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        Thanks for picking up my book! If you want to check out more of my titles, please visit my author page at www.authorabbyknox.com.
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            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Wishes, Snow, and Mistletoe

      

    

    
      
        
          Comfort and Joy

        

        
          
            Comfort and Joy

          

          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Snow Plowed

          A Santa’s Coming Novella

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Be sure to read all five novellas in the Santa’s Coming series!

          

        

      

      
        
          Crash Into Me

        

        
          
            Summary

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Snowed Under

        

        
          
            Summary

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Wish List

          A holiday novella

        

        
          
            Wish List

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Saved for Me

        

        
          
            Saved for Me

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          The Christmas Pickup

        

        
          
            The Christmas Pickup

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Hot Off The Press

        

        
          
            Hot Off The Press

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Queen Bee

          A Greenbridge Academy Romance

        

        
          
            Queen Bee

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Written in the Stars

          A Small-Town Bachelor Romance, special Christmas edition

        

        
          
            Written in the Stars

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            More by Abby Knox

          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Wishes, Snow, and Mistletoe

          

        

      

    

    
      Do you love winter and holiday reads? How about TEN OF THEM?

      Wishes, Snow, and Misteltoe is is the perfect primer whether you're new to my books or a longtime reader, and want all the fun and spice of the winter season in one collection.
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        By ABBY KNOX

        Part Two of the Windy City Holiday Duet

      

        

      
        Joy is a happy little cookie baker in her happy little Cookie Cottage. Every holiday season, she delivers sweet confections and Christmas cheer from one end of the city to the other. One day, she gets a surprise visit from a health inspector who turns her life, her livelihood and her heart, upside down.

      

        

      
        Brady is a health code inspector who receives a complaint about a local cookie baker. When he investigates, he comes face to face with his high school crush. The old flames of attraction rekindle, but there’s one problem. He’s bound by law to close her shop until further notice.

      

        

      
        Go ahead, take a bite out of this sweet and saucy holiday romance! It’s chock full of Christmas cheer, filthy talk and possessive alpha hotness!  I triple dog dare ya!
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      Joy

      

      1998

      

      “I’m sorry, you can’t be in the audio/visual room,” says an authoritarian teenage male voice.

      I’m looking through the shelves of film canisters, pushing buttons on a sound board, and taking stock of all the cool stuff in this room when the voice startles me.

      I look up and there he stands. Brady Comfort, president of the A/V club at Saint Emil’s High School. I roll my eyes. I should have known he was going to be a problem when I signed up for this extracurricular. He thinks he’s so important. Talk about a medium-sized fish in a tiny pond. Not even a pond. More like a sad little puddle.

      “Oh hi, Brady,” I say, as nicely as I can, ending up sounding a bit stiff. “I must be the first one here. Sister Mary Margaret said three p.m., right after school.”

      “You can’t be in here, you might mess something up,” he says.

      “I’m not touching anything.”

      “I saw you messing with the sound board. Please don’t.”

      “OK, OK. Touchy,” I say. “So when do we get to start filming movies?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “That’s what A/V does, right? I mean, I had to pick an extracurricular to make me look well rounded on my application to culinary school, so I may as well have some fun. What’s it gonna be this semester? A horror movie or something romantic?”

      Brady blushes. He stammers, “We…we don’t do any of that.”

      The other members of the club begin to arrive. I make a mental note that every single one of them is a male.

      “Hey, gentlemen,” I say. “I’m Joy. In case some of you are wondering what’s happening right now, yes, I am a girl. So tell me, what do you all do in here?”

      Brady speaks again. “We produce the announcements and we provide technical support for school-wide assemblies and…”

      “Bo-ring! You’re telling me you have access to all this cherry equipment and nobody does anything fun with it?” I say.

      “It’s not supposed to be fun. It’s supposed to be a learning environment.” He actually says this.

      “You seem like a barrel of monkeys,” I say.

      Brady does not deny that he’s a terrible bore. In fact, he embraces it. “Yep. That’s it. You are correct. We’re a pretty boring bunch. You might try cheerleading or something a little less…intellectual.”

      “Excuse me?” He has got to be bullshitting me.

      “Yep, you should go right now and try out for the cheerleading squad. They’d be lucky to have you,” Brady says.

      Something weird is going on with his face. He is now beet red and barely able to look me in the eye.

      Well, screw this guy. “You know what? I don’t need an extracurricular this badly.”

      And with that, I swear off A/V club and Brady Comfort and all those misogynist nerds at Saint Emil’s.

      

      What a weird school this is, I think.
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        * * *

      

      Brady

      

      1998

      

      What in the actual shit is this?

      My homeroom teacher is passing out the copies of the latest edition of the school newspaper, the Saint Emil Eagle. On the front page is an editorial piece titled “Sexism in the A/V Club?”

      The editorial details an anonymous female student’s experience trying to join the A/V club and being denied entry because of her gender.

      She is quoted as saying, “The president, Brady Comfort, told me I might be better suited for the cheerleading squad. I’m calling him out as a misogynist and calling for the dissolution of the A/V club altogether.”

      I read the words with my mouth agape.

      I am humiliated.

      On the other hand, “anonymous” is right. It was a totally inexcusable thing for me to have said to her.

      But there’s just one problem.

      She’s totally misinterpreted the motivation behind me saying it.

      It was true, I was trying to keep her out of the A/V club.

      I didn’t want her in the club because every time Joy Mazer is around, I can’t concentrate. She messes up my perfect world.

      Every class I share with her, I get Cs in. I am not a C student. I have been an A student since the third grade.

      But this year, I failed my senior biology test because I couldn’t stop staring at the back of Joy’s sweater.

      She is turning me into an idiot.

      The cheerleading suggestion just randomly flew out of my mouth. It had nothing to do with my lizard brain wanting to see her in a short, pleated skirt. Well, actually, it had a little bit to do with that.

      Saint Emil’s Catholic High School cheerleading skirts are not even that exciting. They fall all the way to the knee.

      But none of the twisting of my words matter now. I should not have said it, and now I’m screwed. Worse, the A.V. club is screwed. And even worse than that, I would never again for the rest of my life have any hope of asking out Joy Mazer.
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      Joy

      

      2018

      

      It is shaping up to be the perfect Black Friday.

      Donning my gingerbread man apron, I have my entire day all planned out.

      I’ve been up all night—not waiting in line for Target to open, but puttering away in my cute little white outbuilding behind my home on Chicago’s northwest side.

      Nicknamed the Cookie Cottage, it is where I spend most of my time between September and Saint Patrick’s Day. Here is where I make people happy in my small way during the holidays. I bake cookies, pies, cakes and everything in between.

