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        Tender Kisses

        (Hope Falls meets 3:AM Kisses Novella)

      

      
        ***Can be read as a standalone!***

      

      

      Description:

      

      Nolan Knight is the personification of a hot billionaire stud. Broad shoulders, bedroom eyes, a mouth that knows how to navigate its way around the female anatomy—Nolan Knight has all of the sexual bases covered. But he broke my heart years ago, and now we’re both back in Hope Falls at the scene of the crime.

      I’m not looking for anything from Nolan—with the exception of him staying out of my way. But that’s one thing he doesn’t seem capable of.

      It just takes one look, one touch, and I know I’m in trouble. The only steadfast rule I have is, do not let Nolan Knight anywhere near my heart.

      That should be easy enough.

      The problem is, Nolan never left that sacred place.

      Now if I could only figure out a way to evict him…

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Books by Addison Moore

        

      

    
    
      
        Romance

        3:AM Kisses (3:AM Kisses 1)

        Winter Kisses (3:AM Kisses 2)

        Sugar Kisses (3:AM Kisses 3)

        Whiskey Kisses (3:AM Kisses 4)

        Rock Candy Kisses (3:AM Kisses 5)

        Velvet Kisses (3:AM Kisses 6)

        Wild Kisses (3:AM Kisses 7)

        Country Kisses (3:AM Kisses 8)

        Forbidden Kisses (3:AM Kisses 9)

        Dirty Kisses (3:AM Kisses 10)

        Stolen Kisses (3:AM Kisses 11)

        Lucky Kisses (3:AM Kisses 12)

        Revenge Kisses (3:AM Kisses)

        

        Burning Through Gravity (Burning Through Gravity 1)

        A Thousand Starry Nights (Burning Through Gravity 2)

        Fire in an Amber Sky (Burning Through Gravity 3)

      

      
        Beautiful Oblivion (Beautiful Oblivion 1)

        Beautiful Illusions (Beautiful Oblivion 2)

        Beautiful Elixir (Beautiful Oblivion 3)

      

      
        The Solitude of Passion

      

      
        Someone to Love (Someone to Love 1)

        Someone Like You (Someone to Love 2)

        Someone For Me (Someone to Love 3)

      

      
        Young Adult Romance

      

      
        Melt With You (A Totally ’80s Romance 1)

        Tainted Love (A Totally ’80s Romance 2)

        Hold Me Now (A Totally ’80s Romance 3)

        

        Parnormal Romance

        (Celestra Book World in Order)

      

      
        Ethereal (Celestra Series Book 1)

        Tremble (Celestra Series Book 2)

        Burn (Celestra Series Book 3)

        Wicked (Celestra Series Book 4)

        Vex (Celestra Series Book 5)

        Expel (Celestra Series Book 6)

        Toxic Part One (Celestra Series Book 7)

        Toxic Part Two (Celestra Series Book 8)

        Elysian (Celestra Series Book 9)

        Perfect Love (A Celestra Novella)

        Ethereal Knights (Celestra Knights)

        Season of the Witch (A Celestra Companion)

      

      
        Ephemeral (The Countenance Trilogy 1)

        Evanescent (The Countenance Trilogy 2)

        Entropy (The Countenance Trilogy 3)

      

      
        Celestra Forever After (Celestra Forever After 1)

        The Dragon and the Rose (Celestra Forever After 2)

        The Serpentine Butterfly (Celestra Forever After 3)

        Crown of Ashes (Celestra Forever After 4) Soon!

      

    

  


  
    
      
        To the real Mattie Margene. Happy 90th Grandma!

      

    

  




    
      
        
          One

        

        

    
    






          The Bucket List

        

        Misty

      

    
    
      Nolan Knight is one of those men who has the ability to stop any and every woman cold in their kitten-heeled tracks no matter if they were in the produce aisle of the supermarket or sitting in a tiny bar in the middle of a snowstorm. I happen to be in the latter category, and yes, every female with working ovaries—and those whose ovaries have long since shriveled—have feasted their attention on that beast of a man.

      Nolan isn’t really a beast, but more of a god. He’s attractive to a fault, and he knows it. And believe you me, there is nothing more obnoxious than a man who knows his ovary-popping worth. But right now, it’s not just my ovaries that are doing their best rendition of popcorn. It’s every blood vessel in my body. My adrenaline hits its zenith, and it’s fight-or-flight—only I’m frozen solid, paralyzed with fear as the past comes flooding back in the shape of green eyes to die for and dimples you could bury your head in.

      There are some people who haunt your subconscious as if it were their job, and yet when you spot them out in the wild, it’s all you can do to breathe.

      “Oh my word!” Mattie May jumps off her barstool so fast I’m half-afraid she’ll bust a hip. Mattie is about to turn ninety in just a couple of weeks. And yes, this ninety-year-old spitfire is the exact reason I’m sitting in JT’s Roadhouse on a snowy Friday night. In fact, I made the nearly five-hundred-mile trek from San Diego all the way to Hope Falls, tucked neatly in the northern California mountains, just to see my young at heart friend. “Well, look who the rat dragged in!”

      She got that wrong. He is the rat.

      Nolan swoops forward and pulls Mattie into a warm embrace as those lemongrass eyes of his look my way and pierce the deepest part of me. It’s as if that one glance has blown the dust off my sorry soul, and I can finally breathe again.

      “Misty.” He straightens as Mattie continues to pull and pluck at him, shouting are you real? over and over.

      “Nolan.” My lips twitch just this side of a smile. Not sure why I’m slow to give in and fall over him just the way Mattie is. Nolan and I were friends, once—and then something more than friends. That’s where things went horribly wrong. I can blame every horrific detail that followed in my life square on this Greek god’s shoulders, and I routinely do just that. It may not be right, but right seldom matters when your heart was crushed to dust and simply blown away as if it never really mattered.

      “Oh goodness!” Mattie slaps her hand over her mouth, her pale eyes bugging out wide. Her crystal blue eyes shine just as bright as the day I met her, and with her silver hair, she’s still as stunning at near ninety as she was at any other point in her life. I can only attest this through pictures. I met Mattie four years ago, the summer Nolan and I happened to volunteer at the Mountain Meadow Bed and Breakfast. She worked there for Levi and Shelby at the time—they happen to own the B&B, right along with JT’s Roadhouse where we’re presently planted and gobsmacked by the inglorious god who has decided to grace us with his stunning presence. The B&B is initially what brought the three of us together in the first place, and finally what broke Nolan and me apart.

      That sorrowful summer sears through my mind like a nuclear heat wave, and I try to shake it out of my head—far away from my raw and tender heart.

      “You didn’t come all this way for me, did ya?” Mattie’s Tennessee twang comes out clear when she panics. Mattie has lived in Hope Falls for the last fifty years, but deep down inside, she’s still a country girl at heart.

      “I sure did.” Nolan motions toward a nearby table, and the three of us take our seats. “I emailed you back and told you I was coming. Maybe it got lost in cyberspace.” He offers a sly wink my way, and my blood begins to boil. Who the heck does he think he is, ambling into my Friday night, winking and blinking at me with those devil-may-care deep emerald eyes? God, how those eyes have haunted me, and here they are, taking me in as if they’ve never seen me before. Typical Nolan.

      “I’m so sorry!” Mattie cries. “I must have sent both of you an email. And for Pete’s sake, I don’t know how to open the darn things. I had Alora send them. Or maybe it was Trinity?” She gets lost in thought a moment. Alora and Trinity are Mattie May’s nieces. They’re both unmarried and in their sixties with enough felines between them to qualify as the resident cat ladies of Hope Falls and just about any other city in the great U.S. of A. “Anyhow, I’m glad to see you both.” Mattie shakes her head wistfully at the two of us. “Dear God Almighty, I hope a flood of people don’t come through that door. My mind is going. Come to think of it, I sent quite a few of those emails out. I should have known better than to send a cry for help to at least a half dozen people. You never know who’d be willing and able to take some time out of life to help a little old lady like me.” Her voice warbles as if she were suddenly fragile as glass, but both Nolan and I know better. Mattie May is as feisty and strong as they come at any age.

      A horrible thought comes to me. Dear God, is this some kind of a setup? I glance to the entry just hoping another blast from the past comes strutting in. Because, really? What are the odds of just Nolan and me responding to that email? Thoughts of destiny, kismet, and serendipity sweep through my mind, and I sweep them right back out. No way, no how. I stopped believing in all things supernaturally ordained the day Nolan ripped my beating heart out of my chest and ate if for breakfast.

      Nolan looks to Mattie and sheds one of his signature dimpled grins, and that roller coaster feeling in the pit of my stomach goes off. How I hate that he still has the power to make me feel anything, least of all a tiny bit of giddiness to have him around.

      “So, what’s this bucket list you’re working on?” He adjusts his legs under the table, and his knee grazes over mine. Nolan glances my way and offers an obnoxious warm grin as if we had somehow turned back the clock four years and he was still mine and I was still his. Then, just as quick as that smile came, it melts right off. He mouths the word sorry, before moving out of my way.

      He’s not sorry. There’s not a thing Nolan Knight is ever really sorry about. If he’s anything, he’s calculating. He probably choreographed that knee-grazing move before he ever walked into this bar.

      “Bucket list, yes!” Mattie opens up her purse and pulls out a squiggly handwritten note that for the life of me I could never decipher. Mattie seems to have made up her own written language, and for the first time I’m actually a little afraid for the health of her seemingly fit mind. “That’s why I called you here. Again, I’m so sorry that you’ve both come all the way to Hope Falls. I only really needed just the one—but, oh heck, let’s make a party out of it!” She elbows me. “It never hurts to have a handsome young man hanging around two beautiful women.” She gives an exaggerated wink, and I’m right back to thinking Mattie May is terrible at playing Cupid. “What I didn’t want to tell you over the phone, or emails, or any of the other fancy electronic smoke signals you kids have these days is”—she offers a sober nod to both Nolan and me—“I’m dyin’.”

      “What?” My hand flies to my chest. Mattie May has been closer to me than either of my grandmothers, my own mother, too. “What’s happening?”

      “Hon, I don’t want to say. I don’t want to worry ya—either of ya. But I’ve made my mind up not to think of it, or the short amount of time I’ve got left. Which brings me to this.” She rattles the paper that’s worn to cloth in her hand, and I give another go at trying to decode the hieroglyphics, but it’s no use. “It’s important to me to try to check as much as I can off this list before my birthday.” She turns to Nolan and bats her eyes as if she were a smitten thirteen-year-old. “I’m a Valentine’s baby. I’ll be ninety years young on the fourteenth.”

      I’m pretty certain Nolan is already aware of that. Both Alora and Trinity have contacted everyone under the sun about the big surprise birthday bash they’re hosting for her on that heart-shaped day. Deep down, I was mentally preparing myself to see Nolan that day, that heart-shaped day of all days, but here he is, doing what he does best, surprising the hell out of me and not necessarily in a good way.

      “What’s on the list, Matt?” Nolan peers over, trying to decode it before shaking his head at the symbols and dashes.

      “Having a drink at a bar for one thing.” She irons out the list over the table. “Can you believe I’ve been roaming around this planet for ninety long years and have never had a proper drink in a fine establishment such as this?”

      Nolan and I share a quiet smile and our eyes lock, sending a searing heat throughout my chest. I’ve been angry with Nolan for a lot of reasons over the last four years, but he’s always had the power to drive my body to the sexual brink with or without my permission. It was true after our nasty split, it was true that short year I tried on marriage for size, it was true right after and, apparently, it’s still very much gospel.

      Nolan calls the bartender over, and after much debate, Mattie decides on a single shot of whiskey, neat, just like her pappy used to take it.

      Holy hell. I’m guessing Mattie here can’t hold an ounce of liquor, and it’s going to take both Nolan and me to get her back to the B&B in one piece.

      Nolan orders a beer, and suddenly all eyes are feasted on me. I’ve never been much of a drinker. I certainly don’t know my way around a bar, but I can order a virgin piña colada with the best of them, and I do just that. My drinks almost always have their proverbial hymens intact with the exception of that one time Nolan got me to down hard liquor. I drank the orange juice first then chased it with vodka. I foolishly thought it was water and that the vodka was in the OJ where it belonged. We laughed for a week.

      “We’re all out, hon,” the waitress says it bored as she blows a perfect pink bubble. She’s older, dried-out perm in her hair, tons of bright blue eye shadow, too much powder on her face that digs into the creases, aging her far more than it needs to. I don’t recognize this woman, Dell, as her nametag reads.

      “Something fruity then—virgin.” I blush ten times deeper this time. The summer I met Nolan I was just that, a virgin—and by the end of that season, I was anything but. I was happy about it at the time, but when every horrible word was said and done, I hated him for stealing something so precious from me.

      She rolls her eyes. “Hon, we’re only holding the hard stuff. How about you take what she’s having, and I’ll throw Mattie’s on the house?” She gives a friendly wink to my elderly friend, and just like that, I’m coerced into having my first official drink in a bar right along with Mattie.

      “Sounds like a plan.” Not a good one, considering I can’t hold my liquor. Figures. Not much good comes out of it whenever Nolan is around.

      The waitress disappears, and Nolan settles his elbows over the table with that I’m-going-to-devour-you look on his face.

      “Speaking of plans.” He squints over at me, and my insides quiver. Damn biological response. My body may have forgotten the horror he put me through, but the rest of me hasn’t. “What’s on the agenda? Fun in the sun? Skinny-dipping at the falls?” His brows rise a notch because that happened to be our go-to activity that entire haunted summer. For a virgin, I wasn’t exactly a prude—at least not with Nolan. I thought we had something real. I thought I was a good judge of character and made solid decisions. But then Nolan proved me wrong, and then marrying a jackass in haste seemed to only solidify this point.

      Skinny-dipping indeed. “You wish,” I huff under my breath. God as my witness, that man will never see me undressed again, and, if he does, I’m calling the cops for voyeurism because it isn’t happening voluntarily, honey.

      “Oh, heaven’s no!” Mattie claps her hands as she lets out a riotous laugh. “Haven’t you bothered to look skyward lately? We’re in the middle of a blizzard that started in October and has lasted right through to the beginning of February.” She considers this a moment. “I was thinking, tomorrow afternoon the two of us”—she reaches over and picks up my hand with a sly wink—“I mean, the three of us could head to the top of Mountain Ridge and sled our way down. I’ve always wanted to race down that snowy hillside, and by God, nobody is putting me in a coffin until I do it.” She slams her hand over the table just as Dell sets down our drinks, and they all jump in turn.

      “Cheers, ladies.” Nolan picks up his beer and sucks the foam right off.

      “So, how do I do this?” Mattie pulls her drink forward and sniffs, and I do the same.

      “Mmm, smells good,” I muse. There’s a hint of vanilla yet something stronger layered just underneath, and I take a quick sip, only to meet with something akin to what I imagine nail polish remover might taste like. “Wow.”

      “Just knock it back, ladies.” Nolan winces over at Mattie because he knows he’s just doled out some piss-poor advice. “On second thought, feel free to use my beer as a chaser if you’d like.” He slides it over, and Mattie shudders with a look of pure excitement on her face.

      “Wish me luck, guys!” Mattie jumps in her seat with the sheer exuberance of being seconds away from burning a trail right down her esophagus. “Here it goes! One, two—”

      Nolan and I finish in unison, “Three!”

      Mattie tips her head back and pours the amber liquor down her throat in haste. She sits up straight with her eyes jutted out, her face turning a dangerous shade of pomegranate. For a moment, her hands do a strange bird-like flail as she reaches over and downs the entire pint Nolan set before her.

      Holy crap, we are going to have one knock-down-drag-out drunk Mattie May on our hands in five seconds flat. And as bad as that sounds, I’m totally okay with it as long as it’s not a knock-down-drag-out drunk, vomiting-her-guts-up Mattie May on our hands.

      The door bursts open and in fly both Alora and Trinity bundled in matching navy coats. Alora is the taller and far more brooding of the two. Trinity is the redhead with tired eyes and overly bright orange lipstick. It’s as if time has stopped. They look exactly like they did the last time we met. It’s as if the last four years have never existed. A part of me wishes that were true. If I could, I’d rewind time right to the second before Nolan Knight bothered to say hello to me. And yet a far less responsible part of me would never let that happen. I know just the night that irresponsible part of me would rewind my life back to, and I’m sure she’d hit replay about a half dozen times just for the horny hell of it. Damn hormones.

      “Mattie May Ridgeway!” Alora shouts, clearly floored to find her sweet aunt slamming an empty pint glass to the table. “Whatever has gotten into you?”

      “Don’t say a word.” Mattie threatens Nolan and me with a single crooked finger. “I was just spinning the wheel with these two—or is it spinning the yarn?” Her pale blue eyes dart all over the room with a feigned look of confusion as she gets up, and both Alora and Trinity latch onto her like bookends. “I’d best be getting to bed now. Why don’t I meet you two in the foyer of the B&B about noon? And be sure to bundle up!” She gives a jovial hoot as she’s shuttled to the door. “It’s going to be the time of our lives! Don’t you forget it!”

      I’m staying at the B&B, and I’ll take a wild guess—Nolan is, too. My heart gives an unsteady thump at the prospect of seeing him roaming around the carpeted halls in his skivvies. That strong as steel chest. Those well-chiseled abs that drive the point home that yes, you really can have an eight-pack! Those mouthwatering biceps. Don’t get me started on the things I used to do to that hard pornographic V that led straight down to his—

      I shake myself out of the spell he’s cast on me.

      “Hopefully, she’ll forget all about this.” I’m quick to smart as the three of them disappear into the night.

      “She doesn’t forget a thing.” Nolan scoots his seat in close and locks those deep emerald eyes over mine, making my stomach pinch tight. My entire body spikes with heat being so close to someone who has haunted my dreams, my waking hours for the last four years straight. The pathetic truth is, I thought of Nolan Knight the day I married Ryan Goldman, and I thought of Nolan Knight the day I divorced Ryan Goldman. Try as I might, I can’t get this lowlife scoundrel out of my mind. I can’t seem to excise him from my beating heart, and here he is looking right at me, making my pulse race, my bones ache, my entire being beg to have him. I’m not sure I can ever forgive him for what he’s done to me. It’s not like he’s ever bothered to apologize.

      Nolan leans in closer still, and his gaze sears my cheeks with the precision of a nuclear wind.

      “I only have two words to say to you.” That grin he’s nearly worn out glides right off his face as the moment grows serious. Nolan never takes those evergreen eyes off mine. “I’m sorry.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Nolan

        

      

    
    
      That beautiful mouth of hers goes slack, those cherry-red lips that I’m dying to take a bite of part in disbelief at two little words I wish to God I would have told her, whispered, shouted, screamed over four long years ago. A part of me wonders, had I done that, if Misty Baker would have never become Misty Goldman—then much to my relief the former Mrs. Goldman, and would have become my wife instead. Misty Knight has a ring to it that sounds like an ethereal song played on the harp of angels. Misty should have been my wife, still should be, and God willing will be. That is, if I don’t manage to screw up this one tiny morsel of mercy that fate has thrown my way. I can thank God the rest of my life for the seeming bout of mild senility that led us together on Mattie May’s part.

      “I am sorry.” I pull my empty glass forward, and the waitress gives me a wink and a nod from the bar, bringing me a fresh refill before I can protest. As much as I’d like to down that little pint of heaven, God knows that Misty is the only one that can quench the thirst that’s been building in me for the last four years.

      “I really don’t want to talk about it.” Those ironically whiskey-colored eyes of hers enlarge for a moment as she downs the amber liquid in her shot glass. I’m getting the feeling Misty would rather down an entire bottle of whiskey—hell, every bottle in the bar—than relive our tainted past.

      “Whoa. Steady, girl,” I tease. “You might want to pace yourself. The party isn’t for a while yet.”

      She bubbles with a laugh, and every last part of me sighs with relief. In all honesty, I thought once Mattie took off that Misty wouldn’t be that far behind. Just having her seated next to me feels like a feat.

