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His billions can’t buy what he craves most—her love. 

Battling between his career and his conscience, tech investor Michael Garwood escapes the holiday madness and flees to Trappers Cove, the kitschy Washington State beach town he loved as a child. All he needs is an ocean view, a crackling hearth, and a little solitude to figure out his existential crisis. Is that too much to ask? 

After too many painful snubs, Annie Scott loathes snooty rich people, not that she encounters many in her beachside antiques shop—until Michael walks through her door. When the gorgeous grump bares his human side, Annie decides that sharing small-town holiday fun is the perfect distraction from her lonely Christmas blues.  

When Michael’s deluxe accommodations flood, Annie persuades him to rent a quirky clifftop castle and host a Christmas party for the whole damn town. Can a frustrated tycoon and a fiercely independent entrepreneur cross an ocean of differences to forge a love that lasts past the holidays? 

Come to Trappers Cove for a holiday billionaire romance that’ll steam up your windows and warm your heart!
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  To Duncan, my HEA.
Thank you for your patience, kindness, and support.

A note to readers:

I do not use generative artificial intelligence in any part of my writing process. All my books were written by me, with feedback from my human editor and human beta readers. Different "authors" may make different choices, but I believe the best art comes from human minds, spirits, and hearts. Take that, robot overlords!   







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter Twelve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter Thirteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter Fourteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter Fifteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter Sixteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter Seventeen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter Eighteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter Nineteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter Twenty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter Twenty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Love, Legacy, and Little Green Aliens
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About Sadira Stone and Her Books
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Chapter One
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Trying his damnedest to shut out the raucous holiday party outside his corner office, Michael Garwood propped his elbows on his mahogany desk, cradled his aching head in his hands, and willed this looming disaster to disappear. 
All he needed was a Christmas miracle. Was that too much to ask?
His two best friends and founding partners in GRA Capital slumped in the leather armchairs opposite him, both looking just as miserable.
“Man, we hear you.” Rick Roth laced his fingers over his slight paunch. Not easy to keep up regular workouts with their crazy hours and three teenage kids—a problem Michael almost envied. “Change is hard, especially when it clashes with your values. But not everyone has the privilege of idealism.”
Jose Alvarez chugged coffee from his mug emblazoned with “World’s Best Dad.” His kids had gifted Michael a similar mug with “World’s Best Uncle.”
Wincing, Jose clawed his fingers into his curly salt and pepper hair. “Look, Mike, I wish I was as comfortable with risk as you are, but I can’t afford to be cavalier about this.”
Rick nodded. “It all boils down to family responsibilities. We’ve got ‘em. You don’t.”
“Yeah, and we don’t have your resources to fall back on.,” Jose added. “The board is overwhelmingly in favor of the change. If we stand against them, we’ll lose their trust.”
So there it stood. Growing GRA Capital from a trio of tech-savvy finance geeks to one of Washington State’s largest venture capital firms had provided rich rewards, but sharing control brought risks. And now, those risks threatened to tank the business he and his two grad school buddies had built from the ground up.
Rick and Jose, both brilliant investment strategists, didn’t have Michael’s vast personal wealth to fall back on. He couldn’t in good conscience ask them to risk their future, and their families’ future, for his principles.
His mouth Sahara dry, Michael reached for his mug and gulped cold coffee, which did nothing to ease his knotted stomach. “So I’m on my own.”
Rick and Jose exchanged a fraught glance.
Finally, Jose spoke. “You know we love you, Mike. It kills us not to back you on this. If you can find a way to convince the board, we’re in. Otherwise, we’ve gotta protect our livelihood.”
Michael’s throat tightened until he could barely scrape the words out. “I understand. Go enjoy the holidays with your families. We’ll talk as soon as I figure out a plan.”
Rick and Jose rose silently and shuffled out, leaving him alone to tackle the impossible.
A reminder flashed on his computer screen. “Board meeting set for January 4, 9 a.m.”
Countdown to the end.
He squinched his eyes shut, pinched the bumpy bridge of his nose, and fumbled through his desk drawer in search of ibuprofen. A lone tablet rattled in the bottle—woefully insufficient to quash the pounding behind his brow.
“Argh!” He slumped in his butter-soft leather chair and mashed the intercom button. “Nancy, I need you.”
“Of course you do.” Chuckling, his assistant bustled into the office, resembling a very businesslike Mrs. Claus in her red tweed suit and blinking Christmas tree pin. “You need me to pry your workaholic behind out of that chair. Come join the party, Michael. Where’s your holiday spirit?”
