
CURVES AND COWBOYS 2 BOX SET (Coldwater Springs 5-9)

BBW Western Romance

By

Jenn Roseton



  	
	    
	      Also by Jenn Roseton

	    

      
	    
          
	      Billionaire Brothers

          
        
          
	          The Cowboy’s Runaway Bride (BBW Romance - Billionaire Brothers 1)

          
        
          
	          The Cowboy's Runaway Bride

          
        
          
	          The Tycoon’s Reluctant Bride (BBW Romance - Billionaire Brothers 2)

          
        
          
	          The Lawman’s Blackmailed Bride (BBW Romance)

          
        
          
	          The Lawman’s Blackmailed Bride

          
        
          
	          The Rancher's Royal Bride (BBW Romance)

          
        
          
	          The Rancher’s Royal Bride

          
        
          
	          The Cowboy’s Mail Order Bride (BBW Romance - Billionaire Brothers 5)

          
        
          
	          The Cowboy’s Mail Order Bride

          
        
          
	          A Billionaire Brothers' Christmas

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Coldwater Springs

          
        
          
	          Curves and the Cowboy

          
        
          
	          Curves and the Sheriff

          
        
          
	          Curves and the Rancher

          
        
          
	          Curves and the Rodeo Star

          
        
          
	          A Curvy Coldwater Christmas (BBW Romance - Coldwater Springs 5)

          
        
          
	          A Curvy Coldwater Christmas

          
        
          
	          Curves and Cowboys 2 – BBW Western Romance Boxed Set (Coldwater Springs 5-9)

          
        
          
	          Curves and the Russian Wrangler (BBW Romance - Coldwater Springs 6)

          
        
          
	          Curves and the Russian Wrangler

          
        
          
	          Curves and the All-American Male (BBW Western Romance - Coldwater Springs 7)

          
        
          
	          Curves and the All-American Male

          
        
          
	          Curves and the Marshal (BBW Western Romance - Coldwater Springs 8)

          
        
          
	          Curves and the Marshal

          
        
          
	          Curves and the Billionaire Ranch Hand (BBW Western Romance - Coldwater Springs 9)

          
        
          
	          Curves and the Billionaire Ranch Hand

          
        
          
	          Curves and Cowboys

          
        
          
	          Curves and Cowboys Boxed Set BBW Romance

          
        
          
	          Curves and Cowboys 2 – BBW Western Romance Boxed Set (Coldwater Springs 5-9)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Millionaire Cowboys

          
        
          
	          His Tempting Bride (BBW Western Romance - 1)

          
        
          
	          His Tempting Bride

          
        
          
	          His Mysterious Bride (BBW Western Romance)

          
        
          
	          His Mysterious Bride

          
        
          
	          His Desperate Bride

          
        
          
	          His Desperate Bride (BBW Western Romance – Millionaire Cowboys 3)

          
        
          
	          His Inconvenient Bride (BBW Western Romance – Millionaire Cowboys 4)

          
        
          
	          His Inconvenient Bride

          
        
          
	          His Troublesome Bride (BBW Western Romance – Millionaire Cowboys 5)

          
        
          
	          His Troublesome Bride

          
        
          
	          His Midnight Bride (BBW Western Romance – Millionaire Cowboys 6)

          
        
          
	          His Midnight Bride

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Nick and Amy

          
        
          
	          Bridegroom Wanted (BBW Romance)

          
        
          
	          Bridegroom Wanted

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Sisters of Rose Lark Ranch

          
        
          
	          The Billionaire’s Secret Bride (BBW Western Romance – Sisters of Rose Lark Ranch 1)

          
        
          
	          The Billionaire’s Secret Bride

          
        
          
	          Claimed by the Cowboy (BBW Romance – Sisters of Rose Lark Ranch 2)

          
        
          
	          Claimed by the Cowboy

          
        
          
	          Captured by Grace

          
        
          
	          Captured by Grace (BBW Western Romance)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          The BBW Romance Collection

          
        
      

      
    
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Also By Jenn Roseton

Curves and Cowboys 2 – BBW Western Romance Boxed Set (Coldwater Springs 5-9)

A Curvy Coldwater Christmas (BBW Romance - Coldwater Springs 5)

Curves and the Russian Wrangler (BBW Romance - Coldwater Springs 6)

