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  I was supposed to help her land a mistletoe kiss… not dream about stealing it for myself. 



Tabitha Douglas is shy, bookish, and totally off-limits—my little sister’s best friend and the only woman in Kilt Valley who’s never fallen for my flirty charm. She’s also the secret crush I’ve been nursing since forever.



Now she wants me to coach her through her first real date. With another guy.



I should’ve said no. I really should’ve said no. But when she looks at me like I’m the one who can fix this for her, I cave. Because I’d do anything for Tabitha. Even pretend I’m not completely in love with her.



But the closer we get to Christmas, the more complicated this fake dating advice becomes. She's trusting me with her heart… and I’m one flirty snowball’s toss away from blowing the whole thing.



Especially since there’s one secret I haven’t told her yet—one that could change everything the moment she steps under the mistletoe.
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  One




Liam





When you’re a kid, a game of pretend is fun. Easy. Zero effort. As an adult, not so much. I wish I could say it’s due to lack of practice, but I’ve been pretending pretty much my whole life, even once I started considering myself fully grown. That’s thanks to my father. 

Being a ski-slash-snowboard instructor doesn’t make the list of approved professions for a MacLellan, never mind that people participating in snow sports keep dear dad rolling in dollar bills. Therefore, I’m a disappointment. A slacker.

The thing is, I like snow. I like helping people learn to ski or snowboard or both. I do not like being told what to do or that I’m not living up to the MacLellan name. I get it. We can trace our ancestry in a direct line to the founder of Kilt Valley, Colorado blah blah blah something-something MacLellans are Kilt Valley royalty. I stopped listening to my father quote this line a long time ago while pretending it’s fine that he has never seen me.

Pretending has become my specialty. It’s the only way to prevent a death spiral of angst and no one wants that. Least of all me. I have a slacker-don’t-care reputation to maintain.

My phone pings as I shake snow off my boots and duck into the lobby of the main lodge at the resort. Yes, my job requires me to regularly hang out under my father’s nose, though he doesn’t sign my paycheck, not by a long shot.

Tourists who book lessons stay at the lodge or nearby in luxury cabins. Therefore, this is where I have to be too. Dad’s guests happily pay the obscene amount I charge, so I do all right.

It has to be worth it to darken the door of the MacLellan empire.

Waving to Kara at the front desk, I check my phone on the sly in case the ping is a message from BookGirl47, aka Tabitha Douglas, the most amazing woman on the planet.

It is from her.

I grin as I tap on the notification, which brings up the clunky book club app that holds everything special to me. Do many ski bums care anything about books? No. Am I most ski bums? Also no. Plus, Tabitha runs the book club, and that might have been fifty percent of the reason I joined. Okay. It’s a hundred percent. Note: I pretend a lot, even to myself.

But I do actually like books.

BookGirl47: Chapter 12!!!





We’re reading The Rosie Project, which is a funny, fantastic romcom written by a dude, no less, and I’m nowhere close to chapter twelve.

I reply back: you started without me 😊

My ski group loses my interest as I consider doing a very fast pivot out of the crowded lobby—it’s six days until Christmas in a popular resort, so not a lot of room for actual pivoting—with the intent of getting right on a thing that will allow me what precious little access to Tabitha I can cobble together.

But that’s not fair to my paying tourists to ditch them in favor of reading, and besides, I have a better than average sense of responsibility. Don’t tell my dad, but I’m not really a slacker.

I pocket my phone with a promise. Later.

Fresh powder fell overnight so Lochside Lane, the baby run I use for my beginner lessons, is perfecto. It has picturesque views of the lake, which is not a loch because we are not in Scotland, but good old James MacLellan the First, his royal highness of the great Colorado land grab of the late eighteen hundreds, thought this area reminded him of home. So everything here is pseudo-Scottish. Including me, I guess.

The guests love it. There’s a plaster Loch Ness monster in the middle of the roped-off area of the frozen lake that’s more cartoon character than Lovecraft. The adults skate around, but the kids climb all over its slippery, freezing cold neck. You can see the entire Kilt Valley from here. Not on accident. MacLellans know how to pick their enterprises.