Through the open door, laughter and obnoxious holiday pop tunes invaded his chamber of gloom. He curled his lip at the din. “Painkillers, I’m begging you.”
Nancy set her load—a paper plate of cookies and a cup of eggnog—on his desk, then crossed her arms and tutted. “Look at you, Ebenezer, in here sulking while everyone else is making merry.” She strode to the floor-to-ceiling windows and switched on the lighted Christmas tree she’d installed despite his protests. “That’s better.”
Bright points of color against the gray Bellevue sky, the damn twinkle lights only intensified his headache.
Nancy pulled a bottle of pills from her jacket pocket, then tapped her foot while he downed two, chasing them with cloyingly sweet eggnog. “Now, get out there and join the crew. If you stay holed up in here, they’ll suspect bad news is brewing. That’s no way to start their holiday break.”
Michael snorted. “Trouble is brewing, and you damn well know it.” He pushed back from his desk and stalked to the window, glaring into the twilight. Rain pattered against the glass, blurring the Christmas lights far below.
Nancy chuckled and shook her head. “Quit perseverating and try to enjoy yourself.”
“I’m not perseverating, I’m just—”
“Spinning your wheels. You have a tell, you know.” Imitating his unconscious gesture, she rubbed the bridge of her nose.
With a frustrated grunt, he dropped his hand. After twenty-plus years of working side by side, Nancy could read him like a book.
Her lips curved in an indulgent smile. “Coffee?”
“Please.”
A few minutes later, he gratefully accepted a steaming mug of perfection, brewed to his precise preference in a Chemex pour-over, strong and clean and smooth, mellowed with the ideal blend of cream and sugar. Closing his eyes, he inhaled the steam.
Nancy’s soft hand gripped his shoulder. “They’re asking for you out there.”
Music drifted through the open door, shrill chipmunk voices warbling about hula hoops.
“Shut the door, will you?” His poor ears had been assaulted by saccharine Christmas tunes since the day after Halloween, and he faced ten more days until December 26th cut off the drivel.
Preoccupied with saving the firm, the last thing he wanted was sickeningly sweet, spiked punch, a pile of cookies, and a wet kiss from the accountant who’d ambush him under the mistletoe—just like last year and the year before.
Nancy regarded him with a sympathetic smile. “Still brooding about the expansion?”
He mimicked the young presenter’s chirpy tone. “You mean ‘taking the firm to the next level’?” The rest of the board had lapped it up. If not for his intervention, they’d have voted yes on the spot to a one-eighty-degree pivot from the founders’ vision, and a total disaster, as far as Michael was concerned.
Nancy sat on the corner of his desk, her brow furrowed. “Can they really change the firm’s mission like that? You’re the CEO, for goodness’ sake.”
He knuckled his eyes. “If the majority of the board votes to shift focus, I have no choice but to go along. Or quit.”
And quitting was out of the question. Angel investing wasn’t just his very lucrative career, it was his calling, his raison d’être. He’d started solo with the seed money his parents gave him after earning his MBA. Then, when the number of start-ups he supported grew beyond what he could manage on his own, he brought in Rick and Jose.
When management duties took too much of their focus away from their mentees, a business consultant convinced them to hire other C-suite officers to take over the boring parts. And it had worked—so well, in fact, that now GRA Capital was attracting the attention of big-league players who invested in larger, more stable tech companies for a slice of the very profitable pie.
But for Michael, what made this punishing work schedule worthwhile was fostering talent and brilliant innovations that, without angel investors, would never see the light of day. Unfortunately, the board had other ideas, prioritizing profit over innovation and the people who make that innovation possible.
And they expected Michael, with his “superior institutional knowledge and experience,” to cull less profitable investments, including ninety percent of the start-ups he’d so carefully nurtured into the black. His gut churned at the thought.
Instead of heading back to the party for a well-deserved break, Nancy sank into a chair, crossed her legs, and dangled one sensible pump from her toe. “You should take the holidays off. Christmas is for friends and family, not for slogging through business negotiations.” She waved toward the communal workspace beyond the glass wall. “For the next two weeks, this place will be a ghost town.”
“Perfect. I’ll be able to think for once.”
She leveled her sharpest Mom Stare. Only ten years older than Michael, she had that superpower down pat. “You hate this, don’t you?”
“Christmas? Hate’s a strong word, Nance.” Not inaccurate, though. All the holiday season ever brought him was endless rounds of boring parties.
“Don’t be obtuse, dear. You hate the expansion proposal.”
