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To Nicki and Baby M - thank you for letting me be a part of the best gift this year. You are so very loved.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Decked in Red & Greene is a novella loaded with big feels and delicious tension. However, Phoenix’s sister is a widow and while this is not her story, she’s very much present. Please take care while reading and I hope you enjoy your holiday in Magnolia Point.


PROLOGUE
PHOENIX
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10 MONTHS AGO

Mug Life Coffee is busier than I expected for a Thursday night, but that’s my fault for not checking. If I had, I would have seen it was karaoke night instead of just live music. I can deal with locals and tourists if the band is decent, but listening to everyone butchering popular songs due to a little liquid courage isn’t high on my list of things to do tonight.

I’m just about to leave, my glass raised so I can down the rest and make my escape, when long legs and a set of cowboy boots catch my attention. My reaction is immediate.

Regret and desire course through me in equal measure.

Because I know those boots.

And I know the denim shorts-clad legs they belong to.

Hell.

I’m thankful for the shadow cast over me in this corner because even though I should down my beer and go, I can’t seem to move. With rapt attention, I watch as Aspen Greene takes the stage, her dark brown hair falling over her shoulders in perfect waves. It’s the kind of style I’ve seen my sister do a thousand times.

She smiles brightly as she takes the mic, nodding and laughing as she talks to the DJ. Jealousy simmers low in my gut, the feeling never quite going away where Aspen is concerned. But she’s off-limits, and for my own sanity, I need to remember that.

Because I hate karaoke and would rather get a root canal than sit through drunk people butchering song after song. But Aspen just does something to me. She’s mesmerizing, holding me captive on this stool.

My heart races faster because there was only one other woman who ever made me feel like she was the air I needed to breathe, and the scars she left on my heart still haven’t healed.

But I wouldn’t make that mistake again.

The opening bars of “Little Red Wagon” by Miranda Lambert play, and my heart starts beating a little faster as Aspen’s hips begin to sway. I know the song—it’s sexy and fun and fuck me when Aspen starts working the crowd. Her voice is incredible, and it’s impossible not to watch the way she moves across the makeshift stage.

My dick punches at the zipper of my jeans when she sings the chorus, the breathy intonation of her words making me think of how she’d sound in bed with me deep inside her.

Fuck.

I gotta get out of here.

Finishing my beer, I dig some cash out of my pocket and throw it on the bar as the song ends. Turning to leave, I almost run straight into a group of people that I swear hadn’t been there a minute before.

I apologize as I try to move around them when slender fingers wrap around my forearm, the heat of her touch sending awareness through me at an alarming pace.

“Phoenix!” Aspen says my name over the start of a cringy rendition of “Sweet Caroline” that still has the entire place joining in with stomping and fist pumps. “Hey! I didn’t know you’d be here.”

I let her pull me off to the side and immediately regret looking at her head-on. Aspen Greene is stunning, her jade-colored eyes blinking up at me, the flecks of gold making them almost shimmer in the low light.

“I just wanted to grab a beer,” I say lamely, shoving my hands in my pockets to prevent me from reaching out and pulling her against me. Her cropped shirt and cutoff shorts have my mouth watering. I want to drag my tongue over every inch of her skin and see how wild I can make her.

Because girls like Aspen are always wild in bed.

Unapologetic about the pleasure they crave.

But that’s the problem.

No matter how much I want it—want her—it’s a mistake I’ll never recover from a second time. I learned my lesson.

Or I thought I had.

“Can I buy you a drink?” she asks, her fingertips trailing lightly over my forearm.

“I should go.”

“How about a dance then?”

“No one’s dancing,” I say without looking away from her.

“Does it matter?” Her head tilts to the side the slightest bit, a smile teasing her lips as I’m forced to lick mine.

“I, uh, don’t know.”

“Good enough,” she says with a laugh as she loops her arms around my neck. Her body presses against mine, and I have to fight awkwardly to pull my hands from my pockets to settle them on her hips. The movement forces her closer until we’re pressed together from chest to thigh as blood roars in my ears.

“We shouldn’t be doing this.”

She rolls her eyes and it’s so juvenile, but dammit if I don’t love that about her. “It’s just a dance. Besides, I wanted to know what you thought about me singing.”

It takes me a minute to process her question, her nails gently scraping the back of my neck and playing with the hair there and driving me out of my mind.

“You were phenomenal,” I finally manage. The words are honest—maybe too honest—if the way her eyes flair wide is any indication.

“That’s quite the compliment, thank you.” Her eyes drop to my mouth before meeting my gaze, and her back arches delicately, pushing her tits harder against me.

It’s not just a dance when all I want to do is fuck you senseless.

“I didn’t know you sing,” I rasp as we sway back and forth, her hips rolling enough to slide over my dick, making my reaction impossible to hide.

But still I can’t move.

Can’t stop her.

And dammit all to hell, I don’t want to.

“There’s a lot about me you don’t know.” She grins. “That’s the question though, isn’t it?”

“What?”

“Do you want to get to know me?” She pushes up on her toes, the movement erasing any space between us and bringing her mouth dangerously close to mine.

As if sensing my hesitation, Aspen grabs the back of my head with her hand and crashes her lips over mine. It’s hot and messy, and I can’t stop the way my hands move to grip her ass, digging into her flesh and grinding her against my erection until she’s whimpering and panting into my mouth.

“Take me home, Phoenix. Please.”

Somewhere between the implication of what home and please means, my brain comes back online—the ramifications of the last fifteen minutes slamming into me like taking a plunge into an ice bath.

A string of curses roars in my head as the silence stretches between us. “I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“We can’t do this again,” I force out, taking a step back and willing myself not to take it back when I see the light in her eyes dim. “I gotta go.”

She stares at me, not saying anything, and the part that gets me the most is the fact that under her disappointment, she doesn’t seem surprised.

And I don’t know if it’s men in general or me that has her expecting to be disappointed rather than swept off her feet.

I want to be angry for her, for the injustice of it all. But I’m part of the problem, and even though I want to fix it for her, do better for her, I can’t.

Because I need to get out of here or else I will take her home and ruin us both.

Pushing my way through the crowd, I nearly stumble into the street, the air no less humid than it was inside packed with bodies.

I hate that I gave in.

That I liked it.

That I want more.

Aspen Greene ruined me with just one dance.

One kiss.

And I know if I let her in, I’ll never survive the fallout, because it happened before and I promised myself it would never happen again.

Now, I just need to figure out how to keep that promise.
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PRESENT DAY
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[Social Media Post from the Taste of Magnolia Food Truck]

Spiked eggnog coffee and sugar cookie donuts are sure to get you in the holiday spirit!

#supportlocal #tasteofmagnolia #magnoliapoint #holidaytreats

Lowcountry Automotive: Speaking of donuts, make sure you have all the essentials to change a flat tire in your vehicle at all times




Taste of Magnolia: Informative but not festive




Lowcountry Automotive: I’ll try harder next time




Taste of Magnolia: You do that
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ASPEN
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“Hey, so…funny story,” Cora says, sitting down at the table with an overly bright smile on her face. Bristol snickers and I can already tell I’m going to hate this.

“How bad is it?” I say, taking a sip of my margarita and wishing like hell I’d ordered an extra shot of tequila.

“So, um…” Her eyes dart to Bristol who doesn’t bother to hide her amusement. Cora’s sister-in-law to be is the newest addition to our friend group formerly consisting of Cora, Bea, and me. Bea had relocated to my hometown and had fallen in love, making it just Cora and me again.

Until now.

“It’s not that bad,” Bristol encourages, and now I’m starting to sweat.

“Talon’s parents surprised Bristol and Navy with tickets to seeing the princesses on ice show.” She pauses. “The four of them are going.”

I blink and then turn toward Bristol, my head cocked slightly to the side. I’m definitely missing something.

“It’s the same day as the Ladies Auxiliary event but Phoenix can help you,” Cora blurts, her eyes widening as everything slowly clicks into place.

Absolutely fucking not.

“No,” I say adamantly. “I’ll do the event by myself.” The Ladies Auxiliary for the Magnolia Point Fire Department had been desperate for us to cater their holiday party after the original caterer canceled.

Cora and I had agreed to the job even though she’d be away with Talon on vacation. It should have been easy working with Bristol.

But nothing is ever easy.

Still, there’s no way that I’m going to let Phoenix Banks deflate my holiday spirit by me being trapped with him in the food truck I own and operate with Cora. Taste of Magnolia had been her brainchild, but we both worked our asses off to make it a reality.

I spray-painted huge pink magnolia flowers on the side and then hand-painted the details, the design making us classy and unique in Cora’s hometown of Magnolia Point.

“You can’t do it yourself; it’s too big.”

“Did you ask him? There’s no way he’d say yes.” My eyes ping-pong between my former friends as Cora looks guilty and Bristol stares at me with amusement.

“He said yes,” Cora admits, her nervous smile slowly becoming a happy one.

Dammit.

My best friend works harder than anyone I know, and she deserves this vacation with her super-hot fiancé. My heart thaws the slightest bit as the ring on her finger catches the light, the diamond sparkling like a disco ball.

“For the record, he’s the one who doesn’t like me.”

“That’s not entirely true,” Bristol mutters as I dip a tortilla chip into the queso and point it at her.

“I get under his skin. I’m not serious enough. I think one time he told me I smile too much.” The words pour out of me, and I shove the chip in my mouth to stop anything else from escaping.

Unfortunately, I like Phoenix.

He just doesn’t like me back.

And he made that very clear after the one drunken, groping kiss we shared before he’d stormed out of the bar.

I hadn’t told Cora—I hadn’t told anyone. I just continued to aggravate Phoenix with my general presence.

And the problem isn’t that he told me no. The problem is that I see the way he looks at me. The way he undresses me with his eyes, his gaze like a physical caress that sends a shiver down my spine.

I remember the way he felt pressed against me and the way he unapologetically rubbed me all over his aching cock. I’d wanted to rip my clothes off right there or at the very least drag him into the bathroom and let him bend me over the sink.

But none of that had happened because he balked when I asked him to take me home.

So, I’d moved on.

Mostly.

Now I find enjoyment in aggravating him every chance I get. Like when I saw him across the street walking Talon’s teacup pig, Chip. I made a big production of waving hi to him and calling his name. The attention had earned him several groups of women who wanted to fawn all over the pig and him.

He grunted and growled at me for a week straight after that one, and it was worth every second.

But other times, like when I had to call Talon because the truck broke down and needed to be towed, I asked him back at Lowcountry Automotive if he’d give me a ride. I’d read his unspoken no loud and clear. It had been the end of my unrequited pining. I still teased and tormented him, but I did it with the knowledge that Phoenix Banks would never want a woman like me.

“He likes you,” Bristol says with a laugh that means she thinks I’m oblivious.

But I’m not. I’m really not.

“You guys can make nice for one day, right? Please?”

“Of course.” I nod as I take Cora’s hand and squeeze. “Don’t worry, we’ll have it all taken care of. I just want you to enjoy your vacation.”

“Thank you!” she squeals as she beams at me. It’s hard not to smile back. Her enthusiasm is infectious and it’s so incredible to see my best friend finally happy.

When Cora gets up to use the bathroom, Bristol turns to me, a frown on her pink-painted lips.

“My brother really does like you. I know I probably shouldn’t tell you that but I know him. It’s just he had a very serious relationship blow up in his face, and even though it was before he moved back to Magnolia Point, I still know it hurts him.”

“Look,” I say, unable to help the sigh that accompanies that single word, “I don’t have a problem with Phoenix, but he made it clear that I’m not for him romantically or as friends, honestly. We’re cordial because Talon and Cora are getting married so we’re stuck together, and we’ll just have to make the best of it.”

She opens her mouth to speak but before she can, Cora drops down into her seat and raises her glass. “To the best Christmas ever!”

“To decking the halls and Santa Claus,” I say before we both look at Bristol expectantly.

“Um…to…I have no idea. Let’s just drink before this melts,” she huffs. So we do, clinking our glasses and giggling before taking a sip. The mango is refreshing, the lack of sugar or salt on the rim intentional. The only time I indulge is in the fall when the pumpkin beers come out because cinnamon and sugar is a flavor must.

“It’s honestly the perfect time. We’ll be flyin’ in early Christmas Eve morning so we can still have a big sleepover.”

Bristol’s smile is genuine before it slides to something more pensive as she looks at me. “Since we’re asking about favors…”

“Oh no,” I groan. “Now what?”

“I need one too,” she starts, worrying her bottom lip with her teeth. “Nina is hosting a speed-dating event at the library.”

“Oh my gosh, that’s amazing,” Cora says, taking Bristol’s hand and squeezing, obviously putting together the pieces faster than I am.

Again.

“And scary,” Bristol says wryly. “I signed up but I don’t want to go alone.” Her big doe eyes meet mine, and I snort because I’ve seen Navy make that exact same face. “And I might have signed you up too.”

This time I can’t help but throw back my head and laugh. There’s not a chance in hell I want to go speed dating, but there’s even less of a chance I’d say no to bein’ Bristol’s wingwoman as the widowed, single mother dips her toes back into dating.