      The waitress comes by and sets another shot of whiskey on the table, and Misty downs it with the same ferocity as she did the first. It’s clear that Levi and Shelby have their waitresses well trained. Levi and Shelby own this place along with the B&B. Both Misty and I have made our fair share of memories at both places.

      “I guess that makes me the designated driver.” I offer up a cocky grin as her tired eyes scour over my features. The Mountain Meadow Bed and Breakfast sits directly behind JT’s Roadhouse. I’d be honored to walk Misty back to her room. I’ll gladly tuck her in if that’s what she wants. Not that she would ever want that from me in or out of her sober mind.

      Misty is a natural beauty with ruby lips, contoured cheeks, and bright amber eyes, lashes that you could furnish a forest with. You can see straight into her soul when she smiles. She’s that pure. We would have been good together had my ego not gotten in the way. Four years without the woman you love will straighten out your ego real quick. I didn’t leave my ego at the door. I left it here in Hope Falls the day I tucked my tail between my legs and hightailed it back to North Carolina, back to Hollow Brook where I never stopped thinking about her.

      “I walked, you moron,” she snips as she glides the empty shot glass across the table and I catch it before it slides right off.

      “Good thing.” I’m quick to ignore the slight. After all, I’ll be the first to admit I’m a moron. “Because I didn’t drive.” My knuckles dance over the table. Technically, I did drive. I drove three days straight just to be here with her, but that’s just another detail I’m sure Misty doesn’t want to hear.

      “I know what you’re thinking.” Her head sways just enough to let me know she’s caught a decent buzz. She’s a lightweight, and I’ll gladly help her stagger her way back to bed.

      “What am I thinking?” I’m thinking that you’re beautiful, Misty. That I wish we can go back in time and I could do it all over again. I would never let it go down that way. I swear on all that is holy that it would never happen.

      “That you need to get back to your room so you can bury your nose in your phone or your laptop while you wheel and deal. Isn’t that what hotshots like you do?” She toasts me with my beer, and a dull laugh spikes through me at the thought she might just down that, too.

      “No. I’m all yours for the night, for the next two weeks. I’m not a wheeler or a dealer, Misty. I never was. I’m sorry if I ever led you to believe it.” I run the family business, cut and dry, nothing more, nothing less. The fortune my great-grandfather amassed in prime New York real estate has slowly become a generational curse. My father blamed my mother’s death on it. My brother, Rush, believes it’s the sole reason anyone offers him an ounce of attention, and he is not letting that little nugget slide when it comes to the ladies. Unlike myself, Rush is capitalizing to land as many girls as he can horizontal. It sickens me. And the first thing I’m going to do after I repair what I’ve destroyed with Misty is repair what’s broken in my little brother. Our sister, Sunday, seems to have come away unscathed, but if my father’s defeatist attitude counts for anything, he’d tag that statement with for now. But, to my father’s point, it was my good financial fortune that led to my worst personal loss, and that was this beautiful girl sitting right here.

      Misty giggles to herself, and there’s something about the way her body trembles when she does it that endears me to her even more than I thought possible. “I think you should stop apologizing. First and foremost, because I have a strong inkling this night will be nothing more than a blur, and secondly, because I doubt you really mean it.”

      My heart bottoms out straight down to my feet. I should have known everything was going a little too good for me this evening. I’ve never been lucky in love. And after meeting Misty, I had no interest in trying.

      The waitress comes by and I pay the bill, leave plenty for a tip, and probably a new car. Misty and I rise from our seats at the same time, and I hold the door open for her. She’s petite, face of an angel, and her hair is still as long and luscious as I remember. I’d give anything to hold her one more time.

      Outside, the moon hangs low, casting a glacial blue glow over the snow all around. Car tops, roofs, and every single evergreen are dusted with fresh powder. Both Misty and I worked here in the summer, but we had heard rumors that it was in the winter where Hope Falls really shines, and it’s true.

      We take a step out onto the icy walkway, and Misty’s left foot glides out beneath her, sending her arms flailing in the air.

      “Whoa!” we both sing at the same time as I take hold of her shoulders in an effort to stabilize her.

      Misty freezes, her body tenses beneath my palms as she looks up at me with those feathery lashes. “Maybe you can hold my hand?” She waves my way, and I don’t have to be told twice. I thread our fingers together, and something in me settles for the first time in four long years. “I probably won’t remember it tomorrow anyway.” Her gaze averts toward the woods across the street, but the moon kisses her cheeks and Misty glows like a siren on a long, lonely night. My heart pumps rabid just being this close to such a perfect woman, her hand in my mine right where it belongs. I lean forward and drink down her scent, vanilla and wildflowers, sweet wholesome honey, and my lids hang heavy from the high she’s just sponsored.

      “If you won’t remember it, then maybe you won’t mind if I take you the long way?” I’d walk her around the globe just to spend another second with her.

      “Go right ahead.” She clears her throat, her features hardening just a bit. “Just know if you try anything funny, I’m packing a fully loaded, semi-automatic three-ounce spray bottle of Yves Saint Laurent’s latest and greatest offering.”

      “Is that a designer pistol I haven’t heard of?”

      “It’s a designer perfume you haven’t heard of. But I’m betting it could blind you for a good half hour.”

      I belt out a laugh and hold my free hand up. “No funny stuff here. I promise.”

      Misty takes a deep breath, looking around as if soaking in the iridescent sparkle that only a snowy moonlit night in Hope Falls can offer.

      Her deep crimson lips part, and it takes all I have not to dive on in. “Isn’t this magical?” She waves at the glittering splendor set before us.

      “Yes.” Only I’m not looking at the snow or any magic the world around us might have to offer. I’m looking at this beautiful woman beside me, her hand warm in mine, my heart already owned by her.

      Misty’s eyes lock over mine a moment, the slight glint of moisture in them. “We’d better get back to the inn.”

      It’s dark out, save for a few luminous bursts of yellow streetlamps struggling to shine their light through the papery fog and snow.

      We come upon the sidewalk with an entire obstacle course of frozen pools of water and do our best to zig and zag while laughter strums through us both as we finally manage to get to the other side.

      “You’ve got the agility of an Olympian.” I butt my shoulder into hers playfully and linger in the warmth a moment.

      “And you’ve got the agility of an eighty-year-old man. I thought I was going to have to pick you up and carry you over that last puddle.”

      I bark out a laugh. “That was no puddle. It was a lake. And the only reason I hesitated was because I didn’t want you swimming in the deep end.” We come upon a snow bank about three feet tall creating a barrier that leads to the B&B. It’s the shortest, quickest path from JT’s Roadhouse to the bed and breakfast, and the one Misty and I would take effortlessly that golden summer all those years ago.

      “I can’t do it,” she pants, nearly out of breath from the excitement of traversing the elements, and I can’t help but laugh. It’s true, though—traversing the elements with Misty is enough to leave me breathless and, apparently, her as well. “The ground is swaying, and my head won’t stop spinning. I’ll fall flat on my face if I have to climb over that thing.”

      Misty had two shots of whiskey, and that’s two shots more than I recall her ever drinking in my presence outside of that one night—and, well, that one night was a pretty good time. Every moment with Misty is a good time. But for now, it’s clear she’s more than caught a light buzz. She’s just about wasted, or at least as close as she ever wants to get.

      “I’ll carry you.” I offer a tight smile, and a part of me is bracing for a slap to the face. Misty is pretty much a wild card at this point, but I’m so desperate for an ounce of her physical affection, a slap might be just as welcome as a kiss.

      “Carry me?” She inches back as if I just offered to lay her on the railroad tracks. “Fine then! I’ll let you,” she belts it out like a threat, and I blink back an inch, waiting for her to finish the verbal assault. “Go on. Get me home. I’m dying to get to bed.”

      My lips twitch into a smile, and as much as I’d like to hold back, I can’t. That might have been the only time I will ever hear those magical words come from her lips, and I want to soak in the moment.

      “You’re such a pervert!” She smacks me over the chest and bursts out laughing. I swoop down and pick her up, cradling her in my arms before her mood shifts like the wind again and I have both my eyes scratched out for touching her. And I am touching her. I can’t help but dig my fingers into her thighs just enough to reassure myself it’s real.

      In three hearty steps, I manage to crest that snow bank and land us back on the path to the bed and breakfast, but I don’t dare put Misty down. I’m holding her. The last time I held her this close was about five minutes before it all went wrong on that horrible summer night. Thank God Mattie May is a winter baby. Thank God her invite crashed both our inboxes and landed us back in Hope Falls on a night covered in God’s frozen breath. If it would have happened in the summer with all that damn heat, with those memories crashing back like a firebrand, it would have felt like it was yesterday, as if it had just happened and our pain would have been reset to square one. No, we needed this icebox that the world transforms itself into during this precious time of year. But mostly, I just need Misty to give me another chance. I was pretty messed up once we parted ways that summer. She wouldn’t have given me the time of day, let alone asked me to pick her up and get her to bed.

      “Oh my God! Take me there!” She points a glowing finger toward the old gazebo covered in a helmet of snow. It’s where the bed and breakfast hosts special events, the centerpiece of every wedding that has ever been held out in the gardens. It’s more than just a place, a beautiful object to be seen. It’s the exact spot where Misty and I shared our very first kiss. My stomach clenches at the sight of it. Misty must really be wasted to want me to head anywhere near that direction, but being the obedient retriever I wish that I could forever be to this woman, I trot us straight over.

      The moon hangs low with a halo aurora seeping out around it. The tiny crescent looks low enough to touch with your finger.

      “Oh, I love this,” Misty moans, kicking her feet with delight. She takes in the illuminated structure bathed in moonlight as she settles her head against my chest for a moment. “Look at that beauty,” she marvels at the moon, but Misty is the only beauty I see.

      I grunt in lieu of a proper response, seeing that my gaze is set in an entirely different direction. My eyes can’t seem to peel away from her, not sure I want to try.

      “And look at the stars!” Her eyes sparkle like heavenly lights all their own. “I’ve always loved the way they nestle in this tiny hollow as if it were their favorite spot on Earth—most likely is.” Her shoulder nuzzles against mine. Misty looks up, and those doe eyes of hers latch onto mine. My stomach heats just having her in my arms, looking at me as if the last four years never transpired, and for a moment I can trick myself into believing it were true. Someway, somehow we’ve rewound time, and we’re right back where we belong, in Hope Falls as the old Misty and Nolan.

      She clears her throat. “The glowing disc in the sky? It’s what Mattie May used to call a wishing moon.” Her tongue does a quick revolution over her lips, and my boxers spring to life. “You know, um—I’m pretty far gone. I’m probably not going to remember any of this in the morning.” She gives a little shrug. “Rumor has it that when the moon is just over the gazebo and the stars hang low, if you share a quick kiss with someone, your wish will come true.”

      I do remember Mattie saying something of that nature way back when I used to think it was a ploy to get Harold to kiss her. Her husband, Harold, has long since passed away, but I found it endearing back then that Mattie still tried to wrangle those kisses from him. But this isn’t Mattie May trying to wrangle a kiss from Harold. It’s Misty trying to wrangle a kiss from me.

      “You’re not going to remember it, huh?”

      Her eyes widen a notch as she shakes her head to affirm this.

      The moon is the first to kiss Misty tonight, and I drink down every beautiful inch of her face. I thought I had her memorized. I set her countenance over my heart like a seal, but my memory couldn’t do this beautiful creature justice.

      “Then maybe I should give you something to remember.” I pull her up close and land my lips just over hers, brushing a quick sweep across them. I mean to leave it there, to stop before I go someplace that might lead the whiskey in her to claw my eyes out, but I can’t stop.

      My mouth lingers over her sweet lips, and just like that, she opens for me. My tongue accepts the invite, and I take a taste of Misty Baker’s sweeter-than-honey, warm-as-whiskey mouth for the first time in years. Her arms strengthen their grip around my neck, pulling me closer as her mouth grows greedy for mine. My heart works hard to shatter my chest, to crawl up and detonate right out of my skull. This is madness. In no proper universe can this be happening.

      I must have slipped and hit my head on a rock before I ever set foot in that bar tonight. I know me. This is my best-case scenario in life, nothing more than a dream. I’m probably in a coma, ready to kick the bucket and take a flight right up past that sleepy moon, those firefly stars, and Misty is the only person on Earth I want to imagine spending my time with—imagine that she’d ever want to kiss me.

      A hearty moan expels from her as if rousing me from my morbid thoughts, assuring me this is reality. Misty Baker is back in Hope Falls, back under the same moon and lazy stars that watched as we imploded all those years ago. But this time I didn’t come with a deception in hand. This is no litmus test to see what her true intentions might be. I’m not that foolish ass that I was all those years ago. Spending years apart from the woman you love will straighten out the jackass in just about anyone. Nope, this isn’t the hell I left as I tucked my tail between my legs and went back to Hollow Brook brokenhearted. This is heaven, and I’ve fallen deep into the paradise of Misty Baker’s mouth.

      Holy hell, I don’t know what alternate reality I stepped into, but I’m loving every beautiful minute.
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      Holy hell, I don’t know what alternate reality I stepped into, but I’m regretting every rotten minute.

      I pull the pillow up over my head and let out a groan of frustration that can rival the cry of any mythological Yeti. But that kiss. Nolan Knight has the softest lips for a man. And the way his tongue moved inside my mouth…

      I burst out of bed and throw myself in the shower. It’s all I can do to keep from focusing on the odd series of very inebriated events that happened last night.

      God, did that even happen? The last clear thought I had was Mattie May being carted off by her nieces while I pounded hard liquor in Nolan’s obnoxious presence. What the heck was I thinking? Every woman in their right mind knows you don’t mix hard liquor and exes. That is a very toxic hell to the no.

      It takes me twice as long to get dressed, coifed, spackled, and dusted with everything my makeup bag has to offer. I might have run into some serious debt while loading up at Sephora before making the trek to Hope Falls, but I’ll die before I admit to it. I knew that I’d see Nolan at the party, and like any ex-girlfriend worth my salt, I was determined to make him sorry he ever slithered into my presence. But this? What amounts to essentially a two-week vacay with the boy who broke my heart? There aren’t enough cosmetics in the world to make him feel as bad as he should.

      Mattie asked that we meet her in the foyer at noon, and I don’t want Nolan to think I’m late because I’m doing a little extra primping for him. The last thing on the planet I want him to believe is that I’m putting in a little extra time in front of the mirror for his egotistical megalomaniac ass.

      I check my look one last time before slicking on another layer of gloss. So maybe I did spend a little more attention to detail, but that’s only because it’s my God-given right to make sure he realizes what he’s missed out on. I hope his heart sinks to the bottom of his rotten soul when he sees me. I hope his eyes pop out of his skull and roll right over to my feet where I accidentally on purpose stomp on them by way of the hulkish yet sexy new snow boots I’ve donned.

      Thank God I opted to spring the additional fifty bucks and go with the cute leopard print boots as opposed to the steel gray pair that screamed I’m boring and make equally dull financial decisions. I’m not boring by a financial landslide. I never have been boring, and I hope to God Nolan Knight has been crying himself to sleep for the last four years because deep down he knows it, too. I hope the day he decided to pull one over on me was the last happy day of his miserable life. I know it was mine.

      I practically skip down the hall snuggled in my equally stylish snow bunny coat with the cute cinched waist and shiny silver buckles. The bed and breakfast is still as homey and gorgeous as I remember it with its cascading stairwell that twists into a grand foyer. Levi and Shelby keep this place in mint condition, gleaming mahogany doors and window frames have this place brimming with sparkling old world charm, and my feet have always been a huge fan of the wall-to-wall carpeting throughout the entire second level. Downstairs dark wood floors flood the ground level, which holds a cozy common room with red and green plaid couches and a fireplace, a large dining room, and a comfortable kitchen that you can pull anything you like right out of the oversized fridge. I loved the summer I spent here right up until the moment Nolan Knight reached down my throat and pulled my heart out for sport.

      The buzz of voices fills the cavernous space as I make my way to the foyer. A giant gaggle of women all dressed in pink congregates near the living room, each in their own sporty snow bunny garb ready to hit the slopes with their hair in perky little ponytails and tufts of fur lining their heads like fuzzy little halos. I spot Mattie May already waving at me, but to my relief, and perhaps disappointment, I don’t see the jackass who thought it was a good idea to steal a kiss from my lips late last night. Okay, so I may have coerced him, but anyone with half a brain would have known that was the whiskey talking. In the light of a very sober day, it was a piss-poor idea for me to ever offer up my lips—and my tongue, and perhaps a tonsil or two. The only wishes that came true last night clearly belonged to Nolan.

      “Morning!” I trill as Mattie May lunges over me with a hug. “I see you’ve come to your senses and sent what’s-his-name packing. Us girls don’t need a man to have a good time. Let’s head out into this oddly sun-shiny day and tackle that list top to bottom.” I pump my fist into the air as if to prove my I-am-woman-hear-my-estrogen-roar point—but honestly? Where the hell is Nolan?

      Mattie May wags a wrinkled finger at me. “I agree with you on all but one count. I think we need a man every now and again to shake things up.” She jams her elbow into my ribs and gives a hard wink. “If ya know what I mean.” Nolan breezes through my mind, and the inside of my thighs quiver because unfortunately I do know exactly what she means.

      Mattie shoves her pinkie and forefinger into her mouth and belts out a high-pitched whistle that can garner the attention of every human and canine this side of the Mississippi. That sea of hot pink snow bunnies parts, and, to my shock and horror, basking in the glowing center of all that silicone and hairspray is one drop-dead gorgeous, tall, dark, and I’m forced to reiterate gorgeous Nolan Knight. That three-day old scruff on his face makes him look that much tastier than I remember, and dear God was he ever tasty. I was wrong. I very much remember that kiss we shared last night just as I remember each and every one he gifted me before that. As much as I hate to admit it, Nolan Knight has haunted my body, soul, and mind for the last four years.

      Nolan steps forward with those forest green eyes pinned only on mine. “You look beautiful.”

      No sooner does he say the words than the girls around him break out into a choir of sighs and titters. As much as it prides me to be the one that Nolan has decided to christen his affections upon, the bitter bitch in me can’t help but take this moment to shrink his ego to the size of a thimble.

      “Hello, Nolan.” I scowl at his bubbly harem who seem far too enthralled with him. Dear God it’s as if he’s cast some type of spell, or maybe he’s waved a fistful of dollars through the air. This is the Nolan Knight after all, who just so happens to own his fair share of Manhattan. “How is that rash?” I drop my gaze to his crotch, and every last woman with a functioning pair of ovaries takes a gasping step away.

      He hikes a beleaguered brow into his forehead and somehow manages to become ten times more vexingly sexy than he already is. And not coincidentally about ten different women scuttle right back to his feet.

      “Have a good day, ladies.” He dismisses them with the wave of his hand, those lawn green eyes of his still trained on mine. “I’ve got a hot date with the best-looking woman in Hope Falls this afternoon.” He strides right for me with that wide chest extended, his muscles stretching his shirt taut in all the right places, and that choir of coos is right back at it. But Nolan doesn’t come for me. Instead, he links his arm through Mattie May’s and opens the door wide letting the icy breeze cool down that hot and bothered harem he’s leaving behind.

      Smooth, I muse as I check out the back end of his blue jeans. Nolan always did have a tight end that kept me well entertained.

      We take off as several of his groupies follow us outside, waving their scarves our way as if he were going off to war. And he is. The Cold War has just been reinstated, the UnCivil War is about to reignite. Relations have been markedly strained for the last four years, and there’s no improvement in sight. I’m betting this catastrophe in the making will lead to the mother of all wars, a thermonuclear war in which I take out half the planet once I detonate in his presence—never mind how much my body aches to detonate in his bed. Damn hormones indeed.

      That kiss comes back to mind as we pile into his pricey looking, brand new truck. Nolan offers me a hand, and I all but give him the finger as I struggle my way into the back seat. There’s no way I’m going to accept one ounce of charity from Nail ’Em and Leave ’Em Nolan. Not that it’s an official nickname—nor is it exactly fitting in my case, but it has a nasty ring to it, and that’s what I’m going for at the moment.