He heaved a weary sigh. “Business is all about growth, right?”
“And the holidays are about togetherness, yet here you sit, chewing your cud.”
“Thanks for that flattering image.” He closed his laptop.
“Your tux is ready, by the way. Should I have Jeffrey pick it up?”
Michael glanced through the glass wall and spotted his driver canoodling with a cute data analyst. “Nah, let him enjoy the party. Have it sent to my apartment.” He sipped his coffee, then winced, remembering why he needed the damn monkey suit in the first place.
“Something wrong with the coffee?” Nancy looked slightly affronted.
His faithful assistant knew to the molecule the perfect balance of strong brew, organic cream, and raw coconut sugar. From the contents of his mug to the impeccable management of his schedule, she kept Michael’s day humming smoothly and cushioned him from disturbances and interruptions. He’d be lost without her.
He gave her a frazzled smile. “No, the coffee’s sublime. I’m just dreading tonight’s holiday gala.” Sponsored by the Rain Coast Arts Council, one of his mother’s pet charities, this gathering of tech bros, finance wonks, and socialites promised as much fun as a root canal.
Nancy leaned forward, eyebrows raised. “So don’t go.”
“Don’t go?” He’d never even considered that option. This gala, and the other glitzy social events crammed into the week before Christmas, were vital networking tools for the firm.
Nancy’s pink-frosted lips quirked to the side. “Hmph. Only fifty-four, and losing your hearing already.” She raised her voice, over-enunciating each word. “I said, DON’T. GO.”
He scowled. “You feeling all right, Nance?”
“As a matter of fact, I’m feeling better than I have in a long time.” Her smile held a wistful tinge. “Michael, you’ve been a wonderful boss, and it’s been an honor to work with you.”
His stomach plummeted like a runaway elevator. “Nonono! You can’t leave me. You’re my rock, my guardian at the gate, my voice of reason. I need you.”
Straightening in her seat, she folded her hands in her lap. “I’m almost sixty-five. Who knows how many healthy, active years I have left? I want to travel, spend more time with my grandchildren.”
Panic tightened his throat. “Is it the money? I’ll give you a raise.”
She arched an eyebrow.
“I’ll double your salary. Think of all the Disney trips you could buy for your grandkids.”
She laid her soft hand over his fisted one. “What’s the point if I’m too exhausted and stressed to enjoy them? Money can’t buy time, Michael. I’ll stay through January. That’ll give you a month to find my replacement.”
He collapsed into his seat. “Merry Christmas to me.”
Nancy tutted and pushed to her feet. “Look at you. Wallowing in stress while everyone enjoys the holiday spirit.”
“Spirit schmirit. All this phony fa la la makes me want to…” He trailed off on a groan.
“Makes you want to what?” She waited, hands on hips.
He stared into the rainy gloom. “Escape, I guess.”
“Aren’t you spending the holidays with what’s-her-name?” Though she memorized every detail of his work needs, Nancy stubbornly refused to remember the names of his girlfriends. Not that he could blame her—they never lasted longer than a year or so.
“Crystal. And no, she’s got a Christmas ski trip in Vail with her family.”
And even if she were staying in Bellevue, Crystal wasn’t the type to spend a cozy holiday à deux. A high-level financial consultant, she was as work-obsessed as he was. Chic, attractive, smooth as glass, she accompanied him to events like tomorrow’s charity gala and scheduled him in once or twice a week for a restaurant meal and an hour of pleasant, if uninspired, sex. She always left afterward so as not to mess up her tight schedule. To be fair, he also rose early for his pre-dawn home workout as he watched the sun rise over Lake Washington—alone.
Not that he minded. His clearest thoughts came during those peaceful morning hours.
An idea tickled his brain and stretched his lips in a grin. “You know what? I’m going to take your advice.”
“You always do, in the end.”
He threw back his head and laughed. “Rub it in good, Nancy.”
She fanned herself with her hand. “Enough dirty talk, boss. My old heart can’t take it.”
“Old heart, my ass. You’ll outlive me by decades.”
She speared him with a pointed glance. “I will if you don’t deal with this work stress somehow.”
“Okay, you win.” Rising to his feet, he rubbed his hands together. “I’m taking the holidays off. Do you have time to book me a rental?”
“For two?”
“No, for one. Something nice, cozy, with a fireplace. I want to get away and clear my head.” He tapped his pursed lips. “How about on the coast? Trappers Cove would be perfect.” Only three hours by car if the traffic wasn’t too bad, his favorite Washington coastal town would offer soothing surf, solitude, and sweet respite from all the holiday bullshit.