Grabbing her other hand in both of mine, I give her the brightest smile I can manage. “I will absolutely go for you.”

Shoulders sagging, her eyes are glassy as her gaze bounces between us.

“Thank you so much,” she whispers. “My family are the only ones that stayed with me after Davis passed, and I’m just so grateful to have you both.” She gives a shaky laugh as she blinks back tears. “I love my daughter to the ends of the earth and beyond, but it’s so nice to have girlfriends again.”

“That’s good because you’re stuck with us,” Cora jokes, wrapping her arm around Bristol’s shoulders and waving at me to join.

Scooting my chair closer, I hug the two women who have become my sisters, each coming into my life at two very different times, one no less important than the other.

“I’m totally keeping you,” I tell Bristol.

“This calls for more drinks and queso,” she says with a watery laugh.

“To drinks and queso!”
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PHOENIX
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“You’re gonna be nice to her, right?” Talon asks for the third time since I agreed to help Aspen work the catering event. He and Cora had tag-teamed me a week ago in the garage, and my brother had been on my back about it ever since. “I dare you.”

“Fucking A, dude,” I bark as I spin to face him, my arms folded across my chest, as my voice bounces around the bay of Lowcountry Automotive. “Yes, I’ll act like a god damn adult and work with Aspen because it’s important, and I won’t mess with their livelihood just because I don’t want to be trapped with her in the deathmobile.”

Talon’s lips quirk up at the last part of my tirade.

Because it’s way more telling than I intended it to be.

Since Talon and Cora finally got together, he’s taken over the truck’s maintenance and actually fixed the Taste of Magnolia. The asswipe she’d been bringing it to hadn’t fixed a damn thing—just charged her for it—but now that’s not an issue.

And Talon knows it.

“Look,” I say, trying to defuse the situation before he gets it into his head that Aspen’s gotten into mine, “there’s a reason I participate in as little social interaction as possible.”

“Your cheerful demeanor gave that away,” he deadpans, and I have to stop myself from rolling my eyes.

“I’m serious.”

“So am I.”

I run a hand through my hair. “But I’ll do it, okay? Can we stop talking about it?”

“For now.”

The words are measured, and I have no doubt he means it. I’m just thankful he didn’t bring up April. I’d been young and stupid, proposing to my college girlfriend in the aftermath of my brother-in-law’s death. I saw firsthand the sheer agony Bristol had gone through and impulsively asked my girlfriend to marry me.

She’d been horrified, and looking back, I was too.

But at the time, it felt like one of those don’t let another minute pass you by moments. Unfortunately, all that happened was she broke up with me and I had to finish out the semester avoiding her at all costs.

It had been exhausting, and I’d gotten the hell out of there and run home to Magnolia Point the minute I graduated. The problem was, I hadn’t wanted to go to college in the first place, but voicing that made me sound whiny and ungrateful. So, I kept my head down and, minus the whole botched proposal thing, escaped relatively unscathed from academia.

“Did you hire that new mechanic yet?” I ask, hoping to change the subject and acting like I don’t read all the emails that come to the Lowcountry Automotive account.

Because I do.

I triage what I can so my brother can do the actual managing of his business.

That includes hiring another mechanic to help with the overflow that hasn’t let up in the past six months.

“Yeah, he starts after the new year.”

“That’s good. Maybe you’ll get to see more daylight and spend time with your girl.”

“And what about you?” he says, standing to his full height and crossing his arms over his barrel chest. “You work here, plus manage your graphic design business. Hell, man, when was the last time you saw daylight or went out?”

I sigh, dreading this line of questioning because it never changes. Thankfully, I’m saved by his teacup pig, Chip, as he wanders into the room. Talon rescued the little black-and-white piglet when some tourists abandoned him a couple of summers back. The little guy had become a mascot of sorts for the garage and part of the family.

Navy was especially fond of him, making them inseparable most days.

But Chip’s distraction only lasts for a minute before my mind wanders back to my college days and the past I can’t escape.

Everyone thinks that the heartbreak I felt was over April specifically, and as callous as it sounds, it wasn’t. I’d been broken by the idea of her. Fun and sexy—effervescent—the sort of beauty that left everyone in awe just because she walked into the room.

But more than that, she’d been humble and kind.

And I’d been drawn like a moth to a flame and gotten the shit burned out of my wings. Being in Magnolia Point had helped. Plenty of tourists looking for a casual vacation fling meant no one would get attached and we could all be on our way.

But Aspen Greene is the trifecta of things to avoid.

She lives here.

She’s Cora’s best friend and now friends with my sister, therefore entangling herself into my family for all eternity.

And to round out the reasons why I need to stay away from her, she’s that same sort of fire that drew me in all those years ago. But Aspen burns hotter, brighter, and is guaranteed to leave me as nothing but a pile of ash if I get too close.

Like that first time in the bar, I’d barely survived, and every day since has been a lesson in self-control I’d rather not possess.

Because despite knowing how detrimental she is to my health, I still crave her obsessively.
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[Social Media Post from the Taste of Magnolia Food Truck]

Hot chocolate bombs are going fast! White, Milk, Dark, and Peppermint Still Available!

#supportlocal #tasteofmagnolia #magnoliapoint #holidaytreats

Lowcountry Automotive: Know what goes great with hot chocolate? Oil changes and tire rotations!




Taste of Magnolia: I can’t think of anything more romantic (heart eye emoji)
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ASPEN
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“Yes, Mama, I love you too,” I say as I drag my hand down my face again while my mother continues. “Uh-huh. Give my love to Daddy. I’ll call you soon.”

Ending the call, I let my head fall to the counter, the cool marble easing the headache brewing behind my eyes. And because I don’t want to suffer alone, I pull up the group chat with my siblings only to see Vienna beat me to it.

VIENNA: I’m scheduling my flight home for after Christmas




MONTANA: You could just drive




VIENNA: But Aspen and I only have a couple overlapping days in Blackstone Falls and you know I hate driving that far




MONTANA: When did you become such a passenger princess?




ASPEN: It’s her road rage




VIENNA: (gif of woman sticking her nose in the air)




VIENNA: It’s because my talents are better used for navigation and deejaying




ASPEN: That word looks funny




VIENNA: Right?




MONTANA: I’m not gonna comment




ASPEN: What? Oh…




VIENNA: (gif of woman snickering)




ASPEN: In other news, it’s y’all’s turn to deal with Mama




VIENNA: What’s wrong now?




ASPEN: She’s hoping I surprise her by having a boyfriend for Christmas




ASPEN: She really wants grandbabies but she said she’d settle for a boyfriend for me for now




VIENNA: That was nice of her




VIENNA: Also you’re up big brother




MONTANA: What? No. Ellison and I just got engaged and I’m already up to my eyeballs in wedding details that make no difference to me




VIENNA: I’m bad at math—can Ellison pop a baby out before you say I do?




MONTANA: No and no. She wants to wait to have another year of teaching done before we start trying




ASPEN: You’re not getting any younger




MONTANA: Neither are you




VIENNA: Burn!




I snicker at the screen because my brother is a few years older than I am, and I know he’s getting all riled up.

MONTANA: Besides, Ellison gave her grand-goats, a mini grand-cow, and a hell of a lot of other animals I didn’t ask for




VIENNA: I love your love




MONTANA: My hair is graying at an alarming rate




ASPEN: Ellison probably likes it




MONTANA: She better, it’s her own damn fault




VIENNA: *Adds men’s hair color to Christmas shopping list*




MONTANA: I hate you




VIENNA: No you don’t




MONTANA: I don’t. I miss you and I want you to come home




ASPEN: You could always move here




MONTANA: Not a chance baby sister




VIENNA: Well at least we have a plan in place




MONTANA: What plan??




VIENNA: We sacrifice you to Mama with your menagerie of baby animals and wedding plans and live our lives blissfully by the beach




ASPEN: Amen




MONTANA: I did NOT agree to that




ASPEN: Love you big brother




VIENNA: Love you!




MONTANA: You’re both getting coal




Feeling immensely better, I tie my hair up onto the top of my head and get started on the three orders I need to fill and deliver today.

[image: ]


PHOENIX

The kitchen light is on when I pull up to Bristol’s house and park my truck. Grinning, I grab the box from the passenger seat and make my way to the door just as she opens it with a shake of her head.

“Someday you’re gonna grow out of this and I’ll be stuck makin’ the magic happen,” she teases like she does every year. But it’ll never happen because I promised, and honestly, I like doing it.

“I love you too, big sister.”

“Uh-huh,” she says with a roll of her eyes. “How much cleanup is there with this one?”

Whistling softly, I stroll into the kitchen as Bristol trails behind me.

“Phoenix,” she hisses as I set the box on the counter.

“She really wants to see snow,” I say with a shrug, and my sister groans as I pull out a plastic sheet to cover the island along with several cans of shaving cream.

“I hate you,” she grumbles as I retrieve Navy’s elf, Gaston, from his previous spot.

“I have three sizes of marshmallows to make snowmen and then we need three of her toys to help with a snowball fight.” I preen under her narrowed stare. “And I have two very simple setups and I’ll text you to remind you.”

“Fine,” she sighs, her lips quirking up into a smile. “Navy is really lucky to have you.”

Bristol blinks fast, and I know she’s trying to push back the thoughts that if Davis were here, I wouldn’t have to do it.

“Please,” I scoff as I gently shove her shoulder. “I get to be a kid again and not get in trouble for it.”

My comment has the desired effect because she snorts and shakes her head. “Except when you got her a slushie and then took her on that kiddie roller coaster at the fair.”

“They said it didn’t go that fast,” I grumble and shiver as I remember the red projectile slushie that she heaved over the side of the car we were in.

“She’s excited to go again next year.”

“I’ll be sure to get her the slushie after we’re done with rides.”

She beams at me and wraps me in a hug, her head resting on my chest as I hold her. I’m not sure how long we stand like that, me somehow easing the weight she’s carrying just by being in this moment with her.

When she’s ready, she stands with her hands on her hips, assessing the chaos in front of her. “All right, where do we start?”
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PHOENIX
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“Uncle Phoenix!” Navy yells as she sprints into Cora’s house without removing her shoes or coat and launches herself into my arms. My four-year-old niece is my whole world, and it’s not just because she’s related to me or that she lost her father.

It’s not even that I spent an hour meticulously setting up her elf scene that she called me screaming about this morning.

Navy is just one of those kids that resonates with you. She’s sweet and charming, sassy, and exudes a vibrance you want to be swept up in.

“Where’s my hug?” Talon pokes good-naturedly, making her squirm in my arms. I hold her tighter and shift my body.

“Wait your turn,” I sniff. Talon chuckles and Navy giggles before placing a kiss on my cheek. Her cheeks are pink with the chill of the December night, her blonde curls falling haphazardly around her face. She looks angelic, and I squeeze her once more before setting her back on her feet.

She runs over to Talon and repeats the process, ignoring my sister’s pleas for her to take off her stuff so she doesn’t track anything inside.

I’m just about to razz my sister about lightening up when there’s a quick knock on the door before it’s pushed open and my heart plummets to the floor. I shouldn’t have this reaction to her still, like the first drop on a roller coaster, but here we are.

Aspen steps inside, her gaze glancing over me before settling on Bristol and Navy. There’s relief in the way her shoulders relax, and I hate that I’m not the one to do it.

The contradiction makes me want to break things with my bare hands.

It’s stupid and I need to grow up and get over myself.

Blowing out a breath, I close the distance and take her jacket and purse from her, hanging them on the hook. She’s puzzled and I can’t blame her.

“Thank you?” she says, the intonation of her voice turning it into a question. She searches my face, and I try my best to keep my expression at something slightly more amicable than neutral.

“Sure,” I respond belatedly, moving back awkwardly to let her into the kitchen where Talon, Cora, Bristol, and Navy are all watching us. And because I’m already going to get shit from my brother, I add, “Give me your phone.”

“Why?” she asks, amused as she crosses her arms over her chest, her phone in one hand as she waits for me to answer.

“So we can talk about the event and you won’t have to waste time that day explaining things to me.”

The room is still silent as everyone waits for Aspen to make the next move. It’s telling that this is the most entertainment anyone’s had today, and if I was smarter, I probably would have waited instead of bombarding her in the doorway.

Still, I do my best not to shift my weight from side to side as she unlocks her phone and hands it to me. Typing in my number sends a thrill through me that I try like hell to ignore as I send myself a text before handing it back to her.

Her lips quirk up on one side, and her green eyes sparkle with the kind of mischief that would be my undoing.

Tension buzzes between us, and I want so badly to act on it—to say something to make her laugh and lean in close, wrap my arm around her and…

Ding dong!

“Pizza!” Navy yells and everyone chuckles, the moment lost to cheese and pepperoni. Aspen gives me a small smile, moving around me and into the kitchen, putting some much-needed space between us.
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[Social Media Post from the Taste of Magnolia Food Truck]

Deck the halls and your table with a gorgeous spread of tasty treats! Only five days left to place your order!