      “So, where to, Mattie May?” Nolan starts up the engine, and the truck rumbles beneath me as easily as his voice just did. Nolan has one of the most masculine voices I have ever heard. Nothing too deep, just the right amount of baritone. In fact, it was his voice I was drawn to first on that fated summer evening he walked into the kitchen and asked if he could help with dinner. He had me at both his deep rumble of a voice and sweet offer to lend a helping hand. I thought any man who offers to help with a meal couldn’t be half bad. Boy, was I ever wrong.

      “I don’t know.” Mattie cranes her neck trying to get a look at something outside the windshield. “It’s awful nice out now, but they keep saying that big storm is about to make a U-turn. I think we should head up to Mountain Ridge and get all that fun stuff I have planned for the three of us crossed off the list.”

      Nolan glances back at me from the rearview mirror, and I’m quick to look away. One could say that Mountain Ridge was special to us. Sure, it was the gazebo at the bed and breakfast where we shared our first kiss, but it was our ski trip up at Mountain Ridge that put us on the fast-track to becoming a couple.

      Mattie May claps her hands together with excitement. “There’s no point in letting the storm come in and ruin our good time. Besides, once the bad weather comes back, we can hit a few indoor activities I’m just achin’ to tackle.”

      The dimple in Nolan’s left cheek depresses. Damn pervert. I bet his mind is cluttered with all kinds of naughty indoor activities in which he just so happens to tackle me. My mind wanders to the gutter right along with him, and a brief vision of a very naked Nolan thrusting into my body breezes through me, sending a flash of heat searing me in all the wrong places. Crap. I roll down the window an inch and let the icy breeze stab my eyes out.

      Nolan takes the switchbacks extra slow, and I can’t help but feel a little nostalgic as we pass the rows and rows of pines—each one aching to touch the sky a little higher than the last. The snow is heavier up here, blanketing the ground as far as the eye can see like a thick layer of pristine wool. The downy white loft has nestled into the boulders and filled in all of the ridges in between, giving it the effect of a giant wall of wintery white.

      We pass an old wooden sign with the words Mountain Ridge Outdoor Adventures Straight Ahead, and I can’t help but get a little giddy. I’ve got cabin fever just being in this close proximity to the man who all but stomped on my heart, and there’s nothing I love more than a breath of fresh pine air. Back home it’s all about beaches and sunshine and nary a pine tree in sight. I’ve always longed for a place that had real seasons and a white Christmas. Nolan’s hometown of Hollow Brook comes to mind, and I sweep it right back out.

      We pull into the lot, and as much as Mattie May begs him to use her handicapped parking tag, Nolan finds a perfectly legal spot up front. The resort isn’t all that busy, considering it’s a weekend, and as much as the resort owners aren’t too happy about it, I’m thrilled to have the grounds to ourselves.

      “So, what’s it going to be?” I ask, getting out of the truck, taking in that first precious breath of crisp air.

      Mattie dusts herself off as Nolan helps her out, and the two of them zip up their jackets in sync. This is no mere breeze we’re dealing with. It’s an obnoxious, cutting whipper-wind that will knife right through to your bones if given half the chance, sort of like Nolan himself.

      Nolan threads his arm through Mattie’s, and I head over to the other side of her and do the same. The last thing I want for Mattie May is a broken hip just before her ninetieth birthday bash. The sidewalks are thick with snow, and you can’t go two feet without hitting a patch of ice on the ground.

      “How about a cup of hot chocolate at the chalet?” Nolan starts to head in that direction, but Mattie digs her snow boots into the ground.

      “That sounds great, but that’s not on my list, hon. Maybe we can do it after, sort of like an impromptu tack-on?”

      I give a quick sweep of the vicinity. This is a ski resort, laden with heavy duty mountain activities. I’m not too sure what Mattie thinks she’ll be able to pull off, and I’d hate to see her come to an unfortunate end just because she’s determined to scratch some silly line item off her to-do list.

      “How about we head to the café and split a grilled cheese sandwich and a soup of the day?” I offer a smug look to Nolan once I espouse my genius. I have never seen Mattie May turn down a decent grilled cheese sandwich, and the soup of the day was a nice touch if I do say so myself. Who can resist a creamy clam chowder? Or perhaps a savory French onion, rich and obnoxious just like Nolan himself?

      “No can do.” Mattie May is quick to shake off the idea. “I’ve got a hankering to take a quick trip down that mountain, and the two of you are going to help me do it.”

      Nolan and I glance over at the snow-covered earth looming to our left as skiers and snowboarders alike dash and slash their way down the sparkling white slick.

      “Not that.” Mattie May spikes a finger farther to the left, and we turn to find trails of red sleds making their way down the mountain.

      “Sledding.” My head tips back a notch at the thought of Mattie May’s fragile nine-decade old body gliding down to certain disaster.

      “It’s called tobogganing around these parts, honey.” Mattie May lands an arm over each of our shoulders. “And today that’s just what we’re gonna do!”

      Thankfully for Mattie May and perhaps myself, the Mountain Ridge Outdoor Adventures park has a dedicated slope for sledding, or tobogganing as Mattie would have it. And, if you’re not in the mood to speed down at triple digit miles per hour, there is a makeshift Bavarian bobsled rendition that shuttles you down the mountain about halfway in a controlled snake-like pattern before letting you zoom to an uncertain death.

      The three of us walk over to the line that zigzags its way up the slope, and Nolan and I help Mattie May every step of the way. Once we get to the top, I’m winded, but Mattie May is panting right through a smile. It’s clear that a little cardio isn’t going to keep Mattie from crossing anything off her bucket list.

      Nolan pulls out his wallet once we reach the sled rental, and I wait until his transaction is through before stepping up to the plate to do the same.

      “What are ya doin’?” Mattie places her hand over mine as if I were just about to commit a cardinal sin.

      “Getting my own sleigh. That way we can race him to the bottom. You can ride with me.” There’s no way I’d ever dream of letting her go at it alone. Luge or no luge, the mountain is so steep, I’m feeling a bit of anxiety over arriving alive to the bottom of the slope myself.

      “What?” she squawks so loud several heads turn in our direction. “Of course, I’m riding with you! I’ll be riding with both of you! Put your pocketbook away, darlin’. The sign says up to four passengers per sleigh. There’s plenty of room for the three of us. Now come on. Let’s stop wasting time and start making some dreams come true!” She scampers up ahead, and Nolan glances my way with a devilish grin just itching to take over his egotistical face.

      “You heard the lady. Stop wasting time. It’s time to start making our dreams come true.”

      I scoot ahead of him with a grunt. “Technically, that’s not what she said.”

      Nolan leans in, his mouth dangerously close to the side of my face. “That’s what she meant.”

      “I can assure you, the last thing I dream about is flying down a chute of snow with you attached at the hip.”

      “I hope not. I was sort of hoping that you have far more creative things you’d like to do while attached to my hip. Like maybe more of what you did last night.”

      Mattie May stops short and abruptly spins around, her cheeks pink as apples from the hike to the top of the ridge.

      “What on God’s green earth did you do last night?” Her eyes round out with what looks like devilish delight.

      A breath gets locked in my throat, and I can’t seem to get the words out. God, I’m not about to fess up to the fact I planted a wet one on Nolan Obnoxious Knight’s perfectly stubbled, yet ridiculously gorgeous face, am I?

      “Absolutely nothing.” I shrug it off as if it were no big deal.

      Nolan leans past me with a smug look of satisfaction. “She kissed me.”

      Both Mattie May and I gasp at the very same time.

      “Jumpin’ Josephina!” Mattie slaps her hand over her mouth, and I do the same to mine.

      Dear God. Right about now, I feel like slapping both Nolan and myself silly. How could he out me like that? Damn traitor.

      “I was drunk for fu—Pete’s sake! Clearly out of my ever-loving right mind.” I’m quick to defend myself, minus the expletives begging to bubble from my throat. I’ll save those for later when Nolan here tries to pin me under the gazebo once again. And don’t for a minute think he won’t. I know him well enough to realize he’s on the hunt, and both my vagina and me are in hostile territory. “Besides, I don’t remember anything that happened once you left. He’s probably making the entire thing up. God knows he’s been after that kiss ever since he saw me.” Okay, so that might be a tiny fib, but in my defense, I was three sheets to the whiskey wind. For all I know, I could have fabricated the entire event myself. My mind has been prone to sexually wander now and again—usually it’s always Nolan Knight’s fault.

      He belts out a bitingly loud laugh. “Have it your way. You did mention that you probably wouldn’t remember it.” He shrugs as we step forward in the queue and take our positions as the next in line. “I just thought you might—seeing that it was pretty nice.”

      “Aw!” Mattie May clutches at her chest as if she’s just witnessed a kitten in a tea cup. “That is the sweetest thing!”

      “It’s a terrible thing.” I’m quick to correct. “I was half-unconscious, and he stole first base.” I scowl over at him as though it had suddenly become gospel. “The only thing that was pretty nice about it was that it ended when it did. Word of advice, the next time I’ve had too much to drink, and you go in for the kill, you may not get your tongue back.”

      A wicked grin cinches up the side of his face. “Duly noted.”

      A bored looking teenager in a red vest helps set up the sleigh and asks the three of us to take a seat.

      “I’ll sit up front, and you can hang on to me, Mattie,” I offer as I try to make my way past my elderly spitfire of a friend.

      “Oh no, you don’t, missy. I’ve waited ninety years to get down this hill on a toboggan, and the last thing I want is a full view of the back of your pretty little head. I’m sitting up front, and there’s not a darn thing you can do to stop me.”

      Nolan lets off a few obnoxious chuckles, and it’s all I can do to keep my sanity and stop from giving him one firm shove off this sheer hillside, turning him into a human missile.

      The bored teenager helps Mattie May safely into position then proceeds to sit me directly behind her, and, of course that leaves Nolan to hold up the rear. He slips in behind, his knees coming up on either side of me, his long muscular thighs touching over mine. Thankfully, the rest of his body is settled far back enough to where we’re not conjoined in some uncomfortable hip-hugging way, but I can feel the heat emanating from him like an oven left on a little too high. If you would have told me a week ago that Nolan Knight would be cozying up beside me, kissing me in Hope Falls, I would have told you to run to the nearest hospital and have a CAT scan. But here I am, my body resting against his, his arms all but wrapped around me for the second day straight—clearly it’s me who needs to have my head examined.

      “The sled should keep on a track as long as you don’t do anything erratic,” the unenthused teen informs us. “You hold on to the front.” He places Mattie’s hands over the curled lip of the tiny red sleigh before nodding to me. “You can hold on to your friend if you like and same with you.” He removes the latch that’s holding us back from jettisoning to a certain death and blows a shrill whistle over our heads. “Incoming!” he shouts before sending us off with a shove of his sneaker.

      “Good God!” I wrap my arms around Mattie May as she hoots and howls with delight. We take twist after twist as we zoom down the makeshift luge. Holy hell, who thought this was a safer option than going down ourselves? Me. That’s who. Nolan himself is reason enough for me to never trust my instincts again.

      Nolan leans in hard with his heated chest pressed against my back like a rock wall. His arms wrap themselves around my waist as if his sole purpose in life were to keep me from catapulting into the sky. I’d protest the idea, but self-preservation has kicked in, and the only thing I care about is getting to the bottom alive and in one piece.

      The three of us scream and laugh as the sleigh crisscrosses the switchbacks. The icy air bites my cheeks, and my teeth feel as if they’ve turned into icicles, but I can’t close my mouth. I haven’t laughed this hard in years, and it feels too good to stop now. Something tells me this sled, toboggan, demonic sleigh on razor blades, was never meant to occupy three full-grown adults.

      We hit the middle of the run, and Nolan leans in, his heated breath pants over the side of my face, warming me, and instinctually I lean into him. His arms circle around me tighter, and for a fleeting, impossible moment, it feels as if we’ve been transported back to that magical summer where I thought I had found the man I would spend the rest of my life with. Nolan Knight’s singular gift was making me feel unreasonably safe and secure, and right about now, I feel just that way in his thick, strong arms.

      We pick up speed as we race toward the bottom, and Mattie May raises both her hands in the air for the final stretch of the run, prompting me to do the same, but Nolan never lets go of me. His warm embrace carries me all the way to the bitter bottom as our sled comes to a slogging end, and yet another bored looking teen in a red Mountain Ridge issued jacket helps lift our laughing bodies out of the toboggan.

      “That was fantastic, Mattie!” I shout as I wipe the nearly frozen tears from my eyes. “Are you ready for the cup of hot cocoa yet?”

      Nolan glances over as he wraps an arm over Mattie May’s shoulders. That smug smile of his reprises itself. “I thought you suggested grilled cheese and a soup of the day?”

      Know-it-all. “I did, but it feels a little early for all that heavy food.” I rub my arms to keep my limbs from freezing solid. “Hot cocoa might sound a little more appetizing at the moment.” Hell, it’s always the right time for chocolate, Nolan. Everyone knows that, I want to say but don’t.

      “No siree, Bob!” Mattie points an enthused finger at the top of the mountain. “I had such a good time. I want to do it again!”

      Nolan and I lift a brow at one another, and something about our shared amusement, our shared concern toward Mattie May warms me. We head wordlessly back up as Mattie fills in the silence with her enthusiasm for her new favorite outdoor sport. To hear her go on about it, you’d think she was gearing up to be an Olympic bobsledder. I knew she’d have a good time. I’m just glad she lived to tell about it. I can only hope I’m sledding down a hillside with so much gusto in my ninth decade of life.

      We hit the top, and the same bored teenager extends a hand to Mattie May to help her into position.

      “You know what?” Mattie glances back at the giant structure in the distance. “I think I’m gonna head over to the chalet and have that cup of hot cocoa. Why don’t the two of you enjoy the run on your own, and I’ll meet you there?” She nods over at the chalet, which is only a hop and a skip from where we’re standing, and my heart sinks with fear. She can’t leave me. Not here alone with him of all people—not the way he had his arms wrapped around me that first seemingly never-ending trip down the mountain. The entire right side of my face still sears from the heat of his warm breath. I can still feel him holding me as we spiraled into a white winter wonderland.

      “I’ll go with you,” I offer in a panic, because for one, I happen to be sober. Being alone with Nolan practically requires a drink with a strong ethanol content. “He can go alone, and we’ll meet up with him later.” I turn to Nolan and give a hard wink. “Break a leg!”

      He frowns with that three-day scruff I can’t help but melt at, and his dimples depress without meaning to. “I’m pretty sure that’s only good luck in the theater, sweetheart.”

      “Who said anything about good luck, sweetheart?” I lob it back as quick as he tossed it over.

      The bored teen clears his throat. “There’s a line forming behind you. Whoever wants to get on needs to take a seat. One is fun, but two is better.”

      Great. It’s nice to see our resident blasé teen suddenly morph into Dr. Seuss.

      “You heard the man!” Mattie May shuffles off as quick as she can while holding on to the railing. “One is fun—but two is better! Have a great time, kids! The hot cocoa is on me!” She hikes up the stairs to the chalet like a billy goat before I can stop her, and the slightly miffed teen helps me into my seat.

      “Hang on to the front. The sun just crested the evergreens, which means our trails get slick, real quick.”

      “Perfect,” I grumble. Hey? Maybe I’ll be the one to break a leg. A vision of me holed up in a hospital bed comes to mind with my leg dangling off some demonic contraption connected to the ceiling. A part of me feels that might just be a safer and saner way to spend the next two weeks than with Nolan Knight scooting his rock-solid body tight against mine. But that’s just what he does. Nolan slips in behind me with his legs straddling me, his crotch tucked hard against my back, and my cheeks heat at the thought of what might be going on in those egotistical boxers of his. I bet he thinks I’m enjoying the hell out of this. I bet he thinks I’ve been dreaming of a moment just like this for the last four years. His arms cinch around my waist, and an involuntary sigh escapes me. But before I can properly reprimand myself for the misgiving, the teen offers us a sturdy shove from the dock, and we’re off to the races.

      The sleigh nosedives down at what seems to be a thousand neck breaking miles per hour. Good God, I don’t remember going this fast when Mattie was seated up front! What the hell? Did someone grease the run and forget to warn the masses? Or perhaps this was the work of some disgruntled soon-to-be ex-employee who thinks watching people scream like loons while zooming toward their impending deaths is a laugh a minute. I’m betting on the latter. Great. Nolan and I get to reap the nefarious rewards of some day shift supervisor’s wrath on some poor unsuspecting teen. It was probably the disgruntled kid who shoved us off the mountain to begin with.

      Nolan leans in hard. His warm breath pants hard into my ear. “Hold on tight. This might get ugly.”

      “Oh God, oh God, oh God!” I wail as the evergreens swish by in a blur. We take the switchbacks on this go around harder, faster, and far wilder than we did when Mattie May was with us. Clearly she has the hand of an angel upon her, because now that the angelic being has lifted his protective hedge, it’s clear Nolan and I are sailing to hell in a sleigh-shaped handbasket.

      His grip over me intensifies. I can feel each of his fingers as they press into my flesh, his body nearly encapsulating mine. If I knew just a few short days ago that I would be face-to-face with the man who shattered my blown glass heart to irreparable pieces, I would have cursed like a sailor at the impending doom. But now that my life is seemingly in his strong hands—correction—now that his strong body is ready and willing to break our fall—because God knows I’m not sacrificing a perfectly good pair of sexy ski boots to slow this Matterhorn madness—I’m thrilled to be within throat-punching distance of the man who crushed me to dust.

      “We might have to duck and roll!” he shouts up over the lioness roar of the wind we’re cutting through at a gazillion miles an hour. Honestly, I don’t think they clock things this fast. Nolan and I have long since sailed past the sound barrier as we twist and turn, barreling down toward a blurry oblivion. We take the last turn, the one that I remember feeling so very drunk with joy on the last go around, and instead of slowing like we did before, we only seem to speed up.

      Nolan and I glide like a bullet right past the teenagers in their red Mountain Ridge issued jackets, their shocked faces simply a blip on the screen of what is probably panning out to be the last scene of my life.

      Nolan tucks his mouth near my ear, and swear to God, he just gifted my left earlobe a quick kiss.

      “This is not the time to get frisky!” I shout into the wind as skiers and snowboarders alike make every effort to leap out of our way.

      “I’ve got you,” he thunders into my ear. “It’s going to be okay. I promise.”

      And just like that, any fear of hitting a tree and spilling my gray matter all over Hope Falls dissipates. Something deep inside of me demands to believe him, and does. With just about anyone else seated behind me, that brain splatter scenario would have panned out to be a reality. But with Nolan—it’s as if he’s just offered me a sneak peek at what’s to come and there’s no reason to be afraid.

      Nolan reaches over to the front of the sleigh and leans in until the demonic flying carpet takes a hard left and we hurdle toward a smattering of pines. Scratch everything I just said.

      Shit! I twist and do my best to bury my face in Nolan’s rock hard chest.

      “Hang on. Here we go!” His body all but engulfs mine as we bump and grind. The sleigh beneath us skids, left then right, before jackknifing and toppling the two of us onto a bed of untouched snow.

      “Are we alive?” I open an eye and inspect the surroundings. The sleigh sits tucked between two overgrown evergreens, with their sturdy concrete-like trunks that you could easily drive a small car through, and I gasp. It’s clear we’ve sailed far from civilization. Even the happy sounds of children shouting are all but muffled. It’s just Nolan and me, alone in the woods, nothing but miles of virginal snow and evergreens with their sparkling white branches.

      “We’re okay.” Nolan shifts, and I land with a thud over his body, my mouth just a breath away from his. Our eyes lock for a moment. Those ivy green eyes of his have always mesmerized me, but at this moment they own me.

      Nolan’s lips twitch with the idea of a smile as he brushes my hair to the side. “God, you’re beautiful.” There’s an indelible ache written on his face as he says those words as if it pained him on some level, and in truth, I want it to because I just so happen to share in that indelible ache.

      An icy patch of snow lands hard over my temple, sending my head to the left with a violent jolt, and we look over to find a couple of teenage boys pelting one another with softball-sized balls of icy mischief.

      “Watch it, you little brats!” I belt out while struggling to rise to my feet.