      After I graduated with honors from culinary school, my proud papa surprised me by rehabbing the old wood shed and installing a small but workable commercial kitchen, complete with stainless steel appliances.

      I had started the business out with old family recipes that came over on the boat from Poland, which were a huge hit in the neighborhood. After a year, my baked goods had a following. After two years, I was breaking even on the business. And by the third year, I had a waiting list on Christmas cookie party trays.

      After six years, my parents moved to a retirement village and rented the house out to me. And when I first got married ten years ago, my then-husband and I bought the house from my parents. Good thing the house was in my name, or that fool would have gambled it away along with anything else that wasn’t nailed down.

      Since that mistake of a marriage, I prefer the company of cookies. I don’t know if you know this, but cookies and pastries are incapable of telling lies.

      So this is why, on this pre-dawn Black Friday morning, I am surrounded by rolls and rolls of cookie dough and unbaked pie crusts ready to freeze. Not to mention a full stove, where I’m cooking down last summer’s raspberries, plums, apricots and grapes to make the jam for the traditional filled Polish kolaczki cookies.

      The pungent aromas of cooking fruit and butter and sugar is so overwhelming, I open the window to let some of the heat out.

      “Please don’t wake up on my account, Frank,” I mutter to myself as I prop the window open.

      Frank is my new neighbor. One day after moving here, he wandered right into the Cookie Cottage while I was busy making my famous maple pecan cookies. He was raving about the aroma. Well, of course he was.

      But what he didn’t seem to understand, and still doesn’t, is that the Cookie Cottage is not a storefront kind of business, where anyone can just wander in off the street to buy things. I work by appointment, and people only come here to pick up their orders.

      One mistake was forgivable.

      After his second visit the next day, his hulking frame taking up a third of the space in the cottage, I started locking the door.

      I have an inkling why he keeps coming back, and it isn’t the smell of my cookies.

      And now that my best friend, Maxine, is in the middle of an amazing whirlwind romance with our old high school classmate, Stoner Spice, my standards for a dating candidate have become even more stringent.

      Sure, I’m a 38-year-old divorcee in the middle of a severe dating drought in a neighborhood full of everybody’s grandparents, but so what? No reason to settle for the first doofus who trespasses on my business and won’t take no for an answer.

      Thinking about Frank is making my skin crawl. I go and make sure the door is locked.

      On my way back to the stove, five huge stock pots bubbling away, I let out a scream. At the open window is Frank’s face. He is illuminated by the lights inside and he looks extra pasty and menacing, even with a smarmy smile.

      “Hey, good-lookin’! Whatcha got cookin’!”

      Barf.

      “Jeez, Frank. It's six o’clock in the morning. What are you doing?” I say, trying to sound not frightened.

      He laughs, completely oblivious to the fact that he’s just scared the piss out of me.

      “Oh, I was just lying in my bed, having really nice dreams about my favorite cookie baker, and waking up to delicious smells. What can I say, you are the pied piper and I am but a hopeless devotee.”

      I sigh as I make a show of getting back to work, stirring the pots of bubbling fruit and sugar vigorously. “If you’d like to place an order, please do so on my Facebook page. Now please, I’m trying to work.”

      “Well, excuse me, I’m just trying to make small talk.”

      I shake my head.

      “By scaring the shit out of me in the dark? Stick to sleeping,” I say.

      “Actually I decided to take my morning passeggiata. Care to join me?” He’s serious.

      “Frank. Obviously, I am working,” I reply, rolling my eyes.

      “Oh, but come on. You work from home, who are you reporting to? You can take a break whenever you want!”

      It is that kind of attitude that makes my blood boil. “I answer to my customers. The Polish Community Center’s Christmas party is in two weeks and they placed the biggest order I've ever had. And as you can see, I’m cooking about about six dozen quarts of jam to prepare for that order. So if there’s nothing else…”

      I really want to cuss him out and tell him to beat it. But I do have to choose my words carefully. He’s a high-powered attorney with a lot of business and government connections.

      “Nothing else, sorry to bother you. Just wanted to check and make sure there still wasn’t a ring on that finger of yours. Talk to you soon, cookie lady. And please let me know if there’s anything—anything at all—I could do for you and your…quaint little business. As an alderman-elect, I could be very useful to you,” he says, the words spilling out like they have oil all over them.

      And with that he strolls off. I know what he means. He’s looking for a bribe, for some kind of special treatment. So strange. This is the Cookie Cottage, not a construction company making a bid on a city project.

      I huff and go over to the window to shut it and lock it. Then I turn on the stove’s fan full blast and drag out my box fan to cool me off while I work.

      “What a slime ball,” I spit out as I put in my earbuds and start listening to my favorite relaxing music. Dean Martin and Christmas songs: the perfect remedy.

      Soon enough my mood shifts as I think about Maxine and Stoner. He is such a nice guy. And he’s crazy about Max. He probably always was. What I haven’t told Max is that whenever I’ve stopped in for a drink at Stoner’s bar, Butch’s, he has always asked how she was doing in California.

      One could reason it was just friendly small talk. But I saw something else there. His face took on a certain level of interest that went beyond small talk. He was always genuinely interested in talking about Max. It was sweet. I don’t consider myself a matchmaker, but I was, at the moment, congratulating myself for steering Max to Stoner’s bar on her first night home for Thanksgiving vacation.

      As I start to pour the finished fruit jam into sterilized jars, I continue to hope that somewhere in the city of Chicago waits some guy as nice as Stoner for me. Glancing at the window, thinking I might have seen Frank walk by again, I hope this mystery man surfaces sooner rather than later.
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      Brady

      

      I sit at my desk at the city health code department and stare balefully at the stacks of paperwork.

      This is not how I imagined I would be spending my life at 38 on Black Friday. I had imagined myself married with kids by now, maybe taking some pint-sized hooligans out for pizza and movies while their smoking hot mother spends the day shopping with her gal pals.

      Instead, after sixteen years, I’m still the low man on the totem pole in my department, which oversees and updates heath inspections for the city’s food establishments. And we’re completely backed up. So, to get the boss’s attention, I have taken it upon myself to come in to work the day after Thanksgiving and tackle the log jam of work.

      It’s not that I don’t like the job. It suits my fastidious personality enough. But it’s not exciting enough to offset my seriously lame personal life.

      I’ve dated different women on and off since college, but nothing ever lasted very long. I work late hours and sometimes weekends, by choice.

      I sip my stale coffee and pull off my necktie.

      I don’t even know why I wore a tie in the first place. There is literally nobody else in the office. “Should have volunteered to babysit my niece,” I mutter.