#supportlocal #tasteofmagnolia #magnoliapoint #holidaytreats

Lowcountry Automotive: I was already promised lemon bars




Taste of Magnolia: I literally dropped them off to you this morning




Lowcountry: I’m eating them right now. They’re delicious
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PHOENIX: I had to look up what an aioli is




ASPEN: What? Why?




PHOENIX: Because it’s on the menu for the event




ASPEN: It’s on the crabcake sliders




ASPEN: How do you not know what an aioli is?




PHOENIX: Never paid attention




ASPEN: This is weird




PHOENIX: What is?




ASPEN: You’re being nice




PHOENIX: I can be nice




ASPEN: Rarely




PHOENIX: I’m trying to be better




ASPEN: I guess you weren’t terrible when we had pizza




PHOENIX: Ouch




ASPEN: Just stating facts




PHOENIX: Facts or opinions?




ASPEN: Does it matter in this case?




PHOENIX: I guess not




ASPEN: Seriously, though—what’s with the change of heart? Do you secretly like Christmas?




PHOENIX: No




PHOENIX: Maybe




ASPEN: I hate that we can’t be friends




PHOENIX: We can’t




PHOENIX: But I can’t tell you why until after the event




ASPEN: But you’ll tell me?




PHOENIX: When we’re not locked in a small space where you have access to sharp objects? Yes.




ASPEN: You act like that’s something I would do




ASPEN: Do you know how hard it would be to clean up all the blood in a space like that?




PHOENIX: Not as well as you do apparently




ASPEN: (gif of woman doing a hair flip)




ASPEN: I know lots of things about lots of things




PHOENIX: Not scary at all




ASPEN: (eyeroll emoji) you’re not scared of me




PHOENIX: I might be




ASPEN: Are you flirting with me, Phoenix Banks?




His silence is more telling than if he’d had the guts to answer, and that leaves me equally frustrated and amused. But I can’t dwell on it because instead of getting ready to go meet my sister for breakfast, I’ve been lying in bed texting Phoenix.

ASPEN: What are the odds you’ll drive all the way to me?




VIENNA: You’re making eggs benedict and bloody marys




ASPEN: Sold!




Chuckling, I climb out of bed and throw leggings and a sweatshirt on before tying up my hair in a messy bun. We’re only about an hour apart with traffic, so I don’t have much time. My baby sister has seen me in worse, and honestly, I’m just thankful I don’t have to put makeup on and leave the house.

Grabbing a pitcher from the cabinet, I mix everything up for Bloody Marys and put it back in the fridge until we’re ready.

“Creek” by Alli Walker fills the kitchen as I dance around, making home fries, bacon, and the hollandaise sauce, deciding I’ll wait until Vienna gets here before starting the eggs. But I’ve barely cut the sourdough bread before my sister bangs open the door, the wind stronger than her hold on the knob.

“Good morning to you too,” I deadpan as she rolls her eyes and muscles the door shut. Her cheeks are pink and she dumps her purse on the ground, followed by her knit hat and gloves.

“Stop looking at me like that; it shouldn’t be this cold.”

I snort and fill a mug of coffee and slide it across the island to her followed by the flavored creamer and a spoon. She dumps in an unhealthy amount of the dark chocolate peppermint, and I cringe as the color continues to lighten.

“How can you drink it like that?”

“I’m working like a hundred hours a day, and even though I don’t like it, I can’t survive without like six cups of it.”

“Pretty sure that’s what you’re supposed to do,” I tease as I swirl the water in the pot before dropping in the eggs to poach them.

“Between trying to get the flower shop up and running for the new year, taking care of Haven, and dealing with Wells, I’m exhausted.”

“I’ll just bet you are.” I snicker and she groans as I plate our breakfast and round the island to sit next to her. “How are things with the shop?”

“It’s fine but everything is moving slowly with the holiday, and it feels like one thing after another.”

“And Wells?” I ask, making a note to get out to Love Beach to help her set up and do whatever else she needs because I’m so damn proud of her. The Greene House will be the first florist shop in her town, and I can’t wait to send everyone from Magnolia Point her way.

She sighs. “It was a lot easier when we were just hooking up.” Noting my silence, her eyes narrow at me. “What’s going on with Phoenix?”

“Nothing. But he’s helping me work an event while Cora and Talon are on vacation.”

Vienna’s eyebrows are in her hairline, and a breakfast potato hangs off the end of her fork. “When were you gonna tell me that?”

“It’s not a big deal,” I grumble as her fork clatters to the plate and she gasps.

“Not a big deal is me giving Wells a blow job in the laundry room because he wore the shirt I love after I explicitly told him not to⁠—”

“We’re gonna come back to that,” I say pointedly as I slide off my chair and grab the pitcher from the fridge, filling the two glasses on the counter. She pauses her interrogation long enough to choose her garnishes before turning back to me.

“You’re going to be trapped in the food truck with Phoenix, the man you’ve been obsessing over since you moved here, and you think it’s not a big deal?”

“I have not been obsessing over him!” I hiss, because I’m not—not anymore. “He agreed to do it because Cora and Talon asked him, so now he’s being nice.”

“He’s bein’ nice!?” Vienna’s Tennessee twang is out in full force as she bounces in her seat, her enthusiasm making my lips twitch up into a smile. We might have moved away from home, but we couldn’t move away from each other.

Not really.

“Can we talk about you givin’ Wells a blow job because you liked his shirt?” I ask, not hiding the fact I’m absolutely judging her.

She’s my sister—it’s practically my job.

“It makes his eyes pop,” she says innocently like that explains everything.

“Hussy.” She snorts and throws a piece of her toast at me. “When do you have to go back?”

“Not until tonight.”

“Wanna watch Christmas movies with me?”

“Obviously.”

After cleaning up from breakfast, we refill our glasses and grab some snacks before heading for my room and climbing into bed. It’s just like when we were growing up, and right now, it’s exactly what I need.
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“Noooo, not like that!” Navy pouts as I use the butter knife to frost my tree cookie with blue icing.

“Why not?”

My sister covers a laugh as she turns back to pull another tray of cookies from the oven.

“Trees are green not bwue,” she says with her sticky hands on her hips and more sass than her little body should possess. Huffing, she places a snowman cookie in front of me along with the white frosting.

“Should I try again?”

She nods, her blonde curls flying everywhere. “Like fwosty.”

“Like Frosty,” I repeat, my shoulders shaking with silent laughter as I press my lips together. Satisfied when I smear the white frosting on my new cookie, Navy returns to the ornament one she’s used every single color on.

Seems a little hypocritical to me.

But I’ve learned I’m almost always wrong when it comes to the pint-sized whirlwind sitting next to me.

Pulling out my phone, I snap a picture and send a text to Aspen.

PHOENIX: (picture of table covered in a mess of frosting and cookies)




PHOENIX: Apparently, I’m doing it wrong




I have no idea what compels me to send the text, but I wait with bated breath for her response.

ASPEN: I’ve heard that about you




PHOENIX: Tell me how you really feel




My reply is meant to be teasing but I’m mid-swallow when hers comes in, forcing it down the wrong pipe and causing me to immediately start coughing. Bristol looks at me, her eyebrow raised more out of curiosity than concern.

ASPEN: I tried and you shot me down




I read the text over again, doing everything in my power not to encourage any more blood to run south because now is not the time to remember the way Aspen’s body felt pressed against me in the darkened corner of the coffee shop.

She’d been so damn sexy that night.

Bold.

And I’d balked.

I knew she’d ruin me back then—but would she now?

It’s been months since then—years since that breakup—and really, what was I still holding on to? My relationship with April had been shallow at best. We’d been young, and she was right to turn me down when I’d asked her to marry me. And I’d held on to that feeling of rejection—of hurt—every day since.

But why?

My thumb hovers over the screen, my heart beating faster in my chest than it should.

PHOENIX: Maybe we should try again




Three little dots appear and then disappear.

And then nothing.

Forcing myself to put my phone in my lap, I finish frosting my cookie, making sure to adhere to the appropriate snowman etiquette. Navy squeals at my finished product, and I chuckle before muffling a groan as Bristol sets another tray of cookies down in front of us.

She must see my panic because she places a hand on my shoulder and grins. “You’re relieved of cookie duty.”

I barely stop myself from saying oh thank God, but just barely.

ASPEN: Impress me




Two little words stare back at me, a challenge.

A dare.

“Uh-oh,” Bristol says, looking over my shoulder as she reads the conversation on my screen. “You know she’s my friend, right?”

“You want me to stay away from her?” I ask, unease coursing through me because while Bristol’s disapproval would be warranted, it would also suck.

“No,” she says lightly, “I’m just letting you know if it ends in divorce I’m keeping her.”

I bark out a laugh as I stand, pocketing my phone and wrapping my sister in a tight hug. Bristol lost the love of her life, but now she’s here poking fun at me for trying to find mine. Could this be healing? For both of us?

Because for the first time since I returned to Magnolia Point, I think I might finally be ready to give love a shot.
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[Social Media Post from Lowcountry Automotive]

Today only, Chip the teacup pig and unofficial mascot of Lowcountry Automotive, will be at the shop dressed in his holiday best! Come on down and grab a picture with him and a cookie from Taste of Magnolia! All donations raised will go to benefit our local animal shelter.

#supportlocal #lowcountryautomotive #chiptheteacuppig #tasteofmagnolia #magnoliapoint #santapig #holidaytreats

Taste of Magnolia: Get your Chip cookies while they last!
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My handful of popcorn is halfway to my mouth when the doorbell rings. Begrudgingly, I pause my movie and shuffle my slipper-clad feet to the door. If it was daytime, I could pretend I’m not at home, but that definitely won’t work with practically all the lights on around the first floor.

Peeking out the side window, I almost yelp when I realize who’s on the other side of the door.

Because of course he is.

Looking down at my outfit, I take in my pajama shorts with the knee socks and baggy sweatshirt. Undoubtedly, I’m a dream right now.

“You gonna open the door?” Phoenix asks with a nervous chuckle, and it startles me because I definitely forgot he could see me.

Fuck it.

Turning the knob, I pull it open and brace my shoulder against the corner of the door. “What are you doing here?”

Instead of answering, Phoenix’s gaze slides down my body, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he continues to take me in.

“I was wondering if you’d go for a walk with me,” he says, his voice hoarse and his eyes blazing when they meet mine. Nothing about the way he’s looking at me suggests he only wants to go for a walk, and I need to be strong.

“Why?”

“So we can talk.”

“Just talk?”

“Might be nice,” he says, shoving his hands in his pockets as a small smile graces his lips.

“I really don’t want to put on pants.”

His eyes snap to my legs before he’s tilting his head back to stare at the ceiling. “I don’t want you to either, but it might be cold on our walk.”

“I haven’t agreed to a walk.”

“Please, Aspen?”

My mouth opens and closes without making a sound. My name falling seductively from his lips has heat rushing to my core, which is ridiculous but I can’t help it. I could probably count on one hand the number of times he’s said my name since we met.

And half the time, I’m convinced he can’t even remember it.

“Fine,” I say, my response a little breathier than I would have liked as I spin away and walk toward my room, leaving him in the open doorway.

I hear his boots on the mat as he steps inside and out of the cold, muttering under his breath. It’s pretty mild tonight but still not my choice for a casual jaunt around town.

Throwing on an oversized sweater and a pair of fleece leggings, I do my best to tame my hair but forgo makeup because he knows I’m not wearing any, and if I put some on, he’ll know I’m trying and I can’t have that.

Because I’m not trying, not yet.

Returning to the living room, I turn off the television and stare longingly at the couch and blanket I’d been curled up in not long ago. Picking up the popcorn bowl and my glass, I make my way into the kitchen and set them on the counter.

“Ready?” he asks and I shrug.

“As I’ll ever be.”

[image: ]


“Have you ever been to the beach in the winter?” Phoenix asks as we walk along the shore. The wind is cold coming off the water but it’s beautiful, dark and glassy as the moonlight dances off the waves.

“I haven’t. Venturing out in the cold isn’t really my forte unless I have to,” I say wryly, staring at him from the corner of my eye.

He chuckles and it’s deep and sexy and delicious.

“Well, thank you for making an exception tonight.” His words are earnest, and warmth floods through my chest. “I wanted to apologize.”

“For?” I ask, my hands balling into fists in the pockets of my jacket, my brain already conjuring a thousand things he could say to let me down easy.

“Aspen,” he says, his hand gripping my elbow and pulling me to a stop, “don’t get mad yet.”

“Then talk faster.”

Releasing my arm, he moves his hand to settle on my lower back, guiding me back down the beach.

“Did you know that Bristol’s husband passed away?”

“Yes,” I say warily. “She’s told me a little bit.”

“Davis was like another brother to me. He was a great guy—perfect for Bristol and we all felt his loss when he died. I was in college and I’d been dating this girl.” He pauses as if being sucked back into that time. “Losing him rocked me to the core, and in an unusually impulsive moment, I asked my girlfriend to marry me.” Turning his handsome face to look at me, he adds, “She said no.”

“I’m sorry.” Dueling reactions course through me as I wait for him to speak—jealousy and anger and relief and sadness all fight to be at the forefront.