      Nolan hops up and scoops a mound of snow up before patting it down and pegging the one that’s laughing the loudest as they run back to the coven they came from.

      “And you better keep running!” I shout, my hand still poised to toss my, rather perfect, if I do say so myself, snowball. Nolan turns my way with that body I once worshiped, that beating heart that I swore would love me forever—and I fling it right at his five o’clock shadow, sexy as all hell face.

      “Whoa.” He spits the snow right out of his mouth with a laugh. “That right there was a declaration of war, Misty.”

      Nolan and I do our best to amass ammunition for the impending battle we’re gearing up for.

      “I didn’t declare this war”—I puff as I form another quick white ball of wrath and launch it in his direction—“you did!” I launch yet another missile at him and peg him right in the chest. The snowball detonates into confetti as if it hit a concrete wall at a hundred miles an hour, and for the most part it did.

      “This war only has one side, honey! And it’s yours.” He pelts me over the arm half-heartedly.

      “Lest you forget who wears the deceptive pants in this relationship.” I land a sloppy one over the top of his head and cover his dark hair with a snowy cap.

      Nolan tosses one snow-laden bullet after the next in rapid machine gun like fashion until I’m laughing so hard I’m incapacitated from firing back.

      He comes in close, and I smash the melting snow in my hand over his face as we collectively trip over a rock. Nolan and I land on a pile of newly disrupted snow of our own making. His body lands square on top of mine, his elbows extended to keep from crushing my ribcage.

      “You okay?” he pants over my face with that goofy never-ending grin of his. Sexy as hell as it might be, it still has the power to vex me. I once lived and died by Nolan’s wicked grin, but in the hurtful aftermath, I saw it as something far more nefarious than it ever was loving. Nolan was a good guy right up until he wasn’t.

      “Yes, I’m okay.” My hands land over his chest in a weak attempt at self-preservation. The only thing my hands really want to do is grab the back of his neck and bring his mouth down to mine. Traitors.

      Damn Nolan Knight to hell for being the most gorgeous beast to roam the planet. I now know for a fact that he happens to be the wealthiest beast as well, but I didn’t care about that then, and I don’t care about that now.

      Nolan’s chest rumbles with a dry laugh, and his body rides up and down, taking me right along for the ride.

      “What’s so funny?” I stare up at that blessed by God face, and all I want to do is cry.

      “Nothing. I’m just happy to hear we’re in a relationship.”

      “Oh no.” I shake my head, grinding my scalp down to nothing with the ice knifing into the back of my skull. “We are in no such thing. Besides, I stopped believing in the R word exactly four years ago.” I wince because I just so happened to squeeze a quickie wedding in the interim. I hate that I’ve somehow given Nolan’s ego a boost in that he now knows my wedding bliss—albeit short-lived—was all a scam.

      He forces a quick frown, but that grin of his rubber bands right into place. “You said so yourself. I wear the deceptive pants in this relationship.” The frown does a reprisal and sticks around this time. “I’m sorry I deceived you.”

      “What’s this?” I swallow down a dull laugh, his face still dangerously close to mine. “An apology? You’re only four years too late, buddy—that is, if you mean it.” Not that I’m accepting, but I’d rather keep him in suspense on the subject so I don’t utter another word.

      Nolan winces as he falls to his elbows, his breath softly sweeping over my cheek. His body warms mine as the snow against my back threatens to solidify me to a painful Popsicle-inspired death.

      “I’m so sorry, Misty.” His expression crumbles as if he were speared with great pain. “I would do anything to take us back to that summer and make everything right again.”

      “Stop!” I shout without warning, and he blinks back. “Just stop.” It comes out weaker as I pant unstoppably. The last thing I want is to forgive and forget. That’s not how lifelong grudges work, and that’s exactly what I promised myself all those years ago I would nurse—a nice lifelong hatred for this ridiculously good-looking hulk of a man currently begging for forgiveness. Okay, so he’s not quite begging, and that, right there, might be the deciding factor. If he crawled through Main Street naked in the snow, I might consider it, but only long enough to humiliate him with the idea of false hope.

      “Do you forgive me?” Those deep sea green eyes search my features for a shred of optimism. And there you have it. Nolan wants his conscience set free, and only I have the power to do that. As much as I want to offer a smug smile, I can’t seem to get my lips to stray in that direction.

      “I don’t want to forgive you.” My heart thumps wild as a stampede of emotions threatens to crash through my chest. “I want to do this.” My hands swoop to where they’ve desperately wanted to be all along as I pull him down by the back of the neck and crash those snow soft lips to mine. Nolan gives a devilish groan as he lingers in that sweet kiss. A heated moment bounces by before my mouth opens and I let him in, back into my mouth where he roamed freely last night, back into my life where I swore he would never, ever haunt my doorways again. Nolan pulls my lower lip out with his and moans as if enjoying his favorite dessert. He covers my mouth, and his tongue lashes out with a hunger that only ripe lust can bring. Nolan’s kisses taste far sweeter than I remember. These are fevered kisses, unholy kisses, I’m-going-to-devour-you kisses, but mostly, these are tender kisses that only heartfelt emotions can sponsor.

      I may have walked away from Nolan all those years ago, but judging by the fact I can’t seem to drink this man down fast enough, the fact I can never satiate myself of this infernal desire to have him, lets me know that I’m still as invested as I ever was. Whether I like it or not, I’m still all-in.

      Nolan is a god. A devil. A white knight who ironically sponsored the darkest hour of my soul. He was my friend, then my lover, and quickly thereafter, my sworn enemy. But today, he is my protector—my comrade in snowball wielding arms if only for a moment.

      Today, this hour, this moment—Nolan Knight is slowly steadily unlocking the rusted chamber of my heart.

      It shouldn’t surprise me.

      He has always held the key.

      Nolan and I eventually make our way to Mattie May and enjoy that hot cocoa right along with a grilled cheese and the soup of the day. We don’t talk about what happened after that sled careened out of the natural world and into some alternate universe where I latched my tongue onto his. Instead, we get right back to ribbing one another with salted barbs—okay, that was me—and lovelorn glances—mostly him. But all afternoon I wonder what in the hell I’ve gotten myself into.
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      Misty Baker has my heart. She’s always had it. I gave it to her that first day all those summers ago when I laid eyes on her with that cute ponytail wagging, those so-tight-you-can-tell-if-the-quarter-is-heads-or-tails jeans, those ruby-stained lips. But it was that sweet smile and even sweeter soul that really got me. I knew then and there I did the right thing by venturing out of Hollow Brook, as far away from North Carolina as possible, to find that jewel the universe had reserved just for me. And then, as sure as hell, I screwed that up as quickly as possible. But that was years ago, and this is now. I may have lost Misty once, but I will move heaven and earth to make sure it doesn’t happen again.

      Once we got back yesterday, Mattie was exhausted and hit the sack early. I thought maybe Misty and I could head into town and hit dinner, but she ducked into her room before I could ask and never came out. For today’s adventure, Mattie May has chosen the winter festival over on the east end of town. She’s promised a day filled with arts and crafts, a midway with games and prizes, and perhaps the world’s best chili. I’ll be honest, I wasn’t sold until chili. Arts and crafts are good and fun for about fifteen minutes before some male-centric timer in me goes off and I start sniffing for the exit.

      Misty and Mattie May pile into my truck with Mattie riding shotgun and me stealing glances at Misty from the rearview mirror all the way there. Damn, that girl looks like an angel. I’m just thanking my lucky stars I happened to look at my email that day. Over the years, Mattie May has become the forward queen, sending me every feel-good email that circulates on a granny loop for as long as I can remember. After the first few dozen, I stopped opening them. I feel like crap over that fact, but it’s true. But then, a thought came to me, and I responded to one. We started to chat, and the idea of a bucket list sprang to life—in truth, all I could think of was Misty. Of course, I wanted to help Mattie May, but I thought Mattie May could help me out, too. I glance back at Misty, and our eyes lock for a moment. I’m sorry, I want to say. But I did say it. She just so happened not to forgive me.

      I’m not sure how long Mattie May can hold on to our little secret, but I’m guessing that Misty wouldn’t be too impressed that I was keeping something from her once again. It was the fact I kept something from her the last time that unraveled us to begin with.

      “Mattie?” Misty leans in, and her sweet floral perfume wraps around me like a kiss all its own. “What exactly is it that you’re looking to cross off your list today?”

      Misty has her hair in a ponytail just like that first day, and I can’t help but feel a burst of nostalgia. Maybe it’s a sign? I shake the thought away. It’s pathetic how desperate I’ve become and how low I’m willing to go to get what I want—which, of course, is Misty. But I’m okay with going low if I can somehow land the two of us in that magical place we were at just before the nightmare that led to our fall.

      “A giant bear.” Mattie gives a thumbs-up for no apparent reason.

      “A giant what?” I’m sure I heard bear. There are a lot of things I’m willing to do for Mattie May, but chasing down a five-hundred pound hairy beast who has both the potential and the desire to chew my balls off doesn’t appeal to me.

      “A bear!” she howls at me as if I were the village idiot. “You know, a stuffed animal. I have never won a stuffed animal at the fair.”

      “A stuffed animal.” A dull laugh huffs from me as we get out of the truck and head toward the community center. A giant canvas sign wags in the wind reading Winter Wonderland One Week Only!

      We step inside, ladies first, and if I’m honest, I’ll fess up to the fact my eyes sank straight to the curve of Misty’s ultra-tight jeans. As soon as she walked down those stairs this morning, all I wanted to do was grab ahold of her and haul her off to my room. Misty has a fresh scrubbed look about her, but those velvet eyes, those lips—Misty Baker is hot as hell, and there isn’t a man on this planet who would contest it.

      Inside the community center’s cavernous space sit about thirty different tents, each with red and white striped canopies. Dozens of families mill around—a young mother laughs up a storm while shouting at her children, a father walks like a zombie with a stunned look on his face, wondering out loud why the heck they just shelled out sixty dollars in cold hard cash to win the oversized stuffed purple octopus in his hands. But mostly, the vicinity is populated with disenfranchised teenagers milling around, the guys checking out the girls and vice versa.

      “Why aren’t any of these kids in school?” Misty asks the question for me.

      “I was just thinking the same thing.” I butt my shoulder into hers playfully, and she takes a full step away.

      Mattie waves off the crowd as if they were inconsequential. “It’s something new the school district is doing up here. It’s called Ski Week. The kids get to lounge around all week and enjoy the slopes. If that’s not a waste of time and energy, I don’t know what is. They should be in a classroom, nose in a book, if you ask me. But I’m not on the school board anymore. My PTA days are long gone.” She shakes a fist at a couple of boys who run by and nearly clip her before glancing back at Misty and me. “I suppose this is your future—little ones running around underfoot, lots of school activities, winter fairs, ski weeks, and whatever other fancy term they’ll think of next for skipping school.”

      Misty shakes her head with a disparaging look at the masses. “In my day, we didn’t have any such thing as Ski Week either. In fact, we certainly didn’t have cell phones in elementary school.”

      “In your day?” I lift a brow her way. I can’t help it. Misty is a hair younger than me, and seeing that we’re both in our mid to late twenties, I can’t help but want to tease her. “I remember when cell phones were just for talking, and you had to flip them open in order to do that. None of that newfangled Internet stuff was attached.” I give a hard wink.

      Misty makes a face, assuring me I’ve brought her to the brink of vomiting. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were trying to bond over our quasi-technology based childhoods.”

      Mattie May tosses up a hand. “Well, isn’t that a good thing? The two of you should bond! I worked really hard to—” she catches herself and looks to me a moment.

      Crap. Don’t blow it, Mattie. Do not blow it.

      She shudders. “Really hard to bring you both here to win me something big! Now let’s move it. The first person to help me win that bear gets to pick where we eat dinner! I don’t know about you, but I’m about to work up an appetite. Don’t just stand around like a couple of stiffs. Relax! It’s time to unwind and have a little fun.” She shuffles off down the makeshift midway as Misty and I watch for a second.

      Misty takes a breath. “You know I really admire her.”

      “She’s the best,” I offer and mean every word. “I can only hope I’m as spry and ornery at her age.”

      “Well, you’ve got the ornery part down pat. I’d say you’re halfway there.” Her lips stretch into a satisfied smile. “Besides, I happen to be plenty spry, and I plan on helping Mattie win that stuffed bear so I can get a nice salmon dinner at the Cove.”

      “The Cove?” I shake my head just to vex her. In truth, I love the Cove. It’s one of the only sit-down restaurants that is actually worth trading my flannel in for a suit. The food is worth the wardrobe change, so I don’t mind one delicious bit. But more than that, it’s where Misty and I shared many meals. “Nah,” I tease. “It’s all about Sue Ann’s Café. A three-egg omelet, hash browns, a short stack that’s dripping with syrup—breakfast. It’s what’s for dinner.” I strut right past her and thread my way through the crowd as I find Mattie May at a booth decked out with oversized neon-colored bears strapped near the top of the tent like helpless toddlers begging for a kind stranger to help them down.

      “That’s the one!” Mattie looks appraisingly at the rainbow of furry stuffed creatures. “I’m thinking I should probably settle for pink because it’ll go with the mauve walls in my bedroom, but the bright blue baby bear would look mighty nice on my sofa next to the chintz pillas’.” A placid smile comes and goes as her country accent comes in clear.

      The object of this game is to land a red ring over a bottle—any ring over any bottle makes you the owner of one of those gargantuan beasts. The whole racket looks irritatingly easy. It’s no wonder I’ve seen six of these oversized monsters bopping up and down the midway already. They’ve made the damn game way too effortless.

      “Don’t take too long in deciding”—I shake my head at Mattie—“because I’ll be sending one your way in just a minute.” I pay the teenager in charge a dollar for six tiny rings—five more than I’ll be needing. The bottles themselves are situated side by side, and there are easily a thousand of them.

      With the flick of the wrist, I toss a ring over at the bevy of empty soda bottles with their slender necks, fully expecting to land a touchdown, but the ring kisses the rim of a bottle before disappearing to the ground.

      Misty struts up next to me. “Not as simple as it looks, huh?” The sarcasm drips from her, and it only encourages me to get it right the second time.

      “Why don’t you pick one out, too, sweetheart?” I lob the sarcasm right back at her. “In fact, pick out a couple of ’em. One for the living room and one to keep you company on those cold lonely nights.”

      Misty gasps, and swear to God, I just heard Mattie May do the same thing from behind. Okay, I’ll admit I may have just stepped in dog shit without meaning to. I’m pretty good at that, especially around Misty. In fact, I’m surprised she didn’t bolt the second she laid eyes on me, gagging from the stench of the past. But I do love teasing her. Misty knows I’d never let her have a single lonely night if she’d let me.

      Misty shakes her head, her arms crossed over that ample chest. For a rather petite girl, Misty has a rack for days. Just the thought of her beautiful tits makes my balls wrench with regret. A woman with that body, that face, that beautiful mind should never have been treated the way I once treated her—or, apparently, the way I’m treating her now.

      She leans in with her eyes narrowed in on mine. “Oh, it’s on, Nolan Knight. You had better watch your back, because when you least expect it, an overstuffed bear that I won with my own two murderous hands is going to storm into your room and eat you.”

      I swallow hard without meaning to while Mattie May and Misty whip out their wallets and stock up on ammunition. And thus, yet another war brews between us as the three of us hurl little plastic rings into the glass Bermuda Triangle, only to have them sucked into the money-eating vortex and fall to the floor in a cacophony of soft clinking noises.

      “Shit,” I whisper as I come to my final ring—ring fifty to be exact.

      “Oh, hush!” Mattie May threads her arm through Misty’s then mine before leading us to the money-sucking venue next door. “We just need to warm up, that’s all.”

      Three hundred dollars and a couple of plastic grasshoppers on a stick, a purple inflatable monkey, and a handful of plastic trinkets later, Misty and I take turns eyeing the exit. As much as I hate to admit it, the only thing that we seem to be a united front on is ditching this glorified daycare center.

      “Well, kids…” Mattie May leans hard against my arm. I’m pretty sure if I move my elbow over just one inch, she’ll fall to the floor. She’s that exhausted. “I think we should—”

      “Go?” I offer.

      Misty swoops in on the other side of Mattie and begins to steer her toward the door. “We gave it our best shot, and that’s what counts. If that doesn’t call for dinner at the Cove, then I don’t know what does. Last one out of the community center has to pick up the tab.” She sneers over at me. “And since it’s ladies first, that will be you, Nolan.”

      “What?” Mattie May digs in her orthopedic heels. “Heaven’s no. We can’t quit now. Not with all that training fresh under our belts. You can follow me or not, but I’m getting me a bear. Now, if you’ll excuse me—I’ve got a bucket list to tend to.”

      She stalks off as Misty and I watch in amazement.

      “I hope I have that energy when I’m her age.” Misty drags her feet as she follows our spirited friend.

      “I hope I have you,” I can’t help but whisper as I follow behind.

      Once again, the three of us purchase an ungodly amount of cursed little red rings. For a moment, I envision a man in a very cheesy suit laughing his ass off as he counts the government-issued lettuce we’ve given him to nibble on—hell, retire off of. We proceed to toss our rings and our money to the wind as, one by one, each of our tiny flying discs lands unceremoniously onto the floor. Soon Mattie is all done with her stash, while Misty and I are down to our very last rays of cheap furry hope.

      “On three!” I shout. “One, two—” Misty and I toss our final rings into the air in concert, and the world seems to sink into slow motion as they rotate and spin—and then, in a turn of miraculous events, the two rings kiss over the glass bottles before breaking their separate ways and landing each on a bottle neck of their own.

      “Holy shit,” barks the kid manning the booth. “I mean”—he cups his hand over his mouth and shouts into the crowd—“winner, winner, winner!” He scratches the back of his neck while shaking his head. “Dude, did you freaking see that?” He points to the rings, just as stunned as we are. “I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s like… it’s like…” He tosses up his hands at a loss for words.

      Mattie clears her throat. “It’s like destiny stepped in.” Her jaw drops at the sight. “Good golly, I think on our way home the two of you should buy some lottery tickets. In fact, if I had that kind of luck with someone, I’d never let them go.”

      Misty and I exchange apprehensive glances before I offer her a mild high five and she returns the unenthusiastic favor. We pick out the blue and pink bears respectively and tuck them into the back seat, ensconcing Misty between them like a couple of furry bookends.

      “Where to?” I ask, exhausted but starving from our wallet draining afternoon. Since both Misty and I won, I’ve decided to be a gentleman and let Misty have her way—in a roundabout manner.

      “Oh, hon”—Mattie May’s voice is weaker than water as she fans herself with her fingers—“I’m afraid I can’t take much more excitement today. I’m so tuckered out. I want nothing more than to crawl into bed. I’m afraid I’ll have to skip dinner.”

      “I’m sorry to hear it.” Misty’s voice comes out small from the back as if those king-sized bears had somehow sound-proofed the entire truck. “Why don’t you decide where Nolan and I should go? I’d like to go to the Cove, and he thinks breakfast for dinner at Sue Ann’s is a responsible adult decision. Not that I could fault him”—and here it comes—“Nolan usually has his daddy make his reasonable adult decisions for him.”

      Our eyes connect in the rearview mirror, and for a heartbeat, the world seems to stop. Whether or not Misty is aware of it, she hit below the belt. Her mouth falls open as if in that split second she understood, but I try to play it off by looking out the window at the pines swaying in the wind, the snow that’s spraying from their branches in a flurry.

      Mattie May brushes it off as she opens the door and gets out before I can help her. “Why don’t you kids go to one restaurant tonight and another tomorrow? Ladies first.” She winks at Misty. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get inside before my back goes out on me. I haven’t had this level of excitement since my cousin, Ola May, was in town nine years ago, and we canned an entire peach tree.” She hobbles toward the bed and breakfast as quick as she can. “Hang on to those teddy bears for me, would ya? I’ll get them situated some other time.” She’s in the door before I can protest.

      Misty moves into the front seat with a gloating look on her face—her lips lusher and hotter than before, if that were possible.

      “The Cove it is,” I say as I turn back out onto the main road with our furry button-eyed children gawking at me from the back seat with their vacant stares. “Since dinner is on me, I’m assuming you’ll be ordering the lobster and the steak.”