      I reach over and slide the first sheet of paper off the top of the stack. I stare at it for half a minute before giving up and dialing up my sister. Maybe they could meet up for lunch and I could take Sophie out to a movie for the afternoon. Nobody would ever even notice I was gone. As I dial up my sister I realize my desk phone is ringing.

      I answer it and the man on the other end announces himself as the alderman-elect Frank…something.

      “What can I do for you?” I say politely.

      Frank continues, “I’ve received a complaint about possible contaminants in some baked goods at a business in my neighborhood,” he says.

      “That’s very serious,” I say. “What business? What kind of contamination?”

      I take down the information and tell the alderman-elect I would look into it.

      After I get off the phone, I stare at the paper. “The Cookie Cottage.” I check the address. It’s on the northwest side, on a little side street north of Milwaukee Avenue. Pretty close to where I grew up, actually.

      When the data search on my computer turns up the Cookie Cottage, the name of the proprietor pops out at me. “Joy Mazer.”

      Oh. Shit.

      I really wish I hadn’t answered that phone today.
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      Joy

      

      It’s about time for me to take a break.

      I’ve got all my jars of jam sealed and ready. There’s enough there to fill cookies for an entire year. This afternoon, I’ll start rolling out the cookie dough.

      It’s been a long morning. I’m in desperate need of a shower. My hair is half-in, half-out of the messiest of messy buns. My apron is covered in splashes of raspberry jam. The cold air outside has my cheeks and lips cracked and in need of moisturizing, and yet my T-zone is oily from so much working and sampling sugary jams at the stove.

      I am ready for a long soak in lavender bath salts, followed by the longest nap ever known to mankind. And then maybe I’ll meet up with Max and Stoner at the bar later. That’s some rest and relaxation I can get on board with.

      God, I think. I hope Frank never figures out my favorite local bar or I’ll never have any peace.

      Suddenly, there’s a knock on the door. Crap.

      “Frank, I told you, I’m busy at work. This is not a walk-in business!”

      The voice on the other side of the door is definitely not Frank. “Um, ma’am? I’m with the city health department? Open up, please.”

      “Health department? I’m all up to code,” I say. I fling open the door and there in front of me is none other than Brady Comfort, he of Saint Emil High School’s audio/visual club.

      Except, that can’t be right. This is a doppelgänger. Has to be.

      A taller, sturdier, very nicely bearded dopplegänger of the shy, skinny Brady Comfort from high school. Shoo-whee. Whoever this is, he’s a dish. A fine, expensive, well-groomed, good-smelling plate of man meat. And in my current state, I’m a busted, dirty cake plate. “Can I help you?”

      “Are you Joy Mazer, the proprietor?”

      “Whatever gave you that idea?“ I say with a smirk, pulling off my disgusting apron.

      “May I please come in?” His voice is deep and his lips look delicious.

      His manner is very officious and by-the-book, in a cute kind of way. I feel like giving him a hard time, but those chocolate-brown eyes—and even more chocolatey hair, beard and striking eyebrows—are working against my snarky side.

      I realize he’s freezing his ass off out there, and I stand aside. “Sure, be my guest,” I say, swallowing. I’m trying not to drool.

      Standing inside the Cookie Cottage, the Brady dopplegänger smells even yummier than he looks. I smell high-end, outdoorsy beard oil, but it’s not overpowering.

      And now, he’s looking at me like he recognizes me.

      But no, it can’t be true.

      There’s just no way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Brady

      

      It’s her.

      The entire drive over here I was hoping it wasn’t her.

      Surely, there is more than one Joy Mazer in Chicago. There’s probably a dozen.

      But as I drove closer to the neighborhood, I had a bad feeling.

      And as I pulled up to the address, which I sensed might have been her parents’ house back in the day, I was even more sure it was same Joy.

      Hearing her voice on the other side of the door, my suspicions rose to 99.9 percent confirmed.

      And now that I see her, it’s all over.

      It’s her.

      And 100 percent of my body is flooded with the same high school feelings I had at the age of 17.

      For a brief second, I’m a skinny, pimply, anxious nerd all over again.

      But now I come to my senses. I’m not a 17-year-old pimply kid anymore. I might not be an Adonis, but I'd like to think I’ve beefed up a bit since then.

      I can see from her expression she’s trying to place me.

      I take out my badge and show it to her. This action feels very dorky, like I’m on some kind of power trip. She’s the last person on earth who I’d want to think I’m on a power trip.

      “Brady Comfort, city health inspector.”

      Her eyes widen and she smiles. “That Brady? From Saint Emil’s?” Her wide smile and dancing eyes make me realize she does not see me as the nervous little twerp who crossed her all those years ago, and I’m relieved.

      I laugh stupidly. “That’s me.”

      She laughs back in surprise at the coincidence. It’s a hypnotic sound. I regret she’s going to be far from laughing when she finds out why I’ve come here. Impossibly, Joy is more stunning that she was in high school. If I’m not mistaken, she actually has a happy tear shining in the corner of her eye. The sight of it makes my heart clench in my chest.

      And then, her face falls. “Oh god. The Brady Comfort of the A/V club that I torpedoed.”

      I shrug, like it’s no big deal.

      She continues, and I can see there’s no stopping her monologue. “I have to tell you, I feel bad for causing the whole club to dissolve. I should have just asked for an apology. I’ve felt guilty about this for so many years and I never thought I’d get the chance to apologize to you, but here you are! Oh god, I’m babbling. I’m just so surprised and it’s making me emotional!” She dabs at the corner of her eye as she chuckles again.

      She means every word. She honestly feels bad, I can see it in her eyes.

      I hate this. A protective streak inside of me that wasn’t there before suddenly crops up. I want to hug her and tell her she shouldn’t be troubled about any of this.

      I’m shocked at myself for all the strange chemical reactions she’s causing in my mind and my body. Nobody I have dated ever made me feel this protective.

      “It’s all water under the bridge. High school stuff,” I say.

      The wish to touch her is turning quickly into a need. I’m biting the inside of my cheek to focus on something painful.

      She surprises me by coming in for a hug.

      “Water under the bridge,” Joy says. She’s close now, her arms wide open, her bright smile destroying any barrier I thought I needed. We hug. And I’m struck by the overwhelming sense that I’ve finally come home. Joy is all lush hills and curves inside my arms, but her grip on me is tight. She has impressive upper body muscles, no doubt from all this repetitive, solitary work.

      This delicious hug lasts a few seconds longer than it should, and we both know it. I try not to make any noise while I inhale a face full of her scalp scent. She is made of brown sugar, butter, ginger and cinnamon. Everything I see, smell and feel right now is giving me a woody the size of a French loaf.

      I let go of the hug first; I don’t want “Li’l Brady” pressing too hard against her stomach to scare her away.

