hers—“I can’t risk a day without you by my side.”

      I pull the ring from my pocket and hold it between the two of us like a fallen star I’ve captured just for her. It’s a five-carat flawless emerald-cut diamond that I’m pretty sure qualifies as an otherworldly treasure. It’s showy and perhaps slightly overdone, but it’s perfect just like her.

      Nutmeg whimpers as she observes the two of us, and I’d like to think she wholeheartedly approves of what’s taking place. Heck, I know she does.

      The ring is obscenely big to put it plainly. I’m sure Poppy would have wanted something far more meager, but I have the urge to give her the moon. I can’t help it. I love her. I want her to have it all. I would have gladly made it ten times bigger if I knew there was half a chance she’d wear it.

      “Tinsel Town, would you do me the honor of being my wife? Will you marry me, Poppy?”

      She lands on her knees, thankfully dropping the weaponry that I inadvertently armed her with.

      “Oh my word,” she shivers with a laugh as she cups a hand over her mouth. “Jax Frost!” Tears spout from the corners of her eyes as she begins to sob.

      “Well?” a female voice shouts from the bushes as our mothers make their presence known.

      I may have alerted them to the fact that a proposal would be happening this evening.

      I couldn’t let them miss out on the biggest moment of their lives, now, could I?

      “What’s it going to be?” Mom screams as if her life depends on the answer.

      Mine does.

      Poppy tips her head to the side, her loving gaze still set to mine. “It’s going to be yes.” She nods as tears stream down her cheeks. “A thousand times, yes!”

      “She said yes,” Char shouts into the lavender sky as evening falls over Sugarplum Hollow.

      Our mothers whoop it up, howling into the evening as they dance up a storm.

      “Thank you,” I whisper over Poppy’s lips as our mouths fuse over one another.

      Poppy said yes.

      First, she was my friend, then my first and only love, and one day soon she’ll be my bride, my entire universe, my bright future.

      Poppy pulls back with her eyes still half-closed, ignoring the fact our mothers are trotting up and down the driveway like a couple of lunatics screaming their heads off, while Nutmeg runs a circle around them.

      We wouldn’t have it any other way.

      “I always knew you would one day be mine.” Her lips glow a deep red from our fevered kisses. “And here we are. One day finally arrived.”

      I press a kiss to the ring as I hold it up to her. “There’s something inscribed on the inside.”

      “Really?” She trembles with a laugh. “Let’s see if my naked eyes are spry enough to decipher what it says.” I hand her the ring, and she squints into it. “To Tinsel Town, love Jax Frost.” Poppy bites down on her lip to keep from bawling that much harder. “You really are my best friend, you know that?”

      “Lucky me.” I press a kiss on her finger as I slip on the ring. “Does that mean you’ll go out for gingerbread lattes with me while you indulge in a little husband bashing?”

      “Very funny. And I would never do such a thing because you’re too wise to give me a reason to.”

      “You got me there.” I take a gentle bite out of her lower lip and stretch it out slow. “You’re my best friend, too, Poppy. And I mean it.” I pick up her left hand and kiss it. “My mother told me that when she brought me into the hospital room the night you were born, she placed your left hand in mine and brought it to my lips.”

      “I know. I’ve seen the picture.”

      I give a knowing nod. It’s hard to miss in her mother’s hallway.

      “That was a symbol—her way of pronouncing that you would one day be mine. And now you are.” I brush her hair back behind her ear. “I promise—you will want for nothing, and I will make sure you are warm and safe by my side each and every night.”

      Tears come fast as she gives a little laugh. “Throw in a few babies here and there, would you?”

      “I’ll throw in fifty.”

      She laughs straight to my face. “Cool it, Stade. You don’t have to go big on everything.”

      “Nope.” I pull her down into the snow with me. “Just loving you.”

      Poppy and I roll around under that big old oak tree, loving one another, laughing, trying to get our fill of those white-hot kisses.

      Everywhere we land, the snow melts to nothing. Poppy and I are on fire, blazing as bright as the future laid out in front of us.

      We may have started off innocent, but in the end—it took being a little naughty to get us where we needed to be.

      And here we are, locked in one another’s arms.

      Together forever, the way we were destined to be.

      “Wait a minute,” Mom calls out. “When is the wedding?”

      Poppy and I glance at one another and nod.

      “Christmas,” we say at once.

      And just like that, we know we’re going to have another Christmas to remember.
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      Need more Christmas? Pick up Just Add Mistletoe and get right back to having a holly jolly good time! Includes Recipe!

      *Is that link not working for you? Try this one:

      Just Add Mistletoe

      Or check out other books by Addison Moore below!
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        3:AM Kisses— Baya falls for her best friend’s brother just as she begins her freshman year at Whitney Briggs University. First base never felt so good.

        Grab today—> 3:AM Kisses

      

        

      
        Is that link now working for you?