One guest winds up with an injury, a blemish on my perfect record this season. The middle-aged guy didn’t heed my warning to stay in the center of the run and crashed near the edge of the lake, scraping his wrist on a rock. I yelled instructions to everyone, but there were two little girls in the group, twins that can’t be more than five, and they were adorable with their little boots and half-pint-sized skis.

Cute, but they couldn’t stay on their feet for more than half a second. They’d each grabbed one of my hands and held on the entire time, which limited my range.

Thanks to my soft spot for kids, I end up back inside the main lodge, escorting Mr. MacCrashypants to the instant clinic (yeah, yeah, I make non-Scottish things Scottish too—it’s a curse I tell you). Just as I walk back out into the lobby, a flash of unmistakably familiar white-blonde hair freezes my entire body.

Except my feet, which pick that moment to rebel against physics, and that is how I end up on the floor in front of Tabitha.

“Um, hi?” She peers down at me as I climb to my knees.

I’m not going to lie. I’ve envisioned this situation many times, except I was holding a ring or flowers or something bookish that she squeals over.

This is not that situation. I leap up and clear my throat. “Hey, Tabitha.”

Normally I am way smoother than this, or at least I’d like to think I am, but my track record with women is mostly smoke and mirrors. Sure, they inevitably appear in record numbers when there’s an empty seat next to me at the bar, but I’ve gotten good at faking interest. Slackers don’t live happily ever after, right?

Besides, most women who seek me out are very aware of my last name. Which means they like money. Not me. Makes it far easier to go through them at supersonic speed.

“I’m glad you’re here.” Tabitha smooths back her hair with her hand, a nervous habit she falls into when she’s out of her element.

Which begs the question. Why is she out of her element? “I work here. You do not. Bookstore closed today?”

She shakes her head with a small smile that causes the single dimple on her left cheek to pop out. “I’m on my lunch break.”

The dimple is my favorite thing about her.

“Looking for Lyra? I’m sure she’s around here somewhere.” My sister is the golden child. By default, since both my brother, Leith, and I have shunned the family business, but it still counts. And she likes working in hospitality for some reason. “Want me to find her for you?”

“No, thank you. I was looking for you, Liam.”

If my eyes could fall out of my head, they would be rolling down the mountain as we speak. “For me?”

Repeating it doesn’t make it less of a four-alarm fire drill. What on earth could my sister’s best friend want with me? I have never—and I mean never—let on to Tabitha or Lyra that I have a tiny, little unrequited crush on the goddess standing here amongst mere mortals.

Tabitha is flawless, with long white-blond hair that frames cheeks with a tendency to blush when she gets flustered, which I love, but she does not. Therefore, it’s generally my goal to get her to relax when our paths cross, which is sadly not that common anymore.

“Can we go someplace…else?” she says, biting her lip as she throws a glance over her shoulder.

She doesn’t mean it like it sounds, much to my chagrin. “Of course. There’s an employee break room around the corner that’s usually empty this time of day.”

Or will be ASAP once I glare at anyone unlucky enough to be present in the space. Fortunately, the coast is clear when I lead Tabitha through the door.

I turn and that’s when I realize my mistake. This room is far, far too small for the hugeness of her effect on me. Deflection time.

“Now that you have me at your mercy, whatever are you going to do with me?” I tease.

She laughs, which always makes me feel like I’ve won the lottery.

“I’m going to ask you for a favor,” she confesses which shoots my eyebrows into the stratosphere.

“You want to know what Lyra wants for Christmas? You could have texted me that question.” I think. I’m pretty sure she has my phone number. I definitely have hers.

“No, Liam, hush,” she says with a swipe in my direction. Good. That means she’s chilling out, which I like being able to do for her. “Let me get this out before I lose my nerve. I met a guy online and I think he likes me too.”

Oh, man. I do not like the direction this is going for a stack of reasons. “That sounds nice.”

“It is.” Her eyes light up and if I had a favorite look on her before, whatever that was just flew out the window because she’s angelically beautiful right now. “I really connected with this guy. He’s funny and we share a lot of interests.”