“She was right to say no.” His fingers draw little circles on my back, the heat of his touch seeping through every single layer. “I didn’t love her enough to marry her. But I’d wanted so desperately to hold on to the vibrance she brought to my life.”

“It might not have been the best choice but it’s understandable. You were grieving.”

“I was. But instead of facing that head-on, separating my feelings from reality, I told myself that it was her that had hurt me.” He swallows. “Not her particularly, but the idea of her—the qualities I’d been drawn to.”

“Phoenix…” Blood roars in my ears as he pulls us to a stop again.

“I was really quick to shove you into that box when you came to Magnolia Point. It was wrong and I’m sorry.”

“Huh,” I manage finally, because of all the things I thought he’d say tonight, this wasn’t one of them. We’ve only been out here a short while, but I’m already at my emotional limit. I feel wrung out and while part of me is thankful for the conversation, I can’t help being annoyed.

“You know,” he says wryly, “I was kind of anticipating a bigger reaction.”

“What, like me throwing myself into your arms and forgiving you for being a douche canoe the last year?”

He tries to school his expression but his lips still twitch. “Douche canoe is a highly underrated insult.”

“It is and it happens to be one of my favorites.” I shrug. “I use it every chance I get and this,”—I wave between us—“is the perfect example.”

“Noted,” he says, pulling me close enough he can wrap one arm around my back and brush a piece of hair from my face with the other. “For the record, I didn’t think you’d throw yourself into my arms. I actually was bracing myself for being slapped.”

“You picked the wrong sister for that,” I muse, thinking of the football player in high school that grabbed Vienna’s ass. He’d been suspended and Montana had taken her out for ice cream.

“I just want you.”

“Then impress me,” I say, pushing out of his embrace and taking a step backward in the sand.

“This doesn’t count?” he taunts and I shake my head, looking up at the inky-black sky dotted with stars.

“Not even a little.”

“Well, I think I know just the thing.”
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Walking down the sidewalk, I can’t help thinking that being with Aspen should be harder than it is. She’s beautiful and kind, and I’d do almost anything to make her smile. Which is how we ended up ducking inside Mug Life Coffee for a cup of hot chocolate.

Aspen got hers with extra whipped cream and shaved peppermint on top, and I’d discreetly made that note in my phone for future reference. I’d gone for the white hot chocolate and she’d done nothing to hide how boring she thought that choice was as we maneuvered back onto the street.

“What’s your favorite holiday tradition?” she asks, holding her cup in both hands and looking up at me through her lashes.

Swallowing hard, I count the streetlights ahead, the answer hitting me harder now that I have to say it out loud.

“Bristol and Navy live with Talon, but I always spend the night Christmas Eve so I can be there when Navy wakes up.”

“That’s really sweet; I’m sure she loves it.”

“She does,” I say, licking my lips. “And I do the elf on the shelf.”

“What do you mean?” she says, taking a sip and humming as her eyelids flutter closed. It’s adorable and sexy, and I have to clear my throat before attempting to speak.

“It was never a thing when we were growing up, but my parents gifted one to Navy and she loves the damn thing. She didn’t totally get what it meant in the beginning, only that it was something silly. Bristol hates it. She’s exhausted trying to do it all, so I became the elf.”

“And what is your elf name?” She giggles and I snort because I totally asked for this. And strangely, I don’t hate it.

“Gaston.” My lips twitch at the memory. “Bristol, Talon, and I all played rock, paper, scissors and Talon won.”

“That’s not adorable at all.” She sighs as she drops her empty cup in the garbage. “So what? Do you sneak over to their house every night after Navy is asleep?”

“It depends on how elaborate the setup is. Sometimes, I’ll just leave Bristol with instructions, like when I made dumbbells using pieces of a straw and some marshmallows, and other times, like when I did a car chase across the counter, I went over to set up.”

“Do you clean up the mess too?”

“Talon usually takes care of it, but if I have to, I’ll make a big deal of stopping over to see what the elf did.” Throwing my own cup away, I give her one more truth. “There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for my niece and my sister. It’s hard enough for Bristol being a widowed, single mom, and while Talon and I could never replace Davis, we still try to make sure Navy has our full attention.”

“She’s lucky to have you.”

“It’s cliché but we’re the lucky ones.”

“Who knew under all that grumpiness you’re just a big softie.”

“Nothin’ soft about me, Aspen.”

“Is that right?”

“Where you’re concerned? Definitely.”

“That sounds promising,” she muses, stepping just out of my reach when I hear footsteps behind me, and I know before I even look that there’s not enough time to get to her.

“Aspen, watch out,” I call a second too late as a teenager runs into Aspen, knocking her off the sidewalk and into the sand.

“Sorry, ma’am!” the kid calls out but doesn’t stop chasing his friend, and I’m already in motion.

I reach for her, but she’s so off-balance we go toppling into the sand, her landing on top of me while I take the brunt of the impact.

Her body on top of mine must short-circuit my brain because when she gasps and tries to move off me, I hold her tighter and tangle my fingers in her hair.

“You were right,” she whispers.

“About what?”

“The landing was pretty hard.” Her hips rock gently against mine, illustrating her point as I harden beneath her. It’s impossible to stop my self-satisfied grin as she stares down at me with those big green eyes. Leaning up, I let my gaze fall to her mouth before traveling back up, making my intentions clear.

Because I want this—and I know she does too.

“What are you doing?” she pushes as I lift my head off the ground and pull her down to meet me.

“Trying to impress you,” I murmur.

“By causing a scene?”

“You’re worth it,” I breathe against her lips.

“Then get to it.”

Our first kiss had been feverish—the clashing of tongues and teeth, battling for dominance while I pulled her impossibly closer to me in that darkened corner. This is nothing like that but just as good.

It’s unhurried as her tongue slides against mine, and I feel the small nip of her teeth against my bottom lip before she’s diving back into my mouth, the sweetest seduction.

“We should take this back to my house,” she whispers, dipping her head to nibble on my earlobe. My groan rumbles through my chest, and she chuckles as she climbs off me and offers me her hand.

It’s a simple gesture, but it feels like so much more in this moment.

Taking it, I let her pull me up but she doesn’t let go, instead pressing her tits against my chest as she looks up at me.

“I’m a no-sex-on-the-first-date kind of girl.”

“What about tryin’ to take me home after karaoke?”

“That’s a hookup, totally different.”

The growl that escapes is completely involuntary, and I hold her to me tighter, making her giggle and snuggle closer.

“Are you a watch-a-Christmas-movie and make-out-on-the-couch kind of girl?”

“I might be.”

“Let’s go find out.”
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Isaw tonight going differently. Specifically, I saw myself falling asleep on the couch alone, with the television softly playing every version of big city character falls in love with a small-town love interest.

Instead, I’m leaning into Phoenix’s touch, the warmth of his hand seeping into my back as I try and unlock the front door. It takes two attempts, and like the gentleman he apparently is now, Phoenix keeps his comments to himself as we step inside the foyer.

It’s quiet and my heart starts racing as I realize I’ve never actually been alone with him…not really.

“We don’t have to do anything,” I hear him say as I kick off my boots and place them carefully on the mat.

“I was just thinking this is the first time we’ve really been alone together. It’s weird,” I say with a shrug. “I really liked you, and after what happened at Mug Life that night, I just figured we’d exist in the same space rather than interact.”

“We’ve already established I was a douche canoe.” His tone is light but I can tell he’s bothered by it too. “And you said liked.”

“What?”

Phoenix takes a step forward, lifting me up, the tattoo on his forearm flexing as he sets me on the counter and steps between my legs.

“You said liked as in past tense.”

“And?” I reply, intentionally acting oblivious as his fingers dig into my hips. “You’re awfully handsy.”

“Just tryin’ to keep your attention.”

“I’d say you have it.”

“Then answer the question.”

“You didn’t ask me one.”

Tugging me to the edge of the counter, Phoenix rocks his hips against my core, my legs wrapping around his waist automatically.

“Is it only past tense?”

“Do you really think an elf story and a roll in the sand is enough to impress me?”

“I hope not,” he quips before picking me up and spinning us toward the living room. I squeal, wrapping my arms around his neck and laughing.

“Wait! The popcorn!”

“I’ll come back for it,” he promises as he carries me, making it seem effortless, and dammit if that doesn’t have me wishing I could break my own first-date rule.

Phoenix dumps me unceremoniously onto the couch before heading back to the kitchen and retrieving drinks and the forgotten bowl. He hands them to me, and I can’t stop grinning as he tucks a pillow behind his head and situates himself on the far side of the couch, remote in hand. Holding his arm up, he winks as I crawl up his body and nestle myself against him before flipping through the movies until I find one I like.

He doesn’t complain about the cheesy opening or the subpar acting, just feeds me a piece of popcorn before grabbing some for himself. It shouldn’t be sexy but I’ve never seen him so relaxed—or maybe he’s just never been this relaxed around me.

But now, I’m watching him more than I’m watching the movie, so when he goes to feed me again, I suck his finger into my mouth. His whole body stills as I swirl my tongue and gently move the popcorn bowl to the coffee table.

“Did you decide if you’re a make-out-on-the-couch girl?” he asks, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat as I release his finger with a pop and crawl up his body.

“I think I’m definitely that kind of girl,” I say as seductively as I can being sandwiched between him and the back of the couch.

“Yeah?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Show me.”
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ASPEN: I know you’re on vacation but I made out with Phoenix




CORA: YOU DID WHAT?




ASPEN: That was really quick for someone who is supposed to be naked on the beach having sex with their fiancé




CORA: You caught me between sexcapades




ASPEN: Sexcapades?




CORA: Do NOT change the subject




ASPEN: I got distracted by your word choice




CORA: Okay well now that we’ve enhanced your vocabulary, I need details so spill!




ASPEN: It was an accident




CORA: Like you tripped and he fell?




ASPEN: Something like that




CORA: (gif of woman face palming)




CORA: Talon is giving me dirty looks because I growled at my phone




ASPEN: We were walking and some kids ran by—one knocked into me and I lost my balance.




CORA: And…




ASPEN: And Phoenix tried to grab me but we both fell but I ended up on top of him and he kissed me then I invited him back to the house to make out




CORA: Before I get excited about this—because I am—was this hate making out or between adults who have finally acknowledged their feelings for each other




ASPEN: I’m offended by your insinuation




CORA: Good. You’re both exhausting.




ASPEN: Like you have room to talk!




CORA: At least I learned from my mistakes




ASPEN: Uh-huh




CORA: Can I be excited now?




ASPEN: Tentatively




CORA: yay!




ASPEN: The exclamation point isn’t very tentative…




CORA: That’s why it was lowercase.




CORA: Balance




CORA: Okay, I have to go—I’m being offered a naked massage, highly recommend (wink face emoji)




Chuckling, I drop my phone on the table and drag my hands over my face, my cheeks heating at the memory of the way Phoenix had kissed me, our bodies pressed together. I’d wanted him to cross that line last night, but a bigger part of me was thankful he hadn’t.

We’d been at an impasse since that night at Mug Life, and while I’d attempted to flirt my way into his good graces, Phoenix wasn’t having it.

And now, neither was I.

Especially after I’d been stranded this past summer in the food truck on the side of the road, and had to call Talon to come tow me back to Lowcountry Automotive. Phoenix had been at the garage when we arrived back, and while I had been flirty, he’d doubled down on being a douche and wouldn’t give me a ride. Talon had won all kinds of points in my book when he’d thrown me the keys to his truck so I could escape with some kind of dignity after the night I’d had.

That had truly marked the end with Phoenix, and I’d backed off completely.

Until recently, and especially last night, I didn’t think Phoenix would have even noticed if I’d left Magnolia Point for good. But suddenly he was buying me hot chocolate and walking around town telling me about elves and exes and why he thought he had to stay away.

Cora is excited, but is this something that could last?

Do I want it to?

Knowing the answer and saying it out loud are two different things entirely, so instead of giving it any more thought, I grab the presents and wrapping paper I stuffed in my closet and get to work.
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“Since you’re helping tomorrow.” Aspen throws a shirt at me as we stand in her kitchen, and catching it with one hand, I open the black fabric revealing the Taste of Magnolia logo on the breast pocket and also stretched across the back.

“Does this make me official?”

“Officially at my beck and call tomorrow? You bet,” she confirms, and I snicker as my phone starts to vibrate.

“It’s your brother,” she says, looking down at the device from the other side of the counter. “You know, for two people who are supposed to be on vacation, they’ve checked in an awful lot.”

I snort and nod to the phone. “Answer it and put it on speaker; my hands are covered in…” I look down at the white powder that’s literally coating every surface within a fifty-foot radius—myself included.

“It’s powdered sugar,” she says as she hits the button and Talon’s voice fills the line.

“It’s about time, man.” He laughs, and I roll my eyes as I go to the sink to wash my hands. Something tells me I won’t want this conversation broadcasted much longer.

“You’re supposed to be on vacation.”

“Yeah, but I wanted to how things are going.”

My eyes snag on Aspen, her hands stilling as she meets my gaze. “They’re good.” Her blush is sexy and I like that she’s letting me in—giving me a chance to make up for lost time.