      “So, Joy Mazer, catch me up on what you’ve been doing since graduation,” I say, trying to get my mind off my dirty thoughts, as hopeless as that is.

      She grins again. Her cheeks are slightly pink from whatever we both felt during that hug. “I guess you didn’t go to the class reunion-slash-turkey crawl the other night.”

      I scoff. “I’m sure I wasn’t invited.”

      She shakes her head, “I technically wasn’t either, I just happened to be at the bar when they all stumbled in, drank up all the beer and left again.”

      I smile. “Butch’s. That place is still open, huh?”

      Joy laughs again and I’m intoxicated at the sound. “Yep. You remember Stoner? He owns the place now. You don’t get back up here to the old neighborhood much, do you?”

      “I don’t. This isn’t my area of the city, but I’m literally the only person in the office today,” I say.

      She nods and then takes me on the ten-second tour of the business. It’s simple and clean but with enough personal details that are very much…her.

      She has one accent wall painted with a pink and orange mural of owls and bluebirds. I recover a memory of her senior year locker… She’s applying lip gloss in a little pink and orange framed mirror, and there’s a sketch of an owl taped to the inside of the locker door.

      “You do that mural? I like it.”

      She smiles and playfully punches me on the arm. “Hey, thanks! Yeah, I like to doodle in my spare time. Birds. I don’t know why, I just always have.”

      “I know.” It slips out before I can catch myself.

      “What do you mean?” She narrows her eyes at me.

      I scramble to think of a good lie. But then I decide, fuck it. “I used to walk by your locker and make mental notes of what you liked.”

      Her eyes go wide again, and she puts her hands on her hips. “Brady, did you stalk me in high school?”

      She’s feigning outrage, but I honestly feel creeped out by myself. If she could see into my brain right now, she’d run screaming. All I can think about is licking up the jam that’s been spilled on her cleavage.

      She doesn’t even realize how beautiful she is. Her hair is up in a bun with tendrils falling down sexily around her face and neck. Her skin is dewy and glowing from hard work. The tops of her olive-toned breasts are visible in the unbuttoned Henley shirt she has on, beckoning me to touch them.

      “Kinda,” I say, with the cockiest look I can muster.

      I could be mistaken, but her ears seem to have just turned pink.

      The temptation to lean down and clean the jam off her cleavage with my mouth is getting almost too strong to hold back.

      The look on her face is telling me she knows I’m thinking inappropriate thoughts. This is all a nice, warm, but also awkward and electric moment.

      Which is all well and good, until I remember why I’m here.

      I have to tell her now.

      But I don’t.

      Joy is looking up at me with those pouty lips and curious, dancing eyes. Her dark hair is beckoning me to entwine my hands in it.

      I take a step closer.

      She doesn’t step back.

      Before I can second-guess myself, I’m slipping one arm around her little waist and pulling her in close. My lips close around hers.

      Somehow, by some kind of miracle, she’s not pushing me away.

      In fact, she’s kissing me back. And her lips’ and body’s response to me is making me lose even more control.

      I circle my other arm around her back. She rests both her hands on my chest and it sets fire all through me.

      I’m supposed to be doing my job. This is absurd!

      But there’s nothing absurd about it, my reptile brain says. It’s perfect. I feel it. I can tell she feels it.

      Finally, after what feels like ten minutes or more, we come up for breath. “I should probably tell you now what I’m doing here.”

      She smiles cautiously and crosses her arms in front of herself, unintentionally pushing her breasts together and making her all the more mesmerizing and tempting. “Yes, you should. To what do I owe this honor?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Joy

      

      I can hardly believe what I’m hearing.

      “You're what now?”

      He looks regretful as he repeats himself. “I received a complaint from a city official who said a citizen received contaminated cookies from you.”

      All the blood has drained from my happy places and my stomach is plunging to my feet. “Contaminated with what?”

      “I don’t know, but I have to take some items and have them tested. And we’ll have to contain the spread by shutting you down until we know more,” Brady says.

      “Shut me down? What the hell? Who sent you?”

      He sighs. Not because he’s exasperated with me, but clearly exasperated at having to do his own job. “I’m not at liberty to divulge the name, but he said his source told him the contaminated cookies came from a workplace party platter this week at the Hancock building.”

      I sit down on my stool because I’m starting to feel lightheaded. After I gather my thoughts, there’s only one way for me to respond.

      “Bullshit,” I say. “Come on, Brady. That party platter contained 12 batches of cookies and tarts. If I had poisoned a hundred people, certainly there would be emergency room reports about it!”

      He shuts his eyes and rubs the back of his neck like he’s in pain. “I wish you hadn’t told me that. We have to question everyone at that party.”

      I grit my teeth and stand up again. I am ready to spit nails. No, hammers. “Fine. I’ll call them right now.”

      I grab my phone, but he puts his hand on mine. If I’m so angry, why is his touch on my hand so welcome? It makes no sense.

      “Proper procedure, I can’t let you do that. I have to get the number and let the public health department handle it,” he says.

      I’m so confused. “But you are public health.”

      He shakes his head. “Technically I’m a health code inspector. Public health is a different department, they’re the ones who report and contain outbreaks.”

      I take a step backward. “Outbreaks!”

      Brady puts his hands up in surrender. “It could be somebody with an axe to grind, but we still need to investigate.”

      “An axe to grind? It’s the Cookie Cottage, Brady! It’s Christmastime!”

      “It’s actually just the day after Thanksgiving and not even December yet…”

      I huff, “Don’t mansplain my own crisis to me. You don’t have the foggiest idea what this is going to do to my business!”

      He puts his hand over his heart. “I do, though. This is what I do for a living. I have to shut down businesses on a daily basis.”

      I am starting to feel lightheaded again. He must have noticed because he grabs my stool and pulls it under me.

      He looks genuinely sad to be here telling me what might be the worst news in my entire life. He also seems to be glancing down at my breasts.

      Just like a man.

      I look down and see what has caught his attention. Oh god, and I’m a complete mess, too. He’s a grown, incredibly studly man with a very important city job, and I’m the sad, messy girl living in her parents’ old house with a business that can’t even manage to not poison people.

      “I don’t care what you say,” I say. “I’m calling that group at the Hancock myself to make sure everyone is OK. It would be inexcusable if I didn’t.”

      “Do what you need to do, but there’s more,” he says.

      I look up at him, extremely annoyed that he’s still talking. “More than ruining my life? What?”

      “You don’t have a hand washing sink in here.”

      “Yes I do, I wash my hands in the kitchen, in the house,” I say.

      “That's not code. And also…”

      “Oh god.”

      “You don’t have a grease trap.”