      Misty belts out a laugh. “As if I could ever hurt you when it comes to the wallet. That is, unless, you’re one of those miserly deep pockets who sits at his desk all day counting his shekels. Let me guess. You cringed at how much cash you had to part with this afternoon?” That incessant grin on her face lets me know that in the least she enjoys the thought.

      “I’m not miserly, but I’m not exactly in a hurry to throw my money away either. I know the value of a dollar.”

      “That’s a feat, considering you have over a billion of them.” She scoffs at me as if it were the greatest crime. Truthfully, it’s the one crime that damned me all those years ago, so in that respect she’s right.

      “And after that fair, I’m about seven hundred dollars shy of a billion.”

      She pretends to look at the nonexistent watch on her wrist. “And there you go. You’ve just earned it back in interest. Another one percenter’s problems solved by complex interest bearing mathematics.”

      The turnoff to the Cove lies up ahead and Misty says, “Don’t take the left. Just keep going straight until we hit Main Street. I’m open to finding neutral ground. You did make that woman’s entire day. That blue bear back there is testimony to that.”

      “What’s this?” I cock my head as I ready to tease her. “Misty Baker is singing my praises? Is there a blood moon out tonight?”

      “Nope. It just got a little nippier in hell.”

      A dull laugh pumps through me. That’s exactly when she said we would be back together—when hell froze over, but I’m betting she forgot that little horns and tail detail.

      “If that’s the case”—I nod toward Main Street—“maybe we should forgo both dinner and breakfast and head straight for dessert.”

      Her mouth falls open, and the jackass in me eyes that tiny pink tongue of hers while I imagine where exactly it is I’d like for her to put it.

      “Two Scoops?” she asks, marveling at my genius. “That sounds perfectly perverted on this thirty-one degree night. And I happen to like it.”

      “If you like perverted, then honey, you are going to love me.”

      Misty belts out another one of her born-in-the-belly laughs that rattles me in a good way—all the way down to my creaky bones. It makes me feel good to see her so happy—to hear her laughing at something other than myself. Wait, she’s laughing with me and not at me, right?

      I slip into a parking spot just outside the carnival style eatery, and I can’t help but note a three-ringed theme. My life has always been a circus in one respect or the other, so in a way I find this easy to accept.

      I zip out of the truck fast enough to help her out on the other side. The snow in the gutter below is soupy, and I use the wet excuse to take her hand as she steps out and over to the sidewalk. But Misty doesn’t let go of me until we’re halfway down to the ice cream parlor. Back in the day, Misty and I spent our fair share of time at Two Scoops. It’s safe to say that Hope Falls holds all of the good memories that I have ever had.

      Misty’s fingers press into mine as if offering a peace treaty—an apology. I would never want her to apologize. Everything that’s happened to us is all my fault, and we’re both well aware of that fact.

      We head into Two Scoops and both order the very same thing, mint and chip, just like we did that summer all those years ago.

      “You ever think of what could have been?” I ask while licking clean the periphery of my sugar cone. Years ago, Misty would get her ice cream in a cup, but tonight she opted for a cone like me, and I can’t help but wish that she’s trying to send me a signal. My heart thumps wild at the prospect.

      “Yup.” Misty gazes out the window at the navy night unfurling before us like a winter scene painted on velvet. It’s almost too beautiful to believe, but it’s not the night that has my tongue paralyzed from taking another lick. It’s what she’s just said that stuns me. “I often think of what it would’ve been like to stay in Hope Falls. Had I chosen to forgo finishing college, I would probably run the inn by now. I’ve always had a special place in my heart for that B&B.” She shakes her head as if fond of the old place. “But I chose to finish out my bachelors, went to grad school, too.”

      “I’m glad. You deserve the best that life has to offer. Where are you working these days?” I’ve cyberstalked Misty enough to know that she’s taught English at a community college for the last two years, but it’s been a while since she’s posted anything about her career. And now, admitting that to myself, I feel like a complete and utter ass. Who the hell did I think I was prying into her life like some lowlife peeping Tom? When she told me to stay the hell away from her all those years ago, she probably meant laying off the Google searches that involved her life as well. I couldn’t help it, though. Especially not when she married that nitwit. I drank a fifth of whiskey the day of her wedding, and I drank a fifth of whiskey the day she announced her divorce was done. I felt like an ass both times. And oddly, I felt wholly responsible for both of those traumatic events that took place in her life.

      Her cheeks take on a deep amber hue as she struggles with the answer. “Here and there. I’m working part-time at a local college, but soon I’ll be upgraded to full-time if I want. I’m doing a bit more reading these days than working, but I’ve got something else lined up in the near future,” she admits while casting a quick glance to the ground.

      “Reading, huh?” Our eyes lock, and that perennial ache that I get when I look at her returns with a vengeance. “How about we finish these bad boys and scoot next door to the bookstore?”

      Her eyes widen with delight. “Are you kidding? I’ve been salivating to head over there ever since I landed in Hope Falls.”

      “Good. The books are on me—as many as you want. Shop all night. I’m thrilled to do it.”

      She frowns, and it dissipates just as quick as it came. “You realize that it’s a secondhand bookstore and the books each cost a dollar, right?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I say as we finish our cones. “I’ve never been out to impress you with my money.”

      Her mouth falls open, but thankfully rounds out to a smile. “Just what exactly are you trying to impress me with?”

      “My bulging muscles as I carry all those books out for you.”

      We share a quick laugh as we head down Main Street. The moon sprays over the sparkling snow as we make our way next door to Read Between the Lines.

      Her hand brushes against mine before our pinkies link over one another. It’s not a whole hand, but I’ll happily take it. I’m beginning to wonder if Misty wants me to read between the lines.

      Maybe, just maybe, she’s willing to forgive me.
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          Tender is the Night
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      Nolan holds the door open for me like the gentleman he is pretending to be, quite convincingly actually—as we make our way into Read Between the Lines, Hope Falls’ one and only secondhand bookstore. The instant that door swings open, the sweet, thick scent of precious books fills my senses, and I acquire an instant contact high. I’ve been a bookworm from the time I was old enough to hold a tangible piece of literature. There’s nothing I’d rather do on a rainy day than to snuggle up with a good paperback—and as painful as it is to admit, books have been my healing salve all these years without Nolan by my side.

      A deep moan of approval hits me, and Nolan leans in close, his hot mouth close to my ear.

      “Don’t get too worked up, sweetie. You haven’t hit the romance section yet.”

      “Very funny.” And just as my mood hits its fuzzy warm zenith, it dips right back into iceberg territory courtesy of the dark Knight settled by my side. “Is that supposed to be some kind of a swipe at my momentary lack of a bedmate?”

      “Momentary what?” He looks genuinely affronted by his own stupidity. Trust me, I want to say, I am, too. “No.” He winces as if the conversation just got out of control, and believe me, if he’s dragging my underused vagina into this, then we’ve just skidded and hit black ice. “Misty.” He steps in with a pleading tone, his eyes all but begging for forgiveness. I’ve already turned him down in that respect, but there’s been something pumping underneath the surface of my scaly heart, wondering if I should allow him the mercy. What harm could it do? So many years have washed by. Aren’t I over it? Over him? “I would never imply anything negative in that sense. I simply thought”—he frowns as he scours his own scant thoughts—“that it might be something you’d like in your life.”

      “Romance?” My brows hike in amusement. “Yes, Nolan, as a matter a fact, it is. And in the event you were teasing me for my assumed taste in reading, then I laugh in your face.” I manufacture a quick haw-haw that sounds more like a defunct tractor trying to kick-start rather than anything even close to comical. “In fact, I’m going to make a beeline over to the romance section right now and see what kind of offerings they have for a desperate spinster like me.” I stalk over, and to my dismay Nolan trots along like a lost puppy. But I ignore his panting, his lusty plea for attention and peruse the selections—shirtless, hot men adorn just about every cover, and I snap them all up as if I were rescuing orphans from drowning on the literary Titanic. “Make yourself useful.” I scowl as I shove a stack into his waiting arms. I snap up book after book, not bothering to read the jacket blurb or the first and last page, as I’m prone to do. Thank God for ebooks because my patience for actually getting to the end rather than skipping to the good part has increased markedly with the tiny electronic device. Although my bank account isn’t so keen on it. Who knew one-clicking your way through the weekend could add up to the sum-total of a small nation’s gross national product? But my mother has always prided herself in the fact she’s raised a reader, and I’ve never been one to let my sweet mother down. I snap up a few books off the hot and spicy section and plop them onto my growing to-be-read pile erecting like a skyscraper in Nolan’s arms.

      “See this?” I hold up a black paperback with a simple picture of a man’s tie on the cover.

      “What? No naked dude?” He winces as if the lack of studly flesh suddenly offended him. “You want to put that back or burn it in retribution?” His dimples dig in with pride at his non-witty remark, and I gasp.

      “Would you shush? You’re going to get us kicked out of here! Save the book burning jargon for when you’re a safe distance from learned people. That’s an offense worthy of stoning in a bookstore where paperbacks and hardbacks alike are precious and considered something to be treasured, put out for display, petted, and licked once in a while.” I point to the naked tatted-up guy on the cover of the book I last plopped in his arms. “I very much plan on licking him first. But as I was saying”—I wag the book in my hand over his face—“it’s the seemingly innocent covers like this that you have to watch out for. It’s the bat signal for exceptionally sexy times up ahead. That book”—I glance down at my new tatted book boyfriend—“is for reading at bedtime, but this book and its far from innocent intentions? I’m saving this bad boy for the bathtub.”

      “The bathtub?” Nolan looks mesmerized as if I’ve just flashed my boobs and used them as a pendulum to hypnotize him. I’m sure his perverse mind is reeling with the wet and wild possibilities.

      “That’s right only the steamiest of reads can share my precious bath time with me.” I pile a few more books on top before a sweet elderly cashier complete with blue curly hair and wire rimmed glasses drops off a shopping cart.

      “Do your best to fill it up, you two!” She wags a wrinkled finger at us as she scuttles back to her post.

      “I love how cute she is.” I sigh because this is a genuine sentiment. “I can’t wait to grow old.”

      Nolan slides the bevy of books in his arms into the cart avalanche style. “And with all these bad boys to keep you company, you will never be alone.” He organizes the paperbacks into a series of high rises and shakes his head at the haul. “That’s a lot of books to lick.”

      Just as I’m about to cut him to the bone with another witty remark, my eyes snag on those lips. For a man, Nolan Knight has full, luscious lips. Lips to die for. Kissable lips as evidenced by my behavior the last few days. It’s not that his kisses are repulsive. It’s just that I’m pretty sure I’ve been sending him all the wrong tongue-twisting signals.

      “Good thing I’m not opposed to licking the right books.” I swallow hard, still focused on Nolan Knight’s perfectly beautiful mouth. “Or kissing them.” Where the hell did that come from?

      Nolan doesn’t miss a beat. He steps in front of me with that broad chest, that buttery soft forest green flannel I’ve been dying to stroke all afternoon that actually sets off his eyes and makes them glow as if he were inhuman. My heartbeat ratchets up with a fury as if I were about to take a flying leap from the world’s tallest building. I know what I would be thinking all the way down. What a waste of time it’s been on this Earth without Nolan by my side. And then my next thought would be, why did he have to turn out to be such a lying bastard?

      He comes in close, his lids partially closed, his own breathing picking up pace as if we were in some exhausting silent race for two and the finish line was in the depths of one another’s mouths.

      “Misty”—he closes his eyes a moment as if he were drugged—“I don’t want you licking these covers.” A sad smile takes over. “Or kissing them.” His brows knit with sorrow. “And I don’t want to see you growing old with books.”

      “I’m probably going to grow old with books anyway.” It comes out breathless as my body inches closer to his, our heads magnetizing toward one another as if an unstoppable force is about to conjoin us at the mouth—not that I would object. It’s just that it’s making it all that much harder to maintain a consistent level of hatred when I keep losing myself in these kissable lapses of judgment.

      “I’m going to kiss you,” Nolan says it as a fact. I’ve long suspected that the man has a God complex, what with the billions in the bank, and the women practically begging him to take their vaginas hostage. It’s a tall task to maintain sanity for a mere human.

      “You’re not going to kiss me.” I do my best to sound as obviously in control as possible, but in truth, I’m freefalling right off the tallest proverbial building, my heart already fearing what waits at the bottom. I promised myself I would never do this again, never do Nolan again. I had already ridden that crazy train and landed a room at the broken heart express. No thank you. I don’t do crazy. “I’m going to kiss you.” Nope, I don’t do crazy. I am crazy. I am clearly certifiable.

      I lean in, and our lips meet with a soft, savory kiss. We linger, moaning with delight as I wrap my arms around his neck, his own arms finding a home around my waist as they warm me. Nolan Knight enters my mouth like a thief, like a liar, like all of the things he so obviously is. He is a thief because he stole my heart, and now there is no human way to get it back. He is a liar because he lied about who he was, and I was the target of his deception. He is a thief and a liar, but he owns me in the worst way. Nolan’s sensual, magic-infused kisses make those once unforgivable sins dissipate to nothing and morph into a couple of oil-covered sparrows that muster the power to fly far, far away.

      We kiss in the bookstore, under the large hand-painted sign that reads Romance as if paying homage to the genre itself, a living billboard for all to see.

      But romance isn’t something that Nolan and I can ever seem to get right. At least not together.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Days drift by with Mattie May pulling Nolan and me in all sorts of crazy directions as we cross things off the bucket list left and right. We’ve built a snowman, spent an entire afternoon bowling as Mattie did her best to earn that ever-elusive strike, saw a double-header at the movies—a rom-com and a horror flick all in the same day, asked the fire chief to give us a tour of the firehouse, even though it was clear Mattie was gunning for a ride in that big red truck of theirs, and as fate—and a hundred bucks slipped to the chief per Nolan’s never-ending wallet, she scored it. We all did. What we haven’t done is talked about any of those kisses I’ve doled out in a stunningly voluntary manner. That last kiss at the bookstore was by far the hottest, steamiest, most diary entry kiss of them all—not that I keep a diary, but God if I did, that kiss would have eaten up pages and pages. I’ve always secretly suspected that bookstore kisses were the very best kind. And being the diligent bookstore patron I am, I ended up purchasing every last paperback I stuffed into that cart. Nolan tried to wave his dollars around, but I’m a quick draw with my Visa, and I was hasty to ninja my way into a little more debt. Speaking of debt, my new job starts in just under a month, and I haven’t breathed a word of it to Nolan yet. I hinted at it when we briefly touched on my career, but I didn’t dare say it out loud. Last summer, I applied for a teaching position at Whitney Briggs University. It’s the same university where my brother, Seth, is a junior, and thankfully, he’s fine with the idea of me setting foot on campus. But Nolan? His ego will inflate the size of a Macy’s parade balloon when he finds out I’m moving to Hollow Brook. I’m terrified at what he might think when I tell him. For obvious reasons, I need to say something. God forbid I casually run into him at the market, or at the movies. He’ll think I’ve morphed into a stalker or something. And with all of these easy kisses I’ve been doling out, I’ve given him no reason to think otherwise.

      This afternoon Mattie May had us endure a round of miniature golf down at Putt ’N Stuff. The clouds were heavy, but thankfully, we weren’t doused with powdered sugar falling from the sky. It was freezing, and my fingers turned blue, but somehow I ended up winning. This seemingly athletic streak in me somehow managed to turn Nolan on ten times hotter than those kisses because he kept threatening to take me to a real golf course and put my putting skills to the nine-iron test. But this evening, Mattie suggested that we cross another item off her list—a twofer if you will. The only hint she’s given us is that we’re to dress warm yet look snazzy. I’m guessing snazzy is code for brush your hair, Misty. Nolan, put on a tie.

      The three of us congregate at the base of the foyer once again, and I can’t help but feel like a kid at camp. This entire week and a half has flown by with fun and kisses, new experiences and kisses, giant fuzzy bears and lucky strikes on my part, and have I mentioned those mouthwatering, soul-churning kisses?

      “You look beautiful.” Nolan doesn’t hesitate with the compliment as his eyes lock over mine. I not only find it amusing that I seem to have garnered the power to put him in a trance whenever we’re around, but a part of me is thriving off his incessant need to have me.

      “You look okay yourself.”

      It’s true. Nolan looks sharp in a suit and tie, a black trench coat on over that, which only adds to that air of mystery he’s always had about him. His dark hair is slicked back, glossy and dark, and I not only want to run my hands through it, I want to rub my face, my feet, and yes, my boobs through it. That man does hair right, and that alone is enough to vex me. But those smoky bedroom eyes, those honeyed lips, those pecs that I crave to press against just one more time have me spellbound.

      Thank God Almighty that Mattie May will be joining us tonight. I haven’t had dinner with Nolan once on this amusement park-esque journey we’ve undertaken. Each night when we get back, I quickly scurry to my room and sequester myself inside, ordering a small meal and having it delivered. Sure, I’ve eaten lunch with him. Heck, the three of us are practically fixtures at Sue Ann’s Café. And Nolan is right, by the way. Breakfast for dinner is definitely something to write home about. But our evening meal, the most sacred and innuendo laced meal of them all is by far something I’ve held off on experiencing with him. Maybe if Mattie May didn’t strictly adhere to her set bedtime of six thirty I would have considered it, but tonight, she’s up past her bedtime, and that is precisely why I’m not only considering it, but pulling the trigger on the idea. This dinner, wherever it may be, has something to do with Mattie May’s bucket list.

      Mattie turns to greet me, and her joyful expression quickly sours. “Is that what you’re wearin’?” Her jaw contorts to something this side of disgust as she inspects me in my long down jacket.

      “You said to dress warm,” I’m quick to remind her. “But look”—I open the dowdy coat to reveal a white cabled sweater dress that hugs my curves like a NASCAR driver making that track his bitch. I’ve donned ultra-thick white leggings to keep the blood pumping throughout my greatest assets, but my boots are the true pièce de résistance of this snazzy ensemble I managed to whip together in a moment’s notice.

      “Well—hello to you, too, honey!” Mattie gives my hip a light tap. “Oh, sweetie, take off that heavy coat. I’ve got just the thing to spruce you up.”

      I glance to Nolan while Mattie shouts for Alora and Trinity to bring her Norman.

      “Norman?” Nolan’s dimples go off because clearly he’s amused at the shouting spree that my ratty old jacket has sponsored.

      “Off with the coat!” Mattie May shouts, doing her best impersonation of the Queen of Hearts.

      I’m quick to oblige just as Alora and Trinity amble in carrying an oversized cinnamon-colored fur between them, the inside lined a luscious satin purple.

      “Holy wow!” I can’t seem to catch my next breath as I take in the lush, supple, and soft as a baby bear fur. And just like that, I withdraw my hand and shudder. “I can’t wear it.”

      Mattie tosses her hands in the air, her face bewildered. “Why the heck not?”

      “Because it was living, and now it’s dead. I can’t wear it.”

      “Oh, hon”—she waves me off while helping my arms through the sleeves, and I sigh at how warm and decadent it feels both inside and out—“this is about as real as that moose’s head hanging over the fireplace.”

      The bed and breakfast has had a stuffed plaid moose head over the fireplace for as long as I can remember. When Nolan and I were together, we made out under it one night while we crossed things off a bucket list of our own—a rather sexually charged bucket list. Nolan and I thought we were doing Hope Falls a favor by christening all of its points of interest with our conjoined bodies. My face heats at the thought. Nolan Knight was a force of nature in the bedroom, and out of it, too. To say my wedding night with Ryan was lackluster in compassion would be likening a day at Disneyland to a day in arctic tundra. Nolan was all a ride on a never-ending roller coaster complete with thrills and chills, and Ryan was more of an undertaking in survival mode.

      “Then it’s perfect.” I do a quick twirl, and a spontaneous applause breaks out with Nolan leading the pack.

      “You look absolutely stunning.” His eyes widen into mine as if this coat just cast a spell over him.

      “Thank you.” I do a little curtsey.