She wrinkled her nose. “That kitschy beach town?”
“Hey, I love that place. Spent every summer there when I was a kid.”
Nancy shrugged. “I’ll make some calls—” She hitched a thumb over her shoulder. “As soon as you join the party.”
“Yes, ma’am.” He snapped a salute, then pecked Nancy’s cheek. Squaring his shoulders, he entered the holiday fray, feeling lighter than he had in ages.
Christmas on the beach—long walks on the windy shore, a roaring fireplace, a stack of spy thrillers to read—perfection. Two weeks would give him plenty of time to figure out what to do about the expansion, his life, everything.






  
  Chapter Two
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Before opening her antiques and vintage emporium for another day of holiday shopping, Annie Scott pulled out her earbuds, faced her gilt cheval mirror, planted her fists on her hips in a superhero pose, and declared, “I am strong. I am beautiful. I bravely embrace the changes that reveal my life’s purpose.” 
From the depths of her soul, a sour little voice snorted. Enough? Hah! You’re going to die alone, a well-dressed, unloved prune.
“Argh!” She snarled her fingers in her hair, mussing her carefully arranged waves. Her inner critic was especially mouthy this holiday season, unmoved by a steady stream of self-help audiobooks. Those silver-tongued gurus simply weren’t strong enough to squash the nagging self-doubt that had been building long before last night’s bad news bomb.
“You understand, don’t you, Annie?” Brian wheedled through the phone. “This is a huge opportunity for Wendy and the kids. You could even come with us, if you like.”
He knew damn well she was terrified of flying. Determined not to squash his family’s happiness, she’d scraped the bitter disappointment from her voice. “It’s okay. We’ll get together after the holidays.”
How could a decent person be anything but happy for her baby brother and his darling wife, finally reconnecting with her estranged parents back East? So what if his good news cancelled the holly, jolly family holiday they’d shared every year since her long-ago divorce? She had plenty of friends, and male companionship wasn’t hard to come by, so why was the prospect of a solo Christmas so damn depressing?
All these you-go-girl mantras were just a vain attempt to fool herself. The carefree, single-and-fabulous life she’d built in Trappers Cove just wasn’t doing it for her anymore. And the town wasn’t the problem. She was.
Back when she and Matt first split up, limiting her love life to casual hookups felt like self-preservation. Even if her ex-husband didn’t want her, lots of other guys did. Fun, interesting guys who offered flattery and companionship in convenient, bite-size doses. Over the years, with the shop taking up most of her time and energy, the friends-with-benefits deal became a habit. Who had time for lazy walks on the beach, romantic meals for two, and all the effort it took to keep a guy interested? Not her.
Besides, if she never let anyone get close to her shredded heart, it might slowly heal. And it had, sort of.
But recently, when she read an article about those seaside houses built on stilts to weather high tides and storms, a jarring gong rang in her skull—what a perfect metaphor for her life. Her business made up one stilt—probably two, to be honest, since keeping it afloat took most of her energy and time. Her family was another stilt, as were her friends, including a handful of out-of-town guys who offered physical pleasure and comfort from time to time. But were they really friends, or were they just relative strangers using her to scratch an itch and being used in return?
Lately, their encounters left her feeling empty and vaguely grubby. At first, she’d tried to rationalize it as sexist conditioning, but the more deeply she examined her heart, the sharper the truth became. It was time for a change.
That’s the trouble with a house on stilts—if you remove one support, the whole thing topples. So with one stilt already rotting, losing the family Christmas she’d been looking forward to sucked all the joy out of her holidays and frosted her usually sunny mood.
“Snap out of it,” she scolded her reflection. “You love Christmas.” She smoothed her 1950s tweed skirt, fluffed the bow on her satin blouse, and adjusted the jeweled combs holding back her hair.
Meh. Still needs something.
From the jewelry case beneath the glass counter, she selected a vintage brooch, a green enamel wreath dotted with rhinestones. Perfect. She pinned it above her left breast, struck a pose, and smiled.
“I look fabulous. I am fabulous.”
You’re fifty-six and alone at Christmas. No outfit will ever fix that.
She’d like to punch her inner critic right in its sneering face, but with only six more shopping days till Christmas, she had to focus on practical matters, like finding a dress for the Sons of Italy holiday banquet—preferably a red one, all the better for drowning her sorrows in Chianti and marinara sauce.