Curves and the All-American Male (BBW Western Romance - Coldwater Springs 7)

Curves and the Marshal (BBW Western Romance - Coldwater Springs 8)

Curves and the Billionaire Ranch Hand (BBW Western Romance - Coldwater Springs 9)

Sign up for Jenn Roseton's Mailing List

Also By Jenn Roseton

CURVES AND COWBOYS 2 BOX SET

A Curvy Coldwater Christmas (BBW Romance - Coldwater Springs 5)

Curves and the Russian Wrangler (BBW Romance - Coldwater Springs 6)

Curves and the All-American Male (BBW Western Romance - Coldwater Springs 7)

Curves and the Marshal (BBW Western Romance - Coldwater Springs 8)

Curves and the Billionaire Ranch Hand (BBW Western Romance - Coldwater Springs 9)

A Curvy Coldwater Christmas (BBW Romance - Coldwater Springs 5)

by

Jenn Roseton

Copyright © 2014 by Jenn Roseton

All rights reserved

No part of this publication may be copied, reproduced in any format, by any means, electronic or otherwise, without prior consent from the copyright owner and publisher of this book.

This is a work of fiction. All characters, names, places and events are the product of the author's imagination or used fictitiously.

This is a sexy contemporary romance novelette

Kate Richmond surveyed the few remaining loaves of bread with satisfaction. Ever since she’d opened her little bakery in Coldwater Springs six months ago, her artisan loaves had sold out almost as fast as she could make them.

A native of Chicago, she’d finally had enough of the big city and her demanding career as a pastry chef in an award-wining restaurant there, and had decided to move somewhere with a slower pace of life.

Although she was an only child, she wasn’t particularly close with her parents. She got on well enough with them, but after a lifetime in upper middle-management, her folks were now enjoying a well-earned retirement almost continuously cruising the world. 

Looking out of the window of her small shop, Kate saw people scurrying in and out of the cold, dodging the occasional snow flurry. She smiled, relaxing on the stool behind the counter, grateful for the lull. Although it was just after lunch, the bakery had traded briskly all morning.

Her gaze flickered to a tall man who looked to be in his mid-thirties striding along the pavement. Was it Flynn, Cade Winters’ cousin? No, she didn’t think so. Disappointment washed over her. 

Flynn Winters. Every time she thought of him, her cheeks burned. She didn’t know whether it was his tall, sturdy muscular frame, his shock of dark brown hair, or his brown eyes flecked with gold that made her stomach flutter whenever she saw him. Or maybe it was all his features combined in a ruggedly handsome face. Not only was she attracted to him physically, but he also seemed like a nice guy.

Not that he’d ever find out about her feelings for him ...

The bell tinkled over the door and a woman in a pale blue, quilted parka rushed in. “Hi, Kate.” 

“Hi, Sarah.” She waited while her friend shrugged back her parka hood. “What can I do for you?”

Sarah’s eyes twinkled. “It’s what I can do for you.”

Not long after Kate had arrived in Coldwater Springs, she’d met Sarah. The curvy brunette had taken her under her wing and introduced Kate to her own friends - Cassie, Emma, and Sarah’s cousin Libby. Now Kate had four girlfriends she knew she could count on, as well as have fun with.

Kate smiled at her friend’s enthusiasm. “What’s that?”

“How would you like to be Mrs. Claus in the Christmas parade?” Sarah looked hopeful.

“What? I thought Mrs. James was playing Mrs. Claus.” She frowned. Mrs. James was a fifty-year-old matron who’d played the role for the last ten years. Her husband played Santa. 

She didn’t know whether to feel insulted or excited that Sarah had asked her to fill in as Mrs. Claus. Well, she guessed she wouldn’t need much padding to fill out the costume. 

At twenty-nine, she had a generous, curvy figure that she’d always thought would look so much better on her if she was a lot taller. Like Flynn. Instead, her curves always made her question whether she should have one more morsel, one more bite of her delicious bread and pastries. At times, she couldn’t avoid sampling her own baking - she had to make sure it tasted how it should. But it was all too easy to indulge in one of her yummy treats when she knew she really shouldn’t. 