      “I second that.” Mattie pats my shoulders down. “And you don’t look so bad yourself, Norman. Glad to see you’ve finally come out of the closet!” She and her nieces share a quick cackle. “Norman was my father’s name, and he gifted this coat to me for my senior high ball all those many centuries ago, so I’ve just always called it Norman.” She gives a wistful smile. “It got me an engagement ring that night. Who knows?” Her blue eyes twinkle with mischief, and suddenly I’m regretful I ever donned Norman. “He might work his magic on you, too! It’s just not right for a girl as pretty as you to be alone. In fact, it’s downright criminal!”

      A low-lying growl escapes me because what I’ve secretly feared is that this entire trip is a part of Mattie May’s new matchmaking endeavor—bucket list line item sixty-nine? Set two hearts ablaze with mountainside shenanigans. Little does she know I’m impervious to her devices. A broken heart will do that to you.

      “And I second that.” Nolan winks over at me, and I’m right back to scowling at him. “I think Norman and you make quite the grand pair.”

      “He is the strong silent type.” I wrap myself up in his wooly comfort as we head out to brave the elements. “He’s tall, dark, and exceedingly handsome. It’s safe to say he has all of the qualities I adore in a man. This might be the beginning of a beautiful relationship.”

      Nolan tucks his lips close to my ear, and the subtle scent of his spiced cologne electrifies my senses. “I thought you said you stopped believing in the R word,” he smarts.

      I’m only quasi-impressed he remembers my words from the bookstore. “If the right man comes along, he might have the power to make me believe whatever he wants.” I snuggle deeper into Norman’s luxurious fur-lined comfort. I might just be in love. Mattie May might actually have a fight on her hands when she tries to extract him from me.

      The purple night sky above Hope Falls is clustered full of stars, so low you could hang both a wish and a dream on. The evergreens sparkle with their snow-covered branches, and there is just enough new powder on the ground to assure you that winter is still in full swing.

      “Where to?” I trill as my breath plumes out into a white smoky haze.

      “Right this way, young lady.” She hooks her arm through mine and does the same to Nolan on the other side while leading us over past the frozen rose garden, past the five-tier fountain filled with piles of fluffy white snow, all the way to the back where we see something just out of a fairytale—and I gasp.

      “Mattie!” I cry. Moved by how breathtakingly beautiful the back of the B&B looks, I almost want to cry.

      The gazebo is lit up with the power of thousands of sparkling twinkle lights. Rows and rows of garland weave throughout the top, and strands of lavender wisteria frame the entry. Inside is a table set for three with a white tablecloth, complete with silverware and crystal champagne flutes. Three silver domes sit in place with a waiter in a full tuxedo looking stoically ahead.

      Just as she navigates us in that direction, a quartet of violinists start up, and I’m stunned to find four impeccably dressed people, two women, two men, seated just north of the gazebo playing their delicate instruments while staunchly set on reading music.

      “Mattie,” Nolan whispers. “This is spectacular.”

      “I hoped you’d like it.” She gives both our arms a tug. “I’ve always wanted to sit out and have a nice romantic meal in this very spot. I never understood why more people didn’t take advantage of it this way. Let’s just say after Levi saw it—he’s already added it to the list of things to do at the bed and breakfast. Consider yourselves the first to experience a romantic dinner at Hope Falls’ number one bed and breakfast.”

      “Only bed and breakfast,” I’m quick to correct as we enter the Cinderella-inspired gazebo. Nolan pulls out chairs for both Mattie May and me at the very same time.

      “Ladies,” he says as we take our seats.

      Mattie says a quick blessing over our meals as the waiter removes our domes, revealing a thick cut of New York Prime for Nolan, a perfectly pink salmon for me, and a leg of fried chicken for Mattie May along with mashed potatoes all the country fixings you could ask for.

      “Hope you don’t mind the selection. I did that myself. Feel free to share, mix, and match. We’re all family around here, especially the three of us. After what we’ve gone through these last two weeks, I think we’ve got a bond that will last the rest of our lives.”

      Nolan and I exchange glances. That might be true, but I’ve felt bonded to Nolan far longer than simply the last couple of weeks.

      Mattie instructs the waiter to fill our glasses with bubbling champagne. I can’t help but note it’s a bottle of Cristal, and my heart thumps unnaturally for the golden liquid. I may not be a big drinker, but I know fine champagne, and I’m not one to turn it down. It looks like Norman and I will be doing a little bonding, too, as I get my tipsy on while washing down that expensive bottle.

      Mattie raises her glass high to the moon that shines like a silver platter, and Nolan and I do the same. “To friends and lovers and everything in between!”

      “To friends and lovers.” Nolan tweaks his brows.

      Friends and lovers? How dare he follow Mattie’s twisted lead. If this is all one big ploy to land me in his bed, Nolan Knight has another thing coming, and it won’t be me.

      “To sheep and goats!” I offer, raising my glass higher than the rest.

      Both Mattie and Nolan inch back as if I just let an offensive odor fly and owned it.

      “Yes,” I’m quick to defend my salute to farm animals. “You two covered all of humanity, so I thought I would pay homage to the beasts of the field that give up so much to make us happy.”

      Mattie looks genuinely confused, and suddenly I feel as if I’ve stepped in a prairie pie set out by one of the creatures I just voluntarily praised. Somehow I’ve let my anger toward Nolan lead me down this wicked descent of barnyard madness, and now I’ve dragged poor Mattie along for the twisted ride.

      I lean in playfully and butt my shoulders against hers. “The sheep represent our friends, and the goats are the lovers we wish to forget.” Not bad for thinking on the fly.

      Mattie and I share a laugh just between us girls, and that old goat seated at the other end of the table clears his throat.

      I completely made all of that bullshit up for the simple fact I didn’t want to waste an entire flute of Cristal on a toast I didn’t believe in. The friends part was fine. It was the lover half that made me inclined to slosh the pricey contents of my glass at the farm animal I once rutted with freely in his barn.

      We start in on dinner. My salmon is impeccably cooked, and even the fact it’s quickly cooling doesn’t take away from the fact this is the best seafood I’ve ever had in my life. Nolan cuts into his steak with the finesse and intensity of a conductor, and when he pops that first piece into his mouth, he closes his eyes, tips his head back, and groans so loud both of my ovaries pop on cue just witnessing the event.

      Mattie May scoots her seat back and lets out an ear-piercing whistle. “Well, folks, it’s been amazing, but it’s past my bedtime, and this old sheep needs to get back in her pen.”

      Alora and Trinity pop up out of nowhere and escort Mattie May back toward the bed and breakfast before either of us can protest.

      “But your dinner!” I cry out after her. “You haven’t even touched it! The music! The champagne!”

      Mattie raises a hand as she disappears deeper into the night. “And take tomorrow off. I think I need an entire day just to sleep in. Y’all can share my fried chicken. Enjoy the music, will ya? Nolan, dance with that woman. She’s too pretty to just sit there all night. And Misty drink all the champagne you want. It might even loosen you up a bit.”

      I suck in a quick breath at the insult. “She didn’t!”

      Nolan leans in with that dreamy look in his annoying eyes. “My goat ears tell me she did.”

      “It’s nice to see you’re quick to embrace your cloven hooves.” I down the rest of my champagne per Mattie’s orders and wave the glass at the waiter who is quick to refill it.

      “I’m sorry I’ve been such a goat to you.” His voice is low and gravelly, and that hot liquor in my belly wholeheartedly approves of this gorgeous man sitting across from me. The moon highlights the ridge of his cheeks and sets his eyes off, green as a fresh cut lawn. Nolan radiates masculinity, exuding it as pronounced as that expensive cologne he’s wearing tonight.

      “You’ve been more of an ass, but toasting to a jackass just didn’t seem right given the company and caliber of champagne we’ve been treated to.”

      “I’ll take a toast from you no matter what species you decide to frame it with.”

      A ripe anger percolates through me. “Why are you so nice to me? I find this completely irritating, by the way. Let me guess. The meaner I am, the more of a challenge I become? I hear boys with big bucks like a good challenge now and again to reassure themselves of their prowess.”

      Nolan belts out a laugh. “You are a challenge.” His affect softens. “And I mean that in a good way.”

      “Look, I get it. You’ve got a God complex. Nobody ever says no to you, and it makes you want to fight that much harder when they do. But I assure you this thing between you and me—it’s not going anywhere. I’m here strictly for Mattie May. In fact, after her birthday, I need to pack up and move to—” My cheeks pinch with heat. Is this how I’m going to tell him? And what is all that word vomit sailing from my lips tonight? And for God’s sake, sheep and goats will forever be my WTF moment.

      “Where are you moving?” His entire body postures closer as if he were suddenly concerned for the safety of his yearly Christmas card. Nolan has sent one every year, and as much as I wish I had taken it from the mailbox to the recycling bin, I opened them all and cherished them just the same.

      “None of your business.” Yet.

      “Fine.” He takes a sip of his champagne without taking those glowing eyes off mine. “And I don’t believe what you said about this thing between us not meaning anything. You kissed me.”

      “I kiss a lot of people now. It’s what I do. Back home they call me the serial kisser. I kiss my banker, my box boy. I even made out with my accountant last spring after he gave me this terrific deal on my taxes. It’s my way of saying thank you.”

      “Thank you?” Nolan takes a small bite of his steak, but his lips are still very much trained in a smile. “What were you thanking me for?”

      “Let’s see. That first kiss? That was a drunken spell cast by cheap whiskey. I hardly remember a thing. That second kiss—that was a thank you for breaking my fall. I very much appreciated the fact you stopped us from sledding right off a ledge. That third, and might I mention last kiss? That was a thank you for offering to purchase me an entire slew of new book boyfriends.”

      “Book boyfriends.” He nods, amused. Those dimples of his twitch, and my ovaries are right back to popping. “How’s the licking going?”

      “Great. I’ve doused the covers with saliva so proficiently it feels as though they’re licking right back.”

      “Lovely.” His head ticks to the side as he tries to process this.

      The music grows in intensity, and dessert arrives as if the waiter and the quartet are intent on moving things along. I don’t blame them. Norman and I are starting to feel like ditching this shindig for two ourselves.

      “Baked Alaska,” the waiter announces before setting both our desserts on fire. Nolan and I start in on a spontaneous applause before the blaze goes out, and we indulge in the icy sweet confection.

      “You know”—Nolan reaches over and picks up my hand—“I’d hate to disappoint Mattie, or myself.” He swallows hard, those steely eyes still settled firmly on mine. “May I have this dance?”

      Dancing with Nolan has been one of the more popular fantasies I’ve played on repeat these last four years. There have been many fantasies, in various levels of undress, but by far the one in which we dance in the moonlight under this very gazebo has been a fan favorite, and here he is offering to make my dream a reality.

      “Well, if it’s for Mattie.” I let him carefully extract me from my seat as we make our way to the center of the oversized octagon. Nolan wraps his arm around my waist and holds my hand out with the other as we sway slowly to the music. The way his hips cling to mine, the fact his chest expands like a granite mountain, and that face—it’s all too much and sends my stomach searing with both heat and panic.

      “Misty Baker.” My name plumes from his lips in a white papery cloud. “You are the most beautiful girl I have ever seen in my life.”

      My entire face catches fire from embarrassment. I don’t believe I’ve heard that kind of panty-melting inflection since the last time he said those very words all those years ago.

      “I think I have Norman to thank for that.” I’ve never been one to take a compliment well.

      “Norman does suit you. I’d take him off Mattie May’s hands if I were you. But Norman doesn’t have anything to do with the fact you’re stunning. You could be here in your birthday suit, and I would say the very same words.”

      “Ha! I bet you’d love to see me in my birthday suit.” My mind quickly turns the conversation on its nude ear, and I envision Nolan standing here naked as the day he was born but far more endowed than he was at that point in his life. Holy hell, Nolan in the buff is a sight to behold. Lord knows I have replayed, reviewed, and analyzed those mental tapes from every perverted angle.

      “Is that an option?” He cocks his head as if he’s teasing, but that dirty grin of his assures me he’s not. Nolan and I dance up a storm, laughing about old times, about Mattie and her never-ending list of adventures, about sheep and goats and everything under the barnyard sun. Then at the drop of a hat, the mood grows serious. Our eyes lock, and my breathing picks up as if something spectacular were about to happen.

      He leans in and tucks his mouth close to my ear. His heated breath sears me, sending a quiver down my spine that travels lower still and leaves me with the beginnings of an orgasm that I’d like nothing more than to bring to completion.

      “How about we take the rest of that champagne and go someplace where we can be alone—you know, and talk?” he whispers directly into my ear, and a mean shiver of sexual proportions runs through me.

      “And talk?” I give a slight frenetic nod, suddenly completely aroused by the idea of having a conversation with Nolan somewhere—anywhere in private. “Sure. Where to?” My heart thunders through my skull like an echo chamber.

      “My room or yours?”

      My room? I try to remember if I made the bed or not, whether or not my rainbow of twelve different bras is scattered around like the washroom of a brothel. And I distinctly remember leaving a rim of hair in the tub due to the fact I shaved those hairy tree trunks I call legs last night for the first time in months before getting out.

      “Your room,” I say with a sterile confidence as if it were merely a board meeting we were headed to. God knows I will subconsciously be keeping the minutes.

      “To my room.”

      “May I never live to regret this.” I tip my head to my newfound toast.

      “May I never have another living regret.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Nolan snaps up the champagne, drops a wad of cash onto the table, and says a quick goodnight to everyone from the waiter to the violinists as he speeds me to the bed and breakfast. We fly up the stairs and land inside his room with his neatly made bed and impeccably arranged clothing draped over the chair. Nolan locks the door and offers that cocky grin of his. Those dimples dig in deep as if to say gotcha, and boy do they ever have me. My thighs are trembling, my mouth is watering, and my pink parts have all but morphed into wild rivers just anticipating where this dark Knight might lead us.

      “Now what?” It comes out breathy as if I were doing my best Marilyn Monroe impersonation with my heaving chest, pouting lips, and the heavily lidded I’m-ready-to-jump-your-bones look in my eye. I bet this is how she felt being trapped in a room with JFK, the man with all the power in the world standing right in front of her with all of his lewd intent exuding from him much like Nolan’s is now.

      Nolan Knight has all the power in the world, but that’s not what seduced me all those years ago. It’s not what has my hormones shooting off like a blaze in a fireworks factory. Nolan is charming, witty, and kind. Those are the attributes I remember, the very ones he carved over my soul. I knew as soon as I met Nolan that he was someone I would never forget. And much to the detriment of my heart, I have never forgotten him.

      “You mind if I ditch Norman?” My chest pumps wild as if we just escaped a serial killer.

      Nolan gives the hint of a crooked smile. His dark brows dip down, hooding his eyes, which lends to this demented sexy look that makes me quiver in all the right places. “By all means.”

      I shed Norman to the floor with my chin up, chest out, doing my best not to pass out at the thought I’m all but stripping in Nolan Knight’s bedroom.

      “You mind if I ditch the Batman cape?” He sets down the champagne, and in one swift move he drops his trench coat to the floor in a similar fashion. But those eyes of his—they rake up and down my body as if they can’t drink me in fast enough. “Damn, you look good.”

      “Damn, you look good,” I echo.

      Nolan walks toward me, and I back into the wall, accidentally turning off the lights with my elbow.

      “Oh! Sorry!” I twist in an effort to turn them back on, and Nolan catches me gently by the wrist.

      “This is nice.” He leans in close to my neck and takes in a lungful. “That is, unless you prefer the lights on.”

      “Lights on?” I’m about ready to cross the line between breathing and hyperventilation. My heart thumps so loud, I’m sure they hear it in the very next state. “This is f-f-ine.” The stutter comes from nowhere, and my body starts in on an involuntary shiver that ironically has nothing whatsoever to do with the lack of body heat. In fact, there’s a fire brewing between us that assures me my birthday suit is the only God-given ensemble I can wear to get me through the night without erupting into flames.

      Nolan Knight is a sight to behold as the moonlight kisses his features, his dark hair and that scruff on his face that makes me insane, both of which highlight the high beams he calls eyes. Nolan has mastered something far more powerful than a come hither look. It’s more of a I’m-going-to-fuck-you-now, straight-to-the-point expression that suggests any willpower I might have will soon melt away, and it is. As much as I loathe to admit this, it’s taking an incredible amount of self-restraint not to rip his clothes off and have at him. I want this. I’ve wanted this for a very long time—four years to be exact.

      His Adam’s apple rises and falls, and that simple biological act sends me into a sexual fervor. Nolan has the gift of looking incredibly hot no matter what it is he’s doing. He’s a specimen that no woman with a functioning heart can bear to look away from. Quite frankly, I’m shocked that he hasn’t been wedded and bedded by now. I thought for sure he would have been at least happily engaged.

      Nolan takes a bold step in, and I don’t stop him. His gaze falls over my features as his finger strokes my cheek ever so softly. I can barely stand to breathe, to move. I’m afraid if I do, I’ll wake up and find myself still unhappily married to Ryan.

      Nolan’s strong arms find a home around my waist, and his hands swivel up and down my back, warming me with heat. Lord knows if I get any hotter, I’ll burst into flames like a Roman candle.

      “I’m going to sleep with you.” My heart thumps once as I say the words. A flood of relief and exhilaration fills me all at once.

      Nolan ticks his head to the side as if amused by my declaration. “Is that what you want?”

      “Is that what you want?”

      “It’s what I always want.” He presses out a quick smile. “I need to know it’s what you want.”

      “Why would I have suggested it if I didn’t want it?” God, it’s as if this entire childish game of back and forth is simply a way to make me come out and say it. “Okay, fine,” I spit the words out curt. “I’m going to sleep with you.” I close my eyes in a moment of defeat. “Because this is what I want. Those books got me pretty worked up, and I have an itch to scratch.” I gave him an inch, but I’ll be damned if I don’t get rope burn holding on to that mile.

      A dark laugh brews in his chest. “So, I’m a means to an end?”

      “Strictly that.” Liar, liar, vagina on fire! I want far more from Nolan, but I’m nowhere near ready to admit that to him. It’s ludicrous enough I’ve admitted the insanity to myself.

      “Well, then”—he tucks a quick kiss to the nape of my neck, and I die a thousand sweet erotic deaths—“by all means, let me scratch that itch for you.”

      His hands fumble with my dress, and it takes less than sixty seconds before I’m stripped clean of every inch of clothing, boots included. Word to the fornicating wise—I heavily advise against a fitted sweater dress, tights that adhere to your thighs like tourniquets, and boots that require a grunting three-man wrestling team to remove. And perhaps wearing a coat that shares the moniker of another man might be a turn-off as well—but definitely not a deal killer! Nonetheless, my fingers are happily plucking away at the buttons on Nolan’s dress shirt while our mouths steal frantic, hungry kisses. We do a funny little sideways dance to the bed as I continue to fiddle with his stubborn clothes.

      Nolan kicks into gear and helps remove the layers of cotton standing in the way of our good time, and finally my hands glide over his bare chest, smooth, hard with just the right amount of hair peppered in all the right places. Just touching him like this makes my insides throb with what’s to come—that would be me very, very soon.

      He pulls me in, and our naked flesh adheres with a hiss and sizzle. There is something magical about the feel of someone else’s bare flesh up against your own—someone you deeply care about, someone you, dare I say, love. My skin quivers and quakes in response to his as I drink him deep like water. It feels healing, deliciously satisfying. I’ve long suspected that the best meal I’ve ever had was Nolan himself, and this magical moment solidifies the fact.

      His hot mouth rakes down my neck, licking a line to both of the girls.

      “I’ve licked them. They’re mine,” he pants, no laugh. Nolan is serious as they come, and I can’t help but giggle at the thought. His lids are heavy, and he looks drunk, wasted, stoned, all of the above.

      “Perfect,” I whisper as his kisses run wild on my torso, my hands knotted up in his hair. “I’ll bill you for the bras. The upkeep on them is incredible.”