Damn it, struggling under these Christmas blues, even that fun holiday ritual felt like just another chore. No fair, after putting so much work into leading the decorations committee. This would be the town’s most gorgeous holiday ball ever, thanks to the teamwork of six phenomenal women, and she couldn’t let them down by moping through the party.
“I will have fun, damn it.” She gave her reflection a grim, unconvincing smile, slicked on another coat of scarlet lipstick, then strode to the front door and flipped the sign to Open before popping her earbuds back in.
“Change is life’s only constant,” the audiobook narrator intoned. “A wise soul learns to float on the current of change rather than swim against the tide.”
Ignoring the doorway bell’s tinkle, Annie closed her eyes, drew a deep, centering breath, and visualized herself floating on a warm current, soothed, supported, buoyant…
Until a sharp poke on her shoulder snapped her attention back to real life.
She forced a smile. Customers are good. Mustn’t snarl at them.
Especially this time of year, when most customers were also friends and neighbors in search of Christmas gifts or the perfect holiday outfit.
“Sorry, Cassie. I was lost in an audiobook.”
Cassie’s warm grin bracketed her mouth in deep parentheses. “You and your self-improvement books. I don’t know anyone less in need of fixing. Which one are you listening to now?”
“The Courage to Change.”
“Oh yeah, I heard about that one on Good Morning Northwest. The author did a TED Talk, right?”
“Mmm hmm. Very inspiring. What can I help you with, hon?”
“I plumb forgot about Secret Santa. We start Monday, and I need a week’s worth of presents for a grumpy waitress. Help me out?”
Annie tapped her pursed lips. “Let’s see—Lulu likes dogs, doesn’t she?”
“Yeah. Especially little yappy ones.” Cassie’s phone tootled. She glanced at the screen and huffed. “Shoot. Another server down with flu. Gotta run. Could you—”
“I’ll scope out doggie-themed tchotchkes. Stop by after you close.”
“You’re my Christmas angel.” She stuffed her phone into her apron pocket. “Glad you’re joining us for Christmas Eve.”
Annie’s smile tightened. “Can’t wait. What can I bring?”
“Just your gorgeous self and a white elephant gift. I’ll bet yours will be a doozy.” She waved a hand, taking in the overstuffed shop filled with vintage clothing and accessories, furniture from Victorian to mid-century modern, artwork, tchotchkes, toys, collectibles, and beachy knick-knacks for the tourists.
“Oh, I’m sure I’ll find something.”
Cassie’s sharp eyes peered right through her phony cheer. “It’s hard, I know. But you’ll see, friends can be family too.” She patted Annie’s hand, then trotted back across the street to her bustling café.
“I am an ungrateful Scrooge,” Annie muttered as she set to work unpacking a carton of ornaments purchased at an estate sale. Who would willingly part with these delicate glass figures? She ran her fingertips over a blue-robed angel, a slender Saint Nick, and colorful birds with real feathers for tails, remnants of family Christmases past.
Anne blinked back annoying tears. Embarrassing, how her brother’s news had scraped all the shine off her holiday. She should be stronger than this.
Brian, his adorable wife, and their three teens were all the family she had left. Ever since her nieces and nephew were tiny, she’d shared a cozy Christmas in their Olympia home and showered them all with carefully selected gifts, relishing her role as the cool, bohemian auntie.
But without their food- and gift-stuffed celebration, how on earth would she spend Christmas Day? Long, solo beach walk? Holiday movie marathon? Romance novel therapy?
Really, she ought to be ashamed of herself. So many single women would envy her the rich, happy life she’d built in Trappers Cove. She lived a few blocks from the ocean, for goodness’ sake, in an adorable cottage that twinkled with Christmas lights. She fell asleep to the whisper of surf and woke to the cry of seagulls. She walked to work along Main Street, picture postcard pretty in its holiday finery. And she had no business feeling lonely when she was surrounded by such good friends.
“Friends can be family too.” She fluffed the satin bow on Roscoe, the life-size ceramic panther beside the cash register. “Right, puss?”
Her sleek mascot stared with flat, glittering eyes.
“I should get a real cat.” She clutched her sinking stomach. “Oh God, I’m becoming a lonely cat lady.”
The doorway bell jerked Annie from her doom-spinning as her bestie Cheryl Rossi bustled in. Since few tourists came to Trappers Cove during the cold months, Cheryl often popped over from her vacation rental business next door. “More fun to kill time here than stare at an empty computer screen, right?” But today, a hungry gleam shone in her eyes.
“Whew, it’s toasty in here.” Cheryl unwound her sparkly red scarf and unbuttoned her tweed blazer—both pieces she’d purchased from Annie’s shop. “Nearly froze my nipples off in the thirty seconds it took to walk here.”