      Now I’m pissed as hell. I stand up again to look him in the eye even though my eyes are at his chest level. His large, beautiful, sculpted chest. “I’m a bakery. I don’t need a grease trap.”

      “Every food establishment is required to have a grease trap,” he says with an air of somebody reading a script from a handbook.

      “That’s bullshit. I don’t even make donuts!”

      Brady says, “I wish it were bullshit, in this case.”

      “I don’t fry anything!”

      “But you might,” he says.

      Any lustful thoughts I was having during that amazing kiss have gone right out my drafty window. “Are you serious?”

      “It’s a dumb rule, but if I see a finding, I have to put it in my report,” he says.

      “Then don’t put it in your report.”

      He looks down at me like he’s my dad, admonishing me. “I’ll get fired.”

      Now it’s me who is rubbing my face and my neck, trying to think what needs to be done. I don’t have the money for new equipment. “How long will it take to test the cookies?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “It depends on how backed up the lab is. I can hit them up Monday as soon as they open. But I still have to shut you down for the sink and the grease trap. You can’t open back up until those are in place.”

      Tears are welling up and I hate myself for it. “Are you kidding me?”

      “No,” he says, almost coldly. Where is the Brady from five minutes ago?

      “You can’t let it slide, for an old friend?” I try a smile, despite a quiver in my lip.

      He sighs and mutters something about wishing he’d gone to the movies instead of coming into the office today.

      “I’m very sorry. I’ll take that number from the office party and some samples of what you served them, if you have any leftover. That might speed it up.”

      “Unbelievable,” I sigh. I trudge over to fridge and grab the surplus cookies from the batches I had made for that order.

      “Here you go,” I say, pushing the box into his rock-hard abdomen.

      “What’s this?”

      Now, I’m exasperated. “Well, they ordered pumpkin cookies, maple creams, pecan sandies, and like a dozen other kinds. It’s all there.”

      I also hand him his own maple cream and pop one into my mouth. “That’s a free sample for you. Here, I’ll eat one too. Hope I don’t get sick! Bye now!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Brady

      

      Feeling like absolute shit, I ring up my sister instead of going back to the office. Like I should have done earlier that day.

      She and our dad are busy shopping on the Magnificent Mile and are just finishing up at the American Girl doll store.

      “Dad buy out the entire store for Sophie?”

      “Ha ha, no. But he did make a reservation for a birthday party,” says my sister Evie.

      “Crap, that had to set him back,” I say.

      She replies, “Yep.”

      I hear my dad shouting in the background, “Never you mind, Brady!”

      I also hear Sophie’s elated squeals, which means she is wound up and having a blast.

      As much as I did not desire to go to that store, I do regret missing family time.

      I ask them where they’re going to lunch, and we agree to meet up at Gino’s East for pizza.

      I’m starving and in need of some classic Chicago comfort food.

      Halfway through lunch, both my dad and sister can tell something is up with me.

      “Why do you look like someone just ran over your cat?” Dad asks.

      Sophie grows wide-eyed. She is five years old and takes everything anyone says literally.

      I look at Sophie and reassure her. “Sweetheart, that’s just an expression. I don’t have a cat, and nobody ran over one.”

      She nods and says, “You should get one.”

      “It wouldn’t be fair. I’m never home to take care of an animal,” I say.

      “You’re avoiding Dad’s question,” Evie interrupts. “What’s with the glum face? Did you not get enough pumpkin pie yesterday?”

      I shake my head. “I made the mistake of going into work this morning when I shouldn’t have.”

      My dad points a rough left fist at me and shakes it. He still wears his wedding ring on that hand, although Mom passed away nearly three years ago. “You spend entirely too much time over there. They’re working you to death. When was the last time you had a girlfriend?”

      “Dad,” I say, trying to stave off his rant about my personal life.

      “Ew, girlfriend!” Sophie says.

      “Table manners,” Evie reminds Sophie, handing her a napkin to wipe sauce off her little chin.

      “The answer is a long time ago,” Evie says, turning to me. “You should be out on the town with a woman instead of going in to work on Black Friday and hanging out with your dad and sister.”

      I sigh. I can’t avoid the topic with these two. “Well, I think I shot myself in the foot today on that front. I got a call from some power-tripping alderman-elect who obviously has an axe to grind. I went out to investigate a bakery and I found out it was a girl from high school. Worse, one I used to have a crush on.”

      Evie and my dad both look at me like I’ve lost my mind.

      “Which girl?” Evie asks.

      I give them the whole story and all three of my lunch companions are transfixed.

      “And now I have to send these cookies to the lab, when I know for a fact they aren’t contaminated. I ate some of them, and they’re fine. What’s worse, I had other findings while I was on site. I had to write them up and shut her down.”

      “Geez, bro. How do you ever get laid? People must hate you.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence, Evie. Nice language in front of your daughter, too.”

      “No problem, little bro. Sophie, cover your ears.”

      Dad’s eyes bore into me. “You know what you need to do, son,” he says.

      “What?”

      “Stop being so by-the-book and fix this,” he says.

      “Dad, I’m just an office drone. What can I do?”

      “You’ll figure it out,” he says.

      He’s right. In fact, I’m already hatching a plan.
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        * * *

      

      I feel sick. But not because I ate too much pizza, or because the cookies were contaminated. Of course, the cookies were fine.

      But because I am kicking myself for screwing up Christmas for Joy.

      As I drive around the city, I first decide to forget the phone number of the business that received the alleged bad cookies.

      Instead, I dial up the Cookie Cottage. No answer.

      Joy’s personal number is unlisted. Dammit. I park my car in a city lot nearby and pay the fee at the machine, even though I can always use my official city employee parking pass.

      I need to make too many phone calls to keep driving.

      And I’m so keyed up, I have to walk around. I can’t stand sitting still in my car when I have so much on my mind.

      As I walk all around the old neighborhood, I make several phone calls. I keep at it until a solid plan comes together. My voice is hoarse and my phone fingers are nearly frozen by the time I’m done.

      When I’m satisfied with my plans for how I’m going to save Christmas, I stop in at a high-end kitchen store. There, I buy the most expensive spatula I can find.

      I then make my way back to Joy’s house.

      There is no answer when I knock on her door.

      I march out back to the Cookie Cottage and see that the health department sign has been taken off the door.

      This is, in itself, a violation, but I’m not going to quibble over it.

      What is it about this woman that is making me break all of my own rules in one day?

      I tromp to the back door of her house and knock. But all I hear is a dog barking.

      Behind me, I hear a man’s voice.

      “And who are you?”

      I spin around and I see a large man with a face like the back of a snow shovel. He has a crew cut and a cocky stance.