      He laughs over my belly, and just before he dips any lower, he picks me up and lands me on the cool bed, his body instantly warming mine. His full weight over my body feels like something I’ve needed, something I’ve waited my whole life to receive. Nolan doesn’t waste time. He continues with his licking spree, claiming, blessing, loving every last inch. He pushes my knees to my shoulders and drops a kiss in that very sacred part of me, lashing me with his tongue. This is no hors d’oeuvre he’s enjoying. This is a full-on meal for a starving man who just so happens to have the munchies. The fact I’ve just likened my vagina to a bag of Cheetos and Nolan as the requisite stoner drives a hearty chuckle from me, but that chuckle quickly converts to a series of desperate pants as that tongue lashing of his picks up to something just this side of a punishment.

      “Nolan,” I cry as I grip onto that luscious, slick full head of hair.

      He pauses momentarily to glance up, and there’s just enough light to illuminate those heavily drugged eyes the color of a midnight sky.

      “Get back to work for God’s sake!” I kick his back with my foot. “That was a cry of passion—not a roll call.”

      Nolan does as he’s told, and my fingers dig into the bedding, into his shoulders. My nails carve their affection, their gratitude over his flesh, and I lose it. I let out a wild cry that falls somewhere between a scream of terror and an injured animal that’s ready to gnaw its own leg off from the pain, only I’m not feeling one ounce of pain. Nolan Knight is all about pleasure. But that yelp for help? God, he’s going to think I’m hideous. Note to self: rehearse primal cries of passion for shit’s sake.

      I’m quick to evict him from his post, and he glides up next to me once again as his mouth finds a home over mine, hot and drenched with my own juices.

      I pull my mouth away and land a heated kiss just under his ear. “You’re disgusting.” I laugh as my legs find their way around his back.

      “And you’re delicious.” His mouth finds me again, offering a brief kiss before he dives over the side of the bed. “Found it,” he grunts as he emerges with his wallet. He fishes out a condom and holds it up victoriously. “We’ll save the babies for later.”

      My ovaries pinch, pleading for me to scream no. “Babies?” I take the condom from him and try to open it with my teeth, but the package doesn’t budge. So not sexy. “Um, maybe this is a sign from the universe?”

      “I’m okay with babies now.” He’s ready to chuck the condom, and I snatch the package from him again.

      “I mean, maybe the universe is telling us that this isn’t meant to be.” I glance down at his happiest to see me appendage in full salute. According to that long, hard rocket launcher pointed up at me, this is very much happening with or without me. I give the condom package another quick bite, and this time it voluntarily opens.

      “Looks as if the universe is on our side after all.” Nolan leans back on his knees and rolls it on. It takes a couple of quick blinks for me to acknowledge the fact Nolan’s Knight stick is far longer, stronger, girthier than I remember, and my knees try their best to come together.

      “What an awfully big light saber you have.” Now it’s my turn to swallow hard.

      “The better to spear you with.” Nolan dives back over me and gives my thigh a light tap as if suggesting I assume the position. Those alien eyes of his lock onto mine, and something in my heart unlocks as my entire body, my soul feels lighter than air. All of the sarcasm I wear like a shield dissipates. It floats to the ceiling and then right through it, and the moment grows altogether serious.

      “I have a confession to make.” My voice is shy of a whisper, my breathing once again out of control. My chest grows tight. My mouth runs dry. I can feel the tears coming, that intense painful knot forming in my throat, but I force myself to push right through it. “Nolan”—I cradle his cheek with my hand—“I’m in love with you. It’s always been you.”
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      In all of the tricks my mind has played on me, in all of my desperate Misty Baker fantasies, not once did she say she loves me. Those words were so sacred, so cuttingly close to the bone, I couldn’t bring myself to manufacture the scenario. And here she is, in my bed, naked, the taste of her still fresh on my tongue, her beautiful angelic face, those hot lips looking up at me as they just uttered the words that have made my life complete.

      “Misty.” I lean up on my elbows to get a better look at her, alleviating the weight off my chest so, for God’s sake, I don’t crush her. “I love you, too.” I dot her nose with a kiss. “I love you so much it hurts, and I know that sounds cheesy and cliché, but it’s the truth. I’ve enjoyed every minute of that sweet ache, but to hear that you feel the same—” My voice breaks. I’ve bedded my fair share of women, but never have I wanted anything more than to ironically scratch that itch. But Misty is forever. She is it for me. I knew it four years ago, and I know it just the same today. “Do you believe me?” I’m not sure why I felt the need to tack on those words. I did, though. I think we both know why.

      Misty tips her head back into the pillow and laughs, her teeth sparkling like diamonds in the dark. “Details.” She smacks her hand over my leg. “It’s time to get scratching.”

      And I do just that. Misty opens up for me. Her cool legs riding against my back are enough to kill me. My mouth falls over hers, hungry and hot before she navigates my body where it needs to be. I push in slowly, carefully as I enter the woman I love, the only woman who has occupied my mind from the moment I saw her, and slowly, ever so carefully, beautifully I’m home. We’re home. Right where we need to be.

      My body, my mind slowly dissolve into the nexus of the moment. I’ve waited for this for years. I have craved Misty Baker since the moment I laid eyes on her all those long, hot summers ago.

      “I love you,” I whisper before carrying an all-out assault of my affection. Misty’s breathing, her audible panting, the way her fingernails race over my back, it all lets me know she’s right there with me. This love, this magic, these tender aching moments of pure indulgent desire are more than I could have hoped for. It makes me wish I had done this years ago, cut through the red tape of my ego, and shot straight for Misty the day the ink dried on her divorce papers. She never should have married that uptight asshole. It should have been me waiting for her at the end of the aisle that fateful wedding day. Misty is mine, and I will never let her go as long as I live.

      The two of us go on scratching, licking, teasing, loving, fucking long into the night and straight into the morning. Just about the time the sun sprays Hope Falls with a tangerine kiss, Misty falls asleep in my arms, and I watch her breathe and sneak tender kisses to her face, her hair. This is more bliss, peace, and ecstasy than heaven could ever give me.

      We lounge lazily wrapped in one another’s arms for the better part of the afternoon until finally rousing and showering—together, of course. Misty melts into my arms under the pouring hot water, and we go for round two—or more to the point, sixteen. Afterwards, I bundle her up in the warm and fuzzy complimentary robe and carry her back to bed where we peruse the room service menus as if we didn’t have it memorized—as if we didn’t have a hand in updating it way back when.

      “Look at this”—I pull her onto my lap—“carved turkey with gravy. Have Thanksgiving any time of the year!”

      “I thought up that tagline.” She does her best to take a bow. “And we thought up the idea.” She presses a heated kiss against my cheek. “Don’t ever shave,” she moans as she scratches my cheek. “Your scruff has the ability to cast a spell of sexual proportions on any and every woman. It’s solely delivered me to your bedroom.” A bubbling laugh evicts from her. “And maybe this, too.” She draws out a heart with her finger right over my chest before dipping into my boxers. “And that light saber may have had something to do with it. And, dear God, are you taking penile growth pellets? Why are you suddenly hung like a horse? I don’t remember being so star-struck.”

      “That’s because you didn’t have anyone to compare me to.” My gut cinches because I just dragged her ex-husband into bed with us, but Misty belts out a laugh that lets me know she appreciated the barb regardless.

      “Touché! And you’re right. Now that I have something to juxtapose you against, I can truly appreciate your not-so-little phallic secret. You’re built like a giant, and that isn’t exactly a hacky sack you’re holding the boys down south hostage with either.”

      A dirty grin flickers on my face. “I hear it’s a mouthful.”

      “That it is.” She wrinkles her nose. “So, you’ve been around town, huh?” Her cheeks deepen with color.

      Oh shit. “No, I was teasing.” Leave it to me to screw things up as quick as I can. A part of me used to believe that I sabotaged all of the good things that money couldn’t buy. Here is my chance to prove myself wrong. “I love you. I swear, you are the only woman I ever want to be with.” My finger lifts to stroke her face, and she turns just enough for me to miss.

      “Don’t worry about it, Knight. You’re still getting laid.”

      “I swear to you, that’s not what this is about.” A vat of acid goes off in my stomach because it’s clear we just took a turn.

      “I get it.” Her eyes illuminate like lanterns as tears pool in them. And God, I’ve hurt her. I couldn’t feel like a bigger ass if I tried. “You’re gorgeous, and you’re a man—double whammy. You have needs—a light saber to keep busy by way of slaying vaginas with.”

      “You’re my home, Misty. Without you in my life, the last four years have been empty—wasted. My soul was crushed to nothing the day you walked out of my life. You took all of the sunshine, all of the happiness, the joy, the oxygen with you when you left. I’m so sorry I hurt you.”

      She lets out a little laugh while blinking back tears. “Believe me, I’m sorry I let you.”

      My lips twitch as my emotions threaten to get the better of me. “Do you think we could have worked things out?”

      “If you would have come after me? If I never left?” She finishes my thoughts for me. That’s something I’ve always appreciated about Misty. Her ability to know me better than I know myself has always been uncanny. “I don’t think so. In the event you haven’t noticed, I can be a bit stubborn.”

      My chest rumbles with a quiet laugh. “In the event you haven’t noticed, I can be a bit bullish.” It’s true. “And you probably weren’t too far off with the God complex either.” I wince, stopping shy of confessing my latest sins. I’m not sure what Misty would think if she knew that I arranged this whole thing with Mattie. Yes, Mattie emailed me—with one of her formidable forwards—only that time I replied, and we started a conversation. I might have mentioned my own bucket list, and Mattie came at me with questions on how to go about one of her own. Hell, I may have suggested she whip one up—that I wouldn’t mind helping her hit a few highlights, but that we should probably ask Misty along for the ride—in a roundabout way, of course. It does feel a little orchestrated, but hell, I was desperate. My body, soul, heart, and aching balls could not stand another minute without this woman. I knew she’d show up for Mattie May’s party, but deep down, I also knew that seeing her for just a few hours would never be enough to get us to where we needed to be.

      “I’ve long suspected you crawled down from Mount Olympus.” She gives a little wink while sliding down the bed, her fingers already pulling my hard-on out of its cotton prison. “I guess it’s time I did a little worship. But first, I’d better lick you and make sure everyone knows you’re mine.”

      Misty’s eyes grow heavy as she does just that, licks me and lets the whole world, more important, my heart know that I belong to her.

      There is no better feeling in the world.

      Misty and I have finally found our way back to one another.

      Not a thing can go wrong.

      But that steadily twisting knot in the pit of my gut says otherwise.

    

  




    
      
        
          Four

        

        

    
    






          Your Kiss is on My List
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      Ever since I was a little girl, I have wanted to be a bride, wanted to find my Prince Charming, and with Nolan Knight I have found just that.

      After lounging around in bed for those two magical luscious nights, I feel reborn, renewed, as if I’ve been gifted my life anew on a shiny, white Knight-shaped platter.

      It’s the day of Mattie May’s birthday, and Alora and Trinity asked Nolan and me to steal her away for the afternoon while the guests arrive. I think it’s great we get to end our adventure the same way it began—just the three of us.

      “So, where to?” I hop a little when I say it. I’m so thrilled to have Nolan in my life again, and to think it all happened where it ended abruptly all those years ago. Hope Falls will forever hold a special place in my heart for this reason.

      Nolan wraps an arm around both Mattie May and me. “How about I commandeer this last leg of the journey in honor of the birthday princess? You girls up for a surprise?”

      “Surprise away!” I sing. Nolan Knight can truly do no wrong.

      Mattie agrees, and we’re off to what Nolan tells us is the first stop of the day, a little side jaunt to Brewed Awakenings. After a quick cup of joe, we quickly pile back into his truck and drive west to the edge of Hope Falls until we hit King’s pond. Nolan heads into the country store and rents a few poles and chairs before stringing up a worm on a line for us.

      “I figure we’ll get an hour in before we freeze to death.” He flashes that killer smile, and I swear that Mattie just sighed right along with me.

      An hour passes by without incident or fish, but we listen as Mattie May tells us all about her life, about her years with her beloved Harold and their three children—who unbeknownst to her will all be present and accounted for at the party. I couldn’t be more proud of Alora and Trinity for pulling this off in total secrecy.

      Mattie’s line jerks, and she nearly loses a wrist as she struggles to steady it. “A fish! A fish! I got one! Good golly, I got one!” she cries with such excitement you’d think she managed to retrieve her late husband from the afterlife. Now that would add an element of haunting surprise to the party.

      Nolan helps her reel in Moby Dick—albeit shy a few dozen feet and inches—and I clap and scream like a seasoned cheerleader at the sight. No sooner does Nolan hold up the tiny fish for Mattie to see than I latch onto him and we do a little spin, careful not to slap ourselves in the face with the flopping creature.

      “My goodness!” Mattie May’s mouth falls open as she looks to me. “Would you look at that sparkle in your eyes? Oh, honey, if I didn’t know better, I’d guess you were in love.”

      The moment grows serious as I look to Nolan. “I am.” I peck a quick kiss over his lips, and he pulls me right back, offering a longer, stronger show of affection. Something in me loosens as he claims me this way right here in public. Being claimed by Nolan Knight—now that’s something I just crossed off my own bucket list.

      Mattie claps up a storm while Nolan lands the fish in a bucket of water.

      “See there, hon?” She pats Nolan on the back. “It looks like your little scheme worked out just fine. I know you both mentioned you’d be scooting off tomorrow. Why don’t we do the big reveal now?”

      “The big reveal?” both Nolan and I ask in unison.

      Nolan looks white as the snow on the ground, and I’m starting to feel my blood percolating back to life. I’ve spent the last four years angry with this man, and in all honesty, it’s still my go-to response with him.

      “Mattie,” Nolan whispers as he closes his eyes. The regret on his face lets me know this isn’t a cat he wanted let out of the bag.

      “Mattie?” I’m about ready to shake the woman. “Nolan?” A part of me knows he’s not up for telling the truth. He never was to begin with. “What’s going on here?” I try to keep my tone light and cheery as if I were totally okay with whatever scheme it is that Nolan is trying to pull and has apparently worked. “I take it you’re not dying, Mattie.” It comes out more of a reprimand, and now I feel like a monster for admonishing a senior citizen for not racing to kick the bucket.

      “I guess the cat’s out of the bag.” Mattie claps her hands over her mouth. “Oh, golly gee!” Darn, she’s cute when she invokes those countrified expletives. “Did I do something wrong?” Her poor face fills with terror, and on this—her birthday of all days.

      “No.” I shake my head as wild as that poor fish was flopping a second ago. “In fact, why don’t you watch my pole for me? I was hoping to squeeze in a quick walk to the woods with my favorite schemer.” I can’t help but glare at Nolan when I say it, and swear to God, I just saw his proverbial tail tuck between his legs, because whatever he’s done it’s put him in the doghouse.

      “Misty.” His brows knot up in that way that automatically makes him look adorably humble and guilty as hell. That inflection in his voice alone lets me know the apology is already on the verge of vomiting from his mouth. We walk slowly out to the edge of the pond just shy of the forest, well out of earshot of poor Mattie May.

      “What’s going on?” My voice breaks without meaning to. Instinctively, I know this is bad. Maybe it’s because things with Nolan have a history of ending badly. God knows I’ve secretly been waiting for the other shoe to drop this entire trip.

      Nolan swallows audibly, and his lips turn south to a hard frown. “I know that this might look bad, but I just want you to know that I only did it because I love you so damn much.” He swallows again, and now I’m terrified for him to go on. “When I received the invitation to Mattie’s birthday party, I figured Alora and Trinity had invited you as well. Mattie emailed me about a week before I got the invite—one of her forwards.” I avert my eyes because I get them, too. “I didn’t spoil Mattie’s surprise, but I may have emailed her back and suggested that I would be in town and would love to spend her birthday with her—and if…”

      My eyes close as this heart-shaped puzzle comes together, easy as pieces of shattered glass. “You asked her to invite me out. Did you make up this whole bucket list thing?” God, please don’t let him say yes. If he says yes, I’ll—

      “Yes.” Those intense eyes of his never leave mine. And just like that, my heart shatters.

      “You’re still the lying, manipulative, egotistical pig you were four years ago.” It takes everything I’ve got not to slap both of us silly. Instead, I glance at my nonexistent watch and nod. “I think I’d like to go back to the bed and breakfast now.”

      We pack up and get back into his truck with nothing but thick silence to buffer my anger. Mattie sulks in the front seat, feeling bad for putting a damper on things with her loose lips—her words, not mine. Nolan is sure as shit fire sulking, and I’m fuming with rage. Tonight can’t come to an end fast enough. As soon as the party wraps up, I’m packing my things and leaving Hope Falls once and for all. Nolan Knight will be lucky if he sees my taillights. That’s all that manipulative bastard will ever see of me again.

      [image: ]
* * *

      No sooner do we get back than Alora nearly decapitates me with a platter full of fritters.

      “Holy smokes! What are you doing back so early?” Her eyes nearly propel right past us, and the way they’re bulging they just might.

      “Sorry,” I offer. “We sort of stumbled on an ass and couldn’t get around him.” I make a face at Nolan.

      Nolan frowns slightly. “Sounds like I just received a demotion in the animal kingdom.”

      “Nope. Just the proper placement,” I’m quick to inform him. “You were an ass all along.”

      “Where’s Mattie May?” Alora shoves the platter of deep fried confections into my hands.

      “Chatting with Shelby,” I say while attempting to scarf the entire tray of golden delicious battered goodness. If I’ve been good at one thing in my life, it’s eating away my emotions. And right about now, I feel the feast of ages coming on. I realize a broken heart kills the appetite for most people, but I’m not that lucky. I’m about to do my best impression of a stoner at four twenty-five.

      “Good God.” Alora tears off her apron and tosses it my way. “I’ve got to keep her busy for at least one more hour. The two of you will have to take over in the kitchen.” She races off as I call out to her.

      “What are we doing?”

      “You’re icing the cake!”

      Icing the cake. Perfect. It sounds right up this girl’s carbohydrate addicted alley. I head to the kitchen with Nolan hot on my heels.

      “We got this,” he says, donning an apron, and I can’t help but note how hot that simple action is. Damn. It’s not fair that he looks vexingly sexy in a frilly little kitchen skirt. I don the apron Alora threw at me, a white lacy number that looks more like a negligée, and I’m completely confused as to what Levi and Shelby have cooking in this kitchen.

      Sitting on the granite counter is a three-tiered yellow cake as naked as the day it was pulled from the oven. Next to it lies an oversized mixing bowl filled with powdered sugar and a mound of butter piled on top.

      Nolan glances at me with a forlorn look in his tired eyes. “Good thing I specialize in miracles,” he says it wryly, mostly to himself.

      “You can leave, Zeus.” I do my best to mock the self-proclaimed Greek god before me. “This isn’t my first solo rodeo.” I scowl at him. “I’m talking about frosting a cake in the event you were wondering. Everything isn’t about you, Nolan.” I shove the metal bowl into the stand mixer and turn it on a bit too high, causing the room to explode in a cloud of powdered sugar.

      A dark laugh strums from across the room, and I blink the powder out of my eyes to ensure the hellfire within me can properly shoot out of them.

      “Are you laughing at me?”

      “I didn’t mean to, I swear.” His hands fly up in a flurry. “Please, Misty, just hear me out.”

      “I don’t need to hear you out, and you want to know why?” My voice hikes up without regard to the fact the guests are busy filtering in for the party. “Because everything that comes out of your mouth is a lie!”

      “That’s not true!”

      “No, that’s not true!” I point hard at him while trying to stick him with my circular logic.

      The motor on the stand mixer strains, and I shut it off, pulling the bowl back off the chamber with a hard yank. I pluck a spatula out of the drawer and raise it threateningly toward Nolan.

      “Now get out, so I can get some work done!”

      “No.” He folds his arms across his chest defiantly. Damn, he’s hot when he’s cocky—and considering he’s cocky twenty-four seven, he’s smoking all the damn time. “I’m not leaving until you hear me out. I’m not torturing myself or you for another four years. We’re meant to be together, Misty.” His voice softens for that last part.