I resist the urge to crack my knuckles but just barely. I’m seriously thinking about punching whoever this online sleaze is in the face. “How do you know the person you’re talking to is a guy, Tab? Or even the appropriate age. He could be fifty and live in his mom’s basement.”

Plus all of my other objections that I can’t say out loud which are namely: not and me.

When someone tells you you’re wasting your potential and a slew of other negatives, it’s easy to believe that other people—Tabitha—might think so too. Easier to pretend I’ve barely noticed her than it is to line up for rejection.

“Well, I mean, I guess he could be lying, but I have asked some leading questions.” She looks crestfallen, which immediately makes me want to fix it. “Besides, there’s this vibe. You know? When something is just working for you and you lose all sense of time and place while you’re chatting. I have it with this guy and I really want to meet him in person.”

“Whoa.” My hands fly up automatically, palms out as if I can stop this madness with sheer force of will. “You cannot meet a guy in person that you’re vibing with online. It’s not safe.”

Now she’s looking at me as if I have grown an extra head. “Liam, women meet men in person that they connect with in dating apps all the time. Why is this any different? I’ll take precautions. That’s not even the part I’m worried about.”

“Oh, thank God,” I mutter. “What’s the worrisome part?”

“That I’m me.” She pauses to let this sink in and must realize that my face reflects my abject confusion because she shoots me a look. “Shy? Awkward? Not the least bit socially competent? You have met me, right?”

I wave that off. “You’re talking to me just fine right now.”

“But I’m comfortable with you,” she argues. “I’ve known you since forever. This is going to be a disaster unless I get some help, quick. That’s where you come in.”

Okay, I really don’t like where this is going. “What kind of help?”

Pretty sure she doesn’t mean the kind where I sit in the corner and glower at Mr. MacSleazey. Though I’m liking the idea of being in the room when she meets whoever this guy is.

“I need coaching,” she says as if this is obvious. “From someone who knows how to act on a date, especially a first one.”

I lift a brow. “I’m the someone in this scenario? Are you accusing me of being a serial dater?”

She blushes. “That didn’t come across as a compliment, but I meant it as one. You seem to float between women pretty easily, so I figured there’s a trick—”

“No tricks.” I resist holding up my hands traffic-cop style again. Barely. “I’m naturally charming. You can’t teach that.”

“Please, Liam.” Man, I wish I didn’t like the sound of my name on her lips so much. “I’m begging you. I really need your help. I’m going to ask ShreddingPages to meet me under the mistletoe in the square—”

“Where did you say you met this guy?” My heart is hammering so hard I worry I won’t be able to hear her response, but of course I do.

“Online. I run a book club and he’s one of the members. He goes by the user name ShreddingPages.”

A laugh strangles in my throat. Yeah, like I don’t know anything about it. This is one more example of how huge elements of my life are a game of pretend.

I brought this disaster on myself because now I can’t say no. I have to say yes to whatever she asks me to do so I can talk her out of this. Otherwise, she’s going to get seriously hurt. Which will be my fault.

Additionally—and I can’t stress this enough—I need to know exactly what she’s planning.

Funny story. Tabitha doesn’t know I’m in her book club. I never told her who I was, hiding behind an online handle. 

ShreddingPages.

She wants to meet me.










  
  Two




Tabitha





My lunch break isn’t nearly long enough for bearding a dreamy, windblown ski instructor in his den, but I need to take the extra time to convince Liam to do me this favor. Christmas is in six days, and I will cross the finish line on this plan to meet ShreddingPages or…flail around a lot. 

I almost said die trying but that’s extreme.

I feel extreme. Liam does this to me. The image of him on his knees, peering up through those soulful hazel eyes, will not budge, no matter how much I sternly remind myself that he’s not for me. Could you imagine?

I can. And have many times.

Yes, laughing is appropriate and highly suggested here. It’s fine. I know I’m not the kind of woman men like Liam gravitate to. I’m trying to change that. Must change it. That’s literally why I’m begging Liam MacLellan for this favor instead of the no one else who qualifies for the job.

“Please don’t say no,” I wheedle in dulcet tones. I hope.