      “I’m Brady, who are you?”

      “Frank Pinello, alderman-elect.”

      Well, this is one hell of a coincidence. What is he doing hanging around the Cookie Cottage, the place he had just filed a complaint against?

      “OK,” I reply, not ready to reveal to him who I am.

      “What district you live in?” The man has a thick, tough-guy Chicago accent and grammar that almost sounds put on.

      “South Loop.”

      “Not my constituent then. So what you doin’ nosing around the property of one of my constituents?”

      This is truly strange. He really likes that word.

      “I’m a friend of Joy. Do you live around here?”

      “I'm Miss Mazer’s neighbor. Do I need to call the cops on you?”

      “No, I just came to pick up a cookie order from her, but she’s not answering.” Yep. I tell a massive lie, and I don’t even care. This day is getting weirder and weirder.

      Frank looks me up and down like he does not believe me.

      He’s flexing his fists like he’s actually considering fisticuffs. He sneers when he explains things to me. “Well, she ain’t home. I suggest not nosing around. Her business is appointment-only; everybody knows that. Someone might think you're a stalker.”

      I walk away thinking it’s weird that Frank brought up the word “stalker.” I’m getting the feeling the word is more applicable to him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Joy

      

      I’m hiding under my covers in bed when I hear the knocking on my front door.

      I can’t deal with whoever that is right now. I’m too busy wondering what I’m going to say to my customers.

      I reach over to my nightstand and look for the twelfth time today at the official closure notice that Brady posted. Which I had promptly torn down as soon as he was out of sight. It reads: “Closed until further notice for health code violations.” My face turns to flames and I rip the paper up.

      At least I had the wherewithal to shower before putting on my pajamas and crawling under the covers. I can’t believe I was making out with the guy while covered in sweat and raspberry jam.

      I don’t know what else to do right now, so I cry.

      Tomorrow I’ll figure out what to do. But today, I'm just going to cry it out.

      My dog, Cooper, a golden retriever, hops up on my bed to keep me company while I sob.

      I know I’m an emotional person, but right now I’m also exhausted.

      A few minutes later, I hear knocking on the back door. “Piss off, Frank,“ I mutter.

      Cooper hears my voice and lifts his golden head to check on me.

      I gingerly sit up in bed and realize I still haven’t called up Joan from that office party to check on everyone. Surely, if someone had been made sick, I would have heard by now. The party was Wednesday.

      I see that I have a bunch of phone calls from a number I don’t recognize.

      I look at the card that Brady gave me and realize that he's written his personal cell on it. I check my phone, and that’s the number.

      He’s called me three times today.

      I know he was just doing his job, but I’m not ready to talk to him yet. I need a plan first.

      I dial Joan’s cell number.

      “Joy! How are you!” Joan graduated a few years ahead of me from Saint Emil’s. Her mom orders cookies for her Bunco club, and that’s how Joan's insurance company became a regular client of mine.

      “So I guess you’re not mad at me,” I say.

      “Mad at you? What for?” Joan sounds truly in the dark. “Your cookie platter was the talk of the party. Seriously. We all gained 15 pounds on your maple creams.”

      I’m so confused. “Joan, I have a weird question. Did anybody get sick after the party?”

      “Um, do you mean other than a hangover from too many Jäger shots? No. Why?”

      “Well, it’s weird. Somebody made a complaint about contaminated cookies. A city drone came over here this morning and shut me down, pending an investigation.”

      Joan says nothing seemed out of the ordinary. “If anyone got sick, I would have heard about it,” she says.

      “This is so strange,” I say.

      “Sounds like somebody doesn’t like you. Turned anyone down for a date?” she postulates.

      I laugh, but then the white-hot fear crawls up my neck. “Frank.”

      “Frank? Frank who?” she asks.

      “Pinello. My neighbor. Alderman-elect. Real pain in the ass. Will not leave me alone.”

      Joan is quiet on the other end. “Frank Pinello is your neighbor?”

      “Yes.”

      “And he’s been asking you for a date? And you’ve been turning him down?”

      The hairs go up on my neck. “Yeah, why?”

      She breathes out slowly and then says, “If it’s the same Frank Pinello that works at the firm down the hall from us here in the Hancock, then we’ve got your culprit,” Joan says.

      “Frank’s law firm is down the hall from you guys?” I’m starting to feel ill.

      “Yes, it is,” she replies.

      “Joan, I’m so sorry to bother you with this. Thank you for the info.”

      She assures me all is well. “I’ll be calling you next week to put a deposit on the Christmas party order. We’re going to need double what you made before.”

      I take down her specifics and hang up, even though I know there’s no way I’m going to be able to get the Cookie Cottage back up and running for Christmas holiday baking.

      Now I’m sad, panicked and scared for my safety. Frank did this, which means he’s not just annoying but a ruthless son of a bitch.

      I don’t know what to do next, so I call my best friend, Max.

      As soon as I hear her voice on the other end, I start sobbing.

      And then, she tells me that Stoner has just proposed to her, which adds sobs of happiness to my sobs of panic.

      Best friend that she is, she assures me we can all put our heads together and get it figured out.

      She’s sweet, but she doesn’t know as well as I do that you can’t fight the city and win.

      Christmas is ruined. Cooper seems to understand and plods over to lay his heavy head in my lap.

      There’s nothing left to do but get dressed, call for a Lyft, and join Max at the bar to get shit-faced.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Brady

      

      The neighborhood dive bar that I recall sneaking into with a fake ID back in the day has been upgraded since the last time I was here.

      It has been 20 years and a lot has changed. It’s slightly less sketchy but not too hip.

      There is a Celtic band playing music.

      I’m not 100 percent sure this was the right move on my part. It was just a hunch that she might be here to drown her sorrows.

      I spot her best friend Max and Max’s sister, Sam, who look like they’re celebrating something.

      I don’t see Joy. I scan the darker corners and then I see her.

      And immediately my hackles go up, because I see her small frame in the shadows by the nook where the bathroom is. And there, I see another silhouette hovering over hers. It’s a hulking meathead of a guy, and I know exactly who it is.

      I do not like this at all.

      That troll does not deserve to be anywhere near here.

      I eat up the distance between the bar and the ladies’ room hallway. I do my best to pretend Frank is invisible.

      “Joy,” I say, “I have a little bit of good news.”

      As I join them in the shadowy corner, I see her eyes land on me. Her face changes from anxious and annoyed to relieved.

      But also, cautious.

      I feel the fire between us that was built there with that kiss we shared hours ago.

      “Hey,” Frank says. “You’re that guy who was sneaking around Joy’s house.”

      “I wasn’t sneaking around. I was there on official business.”