“Guess all you needed was me to dare you to be nice, huh?” He chuckles and keeps talking, but I can’t hear a thing because in the same breath, Aspen’s face falls and then she’s busying herself with stacking the containers on the counter.

“I have to go,” I bark at the phone, slamming a wet finger on the screen without bothering to dry my hands.

Because it doesn’t matter—and I won’t have my brother’s stupid comment derailing the progress Aspen and I have made over the past week.

“Hey, can you pass me the chalkboard signs? I think I can fit them in this bag.” Her request is directed at the bag in question, and she makes it a point to avoid my gaze.

Locating the box on the counter, I round the island and hold it out to her, but I don’t let go when she reaches for it.

“It’s not what it sounds like.”

“I’m sure it’s not,” she says evenly as she tries to tug the cardboard from my grasp.

“Aspen.”

She huffs, releasing her hold and crossing her arms over her chest. “I can still be pissed that it’s still something even if it’s not what I think it is.”

Dropping the box onto the counter, I try and reach for her but she takes a step back. Running my hand through my hair, I cringe as I realize I’m probably using that damn sugar as some sort of styling product.

I’m gonna kill my brother.

Which sucks because he and Cora are so happy together.

“Talon was ragging on me about being nice while they were on vacation. I said I would but he didn’t let up and eventually said I dare you.” The to be nice is implied but I want to spell it out for her anyway. “He was bein’ a dick, and I told him I’d never do anything to jeopardize your business and that I could, in fact, conduct myself like an adult.”

“Fine,” she says, swiping the box and fitting it into the bag.

“I’m sorry. I know it sounded shitty out of context, but it was a dig at me not you.”

“I said it’s fine.”

I swallow back my frustration, because there’s never been a single woman who was actually fine when they said they were. “Aspen⁠—”

“Look,” she says, not so subtly putting more space between us, “I get it. I have siblings too. But I never did anything to you, and your brother still thought he had to dare you to get you to be nice to me. I can’t help that it hurts.”

Her sad eyes meet mine, the green color subdued as she raises one shoulder and lets it drop. “That was never the intention.”

“I’ll get over it.” She looks around the kitchen. “I can handle the rest. Why don’t you go home and do your elf duties or let the pig out or something?”

“Aspen, please.”

“No,” she says firmly, her jaw clenched tight, “tomorrow is a big deal and I’m not going to spend the next several hours wondering what you’re thinking or if you’ve just been trying to sleep with me this whole time.”

“That’s not⁠—”

“I’ll be fine tomorrow, but right now I won’t pretend to save your feelings when you clearly weren’t worried about mine.”

“Fuck.” I sigh, dragging a hand down my face.

“Yeah, we won’t be doing that.” She nods toward the door. “Make sure you lock it on your way out.”

And with that, she turns on her heels and heads down the hall, leaving me no choice but to go home and figure out how I’m going to fix this.

PHOENIX: She fucking heard you




TALON: Heard me what?




PHOENIX: About you saying you “dared” me to be nice to her




PHOENIX: She thinks it’s been a game—that I’ve just been messing with her




TALON: Shit—sorry, man. I can call her




PHOENIX: No. Don’t fucking talk to her. I need to fix it




TALON: I really am sorry




PHOENIX: Yeah well, it hasn’t been long enough since I pulled my head out of my ass for her to believe me




TALON: You finally admitting you like her?




PHOENIX: Of course I fucking like her—that’s always been the problem




PHOENIX: It’s just not a problem anymore




TALON: Unless she doesn’t talk to you




PHOENIX: Not fucking helpful




TALON: Cora said she’s texting you Vienna’s number, also she’s cackling so good luck—I don’t think that’s good for you




PHOENIX: What else is new?




Turns out my debt to Vienna Greene was akin to letting her harvest an organ, and had I not been trying to win her sister over, she might have asked for my first-born child. She’d had more than a few choice words to illustrate just how unimpressed she is with me, but I deserved every single one.

Still, Aspen’s sister had called in a couple of favors—big ones—so now, the rest is up to me.
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The kitchen is covered in everything imaginable as “Riot” by Three Days Grace blasts through the speakers. I wasn’t feeling very Christmasy this morning, and despite trying to clean up as I went, I’d missed a few spots.

Or more than a few.

But it couldn’t be helped when I’d given up tossing and turning at four this morning and started the prep for the event. The Women’s Auxiliary had been specific in their menu, insisting on a mix of crab cakes, pulled pork, and roasted vegetable sliders, fried zucchini lasagna bites, and an array of salads. The mini dishes had been a pain in the ass to assemble, but once I got into the groove, the time had flown by.

The music is so loud I almost don’t hear the knock at the door. I want to ignore it.

I should ignore it.

But the Southern in me won’t let it go.

Growling, I dry my hands on the dish towel and pause the song. My face is devoid of makeup, I’m wearing my pajamas under the flour-covered apron, and my hair is in its usual messy knot on the top of my head.

All in all, the person on the other side of this door better have a damn good reason for being here or a sense of humor.

Preferably both.

Turning the knob, I don’t bother checking to see who it is, but the moment our eyes meet, I wish I had.

“Mornin’,” Phoenix says, looking not at all like the hot mess I know I am. He’s handsome and showered and even from here he smells good, his cologne mixing with the scent of coffee wafting up from the cup he’s holding in one hand.

But none of that even matters when my eyes lock on what he’s holding in his other hand.

“How did you get those?” I ask, without acknowledging his greeting as I focus on the stunning bouquet of black irises, wrapped in tissue paper and tied with a burlap bow. They’re out of season—like really out of season—and there’s only one person I know who has them this time of the year.

“I had some help,” he confesses as he hands them to me along with the cup. They’re my favorite, the color dark and rich like velvet, and dammit, the coffee is good too.

“From Clementine Creek?”

He nods and rocks back on his heels. “Your sister knows a guy—Case Thayer—I guess he’s designing a greenhouse for her? Anyway, he brought them and is now in Love Beach.” He hands me a small gift bag and adds, “He said this wasn’t on the list but to remind you that you’ll never get better coffee anywhere else.”

I snort as I pull out a mug from The Poppy Seed. It’s been ages since I’ve been there, but it’s still one of my favorite bakeries. Looking up to thank him, I can’t stop the burst of laughter that leaves my lips.

“What are you wearing?”

Shrugging, Phoenix puffs out his chest, giving me an even more delicious view of the cut muscles under the green shirt that reads My Favorite Color is Aspen Greene.

“Who blackmailed you into wearing that?” I laugh again and his lips turn up on one side.

“I think it’s festive.”

“Festive…” I hedge, not quite believing him.

“Besides, your sister already locked me into designing and printing every possible logo for sports and birthdays and school functions for the little girl she nannies—Haven, I think—until she’s in college.”

“She did not.” I snort but Phoenix’s eyes widen.

“She most certainly did. Your sister is ruthless.”

“She can be,” I agree because I have no doubt Vienna tried to see just how far Phoenix was willing to go.

Taking a hesitant step toward me, he murmurs, “And you were worth every second.”

My heart beats faster in my chest, and I want desperately to go to him—lean into his touch and let him make me forget all the hard stuff in between.

But I can’t.

Not yet.

“Thank you for the flowers,” I start slowly.

“I’m still wearing the shirt today,” he says, his smile only growing despite my wavering tone. “I’m already decked out in green.”

“It’s stupid but I’m still upset,” I admit after a moment’s hesitation.

“I know and I deserve it—if not for my brother being a jackass, then I’m sure there’s a million other things we can come up with.”

It’s self-deprecating but very much appreciated. The vulnerability in his words makes it a little easier to breathe, and I find myself moving to find a vase to put the flowers in.

I expect him to take a seat at the counter, but instead, he continues the task I’d been doing when he arrived and inventories the items we’ll need later.

The part I absolutely hate because my creative brain gets distracted, and I lose count and have to do it again.

I hate that he’s being so damn helpful; it makes it that much harder to stay mad at him.

But do you want to stay mad?

The little voice in my head is definitely getting on my nerves with all the back-and-forth over Phoenix. On the other hand, the cliché part of my love for holiday romance has my heart beating faster at the idea that it could finally be happening for me.

“Aspen?”

“Huh?” I startle as I realize he’s managed to sneak up on me while I got caught up in our potential happily ever after.

“I asked if you wanted to get ready while I cleaned the rest up.” He drags his thumb across my cheek and smiles as it comes off with a streak of flour.

“I’ll be quick,” I stammer as I take a step back.

“Take all the time you need; I’m not goin’ anywhere,” he says with conviction, the double meaning not lost on me.

But any overanalyzing will have to wait because I have things to do for me before I can give even a second to him.
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[Social Media Post from the Taste of Magnolia Food Truck]

Taste of Magnolia will be catering a private event today so make sure you look for us on Monday!

#supportlocal #tasteofmagnolia #magnoliapoint #holidaytreats

Lowcountry Automotive: Does that mean I have to wait to try that lasagna flatbread?




Taste of Magnolia: We promise it’s worth the wait!




Lowcountry Automotive: Know what you shouldn’t wait on? Getting new tires—and we have a deal happening now through the new year!




Taste of Magnolia: Annnd the moment’s gone…
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“Aspen,” Mrs. Gardner says with her prominent Southern drawl, “we cannot thank you enough for comin’ to our rescue after that no-good banquet manager the next town over double-booked us.” She sniffs. “Left him a one-star review for the trouble.”

Keeping my smile appropriately sympathetic and appreciative, I nod. “Cora and I are so grateful for the opportunity to help turn your holiday festivities around.” She beams and I grab Phoenix’s arm. “We’re just going to finish setting up. Please let me know if there’s anything I can do to make your night all that you imagined.”

“You are just the sweetest.” She dramatically places her hand over her heart. “The ladies will be positively thrilled.”

I smile and then shove Phoenix back through the kitchen doors of the banquet hall as Mrs. Gardner scurries off to corner an unsuspecting member of the waitstaff with an undoubtedly obnoxious request.

“It won’t kill you to smile, you know,” I say once we’re hidden from sight.

“It might,” Phoenix deadpans, his brow raising the slightest bit.

“It really won’t.”

“Says who? Smiling is exhausting and I’ll have to do it for the next six hours. Gotta rest my muscles.” He rolls his neck from side to side like that has anything to do with what we’re arguing about.

“And they say women are dramatic,” I grumble, and I swear I can see his lips twitch out of the corner of my eye. It’s so fleeting I can’t be sure.

But a girl can dream.

Because Phoenix Banks is a dream.

An annoyingly good-looking dream that manages to stand literally everywhere in the kitchen I need to be.

When Cora and I work an event, in the truck or out of it, we’re a well-oiled machine. We don’t even have to talk, just sidestep and hand the other what they need while still stirring, mixing, or otherwise filling orders.

“But seriously,” I say, pointing to the tray warmers, “we’re just doing the food so if you step foot out there for any reason…” I pause and he pulls me into his chest.

“I’ll smile, baby.”

My breath catches and where I expect to find oh shit, I didn’t mean to say that out loud written all over his expression, all I find is conviction. His eyes blaze with heat as mine dart to his lips before meeting his gaze, my body humming with anticipation. Leaning in, I tilt my face up to meet his, and I want this so bad I can already taste him on my tongue.

Crash!

The sound of a plate shattering just outside the kitchen door is enough to make me jump out of Phoenix’s reach.

I am at work.

I repeat the words over and over because I forgot, and even though Cora would probably laugh, I won’t disrespect our name and reputation for a kiss.

Even if it would’ve been a panty-melting one.

Dammit.

“Hands to yourself,” I hiss and he holds his hands up, palms facing me, the picture of innocence despite the devilish smirk.

“As you wish.”

“You know damn well that’s not what I wish.” Grabbing another bowl of salad, I nod toward the list on the counter. “Go count something.”

His laugh is the last thing I hear as I push my way out through the swinging door, careful not to step on any of the plate remnants. Arranging the bowl, I step back and take a couple of pictures for our social media and Cora, attaching them in a text and hitting send.

Her response is immediate.

CORA: Oh my gosh it looks AMAZING!




CORA: Thank you so much for handling this—I’m so damn proud of you!




ASPEN: I’m proud of us (heart emoji)




CORA: YOU did this. I can’t wait to hear all about it!




Tucking my phone back into the pocket of my black pants, I smooth my red sweater down with my palms because true to his word, Phoenix Banks wore the shirt declaring me his favorite color.

And honestly, I can’t find any fault in that.
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Watching Aspen work has to be one of the hottest things I’ve ever seen. Aside from watching her bend over in those fuck-me black pants she has on, her confidence and elegance in this space is unmatched. She’s a god damn dream, and I’m not sure I’ve ever worked harder just to make sure I wasn’t letting her down.

Refilling salad?

Check.

Need more bread?

Already done.

Daydreamed about bending her over the stainless steel workbench and eating her sweet pussy on my knees?

That one had forced me to readjust my dick.

Twice.

“Oh, Aspen,” Mrs. Gardner says while holding both of Aspen’s hands in hers, “thank you so much for tonight. It was perfect.” She beams and a sense of pride fills my chest at the praise for my girl.

Because she is mine—whether she’s still mad at me or not. I’m not letting her go.