        Try this one—> 3:AM Kisses
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        Love the ‘80s? You’ll love the Totally ‘80s Romance Series! Click to grab now—>

        Melt With You (A Totally ’80s Romance 1)
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      Need a romantic escape? Friends to lovers. Escape to Lake Loveless! Click to grab—>Beautiful Oblivion
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      Love your romance with lots of angst? Enemies to lovers!Escape to Breakers Beach! Click to grab—>Breakers Beach

      

      
        
        Love your books with humor, sass and murder?

        Love Janet Evanovich?

        You’ll devour the Murder in the Mix Series!

        Click here to get reading—>

        Cutie Pies and Deadly Lies
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      Lottie Lemon has a bakery to tend to, a budding romance with perhaps one too many suitors and she has the supernatural ability to see dead pets—which are always harbingers for ominous things to come. Throw in the occasional ghost of the human variety, a string of murders and her insatiable thirst for justice and you’ll have more chaos than you know what to do with.

      Living in Honey Hollow can be murder.

      
        
        Click here to get reading—>

        Cutie Pies and Deadly Lies

      

      

      

      Or head over to Brambleberry Bay and check out Hattie’s story! Grab now -> Brambleberry Bay Murder Club
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      A mind reader. Talking pets. An arrogant homicide detective. A murder club. And a corpse.

      Welcome to the club. Getting in was easy. Getting out can be murder.

      Living in Brambleberry Bay is proving to be a real killer.
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      Up for taking a cruise? Cruising through Midlife can be a real killer. Get sailing —> Cruising Through Midlife
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      Having a Hot Flash? So is Billy Buttonwood! Join her in the Hot Flash Homicides series! An impending divorce. A hot homicide detective. And spontaneous time travel. Midlife in Glimmerspell is proving to be magical. Read—> Midlife in Glimmerspell
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      Love humor with a side of homicide? The mob rules in the Meow for Murder series. Grab NOW —> Murder at Mortimer Manor
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        Want to read a FREE cozy mystery? Check it out HERE!!!
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        From the Starry Nights Bar & Grill

        Eggnog Cheesecake

      

      

      

      Hey there, it’s me, Poppy! I enjoyed the cheesecake from the Starry Nights Bar and Grill so much I convinced Hunter to give me the recipe! It’s so delicious I just had to share it with you. I hope you love it as much as I do.

      Merry Christmas to you and yours

      and happy baking!

      

      Ingredients:

      Crust

      1 1/2 cups graham cracker crumbs (about 12 graham crackers)

      1/4 cup melted butter

      3 tbsp sugar

      

      Filling

      3 packages (8 oz each) cream cheese, softened

      1 cup sugar

      3 large eggs

      3/4 cup eggnog

      1 tsp vanilla extract

      1/2 tsp ground nutmeg

      1/4 tsp ground cinnamon

      

      Topping (optional)

      1 cup sour cream

      2 tbsp sugar

      1/2 tsp vanilla extract

      Ground nutmeg for garnish

      

      Directions:

      Crust

      Preheat your oven to 325°F (165°C).

      Mix graham cracker crumbs, melted butter, and sugar in a bowl. Once mixed, press the mixture firmly onto the bottom of a 9-inch springform pan.

      Bake for 10 minutes, then set aside to cool.

      

      Filling

      In a large mixing bowl, beat the cream cheese until it becomes smooth and creamy. (In other words, delicious!)

      Gradually add sugar and beat well.

      Add the eggs, one at a time, beating well after each addition.

      Add the eggnog, vanilla extract, ground nutmeg, and ground cinnamon. Mix until just combined.

      Pour the filling over the crust in the springform pan.

      

      Bake the Cheesecake

      Place the springform pan in a larger baking pan. Add about an inch of hot water to the larger pan (this is called a water bath and it helps the cheesecake bake evenly). This step really does make a difference!

      Bake in the preheated oven for about 45-50 minutes, or until the center is almost set. The cheesecake should jiggle slightly when the pan is gently shaken.

      Remove the springform pan from the water bath and set it on a wire rack to cool for 10 minutes.

      

      Prepare the topping (if you’re using it)

      Mix sour cream, sugar, and vanilla in a bowl until smooth.

      Spread this mixture over the slightly cooled cheesecake.

      

      Cool and chill!

      Let the cheesecake cool completely at room temperature. Once cooled, cover with plastic wrap and refrigerate for at least 4 hours, preferably overnight.

      Before serving, sprinkle a touch of ground nutmeg on top for garnish.

      Serve and enjoy!

      You can also garnish with whipped cream, caramel drizzle, or chocolate shavings if desired. Enjoy your festive eggnog cheesecake!

      Happy holidays from my home to yours!
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        Want to read a FREE cozy mystery? Check it out HERE!!!
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        For up to the minute pre-order and new release alerts

      

        

      
        *Be sure to subscribe to Addison’s mailing list for sneak peeks and updates on all upcoming releases!

        Or click over to the WEBSITE

        AddisonMoore.com

      

        

      
        ✦Follow Addison for the latest updates!

        ✦Follow Addison on Amazon

        ✦Follow Addison on Bookbub!

        ✦Like on Facebook

        ✦ Follow on Goodreads

      

        

      
        *Want to chat about the books? Hop over to Addison’s Reader Corner on Facebook!
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