“Tab, this is no small favor.”

Liam rakes his fingers through dark hair that’s always a little too long to stay civilized, heightening his Gilbert Blythe vibe. He even teases me the way Gilbert teases Anne (of Green Gables fame, in case you haven’t memorized a trillion books like those of us who live inside of them instead of in the real world). But I’m a spare little sister to him, and besides, the hottest guy in Kilt Valley does not need another wide-eyed groupie vying for his attention.

That’s why I’m focusing on someone more my own speed. Like ShreddingPages.

“Oh, yeah, no. I know,” I say with a cool, off-handed tone so he doesn’t clue in that my eyes are stinging a little. “I’m a hot mess. It would take a Christmas miracle to transform me into something suitable for public consumption in six days. What was I thinking? I wouldn’t want to coach me either.”

I laugh but Liam doesn’t. He makes a growly noise and something bright fills his gaze.

“That is not what I meant and you know it. I’m honored you thought of me first, though we’re going to have to circle back around to why you think you need the help.” He stares at me for a beat until I look away before his intensity burns my eyeballs. “The issue is that this is a terrible idea. How do you even know this guy from your book club is local? He might live in Timbuktu.”

“No, I asked him once and he said he’s not far from Breckenridge. Surely it wouldn’t be too much to ask him to drive less than thirty minutes to meet me.” Right? Is that presumptuous?

“There are at least a hundred other reasons this is not going to work out like you’re expecting it to.” Liam is trying to discourage me. Gently. But still.

I have a connection with ShreddingPages. I know I’m not imagining it. But if Liam opposes the idea this much, there must be a reason.

“It’s because I’m not vibrant and splashy enough, isn’t it.” It’s not a question because I already know I’m not the kind of woman a man would willingly drive harrowing, snowy roads to get to. I groan. Of course he’s right.

But then Liam does the strangest thing. He grabs my hand, his fingers wrapping around mine as if he’s done it a million times. In my dreams, yes. In real life, no, not even once.

Energy ripples across my skin, sapping my ability to do anything but sit there and experience it.

I might have lied a little when I said I’m used to him. I have known him my whole life, since the day I claimed the same swing as Lyra in kindergarten and she gave it to me with graciousness I still aspire to today. We’ve been in and out of each other’s houses since then, so I have been in the same room with Liam dozens upon dozens of times.

Despite this very long inoculation period, I still stumble over my tongue around him, or worse, my own two feet, and trust me, I am nowhere near as blasé about it as he is. I would have died of mortification if I’d been the one on the ground out in the lobby earlier, but he blew it off as if he’d intended to land in a pile.

“Any guy would be thrilled to find you waiting for him under the mistletoe, Tab,” he says with vehemence, as if trying to infuse it with truth by sheer force of will.

And this, more than anything, solidifies why this is such a good plan. If I practice on Liam, I can talk to any other guy on the planet. It’s like learning to climb mountains by starting with Everest. Instant expertise due solely to the sheer difficulty and magnificence of the task.

Plus, he’s always so nice to me, even though he doesn’t mean it like that. He’d never be interested in someone like me. I’m nothing like the flashy women I’ve seen him with over the years.

“See, that’s why I need you,” I insist. “You can build up my confidence so that I have an actual shot with ShreddingPages when I meet him in person.”

Oh, dear, what if he’s shy? The possibility has not occurred to me thus far, that I might cram for this exam, only to find out a guy who joined my book club is actually even more socially awkward than I am.

“I’m not making a dent in your determination to do this thing, am I?” Liam smiles and I forget everything except how good it feels to bask in his sunshine.

The other thing I might have considered? If he agrees, I get to spend time with him. No one has to know I’m practically giddy about that part alone.

I shake my head and go for broke. “If you won’t do it, then I’ll find someone else.”

There is no one else. Desperate times, desperate measures. Meeting ShreddingPages is happening with or without Liam, but it will go so much better if I have a clue how to, you know, talk to this guy in person. That’s the only reason I asked my best friend’s brother, of all people, for this ill-advised favor. Liam is the ill-advised part, in case you didn’t figure out that he’s a stone-cold player who probably doesn’t even remember the name of the last girl he dated.