Not when I haven’t had her yet.

“It’s our pleasure,” I hear Aspen say, and I offer Mrs. Gardner a rehearsed—and approved—smile that has her blushing, and not just from the drinks tonight.

“Oh! Will you come out into the hall, Aspen? We have a little something for you, and a couple of the ladies were wondering if you have a card…”

Their voices trail off as they disappear through the swinging door, and I get to work cleaning the dishes and trays before stacking them on the workbench and wiping down the space.

“Well,” Aspen says with the wave of a champagne bottle and a little laugh as she walks back into the kitchen, “those ladies are quite spirited out there.”

“The holidays will do that to you,” I say, leaning back against the counter and crossing my arms over my chest. Her gaze latches on to my forearms and the tattoos peeking out from under my shirt sleeve. “Eyes are up here, baby,” I taunt, and now Mrs. Gardner isn’t the only one blushing in my presence.

“Can’t be helped. You’re just that distracting.”

“How much longer until I have your full attention?” I ask, the question low and gravelly even to my own ears.

Aspen licks her lips and holds out an envelope. “They gave us a tip and,”—she pauses and I physically have to hold back from saying I’ve got a tip for you—“I want Thai and to drink this champagne on the couch.”

“And then?”

“And then we’ll see if you’re impressive enough to get another shot.”

“I’m feelin’ good about my odds.”

“Must be the shirt,” she says with a wink, and I grin.

“Must be.”
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“Shit,” Aspen says as she parks the Taste of Magnolia in her driveway and kills the engine. “I have to grab something out of the back, then we can go inside.”

I nod, because I’m too keyed up to do anything else. Whether she meant to or not, her hand had found my thigh on the way home, the featherlight touch driving me damn near the brink of insanity.

The cool night air does nothing to curb the way my body craves her. I know the second we’re inside she’s going to strip out of her clothes, and I just can’t let her do that without a taste.

Opening the back door, she climbs in, and leaving the champagne and takeout on the ground behind me, I follow her in and slam the door. She startles, whirling around as my hands cup her face and my mouth crashes over hers.

She moans, the sound reverberating around the enclosed space as I maneuver us until her back is pressed to the door.

“You were so damn sexy tonight,” I breathe as I kiss and lick my way down her neck, my hand snaking up under her sweater to cup her breast. “Tell me I can. Fuck, Baby, I’ll beg if I have to.”

She tries to laugh but it comes out as a whimper when I pinch her nipple and thrust my tongue back into her mouth. I’ve never needed anyone like this before—like she’s the air I need to breathe.

“Aspen.”

“Yes.”

Grinning against her lips, I fumble with the button and the world’s smallest zipper, just stopping myself before I rip them open—much to her amusement.

“Turn around and put your hands on the door.” She complies and watches me over her shoulder as I drop to my knees, dragging the black material of her pants with me. “Fuck—look at you. I’ve been thinkin’ about this all night.”

Cupping and kneading the globes of her ass, I’m mesmerized, my palm coming down on one cheek, her gasp turning into a moan as I hook my fingers in her thong and slide it down her thighs.

“Step back for me. That’s it, now spread your legs wider, just like that.” She does and her compliance only fuels the inferno raging inside me as I grip her ass cheeks and lick her slit like a starved man. She screams, her nails scraping against the metal door as she pushes back into me.

Aspen’s body responds to every lick, nip, and thrust of my mouth, tongue, and fingers, her juices dripping down my chin as I eat her with abandon and she chants my name.

Holding her still, I unleash every carnal desire, every feral urge to claim and mark and devour her until she’s screaming and thrashing as she comes all over me.

“Oh my God, I can’t move,” she mumbles against the door where’s she collapsed against it, her backside pink from my hands and mouth.

“Let’s get you inside,” I hum, righting her clothes and spinning her to face me. She’s stunning, her face flushed and her pupils wide as her pink lips fall open. Taking the invitation, I slant my mouth over hers and let her taste how divine she is.

She moans, and I can’t help it when my hands grip her ass and I pull her up my body. Aspen’s legs wrap around me as her arms come around my neck.

“I just wanted a taste,” I admit as she grinds her hips against my aching cock, the friction almost too much to take.

“It’s never felt that good.”

“Just wait till my dick’s inside you—I promise it’s better.”

“Yes.”

“Here?”

“House.” She pants, kissing her way along my jaw and teasing my earlobe between her teeth. “I want to be hot and sweaty and bent into a pretzel as you rearrange my organs.”

“Just when I thought you couldn’t get any sexier.” I chuckle but it’s short-lived as she licks down the column of my throat.

“Now, Phoenix.”

Well hell, looks like I was wrong. Bossy Aspen is definitely the sexiest.
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The sun streaming through the curtains is much brighter than I’m used to, my body waking before my alarm almost every morning. But not this morning. No, this morning, I’m trapped under the muscled, tattoo-covered body of the man I’ve had a crush on since moving to Magnolia Point.

He grunts and holds me tighter, his leg snaking over mine, making him basically a weighted blanket.

A sexy weighted blanket.

“Don’t even think about getting up,” he murmurs into my neck. “It’s Sunday and I don’t plan on leaving this bed.”

“But what will we eat?”

His grin is wolfish when he leans up on his elbow and looks at me, his hair adorably mussed and his jaw covered in a layer of stubble that felt delicious between my legs.

I laugh, pushing him onto his back, and I climb over him, straddling his hips as I brush my hair back from my face. I can only imagine what I look like—I’ve never been one of those girls that wakes up flawless and well rested.

Usually, I need half a pot of coffee, no one to speak to me for at least an hour, and dry shampoo at a minimum.

But Phoenix just smiles at me, his gaze roaming over my naked body, his fingers drawing little circles on my thighs. It’s a damn near perfect morning.

The kind I could definitely get used to.

I push down the little voice that tells me I’m getting ahead of myself and that even though Phoenix has been different, I still need to be careful.

“I propose a shower and then stuffed French toast with bacon and maple syrup and coffee—lots of coffee.”

I giggle when he sits up and wraps his arms around me, tickling my sides so I squirm against his hardening cock.

“I thought we agreed I was eating you?”

“Later, or in the shower, but seriously, I need actual food. Maybe a banana—” His eyebrows bounce and I shove his shoulder as I laugh. “You’re ridiculous. Does anyone know you’re actually like this?”

“Like what?”

“Fun and playful and not just grumpy all the time.”

“I’m pretty sure being grumpy is part of my charm.”

I open my mouth to speak, but instead follow his gaze to the three framed pictures on the wall. He studies them, his fingers absentmindedly trailing up and down my spine.

“You did those?”

“I did,” I say, unable to stop the blush that creeps up my neck. Cora posted about me painting the flowers on the truck, and I’ve never hidden my love of drawing, painting, and creating art in general.

But something about Phoenix being naked in my room, my personal space, hits differently. The walls are a soft mauve color, the comforter a textured cream fabric, and all the wood accents a light, natural stain. It’s simple and feminine, but that’s not what’s captured his attention.

“They’re incredible.” He says the words but doesn’t take his eyes off the wall.

“The ocean I painted when Cora and I first moved here. It’s so different from back home but still a place that makes my heart happy.” I’d painstakingly mixed colors until I had the perfect shade of blue for the water and the sky. Being in Tennessee my whole life, I’d painted plenty of fields with skies that stretched beyond the canvas.

The other two drawings I’d done earlier in my life, one in high school and one in college. The one from college had been a drawing of a picture I’d found of the sunflower field my Grandad had grown for my Nan before she passed. No one had the heart to maintain it when we lost her, and it’d given me a sort of comfort to sketch the field, to preserve a memory I still cherished.

“That one,” I say, pointing to the barn, “is our family’s farm. My brother, Montana, runs it under the watchful and mischievous eye of my grandfather. My parents are in Florida, and you already know Vienna and I both moved to South Carolina.”

“Mischief, huh? No idea where you get it from.”

“I didn’t cause a lot of trouble growing up, and honestly, my brother’s fiancée holds that title. She’s so unassuming, but I know she still helps Grandad get the tractor stuck a couple times a month just to see Montana’s eyelid twitch.”

“I’m sorry, are you not the same woman who would intentionally draw attention to me walking Chip so that I’d have to fend off tourists who were looking for a little vacation hookup?”

“Sounds like you should be thanking me,” I say, threading my fingers through his hair as I push my boobs close to his face.

“I’m not. It was brutal,” he murmurs as he nuzzles into my chest, “but I feel much better now.”

“Since you’re in such a good mood,” I hedge, making him grumble against me, “I agreed to go to speed dating with your sister this week.”

“Cancel.”

“I can’t cancel. She’s nervous and didn’t want to go by herself and we’d made these plans before you pulled your head out of your ass.”

“Are you saying I did this to myself?” he asks, a feigned cocky smile playing on his lips.

“I guess I am.”

Pausing, he licks his lips and doesn’t quite meet my gaze. “Are you… I mean… do you want to…”

“Phoenix Banks, do you know how much work I’ve put in to get you naked? And you want to know if I intend to throw all that away on a five-minute date with a stranger in town?”

“So, you only wanted to get me naked, huh?” he goads, rocking his erection against me.

“That’s all you heard?”

“I think that was the important part.” He shrugs and cups my breasts, pushing them together and dragging his tongue between them. “I’m happy you’re supporting my sister, but you’re still gonna make it up to me.”

“Why do I have to make it up to you?” I say with a laugh.

“Because I’m sad.”

“Oh, you poor baby,” I coo mockingly.

“This makes me feel better,” he murmurs, still talking to my chest.

“Know what else will make you feel better?”

“Sliding inside your pussy and letting you ride me like this while I play with your tits?”

“I was going to say breakfast, but this works.” I gasp as he sucks my nipple into his mouth and I try to calculate the number of condoms we used last night and determine if there are any left.

“I like my idea better.”

“But I think we used all the condoms.”

“Plenty we can do without them,” he rasps, his thumb pressing little circles over my clit.

“Or we could not use them,” I say, nibbling on my bottom lip as his hooded eyes lock on mine.

“I’ve never gone without one,” he says, making it impossible to know what he’s thinking.

“I’m on the pill and I just had my checkup. I haven’t been with anyone since then.”

“Are you sure?” he asks, rubbing my clit harder and preventing me from throwing as much sass at him as I’d like.

“About not being with anyone? Yes. Very sure.”

“I meant are you sure about not using one. I tested negative a few months ago, but I’m more than happy spending all day with my tongue in your pussy.”

Instead of answering, I lean up and tease my opening with the head of his cock before sliding all the way down and grinding against him.

“I’m sure.”

“Do it again,” he groans, his arms braced behind him, giving him an unobstructed view of my body as I place my hands on his shoulders to steady myself as I ride him. Slowly and with more patience than I thought I possessed, I lift myself almost completely off him before slamming back down.

I gasp, my breasts bouncing and every nerve ending in my body alive and pulsing as I do it over and over again.

“Fuck, that’s good,” he growls, his hands fisting the sheets as my nails dig into his shoulders.

“I need to get there,” I whine and he chuckles, the sound low and menacing.

“No patience,” he scolds, leaning back, his palms sliding up my thighs to grip my hips. Holding me steady, he pistons up into me, my orgasm barreling down until I’m screaming his name. Wave after wave crashes over me, my core strangling his cock until he can’t hold out any longer.

Phoenix comes on a guttural roar, his face a mask of divine pleasure that I want to see every day for as long as I live.

The thought is terrifying but not at all surprising as I collapse onto his chest and smile against his skin as his heartbeat syncs with mine.

This.

This is what I’ve been waiting for.

And with any luck, it might just be the real thing.
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“Okay, everyone,” Nina says sweetly, her cheeks flushed pink as she looks around the room. Nina Amore, our favorite librarian in Magnolia Falls, has really kicked up the nightlife for the bookworms in the Lowcountry. From hosting a spicy book club to revamping the romance section and now speed dating, she’s definitely made this a hotspot. “If all goes according to plan, everyone will get a chance to talk to everyone tonight. Ladies will take a seat at their designated table, and the gentlemen will rotate when the timer goes off. Each date is five minutes and before you rotate, you’ll each answer the three questions in the app. That will calculate the most compatible matches.”

Nina beams at her fiancé, the man who puts book boyfriends to shame because Jay Parker is real and he has set the standard. Even now, they’re sickeningly adorable as they moon over each other.

That level of affection has never been my thing, because my brother had been a heathen growing up so I’d never had the problem of bringing home a boyfriend. Montana had chased off every damn boy in Blackstone Falls and most of the surrounding counties. So college had been my first real jump into the dating pool.

But I know Bristol didn’t have that problem. She sighs, the sound tired and morose. Phoenix and Talon had loved her late husband, Davis, and he remains a presence in all their lives.

Straightening in my chair, I remind myself why I’m here, because it sure as hell isn’t to find a date. It seems crazy that just a few weeks ago, when I’d agreed to this, Phoenix hadn’t even been a possibility.

Tonight though, I’d had to bribe him with the promise of a blow job. That particular negotiation had been made while I’d been riding his face and it was only after I reminded him I’d only be going to support Bristol.