      “What official business?”

      I ignore him. “Joy, the cookies have already been tested and they’re not contaminated. Someone filed a false report.”

      She smiles. “I know. I called Joan. Nobody got sick.”

      “I can’t imagine anything could be wrong with them. I tried some myself and your cookies gave me life,” I say, my eyes drifting down to her exposed cleavage. I have an irrational urge to shove Frank out a window for being anywhere near Joy’s cleavage.

      She hugs herself and looks down shyly. She’s now wearing jeans and a tight Cubs hoodie, the neckline of which hangs open down to her breastbone. I can see a little gold necklace with the letter “J” sparkling between her breasts.

      I look at it and I make a mental note to one day add a “B” pendant to that necklace, and also a bunch more letters for the names of each of our babies.

      She catches me staring down at her breasts, and she doesn’t seem all that creeped out. In fact, she gives me a come-hither look that sort of makes me want to grab her and take her somewhere to start making those babies immediately.

      Frank is gesturing with his hands. “Wait a minute. You’re the health inspector?”

      It’s amazing to me how stupid someone can be, and how easily they can get ensnared by their own devious behaviors.

      Joy turns to Frank. “Excuse me, how do you know the health department has been breathing down my neck?”

      “Oh wait a minute,” I say. “Are you the Frank Pinello, alderman-elect, who filed the false report against the Cookie Cottage?”

      He falls silent and looks like a dumb animal caught in a trap. Which is a huge insult to animals.

      “What’s the matter, Frank?” Joy says. “I’ve never seen you short on words, especially when you get to talk about your alderman-elect status.”

      The hulking frame hovering over her is clearly angry with the both of us.

      He finally blusters, “If that’s all you came to tell her, you can go now.”

      “Actually you can go now too, Frank,” she says. “If you’re the one who called it in, then I have nothing to say to you.”

      “Aw come on, babe. It was just my little way of trying to get your attention,” he says.

      “And ruin my business in the process?”

      Frank puffs up his chest. “You don’t need that business, not when Frankie’s there to take care of you,” he says. “You forget, my law firm handles some big cases.”

      She backs away. “Yeah, like embezzling former governors? I don’t need that kind of money.”

      I interject, “I think you’d better leave her alone because this is starting to look like harassment, alderman.”

      “Oh yeah, what are you going to do about it?”

      “Well, one thing I’m going to do is write you a ticket for making a false report. How does $500 sound? Decide now if you want to make a scene in front of your constituents, sir. Pretty sure I saw a reporter for the Trib over by the bar.”

      Frank mulls over his decision and then spits out, “I’ll go, but you can say goodbye to your cushy city job.” He stalks out with a bouncer close behind him.
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      Joy

      

      “Just hear me out, woman,” Brady is saying as I sip my whiskey and ginger ale.

      “I cannot afford a grease trap. I already told you,” I say. “Christmas is over. I might be able to get a business loan from the bank and get some work done in time for Valentine’s Day. But right now, I’ve just let down about a hundred little old Polish grandmas.”

      He looks pissed, but I’m the one who should be pissed.

      “Just let me take care of it. I can help you.”

      “I don”t want charity. I’m a business,” I say. “Both Stoner and Max have already offered to pay upfront for whatever I need, and I already turned them down.”

      “But I’m the one who ruined Christmas for all the little old ladies. Let me clean up my mess,” he says.

      “I’m not a damsel in distress. I should have researched the health code requirements and followed the rules like everyone else. I may be angry at you, but at the end of the day, this is on me. I don’t need you to come in on your white horse to save me.”

      Brady puts up his hands. “Fine.”

      “Fine,” I say, arching an eyebrow at him.

      He reaches inside his jacket and pulls something out. He plops it on the bar in front of me. It’s a beautiful wooden-handled spatula from that fancy kitchen store on Michigan. “Merry early Christmas.”

      My heart thaws just the tiniest bit. But I’m not ready to give in to…whatever this is.

      “You’re really stubborn, you know that?” he says.

      “And you’re really nosy,” I say.

      “Kind of my job.” God, he’s sexy when he knits those dark brows together in annoyance.

      “So you keep saying,” I say. Then I change my tone to softly say, “Thank you for the spatula. It’s very sweet of you.”

      He sighs and glances at his beer. “You’re welcome. I needed to do something after my crappy job made you hate me.”

      I sit up straighter. “So why don't you quit?”

      He shrugs. “And do what?”

      “I don’t know, but right now I kind of don’t want to talk about work anymore.”

      He looks at me sternly. “What do you want to talk about?”

      I see his dark eyes studying my face, drifting down to my neck.

      I lick my lips. “I don't know,” I say, starting to feel a little bit buzzed from the whiskey and ginger. “What do you want to talk about?”

      The drift of his eyes downward heats up every last bit of my hidden flesh.

      The answer is, he doesn’t really want to talk anymore.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Brady

      
      I keep my hand between her knees as we drive back to her house, because I just don’t want her to disappear on me again.

      I’ve never felt this possessive about a woman. It is ridiculous.

      But this whole entire day has been ridiculous, so I’m just going to go with it.

      “I hate that guy,” she says.

      “I was ready to punch his lights out,” I snarl.

      “Would it turn you on if I said the idea of you punching Frank’s lights out makes me kind of hot?”

      My hand glides up farther on her denim-covered thighs.

      “He’s been asking me out ever since he moved in next door.“

      From somewhere, a growl comes out.

      “If he ever touches you, I'll crush him.”

      She continues, “He gets really mad when I turn him down. I can see him walking up and down the street a dozen times every time I say no to his advances. It’s intimidating.”

      “Stop it,” I say. She’s driving me up the wall and the caveman is about to burst a blood vessel.

      “Why?” she purrs.

      “You’re making me lose it,” I reply.

      “And it’s making me even hotter watching you get angry about that guy. Would you like to know what else he does?”

      This woman. “Yes. No. Yes.”