“Flu.” Sarah scrunched up her face. “Unfortunately, it’s going around. I’d volunteer to play the part myself, but Chase put his foot down.” She patted her stomach, hard to discern underneath the bulky coat. “He says I should be putting my feet up 24/7, even though I’m not due for another four months.” She shook her head. “I don’t know how I persuaded him to be okay with me organizing the parade.” A beatific expression crossed her face. “Oh, yeah, I do.”

Kate hid a grin. Sarah and Chase were so in love with each other, it was ridiculous. In fact, all her friends seemed to have blissfully happy marriages. But would she ever find the right guy and fall in love with him? Her expression sobered. Even if she did, there was no guarantee that this mythical guy - okay, maybe Flynn Winters - would return her feelings.

“Have you decided on a name yet?” she asked.

“No,” Sarah replied. “We looked through a baby name book, but I think that made it even harder to choose. We’ve decided to wait until the baby is born, and then see if a name on our shortlist will suit him or her.” She sighed. “It’s a long shortlist, though.”

Kate made a sympathetic face. “Have you got time for a hot chocolate?” She held up a mug.

“No.” Sarah looked regretful, then clambered onto a stool next to the counter. “All I want to do is get home and put my feet up. I hate to admit it, but maybe Chase is right.” She dug in her purse and pulled out a notebook. “So, what are you doing on December twenty-third?”

“I’ll guess I’ll be playing Mrs. Claus in the parade.” Kate gave in with good grace.

Sarah smiled. “I knew I could count on you.” She made a tick on her notebook and stuck it back in her handbag. “Oh, I forgot to tell you,” she added casually. “Mr. James has got the flu as well. Flynn’s going to be Santa Claus.”

Kate’s eyes widened. She was still processing that last sentence when her friend slid off the stool and looked out the window. 

“Now I really have to go.” Sarah winked at her. “I think you’ve got a customer.”

Kate watched Sarah exchange greetings with the tall, dark-haired man striding into her bakery. Flynn Winters. Her parade husband. 

“Hi, Kate.” The gorgeous hunk walked up to the counter.

“Hi.” She knew she sounded breathless, but there wasn’t anything she could do about it. She just hoped her cheeks hadn’t reddened too much.

“Got any sourdough left?”

“Sure.” She wrapped up one of the last loaves, hoping he wouldn’t notice her hands trembling. Get a grip. “Here you go.” Kate placed the loaf of bread on the counter. Say something.

“Sarah tells me—”

“Sarah just told me—”

They spoke at once. 

Flynn chuckled. “You first.”

She took a deep breath. “Sarah tells me we’re going to be in the parade together.” As husband and wife. She really had it bad.

“That’s what she just told me too. I’ve never done anything like this before.” He paused. “Have you?”

“No.” She shook her head, desperately wishing she could say something besides a one-word answer. Why was she so shy around guys? Or was she only shy around Flynn?

“So ... do you want to get together to rehearse? Sarah gave me a copy of the script yesterday.” He gazed at her speculatively. 

“Lines? We have lines?” She stared at him. When Sarah had asked her to play Mrs. Claus, she’d imagined herself riding on a float, waving to the kids lining Main Street. Not speaking lines in public.

“Yeah.” He gave her a crooked grin and her heartbeat quickened.

“Sarah didn’t mention anything to me.” She frowned. Was this her friend’s idea of matchmaking?

“Maybe she forgot. Chase said a couple of days ago that organizing the Christmas parade isn’t as easy as it looks.”

“You’re right.” She nodded. It had been crazy to suspect Sarah of setting her up with Flynn. Just because she’d admitted a few weeks ago that the man was yummy didn’t mean her friend had somehow managed to get both of them to appear in the parade. And that they’d have to rehearse together...

“How about tonight?” He quirked an eyebrow at her.

“Tonight?” she echoed. She’d been so busy thinking how gorgeous he looked that she’d missed his question.

“To run lines. The parade’s next week.”

“Oh.” Her heart skipped a beat. “Sure. Do you want to come over to my place?” Praying her cheeks hadn’t reddened again, she waited for his answer.

“Sounds good.” He grinned. “Seven-thirty okay?”

“Fine. I live at 125 Main Street.” She tried to smile, wondering if she would hyperventilate instead. As she watched him walk out the door, she felt like a giddy teenager.

***

Kate checked her reflection one last time. Tendrils of light brown hair framed her heart-shaped face, while the green sweater she wore highlighted her dark green eyes. Dove-gray pants cut to flatter her curvy frame completed the outfit.