Needless to say, he still wasn’t happy.

“We can leave if you’re not ready,” I whisper because I’m nothing if not an enthusiastic getaway driver.

Her eyes are a swirl of emotion as they meet mine, hers a much lighter shade of blue than both her brothers.

“Davis used to look at me like that,” she says, referring to Jay and Nina, and I nod, reaching for her hand and squeezing. “And here I am about to pitch myself to some strange man like, ‘Hi, I’m Bristol and I’m a widowed single mom who lives with her brother and his fiancée and when he moves out my other brother will probably move in because we all have attachment issues and are way too involved in each other’s lives. Want to get a drink later?’”

I snort and squeeze her hand again. “Maybe just stop after your name, sweetie.” I wink. “Gotta ease ’em into it.”

Frightened eyes meet mine, and I know that even though she was trying to inject some levity into it, my friend is actually scared of admitting all of those things. “Aspen,” she whispers, and I squeeze her hand harder, not daring to pull her in for a hug.

“You are beautiful and strong and you just say the word and I will burn rubber outside these library doors like Magnolia Point has never seen before.” She chuckles, her fingers actively trying to crush mine as she blinks away her tears. “It is okay to have fun and be young and feel sexy.” Lowering my voice, I add, “It’s also okay to still grieve that you had such an incredible love and you’re now stuck at a speed-dating event with me, of all people.”

She laughs, swiping under her eyes and bumping me with her shoulder. “You’re the best person to do this with. Also, how pissed is my brother that you’re here?”

“There were some…negotiations,” I hedge and she snickers.

I’m saved from elaborating any further when we’re told to take our seats.

Taking a deep breath, I settle in and pray the next couple of hours will fly by.

“Stop looking at your phone,” Bristol hisses at me, and I wave the device at her.

“I’m responding to the questionnaire.”

“No, you’re not,” she chuckles as the next contestant—I mean man—sits down in front of me.

I have no idea how many guys I’ve talked to—four? Five? It doesn’t matter. There’s only one man I want and he’s currently sexting me—the jerk.

Is it getting hot in here?

Hi, I’m Wade. It’s so nice to meet you.

Bristol gives him a nervous laugh, but it’s not uncomfortable—it’s…giddy. Glancing over, I see her blush as she tells him her name, her smile anything but forced.

My heart warms at the sight because if the way she’s looking at him is interested, the way he’s looking at her is completely enamored.

I thankfully can’t say the same about the guy in front of me.

“And I’m really into hiking. You know, going out with only a pack, no distractions or running water, just you and nature and⁠—”

“All right, everyone, it’s time to rotate,” Nina says brightly. Camping guy frowns like he didn’t just talk the entire five minutes about having to pee in the woods while dodging mosquitoes and other creepy crawlies.

I might be born and raised on a farm in Tennessee, but amenities are not negotiable. I might go glamping if the guy is hot enough, which—I squint at his name tag—Paul, is not.

“It was so nice meeting you,” I say sweetly, turning up the Southern charm like the lady I am not.

Usually, that is.

“Gentlemen, it’s time to move!”

Paul gets up and Wade drops into his seat, an amicable smile on his face. “Hi, I’m⁠—”

“Hold that thought,” I say, standing up and grabbing Bristol by the arm, practically yanking her out of her chair.

“What are you—” she asks but she’s so off-balance I’m able to set her back in front of Wade while I smile at…Aaron.

“Hi, I’m Aspen.”

Aspen and Aaron—not a chance.

“I really wanted to talk to her.” He hitches his thumb at Bristol who is twirling a lock of her hair as Wade says something that has him reaching over to gently touch her hand.

“She’s busy,” I tell him pointedly, mentally changing his name to Stephen for the duration of this date and try to hide my smile.

“Fine, whatever, I’m Aaron and I race…”

Stephen.

He keeps talking and I nod along, commenting where necessary and counting down the minutes until I can leave.

Aaron looks relieved when it’s time to rotate, but before he can even stand, I lean over and offer Wade my hand.

“Hi, I’m Aspen, and she’s my sister-in-law and she has two very big and scary brothers, so treat her with the kind of respect and care she deserves. Got it?”

“Um?” Wade’s gaze bounces between Bristol and me before I smile.

“Great! Now you two kids get out of here.” I grab a twenty from my wallet. “Go buy her a drink. She likes the guava margaritas at Just in Queso.”

“Aspen,” Bristol hisses, her cheeks practically flaming.

Pulling her into a forced hug, I kiss the top of her head as she grips my forearms. “Go have fun. You did it. This was what it was about. You don’t need to suffer through the rest.”

“Hey!” Aaron protests, and Wade snickers.

“I love you, now go have fun.”

“Thank you,” she whispers, and I wiggle my cell phone at her, reminding her I can track her location if I have to.

But I doubt I’ll need it.

Wade stands, offering his hand to Bristol. She takes it without hesitation, and they both wave at me as Aaron grumbles, moving two seats past their vacant ones to the next table.

“Nice work.” A man laughs as he drops down across from me before I can also escape. His hair is longer than most but sexy—not shaggy—as he sweeps it off his forehead. His posture screams musician, and it piques my interest because I haven’t done karaoke in…

Better not think about that right now.

“Thanks, she was dreading this and so I thought it better she leave on a high note.”

“That’s a first class wingman move right there.”

“Wingwoman,” I correct and he chuckles, his eyes sparking.

“My bad, wingwoman. I’m Bridger.”

“Aspen.”

“And she’s also fucking taken,” a deep voice growls from beside me. The smell of a very familiar cologne invades my senses, making me want to clench my thighs together.

“Be nice. You know I came here for your sister,” I say as I tilt my head back to meet his gaze.

Phoenix looks around. “Where is she, by the way?”

“Your girl is a hell of a wing,”—Bridger pauses and gives me a wink—“woman.”

“Keep the winking to yourself, boy band.”

I elbow Phoenix as he drops into the empty chair next to me. “She left with a date. His name is Wade and I’m tracking her phone. Nina has the rest of his information including his mother’s maiden name and his streaming password.”

Bridger snorts and holds out his hand which I high-five, effectively making Phoenix’s frown deepen.

“You’re cool as hell,” Bridger says with a nod.

“Thanks.” I beam at him, ignoring the way Phoenix’s knuckles are white as he grips the edge of the table, so I rest my hand on his thigh because I’m really not in the mood to break up a fist fight.

“I just moved to Love Beach. My band and I have a couple of gigs lined up down there—one at the Sandy Skipper, I think, and then an acoustic thing at Love Beach Brews in February. You should come.”

“Oh! That’s my brother-in-law’s bar. Technically it’s my sister’s best friend’s husband but…semantics.”

“She’s not gonna visit you, jackoff,” Phoenix growls, making Bridger chuckle and me roll my eyes.

“I swear a girl has sex with a guy one time and he thinks he gets a say in her business,” I gasp dramatically.

Nina rushes over, the three of us causing a distraction among the other speed daters. “Is everything all right, Aspen?” she asks, concern all over her face at the traffic jam we’ve caused.

“It is, Nina. I’m so sorry. We’re going,” I say, pointing to Phoenix while I hand Bridger my phone. “Put your number in there, and I’ll make sure we come down and check out your show. My sister lives in Love Beach.”

“Right on,” Bridger says as he taps away. “I’ll head out too,” he says, looking at Nina, “and keep the numbers even for everyone else.” He throws her a wink but she’s completely unaffected, as she nods and smiles back.

Bridger hands me my phone, the three of us walking through the library and out onto the street.

“Well, this was fun,” I say brightly as Phoenix wraps his arm around my waist, his fingers clamping down on my hip possessively. With a little wave, Bridger starts down the sidewalk. “Bridger, I forgot to ask—what instrument do you play?”

He grins. “I play bass. I’ll see you around, Aspen.” He salutes Phoenix who growls under his breath.

Neither of us speak again until he’s out of sight.

“Was that necessary?”

A slow smile graces his lips as he lifts one shoulder and lets it drop. “I dunno, but it was kind of fun.”

I spin out of his hold and slam my hands down onto my hips. “So you’re sayin’ you weren’t jealous?”

“Of that guy?” Phoenix says, hitching his thumb in the direction Bridger left. “No.”

“You’re saying he’s a nice, good-looking guy?”

“Sure,” he agrees as he wraps his arm around my shoulders, tucking me into his side as he steers us down the sidewalk, “but he’s those things for someone else.”

“And why’s that?” I ask, pulling him to a stop so I can hook my arms around his neck.

“Because you have a hot, tattooed, graphic designer who’s moonlighting as a food truck caterer that’s crazy about you. Also, you owe him a blow job.”

Throwing my head back, I laugh at the absurdity of it all.

But I love it.

Picking me up off the ground, Phoenix kisses me hard, the world around us spinning and making me fall for him a little bit more.
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“Santa is coming!” Navy squeals as she runs around the kitchen, Chip on her heels and dressed in matching pajamas. In fact, we’re all wearing matching pajamas. Cora had to have Talon’s specially made because the guy is just so damn big.

Even now, he looks hilarious in the solid red shirt and red fleece pants with white reindeer all over them. It makes me smile, and he glares at me which only makes me smile bigger.

“Were you a good girl this year?” I ask Navy as I scoop her up and into my arms.

Her little hands frame my face, and even though her palms are sticky, I love when she does this. “Yes, I’m always a good girl, right, Mommy?” She turns her head to look at Bristol who nods before her attention is back on me. “Were you good?”

Bright blue eyes stare into my soul, and while I could lie to her—I don’t want to.

“I think that maybe I was grumpy a lot this year, but I’ve been trying really hard to change and be better.” My eyes find Aspen’s across the room, a sweet expression on her face. “Do you think Santa will visit me too?”

Her eyebrows furrow as she scrunches her little face in thought. She’s quiet for a moment before nodding. “You tried hard. That’s good, right, Mommy?”

“Yeah, Navy Baby, we always want to try to be better.”

Bristol winks at me as Talon wraps his arm around Cora and pulls her close. Things were so hectic this last week between Aspen working and me finishing up some last-minute projects, we hadn’t had time to come up for air.

Talon and Cora had gotten in early this morning and we’d hit the ground running with Navy at the helm of the holiday fun.

But there was still something left to do.

Kissing my niece on the cheek, I hold her tight, soaking in this moment with her before gently setting her down and turning toward Aspen.

Cora follows my gaze, her mouth dropping open and her eyes going wide as I stalk across the room and crush my mouth to Aspen’s as I pull her close.

Cheers erupt around us, and while I had no doubt Aspen and I being together wasn’t news, it felt good to claim her like this.

“That was unexpected,” Aspen murmurs against my lips.

“Well, I wasn’t gonna sneak out of your room before morning.”

“No? Santa could still put you on the naughty list,” she jokes, her smile equal parts mischief and promise.

My sister clears her throat and nods toward Navy who is oblivious to the adult conversation as she races Chip across the floor.

“So, you’re official, official?” Cora squeals, her small frame vibrating with excitement.

Aspen says, “I dunno. I got the number to a really good-looking bass player at speed dating,” at the same time I say yes. That earns her a growl that she silences with a kiss before reassuring Cora and me that we are in fact officially official.

The girls all hug, my sister still embracing them when she says, “Speaking of getting numbers…” Talon freezes, his drink halfway to his mouth as she worries her bottom lip. “I am tentatively seeing someone.”

Cora and Aspen hug her tight, and she laughs before prying them off her and moving to stand in front of Talon and me.

“I didn’t expect to meet anyone, but Wade is⁠—”

“Wade who?” Talon says, narrowing his eyes, and we’re all ready to pounce on him for being an ass when she answers him.

“Hendrix.”

Talon snorts and pulls her into his chest. “I’m really happy for you, and the best part is if he messes up, I’ll have access to him at the garage.”

“What are you talking about?” Bristol asks in confusion, and I bark out a laugh.

“He’s our new mechanic.” Talon nods at Bristol who groans as he adds, “I can’t wait to make that little connection for him.”

“Be nice,” our sister hisses, but Talon shakes his head and laughs.

“No way. We totally missed out on scaring off your boyfriends growing up.”

“On the plus side, we already vetted him,” I try, but it just makes Bristol wiggle from Talon’s grasp and return to the girls to be consoled. “Hey! How come I don’t get a hug?” I whine because it’s been a while and I’m still her little brother.

“Because you’re just as bad and I just met this guy.”

“We’ll be nice,” Talon assures her which has the rest of us snickering as she moves to the counter and shoves a sugar cookie in her mouth.

Everyone laughs but I can’t let it go. Rounding the counter, I pull Bristol into my arms and hold her until she gives in, her body sagging against mine.

“I’m really proud of you. I can’t imagine how scary it was to put yourself out there. But I trust Aspen’s judgment in her letting you leave with him that night, and I trust you to know what you’re ready for.”

“Stop making me cry,” she whispers, and it takes everything in me to hold back my own tears.

“I love you and I’m so damn proud of you.”

“Mommy, I want ice cweam.”

“Yes,” I say at the same time Bristol says no. Everyone laughs and I hold Bristol tighter as I yell to Talon, “Quick! I’ll hold her back!”