      She sighs and leans over to me as I drive. “He leans in really close. Gets in my personal space. Just enough that I can

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-dinkus-palatino-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Hello from Abby!
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Wishes, Snow, and Mistletoe
      


      		
        Comfort and Joy
        
          		
            Copyright
          


          		
            Dedication
          


          		
            Comfort and Joy
          


          		
            Prologue
          


          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


          		
            Chapter 4
          


          		
            Chapter 5
          


          		
            Chapter 6
          


          		
            Chapter 7
          


          		
            Chapter 8
          


          		
            Chapter 9
          


          		
            Chapter 10
          


          		
            Chapter 11
          


          		
            Chapter 12
          


          		
            Chapter 13
          


          		
            Chapter 14
          


          		
            Chapter 15
          


          		
            Chapter 16
          


          		
            Epilogue
          


          		
            Epilogue
          


        


      


      		
        Snow Plowed
        
          		
            Copyright
          


          		
            Snow Plowed
          


          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


          		
            Chapter 4
          


          		
            Chapter 5
          


          		
            Chapter 6
          


          		
            Chapter 7
          


          		
            Chapter 8
          


          		
            Chapter 9
          


          		
            Chapter 10
          


          		
            Chapter 11
          


          		
            Chapter 12
          


          		
            Chapter 13
          


          		
            Chapter 14
          


          		
            Chapter 15
          


          		
            Chapter 16
          


          		
            Chapter 17
          


          		
            Chapter 18
          


          		
            Chapter 19
          


          		
            Chapter 20
          


          		
            Epilogue
          


          		
            Be sure to read all five novellas in the Santa’s Coming series!
          


        


      


      		
        Crash Into Me
        
          		
            Copyright
          


          		
            Summary
          


          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


          		
            Chapter 4
          


          		
            Chapter 5
          


          		
            Chapter 6
          


          		
            Chapter 7
          


          		
            Chapter 8
          


          		
            Chapter 9
          


          		
            Chapter 10
          


          		
            Chapter 11
          


          		
            Chapter 12
          


          		
            Chapter 13
          


          		
            Chapter 14
          


          		
            Chapter 15
          


          		
            Epilogue
          


          		
            Epilogue
          


        


      


      		
        Snowed Under
        
          		
            Copyright
          


          		
            Summary
          


          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


          		
            Chapter 4
          


          		
            Chapter 5
          


          		
            Chapter 6
          


          		
            Chapter 7
          


          		
            Chapter 8
          


          		
            Chapter 9
          


          		
            Chapter 10
          


          		
            Chapter 11
          


          		
            Chapter 12
          


          		
            Epilogue
          


        


      


      		
        Wish List
        
          		
            Copyright
          


          		
            Wish List
          


          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


          		
            Chapter 4
          


          		
            Chapter 5
          


          		
            Chapter 6
          


          		
            Chapter 7
          


          		
            Chapter 8
          


          		
            Chapter 9
          


          		
            Chapter 10
          


          		
            Chapter 11
          


          		
            Chapter 12
          


          		
            Chapter 13
          


          		
            Epilogue
          


        


      


      		
        Saved for Me
        
          		
            Copyright
          


          		
            Dedication
          


          		
            Saved for Me
          


          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


          		
            Chapter 4
          


          		
            Chapter 5
          


          		
            Chapter 6
          


          		
            Chapter 7
          


          		
            Chapter 8
          


          		
            Chapter 9
          


          		
            Chapter 10
          


          		
            Chapter 11
          


          		
            Chapter 12
          


          		
            Chapter 13
          


          		
            Chapter 14
          


          		
            Chapter 15
          


          		
            Epilogue
          


          		
            Epilogue
          


        


      


      		
        The Christmas Pickup
        
          		
            Copyright
          


          		
            Dedication
          


          		
            The Christmas Pickup
          


          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


          		
            Chapter 4
          


          		
            Chapter 5
          


          		
            Chapter 6
          


          		
            Chapter 7
          


          		
            Chapter 8
          


          		
            Chapter 9
          


          		
            Chapter 10
          


          		
            Chapter 11
          


          		
            Chapter 12
          


          		
            Chapter 13
          


          		
            Chapter 14
          


          		
            Chapter 15
          


          		
            Chapter 16
          


          		
            Chapter 17
          


          		
            Chapter 18
          


          		
            Epilogue
          


        


      


      		
        Hot Off The Press
        
          		
            Copyright
          


          		
            Dedication
          


          		
            Hot Off The Press
          


          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


          		
            Chapter 4
          


          		
            Chapter 5
          


          		
            Chapter 6
          


          		
            Chapter 7
          


          		
            Chapter 8
          


          		
            Chapter 9
          


          		
            Chapter 10
          


          		
            Chapter 11
          


          		
            Chapter 12
          


          		
            Chapter 13
          


          		
            Chapter 14
          


          		
            Chapter 15
          


          		
            Chapter 16
          


          		
            Chapter 17
          


          		
            Chapter 18
          


          		
            Chapter 19
          


          		
            Epilogue
          


        


      


      		
        Queen Bee
        
          		
            Copyright
          


          		
            Dedication
          


          		
            Queen Bee
          


          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


          		
            Chapter 4
          


          		
            Chapter 5
          


          		
            Chapter 6
          


          		
            Chapter 7
          


          		
            Chapter 8
          


          		
            Chapter 9
          


          		
            Chapter 10
          


          		
            Chapter 11
          


          		
            Chapter 12
          


          		
            Chapter 13
          


          		
            Chapter 14
          


          		
            Chapter 15
          


          		
            Chapter 16
          


          		
            Chapter 17
          


          		
            Chapter 18
          


          		
            Chapter 19
          


          		
            Chapter 20
          


          		
            Chapter 21
          


          		
            Chapter 22
          


          		
            Chapter 23
          


          		
            Chapter 24
          


          		
            Chapter 25
          


          		
            Chapter 26
          


          		
            Chapter 27
          


          		
            Chapter 28
          


          		
            Chapter 29
          


          		
            Chapter 30
          


          		
            Epilogue
          


          		
            Epilogue
          


        


      


      		
        Written in the Stars
        
          		
            Dedication
          


          		
            Written in the Stars
          


          		
            Copyright
          


          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


          		
            Chapter 4
          


          		
            Chapter 5
          


          		
            Chapter 6
          


          		
            Chapter 7
          


          		
            Chapter 8
          


          		
            Chapter 9
          


          		
            Chapter 10
          


          		
            Chapter 11
          


          		
            Chapter 12
          


          		
            Chapter 13
          


          		
            Chapter 14
          


          		
            Chapter 15
          


          		
            Chapter 16
          


          		
            Chapter 17
          


          		
            Chapter 18
          


          		
            Chapter 19
          


          		
            Chapter 20
          


          		
            Chapter 21
          


          		
            Chapter 22
          


          		
            Chapter 23
          


          		
            Chapter 24
          


          		
            Chapter 25
          


          		
            Epilogue
          


          		
            More by Abby Knox
          


          		
            About the Author
          


        


      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/comfortandjoy_title.jpg
COMFORT
—— AND ——

JOY






OEBPS/images/abby-logomail-copy.jpg





OEBPS/images/comfortandjoy_ecover.jpg
She's the only thing
worth loving
Christmas again.

PART TWO OF THE WINDY CITY HOLIDAY DUET

ABBY KNOX






OEBPS/images/wishes-1.jpg