      “Oh, we are?” I spike the spatula into the lumpy frosting and take a few sticky jabs at it. “So, how did you come to know this little fate-inspired tidbit? Let me guess. You subjected me to another one of your social litmus tests?” I can’t help but scoff at the thought. “Let’s see…the last exam was pretty standard, pulled straight out of Rich Boy 101. Trick a girl into falling in love with you as a pauper, only to reveal later that you’re really a perverted prince—because God forbid you give it to me straight and find out I’m nothing but a gold digger!”

      Nolan inches back and closes his eyes as if my words had the power of a nuclear detonation.

      “But it gets better!” My voice hikes to its upper register, and I can’t help but note Nolan’s pussy posse is hogging up the door to the kitchen as they listen in. “Gather ’round, girls. You’ll want to hear this. I’m not sure if I officially passed my last examination or not since I didn’t exactly stick around for results. I blew out of town faster than Mattie May blows through Moon Pies.” They all break into titters because they know it’s true. “But this time, Mr. Knight had me come down to Hope Falls under false pretenses just to land me horizontal on that borrowed mattress of his.”

      The room fills with enthusiastic gasps. I’m sure they find the thought of landing horizontal with the naughty Knight quite titillating—it was that and then some, but I’m not here to lay out all of the orgasmic details—thigh quiveringly perfect as they were. And just like that, my heart breaks at the memory of the last two days. It was perfect and beautiful—or at least that was my version.

      “It might have been worth it.” The words come out hoarse. “I might have thought I was in love.” My vision blurs with tears. “But the thought of being manipulated by a man who thinks he needs to vet people on his own terms makes my stomach churn.” I hit the edge of the metal bowl with the spatula, and the frosting splatters into my face.

      The ponytail brigade breaks out into titters. Turncoats.

      Nolan sheds that shit-eating grin of his, and my blood goes toxic. Without putting too much thought into it, I scoop up a nice dollop of lumpy, far too runny frosting and flick it over his hotter than hell, haughty as hell handsome face.

      That smile of his quickly slides off as he looks to me with that snowy white facial I’ve just gifted him. Nolan pulls the bowl over to himself, scoops out a handful, and the peanut gallery squeals as if something of a sexual nature were about to take place. They wish.

      “You wouldn’t dare.” My voice shakes with rage as I come over to his side of the counter.

      “You wouldn’t listen.” His cheek rises deviously on one side. “Please, Misty, hear me out.”

      “You don’t tell me what to do.” I yank the cake over a notch to use as a shield, and it slides right off the counter and launches airborne before I can stop it.

      “Nolan!” I cry as he lunges to catch it, taking the mixing bowl of frosting right along with him. I try to grab it midair, and the two of us collide, landing on our backs with three tiers of yellow cake crumbling around us.

      “ARGGHHHH!” I scream as the girls whip out their phones to document every last horrible detail to social media. “Get out!” I scream at the hot pink masses. “And take your beefed-up, hot as a forest fire, underwear model, billionaire boyfriend along with you!” I try to kick Nolan in the seat of his pants but end up slipping in the mess we’ve created. I glance up at Nolan with fire shooting from my eyes, and that cocky grin of his perks right up as he lands a swath of frosting over the tip of my nose.

      “You don’t get to touch me!” I dig into the frosting that’s pooled onto his chest and rub it lovingly all over his face and up his nostrils. “How are you enjoying the taste of vanilla-laced revenge?”

      Nolan wipes his eyes clean before reaching over and taking a softball-sized chunk out of the side of the cake and shaping it, forming it into a perfect yellow little snowball.

      “Two can play at that game!” I start amassing ammunition and pelting Nolan in the head and chest. I make sure to coat my ammo in the errant globs of frosting lying around, and after five solid minutes of lobbing oversized cake pops at one another, we’re both laughing so hard we’re crying. I use the cabinets as a luge as I sink to the floor, firmly landing on a pile of frosting—the moisture penetrating both my jeans and my panties, bringing new definition to my sweet spot. My hair is covered with crumbs and frosting, a shade of white I hope to never achieve in the natural. Nolan looks as if he just bathed in snow, his hair slicked back with a graying effect, and it only makes him look like a hot silver fox. It’s not fair when your opponent, your newly sworn enemy, looks far sexier than when we first got started. I go to wipe my tears and end up giving myself a frosting facial, which only makes me scream with laughter.

      Nolan slides down next to me with the spatula in his hand, and he tips it my way. “Truce?”

      “Truce.” I let out an exasperated sigh. “There really is something cathartic about kicking your ex’s ass with cake.”

      “Everything is better with cake. We should fight like this more often.” His evergreen eyes soften into mine. “Misty”—he shakes his head as he blinks back glittering tears—“I never wanted to hurt you. I wanted to move heaven and earth to say I’m sorry. I knew you wouldn’t speak to me otherwise. It was never my intent to trick you into my bed. I just wanted another chance. I had a feeling it would be my last.”

      My heart hiccups in my chest at the idea of having a last chance with Nolan. “It wasn’t your last chance.” I close my eyes as I feel my own confession bubbling to the surface. “I took a position at Whitney Briggs University. My brother, Seth, is there, but that’s not why I took it.” As impossible as it is to look back into his watery eyes, I force myself. “I wanted to do it. I wanted to be near you, Nolan.” Tears come, and I can’t stop them. “I’m in love with you. It’s just a simple fact. I need to be near you just like I need to breathe and eat. You’re a part of me, and you have been for the last four years. As hard as I tried to forget you—the memory of who you are, who we were—just seemed to burrow itself deeper into my heart. You stitched your soul to mine that last night we were together all those years ago, and now I can’t seem to shake you.” I let out a soft laugh. “But you’re the same person.” A heavy ache infiltrates my chest. “You use whatever means to get what you want, and you think it’s okay to do it. When you tested me like some gold-digging lab rat all those years ago, I was so hurt.” That last word is painful to evict past that heart-shaped lump in my throat. “I thought you loved me.”

      “I did—still do.” He pulls me onto his lap, and I’m too tired to protest.

      “But not enough to trust me. You could have told me at any point that summer, and you didn’t. I had to hear Mattie May talking to her nieces about the handsome billionaire pretending to be a regular guy just to find his special princess.” I give a hard shove to his chest. “You cut my beating heart out and stomped on it for your own pleasure. I bet you were laughing at me on the side—snickering at what a commoner I was.”

      “Not true.” His lips redden as his own tears stream silently down his face. “I was an idiot, a fucking fool. I swear to you, I wanted to tell you the truth that first day. It was some ridiculous experiment my father suggested I try because yes, I had an entire rash of girls who were very interested in my bank account. But you were refreshing.” He glances to the ceiling. “You were sweet, and genuine, beautiful, and I couldn’t get you out of my mind. I wanted to be with you every hour of every day. I still do. I’ve never felt that way before and certainly not since. You’re special, Misty. I swear it, you’re the one for me.” He hitches a loose hair behind my ear. “You’re the only girl I’ve given my heart to, the only girl I said those three words to—the only one I ever will. I swear on all that is holy, I wasn’t testing you this time. I learned my lesson four painful years ago. All I wanted was another chance.” He rubs his finger over my lips, his eyes still locked on mine. “Are you still coming to Hollow Brook?” He looks hopeful. “Because I’m begging you to.”

      “Yes.” I meant for it to come out stubborn, but it sounded more like a surrender. “I’m leaving for Hollow Brook in the morning. All of my things have already been delivered to my rental. A rental is a place where commoners live for as long as they like without having the—”

      “I know what a rental is.” His left dimple digs into his cheek and annoys the hell out of me and warms me all at once.

      “Of course, you do. You’re probably my new slumlord.”

      He winces. “I might be.”

      “Don’t get your silver-lined boxers in a bunch. I pay my rent on time”—I sneer at him a moment—“in cash covered with hot sauce—ghost pepper to be exact.” He huffs a little laugh. “What? It still qualifies as legal tender in all fifty states. It’s not my fault if you suddenly feel the need to rub your eye or your crotch. I suggest you do both.”

      He winces before breaking out into a slow smile, his eyes pegging mine, and as much as I want to run, I’m helpless to move. Don’t want to.

      “I love you, Misty Baker.”

      “I”—the words bubble in my throat. Nolan Knight is beautiful and kind and a master of trickery. “I’m sorry. I have a party to get ready for.” I bounce out of his lap, run past the crowd amassed at the door, and bolt to my room. As soon as Mattie May’s party gets underway, I’ll be headed to Hollow Brook—where I will officially resign from my new position at Whitney Briggs University.
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      Misty loves me. I know she does. I keep telling myself that to keep from losing my mind. I can’t believe I’ve managed to fuck things up once again. It seems to be the only thing I can get right around that beautiful girl.

      I straighten my tie in the mirror before slipping on my suit jacket. I can hardly stand to look at the bed the two of us christened without my heart twisting in knots. I figure I have one hour tops to plead my case, and as much as I’d like to think I can pull it off—and if I’m honest with myself, I don’t think I can—I’m afraid she’ll bolt, and I’ll never see her again. Misty pegged it. She may be stubborn—but I am certainly a jackass. That combination doesn’t stand too much of a chance.

      Downstairs, the party is raging, minus the guest of honor, with enough men and women congregating in the common room of the bed and breakfast to break the fire code. A few women, giggling by the fire, steal glances my way. The redhead with the tight matching dress winks and raises her colorful cocktail at me, but I take off in the other direction. The clock is ticking, and I have to find Misty. If I lose her again, I don’t know what I’ll do.

      Then like a beacon of light in this cave of inexplicable darkness, Misty descends the stairs in a mouthwatering tight black dress and boots with spiked heels that pull up over her knees.

      “Shit,” I mutter. I’m breathless. Misty isn’t just a sight for sore eyes. She’s a salve that can restore the vision of any blind man with a beating heart. “Misty,” I call out to her, and our eyes meet just as the lights in the room cut out.

      “She’s here!” someone shouts, and the room quiets down to a hush. The lights come back on, and a collective roar of Surprise! sweeps through the room.

      Mattie May stands in the entry with a blinking tiara on top of her head, her mouth opened wide with surprise. “Oh my goodness! Are y’all tryin’ to kill me?” She cups her hand over her mouth, weeping and laughing at the same time as the room breaks out into laughter and applause.

      Thankfully, Misty is still there, frozen on the stairwell, and try as I might, I can’t seem to swim through the sea of limbs fast enough. Just as I hit the bottom of the steps, she disappears like a ghost.

      I jet past Mattie and her nieces, and someone yanks me back a few steps.

      “Here you are!” Mattie wraps her arms around me and offers a solid embrace. “Where’s Misty? Please tell me everything is okay between y’all!”

      “It is—it will be. It had better be,” I whisper that last part under my breath. “Happy birthday, Mattie May.” I land a hard kiss to her cheek. “I’m going to run a lap around the block if I have to, but if you find her first, call me.”

      She offers a quick thumbs-up. “I sure will! Go get her, boy!”

      And I do. I run like hell into the icy night, screaming Misty’s name from the top of my lungs, the wind knifing through my clothes like sickles. I check the woods across the street, then do a quick sweep of the front of JT’s before spinning back toward the B&B. A glimmer of light emanating from the back of the building gets my attention, and I run in that direction like my life depends on it.

      “Misty!” I howl into the moon like a deranged idiot. “Misty Baker!” Her name comes back to me in an echo—and then like a portrait, oil over canvas, I see her. Standing in the gazebo with the twinkling lights casting down their soft illuminating blessing is Misty with a tear-slicked faced, and my heart breaks. “Misty,” I whisper this time in hopes she won’t hear me and bolt for the hills. Instead, I make my way over, and she groans once she sees me coming. “Don’t leave.” I hold my arms up in surrender. “I’ll go if you want me to. I just have one last thing I need to say.” I head into the gazebo and drop to my knees before I ever get close to her. “I love you, Misty.” My chin stays planted to my chest, but my eyes float to hers because they have to—just the way my heart has to hope for hers. It’s nothing I can help. Nothing I want to.

      “That’s it?” Her eyebrows do a little dance. I can watch every single expression of hers for hours. Misty is a show in and of herself.

      “That’s it.” I nod, never breaking our gaze. “I pleaded with you to listen, and you did. It was more than I could ask for.”

      “So, you’re letting me go?”

      “I never meant to hold you here against your will.”

      Misty takes a step forward and falls to her knees beside me. “What if I told you I wanted to stay?” She sucks in her bottom lip a moment. “What if I told you that day I saw you walk into JT’s my heart skipped a beat, and I knew I never wanted to be apart from you again.”

      My eyes widen at the prospect of what this might mean.

      “What I’m trying to say is”—her fingers scratch lightly over my cheek, and a warmth spreads through me at her touch—“I love you, too. I can’t stop. I never will. I forgive you for what happened in the past and this whole bucket list thing—well, at the end of the day, I find it a little bit romantic. You can thank my book boyfriends for that.  I’m coming to Hollow Brook, and I’m going there to be near you. If you’ll still have me.”

      “If I’ll still have you?” Every good emotion I have ever felt pales in comparison to this one moment in time. “I beg of you.” I pull her in and seal my lips over hers, telling her I love you, I want you, I have always needed you all at once.

      A roar of an applause breaks out, and Misty and I look up to find Mattie May along with every last guest at that party circled around the gazebo.

      “Did it all work out?” Mattie May cries with her hands clasped together as if in prayer.

      “Yes!” Misty shouts, wiping the tears from the corners of her eyes, happy tears this time. “It’s all working out,” she says before pressing a quick kiss to my lips. “Looks like I’ve got me a brand new boyfriend.” She leans in and whispers into my ear, “We’ll get to the licking soon enough.”

      A lighter round of applause erupts.

      “Boyfriend, huh?” My heart inches all the way into my throat. “I’m much more interested in being something else.”

      Her lips part as a slight look of disappointment washes over her features. “Friends.” She nods into the lunacy.

      “I was thinking something far more significant—like a husband.” The crowd around us gasps. “Misty Baker, you stole my heart, and I never want it back. There is one thing I’ve learned over the last four years—I can’t live without you.” I pull the ring out of my pocket and warm the platinum in my hand. “Would you do me the honor and be my bride?” I hold the ring between us like a promise.

      “Nolan!” Misty takes in a breath, and the world stops spinning for a moment. “Yes!” She squeezes her eyes shut and offers a quick embrace. “Yes, God, yes!” She pulls me back by the arms as her smile quickly melts. “But no wedding for at least a year. That should give me enough time to bask in the glory of being Nolan Knight’s fiancée.”

      “You got a deal.” I press another kiss over her lips, and the crowd goes wild as if it were the winning home run of the World Series, bases loaded, bottom of the ninth. And that’s just how it feels. The greatest victory with the greatest woman God ever put on this Earth.

      The bases were loaded with four long years of anticipation, and we just so happened to hit the winning run right here in Hope Falls—but we’re headed for home, to Hollow Brook where we both belong.
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* * *

      After a long night with Misty wrapped naked in my arms, my hard-on and my heart finally getting some solid relief, Misty and I pack up all of our belongings and say goodbye to the bed and breakfast we’ve inhabited once again. Just like the first time, memories were made and hearts were broken, but unlike the first time, the memories ended on a sweet note and hearts were mended and stitched back together.

      I carry the last of the bags to the truck, and Misty welcomes me back to the B&B with open arms, that devious look in her eyes lets me know she’s up for licking me up and down one more time before we hit the road.

      Mattie May comes in from outside, shivering, her cheeks flush from the bitter air.

      “Well, where ya going?” She throws her arms around both Misty and me. “Don’t tell me you’re leavin’ already!” Her face is rife with mixed emotion, and to tell the truth, so is mine. I love this damn place.

      “We’ll be back.” Misty presses a kiss to Mattie’s cheek. “Often, if we can help it.”

      I pull Misty in and dot her temple with my lips. “We’re thinking about making a pit stop here regularly if you’ll have us.”

      “Of course, we’ll have ya! I’m sure Levi and Shelby will put ya to work, too!”

      “Sounds like a plan.” I kiss Mattie May on the cheek and pull back with a devious look of my own. “Should we let her in on our little secret?”

      “Oh no,” Misty groans hard as she drops her face into her hands. “Just let me have it. Rip it off like a Band-Aid.”

      A grin begs to take over, but I won’t let it. “It’s another secret I’ve been keeping from you.”

      She sucks in a quick breath, and I’m guessing I have three solid seconds before she smacks me.

      “Mattie gifted me her engagement ring, and I happily gifted it to the woman I want to spend the rest of my life with.”

      Her mouth widens into a perfect O. “Nolan Knight!” She smacks me over the chest before lunging at me with tears in her eyes. “That’s the most beautiful thing I have ever heard.” She leans over and pulls Mattie May into our embrace. “Thank you for believing in us even when I didn’t. The thought of you giving him that precious ring last night makes my heart sing.”

      “Oh, hon”—Mattie rattles out a soft laugh—“I didn’t give him that ring last night. I gave it to him four years ago.” Misty loosens her grip as her jaw goes slack at the thought. “And you’re right. I believed in the two of you long before either of you did. I was the one who sent Nolan into the kitchen that day you met just to watch the fireworks go off. I knew in my heart the two of you were meant to be. Call it fate or destiny or simply a country girl’s intuition, but as soon as I set eyes on this young man”—she gives my cheek a hard pinch—“I knew he was special. Levi wanted me to send him to work down at Gowan Enterprises all the way across town, but my heart, my Harold, said send him to the kitchen. By the time that summer was nearly over, I practically threw my ring at Nolan. Of course, the story didn’t turn out the way any of us planned, but I didn’t want my ring back. I knew there was a happy ending waiting just for ya. It just took a little while for the two of ya to turn the page and get where you needed to be.”

      “Mattie.” I pull her in, and Misty and I indulge in a longer, stronger hug. “Thank you for that—thank you for everything.”

      “I second that.” Misty offers her one last kiss as we head out the door.

      Misty and I pause at the truck and look back at the bed and breakfast one last time, and we catch Mattie May waving her heart out before she heads inside.

      Misty holds out her ring in front of the B&B as the diamonds sparkle and wink in turn. “I guess we really did turn the page.”

      “And we got the happy ending, too.”

      Misty bites down over her lips and winces. “I’d like to think of it as a happy beginning to our happily ever after.”

      “Happily ever after.” I wrap my arms around her, and we share a quiet laugh. “I like that.”

      “Now get me to Hollow Brook.” She presses her lips to mine, and I can’t help but moan with relief, with ecstasy and everything in between.

      Misty and I hop into my truck and head straight for North Carolina—to Hollow Brook, where both my home and my bed are anxious to greet her.

      Who knew all those years ago Mattie May was the one who put us in the same vicinity and kept me from going clear across town to some corporate outfit? I would have left in a week. It was the exact type of position I was running from at the time. I would have never met Misty, never knew why I had a hole in my heart in the shape of her beautiful smile. What Mattie May and Misty don’t know is that it was never supposed to be me in Hope Falls that summer to begin with, but my kid brother, Rush. And when he announced he wasn’t budging, I decided to step into his shoes, step into fate’s way, and step into my destiny.

      Deep down in my heart, I’d like to believe that Misty and I would have found our way to each other no matter where we were on the planet. Hell, I know we would have. But I’m glad things worked out for us the way they did. Hope Falls led to Misty, and now Misty is headed home to Hollow Brook with me—full circle, just the way it should be.

      I reach over and pick up her hand, offering her a tender kiss right over that ring that symbolizes our love.

      “I guess I can cross that off my bucket list.” I shake my head into the long, dark ribbon of a road.

      “What’s that?” she asks, reaching up and scratching that scruff I’m planning to keep forever just for her. She licked it. She owns it.

      “Falling in love with the most beautiful woman in the world and putting a ring on her finger.”

      “The ring is great, but you do realize what you have to do to thoroughly own me.” She lifts a naughty brow, and I pull off the main road and drive us down an abandoned dirt trail that dead ends into the woods. “What are you doing?” A laugh bubbles from her throat.

      “I’m thinking we need to christen the truck. Besides, I need to lick every inch of what’s mine before we hit that college town. We’ll get to Hollow Brook soon enough. You’ll always come first to me.” I lean over, and she meets me there with a kiss, soft at first, then something that says I need you, I love you.

      This right here is forever.

      Misty and I live happily ever after.

      The end.
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