Navy squeals as Talon scoops her up off the ground and flies her like an airplane around the kitchen. Cora grabs the ice cream from the freezer as Aspen pulls down bowls and spoons. Bristol pretends to fight my hold, but I’m pretty sure I’m holding her up because she’s laughing too hard to stand.

The girls make quick work of dishing out everything as Navy giggles and shoves a huge spoonful in her mouth. Bristol gasps but then picks up the whipped cream and sprays it into her mouth, much to Navy’s delight.

It’s the perfect night with everyone smiling and laughing and telling stories before we help Navy set out cookies and carrots for Santa and his reindeer. Her eyes are bright with the magic of Christmas. She doesn’t fight bedtime, and then we all get to work putting out the presents and setting the stage for the morning.

Cora and Aspen join Talon, Bristol, and me in our annual eggnog toast. It’s silly, but it’s something we’ve been doing together since we were kids, and I know with absolute certainty it’s a tradition I hope we can continue until we’re old and gray.

“Merry Christmas, everyone,” Talon says, the words a little choked as he hugs Cora against him. I wink at Aspen as I pull my sister in close because this is what it’s all about—love and family and making memories that will last a lifetime.

Merry Christmas, indeed.
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[Social Media Post from the Taste of Magnolia Food Truck and Lowcountry Automotive]

(Picture of Aspen, Phoenix, Talon, Cora, Bristol, Navy, and Chip)

Wishing you the Merriest Christmas from our family to yours!

#supportlocal #tasteofmagnolia #magnoliapoint #holidaytreats #lowcountryautomotive
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The soft glow of the Christmas tree illuminates the room, letting us forgo the overhead lights as we kick off our boots and hang our coats by the door. Somehow in the last couple of weeks, Aspen’s place has started to feel like home. And it’s a nice reprieve, especially because my ears are still ringing after spending Christmas Eve and all of today at Talon’s. It had been so damn worth it though.

Aspen fit flawlessly with our family, and I couldn’t help thinking it must be a sign. It’s been a long time since I got to celebrate with someone like this, and as I cross the room to turn on the fireplace, I feel like there’s a reason for that.

Tonight, and all the nights before this, left my body humming with contentment—with happiness—at finally being where I’m meant to be. Aspen Greene has changed more than just my attitude; she’s changed my life.

Smiling, I watch her move around the kitchen, gathering snacks as I pull a stack of pillows and blankets from the closet and spread them on the floor, creating a makeshift bed. I have one more gift for her—one I didn’t want her to open in front of everyone tonight—the envelope sitting casually in the branches of the tree.

“Did you pick a movie?” she asks, but I shake my head, handing her the remote after she sets the snacks on the coffee table.

“I need to do this first.” Threading my fingers through her hair, I caress every inch of her mouth with my tongue, pouring every ounce of adoration in my bones into the kiss. Because I do—I adore this woman and the light she’s brought into my life.

Grabbing the hem of her shirt, I pull it over her head, and she grins before diving back into the kiss as her fingers snake under the cotton of mine. Her nails drag over my skin, teasing and taunting as she presses herself against me.

“Don’t stop,” she whispers against my lips, my hands sliding over her hips and up her sides before unhooking her bra and letting it fall to the floor. Fisting the back of my shirt, I pull it over my head as she drops to her knees, working my belt open and pulling out my throbbing cock before I can take my next breath.

Her tongue licks up my length, circling the head before sucking it into her mouth. It’s heaven on earth, the way she laps at me before taking me to the back of her throat, and I don’t hold back the curses or praise because I want her to know what she does to me.

“Lie down and take your pants off,” I rasp, needing a minute before I come down her throat. She complies, leaning back slowly and giving me a sexy little show as I shuck my jeans and boxers like my ass is on fire.

Her red lace panties match the bra I was too eager to take off to appreciate, but all I can think about is being inside her. Tonight has been more than just a holiday on a calendar. The weight I’ve carried since Davis’s death didn’t seem so heavy, as if Aspen’s presence was some kind of balm.

Her body is draped over me, her chest rising and falling in time with mine. My fingers trail up and down her back as the fire roars in front of us, and it’s perfect.

Romantic.

The best Christmas I can remember.

“I have something else for you,” I say, leaning over and plucking the envelope from the tree and handing it to her.

“What is it?”

Her question goes unanswered as she rolls onto her back and tears it open. A single folded piece of paper falls from inside, and I hold my breath as she reads the words I’d written.

Design a tattoo for me?

“You want something I create to be permanently inked on your body?” she asks, her index finger tracing the letters as she turns her head to look at me.

“Yeah.” Swallowing, I add, “Having the flowers flown in aside, I’m not always great at giving gifts. I mean, Navy is easy because all the things she wants are awesome, and the louder they are the more they annoy my sister.”

She snorts and I grin. “I’m sure she loves that.”

“She does,” I say, even though she’s threatened my life on more than one occasion, “but it’s different. Talon and I usually gift her a weekend at the spa or something where she can go and be pampered and just relax.”

“Are you saying I wouldn’t like a weekend at a spa?” she says with faux indignation, and I roll her back on top of me, making her squeal.

“I’m saying that I would rather go with you for a weekend away.”

“I guess that’s fair.” Her lips press against mine, softly at first, before she’s deepening the kiss, her tongue parting my lips and dancing against mine. “I’d love to design something for you.”

“Yeah?”

“Mm-hmm,” she hums, the firelight dancing in her eyes. “It’s an awfully big commitment.”

“Good thing I’m ready for one of those then, isn’t it?”

“You are?”

“Baby, wherever you are is where I want to be.”

“Decked in red and green?” she teases and I smirk.

“I already have the shirt.”

“Guess it’s official then.”

“It definitely is.”


EPILOGUE
ASPEN
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NEW YEAR’S EVE

“Ican’t believe you managed to get us out of…well, everything, tonight,” Phoenix says as he collapses on the couch and pulls me down next to him.

The week after Christmas had been nothing short of chaos as we all tried to figure out our new normal, splitting time between here and Talon’s so Bristol would never be alone. She said she didn’t want us to fuss, but it wasn’t a hardship, especially getting to hang out with Navy and Chip.

It had also allowed her the chance to sneak in two more dates with Wade. The poor guy hadn’t started working at Lowcountry Automotive yet but she warned him of the impending posturing her brothers would be doing as soon as he walked in. She said he wasn’t worried, which was probably good because Cora and I worried enough for everyone. We’d been working overtime to make sure Phoenix and Talon would give the guy a chance, because Bristol deserved it, and if she was ready to date, we wouldn’t let her brothers stand in the way.

“It’s my superpower.” I sigh dramatically as I throw my arm over my face.

He chuckles. “Know what my superpower is?”

“If you say your penis, I’m going to smother you with this pillow.”

“I mean, that’s a close second but not what I was gonna say.” The tone of his voice has me peeking one eye at him as he smiles. “I love you.”

“You what?” I squeak, scrambling into his lap and framing his face with my hands.

“I know things are still new, but”—he shrugs—“I don’t want to pretend I don’t when you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

Brushing my lips against his, I smile. “I love you too.”

“I mean, that’s good, right? Seein’ as you put in all that work to get me naked, loving me should be a bonus.”

His smirk is deliciously naughty, and I want to know each and every thought running through his mind right now. Because honestly, I can’t think of anything better than ringing in the new year with this man.

I’m just about to tell him that when my phone buzzes on the coffee table.

And again.

And again.

Frowning, I reach for it and swipe open the group text.

MONTANA: Happy New Year’s Eve, baby sisters!




VIENNA: Umm happy New Year’s Eve to you too?




MONTANA: I have great news!




ASPEN: Is Ellison pregnant?!




MONTANA: I already told you we’re not trying until well after the wedding




MONTANA: (picture of palmetto tree)




“What’s wrong?” Phoenix asks, his brows drawing together in concern.

“Uh, give me a sec.”

VIENNA: Is that…




MONTANA: Oh yeah




MONTANA: We brought the party to you!




VIENNA: When’s the last time you even made it to midnight?




MONTANA: You can ask Ellison when we get there—she’s always waking me up for sex




ASPEN: Virgin ears!




VIENNA: Liar




MONTANA: Knock, knock!




ASPEN: You’re here?!




MONTANA: Soon…




MONTANA: We’re about to ring in the New Year country style so bring your boyfriends and the kids and whoever else is around because it’s gonna be epic!




VIENNA: I’ll be sure to pack the Excedrin




“Should I be concerned?”

“You really love me, right?”

“Yes…”

“That’s great. Because you’re about to meet my brother.”

“He’s coming? When?”

Knock. Knock.

THE END
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Turn the page for a sneak peek at Talon and Cora’s story in Watermelon With You?


WATERMELON WITH YOU? PROLOGUE
CORA


12 YEARS AGO

“Mama, how could you?” I practically scream as I watch people mill around my grandparents’ house, the words Estate Sale & Auction on a big ugly sign on the front lawn.

My mother lifts her chin, her nose high in the air like she’s better than all of this.

Better than me.

“It’s just stuff, Cora, and if you want to go to college then this is what we have to do.” My mouth hangs open both at the audacity of the statement and the lie falling from her lips with such ease I want to shake her. She stares at me, begging me to challenge her in front of all these people so she can prove just how ungrateful I really am. Lowering her voice, she adds, “You didn’t really think he’d leave the house to you, did you?”

Her smile is as fake as the curve of her nose, but I won’t react—not here.

She’ll paint me as a charity case—her own daughter—and she’ll gain the sympathies of everyone in town.

Because no one knows the real Krista Delaney. No one knows the vindictive and greedy side of the woman who ripped the very best parts of my childhood away from me.

“And really, Cora, another T-shirt? How are you ever going to land a husband dressed like that? You have a closet full of dresses that would be so flattering on your figure.”

I want to scream, “I’m only seventeen,” but my mother had been shopping for a husband at the country club by my age. She’d married her first husband at twenty before divorcing him a few years later and marrying my father.

“Where’s the jewelry box?” I ask, calmly ignoring her previous comment, my heart threatening to beat out of my chest.

“I was just going to put it in with the estate items, but the auctioneer thought we might do a little better havin’ people bid on it.” She gives me a saccharine smile, my knees threatening to buckle at the admission.

“It was the only thing I asked for,” I rasp, tears welling in my eyes. “You promised.”

She shrugs one slender shoulder. “It must have slipped my mind.” Looking at her watch, she adds, “If you hurry, you might be able to place a bid on it.”

Pushing past her, I swipe at the tears rolling down my face as I enter the sitting room, the beautiful furniture and decorations now absent from the space, and I want to weep.

I cannot believe she’d do this to me—that she’d do this to us.

But honestly I can, because this is how she’s always been, though she’s hidden it so well from the rest of the world.

“Next item up is this antique jewelry box.” My ears tune to the auctioneer’s words as he describes the box, holding it this way and that. “We’ll start the bidding at twenty dollars.”

“Twenty dollars!” I yell, startling everyone in the room, including myself.

“Twenty dollars. Thank you, Miss. Do I have thirty?”

“Thirty dollars.” The voice is a snicker from my left as Talon Banks raises his hand.

No, no, no.

Please, Lord, not today.

What started out as friendly competition freshman year of high school for class president had turned into an all-out war. Talon had won that first year, but I’d beat him the last two. Rumor had it he’d already been strategizing for the fall.

I want to tell him he can be president if he just stops this, but when the auctioneer speaks again, I panic.

“Do I hear forty dollars?”

“Forty!” I yell, and Talon’s eyes narrow and I know he won’t let this go—this stupid made-up rivalry I’d give anything to make go away.

But it doesn’t and we go back and forth until Talon yells, “Two hundred and fifty dollars!” Gasps from around the room match the way everyone’s gaze is ping-ponging between us like they all know I don’t have that kind of money.

Because I don’t.

I can’t stop the cry that’s ripped from my lungs any more than the tears blurring my vision as I race from the room. Someone calls after me, but I can’t hear what they’re saying and I don’t wait to find out. My flip-flops pound against the sidewalk, my arms pumping harder, my legs burning until I can’t go any farther. My back hurts despite the second sports bra, the weight of my chest another reminder of the things holding me back here.

Ducking off the side of the road, I hide behind the trunk of a magnolia tree, resting my back against it and pulling out my phone.

My finger hovers over the call button, and I squeeze my eyes shut. I thought I could do this. I thought I could just make it through my senior year with my mother and graduate with my friends in the town that I thought I’d live forever in.

But I can’t.

Not after this.

And screw Talon for being the final nail in that coffin of a dream.

I barely feel myself tap the screen, but then the phone is ringing and my father’s voice fills the line.

“Cora? Are you all right?”

“Daddy,” I rasp and I can hear him shuffling around like he knows what’s next, “I need you to come get me.”

“I’m on my way.”

I swallow hard. “Can I still come live with you?”

“Of course, but”—his car starts in the background as a tear slides down my cheek—“are you sure that’s what you want?”

“Yes.” And I mean it. “I’m never coming back here,” I whisper defeatedly.

“We’ll pack all your things as soon as I get there.”

Grab the rest of Cora and Talon’s story here!
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