Annie chuckled. “Don’t you look cute today. And predatory.”
Cheryl’s grin widened. “Just got a call from some rich finance guy’s secretary. Wants a two-week rental with an ocean view. Says the boss has the holiday blues and needs some alone time to stew in his feelings.”
Annie’s face screwed up as if she’d chomped a lemon. “Rich finance guy? Ugh. They’re the absolute worst. Them and their snooty wives.” Too many sour encounters with their ilk had sent her running from Bellevue back to Trappers Cove—which turned out for the best. She could never have built this kind of success among those stuck-up socialites.
Cheryl rolled her eyes. “That again? It’s been years. Isn’t it time to let go of that silly prejudice? Rich people are just like you and me, only with fatter wallets.”
“Easy for you to say. I bet you’ve never had a whole table of country club matrons give you the cut direct.”
Cheryl's loud laughter drew stares from the customers. Ignoring them, she poked Annie’s arm. “Okay, Ms. Austen. Just don’t go insulting my client. I really need this commission.”
“Hmmf.” Annie crossed her arms. Cheryl wouldn’t understand. She’d never tried to insert her working-class self into the posh set and been smacked down hard. Those old wounds to her dignity still stung. “So, where will your rich client do this stewing?”
Cheryl bounced on her toes. “The Randall house. That’s my priciest property—except for the castle, of course.”
Annie fanned herself. “Niiice. Kudos to you.”
Still beaming, Cheryl flipped through a rack of sparkly tops. “Can’t really take credit for it. Seems the client spent summers here as a kid.” She held up a seventies sequined tank. “This would be perfect for the Sons of Italy holiday banquet. This year, I’m getting some of Sal Verducci’s manicotti if I have to stab someone to do it.” She bumped Annie’s hip with her own. “Sure you don’t want to bring a date? I’ve got an extra ticket.”
“I’m positive.” The downside of living in a close-knit small town like Trappers Cove was knowing too much about the few single guys in her age range—no chemistry, no mutual interests, no sparkling personality… just no thanks.
Cheryl held a glittery black cowl-neck to her chest and regarded her reflection. “Bob says you’re welcome to come for Christmas Eve supper. It’ll be kind of a noisy mob. The grandkids get a little hyper, but they’re so stinkin’ cute.”
A trio of customers entered the shop, chatting and laughing.
With an eye on the newcomers, Annie lowered her voice. “Thanks, but I’m looking forward to a quiet Christmas.”
Cheryl scrunched her lips to the side. “Right, keep telling yourself that.” She brightened. “Hey, you should invite one of your hookup buddies. Shame to let all those holiday decorations go to waste.”
Annie stiffened. “Friends with benefits, you mean?” The falsehood of that phrase made her inwardly cringe. None of those guys would come running in a crisis or offer a shoulder to cry on. Hell, none of them really knew much about her beyond her tastes in bed.
“Tomato, tomahto.” Cheryl nudged her. “You wild woman, you.”
“Hmph.” Right now, Annie felt about as wild as a pet bunny.
Cheryl squeezed Annie’s arm. “I hate to think of you alone at Christmas. Who will you kiss under the mistletoe?”
Annie patted the ceramic panther. “I’ll kiss Roscoe.”
Cheryl’s phone rang, ending her interrogation. “Well, crap on toast. Hold these for me, will you?” She dropped both tops on the counter and hurried out, shoulder-checking a scruff-jawed man with steel gray hair on his way in.
Though she hadn’t seen him in a year or so, Annie recognized that frayed fisherman’s sweater. After all, she’d sold it to him.
He strolled in, hands in his pockets, grinning. “Annie, me girl, how are ya?” He grasped her shoulders and planted a wet kiss on her cheek.
“Nolan. Long time no see.”
“Too long, lassie.” Leering, he wound a length of her hair around his callused finger, and she caught a whiff of stale pipe tobacco. A commercial fisherman like her dad, he had that same crinkly smile, lines deeply etched around mouth and eyes by months out at sea. The first time they met, she was charmed by his weird movie-pirate way of talking. Now, the phony accent grated on her nerves.
He raked his gaze up and down her body. “You’re looking sweet as a sugarplum, darlin’. What say you and I share a pint at the Salty Dog Saloon tonight?”