But that’s what makes him perfect.

He knows what he likes in a woman. He has a lot of practice weeding out the wheat from the chaff. If I can get him to coach me, I have a shot at actually coming across as a confident woman that a man might want to spend time with.

He sighs. “I’ll do it but only because it feels like you need to be saved from yourself.”

My feet practically break out in an impromptu dance that will end with me in that heap on the floor, so I refrain. Mostly. “Thank you, Liam, I owe you big time. No expiration date.”

He eyes me with something that I might label curiosity in a man who isn’t practically a relation. “What kind of favor do I get in return?”

“No limit.” My cheeks heat. “I mean, obviously there are limits. But I know you’ll be a gentleman about it. Come by the store tonight after closing and I’ll show you my plan.”

If I lay out what I expect from these sessions, Liam will see how easy this will be for him. I will make it easy by being the best pupil ever.

“There’s a plan?” he says with mock weary resignation.

But then he shoots me a smile that tells me he’s okay with it. I’m sure it’s no shock that I’ve obsessed over a thorough syllabus for this course work so there’s no chance of failure.

I glance at my phone and yelp at the time. “I have to go. See you later. You won’t regret this.”

“Pretty sure I will,” he calls after me as I set off at a brisk trot toward my car parked in the south resort lot.

The drive from the resort back into town is beautiful this time of year. Everything in Kilt Valley is decked out for the holidays, with long strands of bushy garland strung between iron lamp posts, tied beneath the frosted globes with thick red ribbon bows. An enormous, decorated tree sits in the center of the town square, and the star on top faces Thistledown Books, my one true love. For now. Hopefully, that will change soon.

My aunt Justine waves from the door of Tartan Treats, where several of my cousins are likely in the back making the bakery’s famous cupcakes. A Douglas owns nearly all of the businesses on the square, which is nice. And intrusive sometimes. I slide into a free spot behind the bookstore, a minor miracle this time of year, hurrying to the front through one of the pass-throughs between buildings.

My phone buzzes as I scurry through the door of Thistledown Books, automatically straightening the Merry Christmas banner in the front window.

The text message is spam, but when I check my notifications, I see a missed one from Lyra.

Lyra: Why did I just see you leave the employee break room with Liam?





Tabitha: I sense you’re looking for an answer other than because I was inside the employee break room with Liam and I left it?



Lyra: Soooo many questions. Let’s start with why you didn’t say hi to me if you came all the way up the mountain?



Tabitha: I was in a rush





Mostly to get out of the atmosphere that smelled like Liam, a combination of man and pine and something citrusy. How in the world will I function in close quarters while he coaches me? That’s the only flaw in this plan.

Lyra: Uh, no. That was not the reason. Spill





I sigh. Lyra knows me better than anyone on this earth, which is feeling more like a curse than a blessing at this moment. But in all honesty, I should have run this by her first and didn’t. I already know what she’s going to say.

Which does not excuse me from telling my best friend what’s going on.

Tabitha: I’m going to ask ShreddingPages to meet me under the mistletoe on Christmas day. I asked Liam to help me prepare



Lyra: …



Lyra: …



Lyra: Is this about your dad pressuring you to take over the Kilt Valley Heritage Trust after the holidays?





It isn’t not about that. But it isn’t only about that.

Tabitha: It’s about





The door chimes as a customer strolls in. I stash my phone in favor of helping the woman who has the tourist look about her. That can go either way—a lot of Kilt Valley guests love the charm and ambiance of our Scottish village in the Rockies. Oftentimes, that alone makes them open their wallets the moment they step into the town square.

My father, aunts, and uncles get giddy over their bank accounts this time of year, but I just want to talk about books. Which I do long enough to almost forget I never answered Lyra.

Finally, I shut the door after the last customer leaves for the day and lock it. Liam should be here soon, which I have not forgotten for a single second.

I not only owe Lyra an answer, I owe it to myself to be honest.