She consulted Nolan’s card in her mental Rolodex: Funny guy, mediocre kisser, decent dancer, never called her by the wrong name in bed…
Nope. His unannounced appearance strengthened her resolve. She deserved better than a so-so roll in the hay. She deserved a man who appreciated her for more reasons than being—what had he called her last time? Oh yeah, ‘a good sport.’ And if she fell back into her old patterns, she’d never find the love she deserved.
Love? Even thinking the word made her a little queasy. But you know what they say about shooting for the stars… or was it the moon?
She patted Nolan’s arm and slid away toward the customers pawing through her hat display. “Actually, I’m pretty busy this time of year.”
The doorway bell tinkled again, signalling a new male customer who headed for the rack of coats on the far wall. Tall, dark hair, sharp jaw. Definitely not a local—she’d have remembered this stunner.
Nolan pursued her through the clothing racks. “But Annie, sweetheart, can’t you make time for an old friend?” He waggled his wiry eyebrows. “A friend who knows your deepest, darkest desires?”
Nothing dark about my desires—just a good man who cherishes me. But what were the chances of a woman in her fifties finding that rare bird?
“Friend, huh?” Annie lowered her lids. “What color are my eyes?”
“Why, they’re, uh, sort of green-grayish hazel?”
She opened her decidedly blue eyes and glowered. “What do I like to do when I’m not at work?”
“Well now.” Leering, he waggled his eyebrows. “I know one thing you enjoy.”
Ugh. “Sorry, I’ve got plans tonight.” An audiobook, bubble bath, and dinner for one.
Unfazed, he leaned closer. “How about tomorrow?”
“Going out of town.” To Westport, for a dentist appointment.
His lower lip protruded. “Aww, Annie. Surely, you’re not giving your old pal the brush off.”
She patted his scratchy cheek. “We’ve had fun, but lately, I’m craving something different.” Something more satisfying than a booty call. “I hope you have a happy holiday season.” Squaring her shoulders, she strode toward the new customer. “Can I help you find anything, sir?”
Nolan trotted after her. “Hold on, now. I can do different.” He snatched a feather boa from the accessories display. “Maybe a little role play?” He grabbed a leather belt. “Or some bondage? You know, like that Fifty Shades book? I hear the ladies love that.”
The other customer made a choking sound.
Flushed from chest to hair, Annie pointed to the exit. “Goodbye, Nolan.”
Shoulders drooping, he trudged toward the door, but turned back for one last try. “Another time, then?”
“We’ll see.” She should’ve given him a decisive no, but she didn’t want to make a scene in front of a shop full of customers.
Grumbling, Nolan left.
Annie allowed herself the slightest shudder. Good riddance.






  
  Chapter Three
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She turned her attention to the man rifling through the coats, his movements sharp and brisk. “Can I help you find something in particular?” 
He faced her, and her heart stuttered.
Elegant was the first word that leapt to mind. Yes, please, were the second and third.
Tall, fit, and near her age, judging by his laugh lines and the furrows bracketing his full lips. His chestnut hair was touched with silver at the temples, and a sexy salt-and-pepper scruff covered his sharply angled jaw. Heavy lids shaded bright eyes the color of cognac. The only flaw on his otherwise model-perfect face was a bump on his nose. Her fingers drifted to the slight protrusion on her own, the result of falling off a beach pony when she was ten.
Quelle coincidence.
His clothing didn’t reveal much—just a typical well-off Northwest male wearing a down vest over a flannel shirt, crisp twill pants, and hiking shoes that probably cost more than the new set of tires her van so desperately needed.
His lips quirked in a playful grin, and he inclined his head toward the door. “Don’t know what I expected to find in Auntie Annabelle’s Antique Attic, but it damn sure wasn’t that.”
Of course, he’d have a deep, smokey voice that prickled her skin with goosebumps. And of course he’d overheard every word of Nolan’s sleazy proposition. Annie’s face erupted in flames.
His brow furrowed as he stepped closer. “Are you okay? Should I call someone?”
She smoothed her damp palms over her skirt. “I’m, uh—” There was no graceful way to explain, so she might as well be honest. “Embarrassed, actually. My friend lacks a certain—”
“Respect for a beautiful woman?”
She spluttered, her throat suddenly too tight to emit words.
Mr. Handsome winced. “Sorry. Cheesy flirtation is probably the last thing you want to hear right now.” His sheepish smile reeled her in like a hooked salmon.
And then his oh-so-kissable lips formed words to break the spell.
“I’m surprised to see this many customers in a secondhand shop.”
So much for attraction. Just another wealthy snob.
Stiffening, she bit back a scathing retort.