Tabitha: Okay, yes. It’s about the Heritage thing. Which is causing me to make questionable decisions





Tabitha: I just don’t want to run anything but the bookstore and my own life





Lyra: That’s what you need to be telling your dad





Tabitha: Thanks Captain Obvious





Lyra: Haha, I wish you could just tell him you don’t want to take over as chair





Tabitha: Well I can’t. I suck at conflict and I need to learn some confidence





Lyra: I’m starting to get the picture





Tabitha: If you’re picturing me finding the courage to meet a guy I’m crushing on, can you also picture me figuring out how to say the big N-O to Graham Douglas?





Lyra: Still not sure how this situation is improved with the addition of Liam. That’s never helped anything





Just as I’m about to respond, the brother in question knocks on the glass pane at the front. My pulse does this thing that feels like an elephant stomping on my throat. I’m not only nervous about how much I want this plan to work, I suddenly worry that I’m not going to slay this assignment.

The time for that realization should have been earlier today—before I talked Liam into this.

When I open the door to admit Liam and a few swirling snowflakes, he’s framed in the doorway for a second. Behind him, mistletoe hangs from the lamppost in the square. With his cold-reddened cheeks and twinkling, hazel eyes peeking out from beneath his knit cap, he’s hotter than all the actors named Chris put together.

And my heart squeezes. If only…

“I brought food.” Liam lifts the bags in his hands.

Not just food, but Tartan Tavern, which is the bar at the resort. It’s my favorite guilty pleasure because it’s one of the few places to eat in town that my family doesn’t own.

Does he know how much I love the hamburgers there? He couldn’t possibly. It’s coincidence. Because he works at the resort and probably gets an employee discount. Or everything handed to him on a silver platter because his last name is the same as on the sign out in front of the resort.

Liam follows me to one of the cozy reading nooks in the back where we can sit at a table and passersby can’t see us (not for any privacy reasons but so they don’t think the store is still open)(okay, I like the idea of being tucked away in the corner with Liam. It’s not a crime).

“Blame Lyra if the Slope Burger isn’t made right,” Liam says and hands me one of the bags. “She gave me a super hard time about helping you, which of course made me want to do it even more.”

He laughs, but the hamburger in this bag weighs a million pounds all at once and I’m having trouble swallowing. “You asked Lyra what I like?”

“Sure.” Liam shrugs like this is no big deal, when in fact, it is a very big deal. “I wasn’t going to just get something and force you to eat it. What if you’re a vegetarian or something?”

“But you’re doing me a favor.” More swallowing. “You’re not supposed to be charming and thoughtful.”

That’s when he winks. “For you, I can do all three at once.”










  
  Three




Liam





Tabitha seems a little nervous for some reason. Did I not get the food right after all? I wrote down everything Lyra said and handed it directly to Alan in the kitchen of the Tartan. Seemed easier than trying to remember that Tabitha is a heathen who likes her hamburgers medium well with mayo only. 

Except it seems that detail is burned into my brain. It makes me curious what else she likes that is completely opposite of what I prefer. Everything about Tabitha interests me, but this is the first time ever I’ve been in a sanctioned role where digging in might be encouraged.

“I have to confess,” I say casually when my burger—medium rare with cheddar, pickles, ketchup, and mustard—is mostly gone. “You’re going to have to really sell me on whatever it is that you think you’re going to get out of whatever I’m doing here.”

Tabitha sets down her burger, which is not the first time she’s done that in order to speak as if her brain can’t make words while her hands are occupied. It’s cute, even though it’s part of what clues me in that she’s out of sorts.

I hate that she isn’t automatically comfortable with me. It’s one of many reasons I’ve never thought about pursuing her the way I wish I could. Lyra is a big one, too. She’s been warning me away from Tabitha since my fifteenth birthday.

“It’s okay, I have a plan,” she says with a little more cheer. Probably because we’re moving on to the purpose of my visit, which is not the date I wish it was. “I need you to take me on a few dates.”

A bite of hamburger sticks in my throat and I cough, my eyes watering. It’s only after I take a huge swig of my water bottle that I can formulate words. Maybe she’s on to something with not talking and eating at the same time. “I’m sorry, what?”