He straightened and cleared his throat. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to sound snooty. I don’t have much experience with this kind of place. Lots of…erm…”—his gaze darted from display to display—“interesting merchandise in here.”
At least he was trying. Though her tongue itched to give him a verbal smackdown, it was better to educate than obliterate.
With effort, she softened her tone. “Many people prefer to shop second hand because it’s a more sustainable choice. Some folks come here to construct the warm, homey past they never had. Others appreciate well-made merchandise that lasts. Nowadays, things are made to be disposable.” Stepping closer, she fingered his chic but flimsy vest. “Like this piece. It looks nice, but it won’t hold up to dry cleaning, much less a real winter storm.”
His startled gaze fell to her fingers.
Yikes! She dropped her hand and backed out of his personal space. What had gotten into her?
Even his self-conscious laugh reverberated with sexy vibes. “Well, as soon as I remove my foot from my mouth, perhaps you can help me find a coat. Didn’t expect it to be this cold in Trappers Cove. Of course, I’ve only ever been here in summer, and it’s been years, so…” He lifted the sleeve of a heavy motorcycle jacket.
This guy didn’t seem like the biker type. But what type was he?
Her shoulder brushed his as she rifled through the coats on the upper rack. “We haven’t had a cold snap like this since I was a little girl. Old folks used to call it an Alaska Clipper. I’ve seen photos of icicles on the cliffs at Ivan’s Hollow. Hard to imagine, eh?”
She snuck another glance at his sculpted profile and hoped the flush heating her cheeks wasn’t too visible. Wowza, this guy is gorgeous.
She cleared her throat. “So, what brings you here in winter? Family Christmas on the beach?”
He scoffed. “With family is the last place I want to be this Christmas.” He reached past her, and his sigh stirred her hair. “I’m taking a little time to breathe, get away from all the holiday bullshit.” His deep, rumbling chuckle sent delicious chills down her spine. “Sorry, I mean holiday nonsense.”
His breath smelled like a candy cane. A fleeting vision of that sweet, minty exhalation against her lips revved her pulse—until the obvious smacked her upside her lust-addled head.
This was the finance tycoon who’d come to Trappers Cove to stew in solitude.
Fabulous. The first guy to light me up in ages, and he turns out to be one of them.
Cheryl’s chiding words rang in her ear. Her bestie might have the tiniest sliver of a point. After all, the guy apologized for his snooty remark. Besides, no one should be alone at Christmas, not even grumpy billionaires. Helping this attractive stranger enjoy a cozy small-town Christmas was just the distraction she needed from her own holiday blues.
She squared her shoulders and flashed her best saleswoman smile. “Well, Trappers Cove is an excellent place to spend the holidays.”
He examined a 1940s trench coat. “When I spent summers here with my aunt and uncle as a kid, I used to wish I could live here year round.”
“Oh yeah? Who were they?”
“Great-aunt and uncle, really. Arnie and Ruby Garwood. He was a retired banker. She made quilts, and shortbread cookies, and the best blackberry jam I’ve ever tasted.” Happy memories lent his grin a boyish tinge.
“I remember Ruby. She and my Granny Grace were friends. I think I may have one of her quilts at home.”
“Really? I’d love to see it.” His shoulder rose in a sheepish half-shrug. “I mean, if you don’t mind a stranger in your home.”
She patted his arm. “Strangers don’t stay strangers for long here. Besides, my granny and your great-aunt were besties, so we’re practically related.” She stuck out her hand. “Annie Scott, of the Trappers Cove Scotts.”
His big, smooth palm enfolded hers, warm and dry and perfect. “Michael Garwood, of the Bellevue Garwoods.”
She tried hard to scrape the distaste from her tone. “I know the area well.”
Fresh out of college, she took a job as assistant to a private stylist in that swanky Seattle suburb. Their filthy rich customers displayed zero originality or creativity—a bunch of pampered sheep gobbling up the trend du jour. Her passion for pre-loved couture went over like a fart in church.
Once, she made the unforgiveable mistake of suggesting a gorgeous vintage Dior gown to a client. Not only did the woman turn up her nose at the idea of wearing “castoffs,” she badmouthed Annie to all her socialite friends.
If Michael Garwood was used to that snobbish crowd, he was in for a surprise. Probably do him good to loosen up and meet some down-to-earth people.
“Well, you won’t find any holiday galas here, just friendly folk, a little extra glitter, and too much food. Plus blustery weather. And the sea, of course.”
“Sounds perfect.” He unhooked a retro raglan coat. “Wow. My grandfather had one exactly like this.”
Moving to Michael
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