“Practice dates,” she corrects in a hurry. “Not real ones. Here at the store. So I can work on my confidence. How to talk. How to sit. What to do with my hands.”

She flips a palm to the side, nearly knocking over her own water bottle in a giant exhibit A of her point.

“Why can’t they be real dates?” That sounds like my voice, but surely I would not be dumb enough to open that can of worms. They can’t be real dates because…reasons I struggle to remember all at once.

“Because I have to practice. Duh. If I were on a real date with you, I would be so nervous that I would forget all about my objective.”

Good. I almost growl it out loud. I don’t. That’s not what this is. I guess. “What do you need to practice?”

She brightens a bit more. I like this well enough to push down my feral need to talk her out of this ridiculous idea that ends with her running off to meet her dream guy under the mistletoe, only it’s me instead. Or it’s no one because I don’t show up, leaving her to think ShreddingPages is a jerk.

“That’s where the plan comes in.” She pulls out printed sheets and hands them to me.

Baffled at the care that went into this, I glance over the grid. “You printed out the plan?”

“It was too hard to read on my phone. There are a lot of details.”

“Uh, huh. This has days across the top. And there are five.”

Her bottom lip disappears between her teeth as she bites it. “It’s a lot. I know. We can cut it down. I know how busy you are, and getting five days of your time is—”

“Fine,” I cut in. “That is literally not the issue. I’m done with ski groups by 4:30 at the latest.”

Have to be, or we’ll be skiing in the dark this time of year.

“Well, sure, but you have a social life, right?” She laughs. I don’t.

“Assume that when I said I was in, I meant I was free.” I point to the plan. “You need five days of help?”

Brows knit, Tabitha gives me the side eye with a hint of working-something-out. “You have five free nights? In a row?”

Oh. Walked into that one. Scrambling, I grin to hide how pathetic I feel. “This week. Good thing you didn’t hit me up after Christmas.”

Tabitha nods as if this makes more sense. “Lucky timing.”

Lucky she can’t see through my big fat lie, more like. I’m between women. Ish. If a six-month dry spell counts as between-ish. I quit dating when I joined the book club, actually. “Now that we’ve established that I’m here and a willing participant who is not standing up my flavor of the month, spill this plan.”

“It’s simple.” She gets animated again. “I need help with basically everything. So each night will be dedicated to one thing. Planning the meeting. Small Talk 101. Body language coaching.”

“Hold up.” I pinch the bridge of my nose as I visualize coaching her through how a man shows that he’s into you. “These are terrible subjects.”

Tabitha sits back in her chair, her shoulders slumping, but she’s trying hard to hide it. “Maybe not to someone like you.”

Ugh. This whole plan needs to go out the window if it’s making her feel this bad about herself. “Tab, you have got to get over the idea that dating comes easy to me. You don’t see a Mrs. MacLellan around here, do you?”

“But if you wanted one, you could have ten candidates lined up,” she points out.

“Sure. So could you.” I stare at her until she rolls her eyes. “You know what I’m talking about. Your dad owns half of Kilt Valley, including the building we’re sitting in. Does that make Mr. Right magically appear? No. It makes it a million times harder to sort through the gold diggers and status seekers and people who care about power.”

Not to mention the ones who figure out that Leith MacLellan, the hugely famous movie star, is my brother. Ironic since we haven’t spoken in four years. That’s why Lyra and I are so close. Why I won’t jeopardize my relationship with her, not even for Tabitha.

She’s looking at me with a giant dose of compassion and other stuff I don’t want to examine too closely. “I had no idea, Liam.

The whole subject is making me fidget like the chair suddenly got less comfortable in the last four seconds. “It’s not a big deal. I’m fine with it. Serial dater here, remember?”

“Except you’re free this week,” she murmurs. “I wonder why that is.”

“Moving on.” I clear my throat, but the rawness doesn’t fade. Probably because I don’t ever tell people this kind of stuff, least of all Tabitha freaking Douglas. “I’ll do whatever you planned for three of the five days, but the other two are mine.”

That gets her attention. “What, like you have subjects you want to teach me?”

Oh, boy. Do I. But that is not what we are doing here. “I mean, the whole point is you’re asking me for my expertise. You’re going to have to trust me.”

She crosses her arms. “Is the activity for your two days negotiable?”

“Not even a little bit. First item of business. How to deal with rejection.”

Tabitha practically recoils as if something smacked her in the face. “Rejection. You think ShreddingPages is going to take one look at me and balk?”

“It’s a possibility.” A light in her eyes dims and it slices through me as if she’d picked up a machete to make her point. “I mean, obviously he’s not going to run away when he sees your face.”

“He might,” she insists. “I’m not supermodel material.”

The fact that she considers this a negative puts steam in my blood. “What kind of men are you hanging out with? Tab, you’re a beautiful woman. Your hair color is so unique that people dye theirs to try and match it. You’re educated and kind. Why in the world would anyone not fall at your feet?”

Since I did that exact thing just a few hours ago, she should believe me.

Eyes wide, Tabitha stares at me. “Is this you flirting with me? You never flirt with me.”

“Then you should know I’m not doing it now.” Frustrated for reasons I cannot begin to articulate, I rake a hand through my too-long hair, which is normally covered by a beanie or a ball cap, neither of which are appropriate for whatever this is. “I don’t flirt with you because flirting is what I do with women who don’t matter.”

Okay, way too much information. Reeling it all back is likely fruitless, but I can’t sit here and let her think that she has rejection in her future because there’s something wrong with her.

If anything, it’ll be because there’s something wrong with me.

It’s not lost on me that the only way I can be authentic with Tabitha is when I’m in the middle of a command performance. I wouldn’t be here telling her this stuff otherwise.

But that doesn’t mean that I have to encourage her to keep going down this path. My goal is still talking her out of this mistletoe disaster in six days.

She’s still watching me carefully. I blow out a breath. Failure is not an option here or she’s going to end up hurt. That would feel way worse than the machete to the gut a minute ago. 

“Let’s get back on track. Rejection. How to handle it,” I say firmly. “What if he doesn’t even show up?”

Nodding a bunch, she stares at a spot above my head. “I thought about that. Like, what if he’s as shy as I am? This might be all for nothing.”

I nearly groan at the simplicity of that solution. Of course that’s what I need to do. Let her go through this first lesson, which is how to set up the meeting according to the plan laid out across the table. Then I all have to do is say no when she contacts me. I can even tell her that I am not good in person and that’s why I’m using an app for a book club instead of finding an in-person group.

Yeah, I’m a little slow.

“Well, looks like you did actually come up with the best plan,” I say brightly. “Send him a message and say you want to meet. Get that settled and out of the way, so we know what we’re working with. You never know, he might just decline out of the gate and then we don’t even have to go through with all of this.”

The thought is depressing. I’m actually looking forward to having an excuse to see Tabitha four more times this week. But it’s better if I let her down now.

“Oh, no,” she says, horrified. “I couldn’t possibly. What if he does say no? I can’t—I mean, this is why I asked for your help. You obviously have a much better idea of what I should be learning in these sessions than I do. What can we do tomorrow night that will make it easier to handle being steamrolled?”

Dang. Yeah, I’m super awesome at being the wingman for a woman I’ve had a crush on for over ten years. I sigh. What we need to be working on is how to get me out of this impossible situation. Since that’s not happening, the next order of business is building up her confidence because clearly no one has ever done that for her in the whole of her life.

No wonder she’s so shy. She’s been spending time with people under the expectation that they’ll be disappointed in her. And what am I doing? Reinforcing that.

“Okay, hold off on contacting him.” I roll my eyes at myself for caving so quickly, but internally where she can’t see it. “Tomorrow we’ll work on small talk. You can spend the whole time practicing on me.”

Yay. I have to ensure that goes well by doing the opposite of what I did today—being all over it. Acting like I’m into her after spending a decade pretending I’m not.

“But we didn’t talk about the meeting. How to set it up. What’s the perfect scenario.” A line appears between her brows as she frets over it.

“Trust me, Tab. You just have to show up and it will be perfect.”
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