Flynn should be here any minute. The doorbell rang and she darted to the hall, before taking a few seconds to control her breathing.  When she thought she was ready, she unbolted the heavy wooden door.

“Hi.” She gazed up at him, noticing the snowflakes studding his dark brown hair and heavy black coat.

“Hi.” He smiled at her, and her knees wobbled.

Belatedly, she remembered he was barely dodging a flurry of snow. “Come in.” 

“Thanks.” He hung up his coat on a wooden peg in the hall and followed her through to the living room. “This is cozy.”

“I think so.” Kate looked with satisfaction at the cream walls, light blue carpet and comfortable furniture. She rented the cottage furnished, and had been pleasantly surprised when she’d moved in. “Libby used to live here, before she and Jake got married.”

“I know.” He nodded. “Cade told me.”

Since Flynn had arrived in town, whenever she saw Cade, Emma’s husband, she immediately thought of Flynn. Although they were of similar height, build and attractive, Kate privately thought Flynn was the slightly better looking of the two. Or was that just because she’d been drawn to him from the first moment she saw him?

“Would you like a drink?” She crossed to the small kitchen. “I make hot chocolate with European chocolate.” 

“That sounds great.” The corners of his mouth tugged upwards. “I was hoping it wouldn’t snow much tonight so I could get through from the ranch, and so far it looks good.”

“So what made you move here from Montana?” she asked, as she put milk on to heat and started grating Belgian chocolate. “Emma mentioned it,” she added casually.

He chuckled. “Cade kept pestering me, telling me what a cool place Coldwater was. My folks are living in a retirement community in Arizona, so Wyoming is a bit closer to them. I came out here for a quick visit about three months ago. Then, when Cade told me the ranch on Gum Road was for sale, I managed to negotiate a good price for it.” He paused. “How about you?”

“How do you know I’m not a local?” she teased, stirring the chocolate into the milk. She always felt more confident in a kitchen.

He shrugged. “Cade told me. He can’t get enough of your blueberry Danish since you opened the bakery.”

“That’s one of my most popular items.” She couldn’t help a rush of pride. Emma was a pretty good baker, so for her husband to like anyone else’s baked goods was a big compliment.

“Your sourdough’s mine,” he replied, his lips quirking into a smile.

She tried to suppress a blush. Gathering her thoughts, she replied, “I moved here eight months ago when I realized I wasn’t enjoying my job as a pastry chef in Chicago any more. It was all rush, rush, rush, and creating desserts didn’t give me pleasure any longer. I was so tired, I could barely see straight when I was awake.” 

It was too embarrassing to tell him about the time she’d nearly fallen asleep in the bathtub. When she had blearily squinted her eyes open, her mouth had been just under the surface of the tepid water. She’d quit her job the next day.

“So what made you move here to Coldwater?” he inquired.

Kate couldn’t help a soft smile touch her lips. “When I was five, my family spent the summer in Wyoming. I never forgot the feeling of having all that space around me.” She shrugged. “When I quit my job, it seemed natural to move here and see if I could make a life for myself.” 

She peeped up at him through her lashes. He’d entered the kitchen, his hands tucked in the back pockets of his freshly pressed jeans. She could stand here all night just looking at him. Sigh.

He grinned. “I’ve heard that even Betty comes into the bakery for something sweet.”

Betty ran the local diner and her homemade cherry pies were legendary. To have her seal of approval was something of a coup for Kate.

“Mm-hm.” Her eyes held a glimmer of humor. “I’ve always wondered if I’d have any customers if Betty hadn‘t popped in one day and tried a Red Velvet cupcake.”

“I’m sure you would have.” He flashed a grin. 

Flustered, she busied herself with the hot chocolate. “It’s ready.” She carried two mugs to the large wooden table that dominated the kitchen.

“Thanks.” He sat at the table, taking an appreciative sip. “Mm. Delicious.”

Kate slid into a chair opposite him and sipped her own drink, unable to hide her pleasure at his compliment. If only the way to a man’s heart was truly through his stomach, then she’d have no trouble at all. Unfortunately, most men she met seemed to want a super skinny girl who could cook like a dream. So not her - the skinny part, anyway.

After a couple of minutes, Flynn cleared his throat. “I guess we better start practicing our lines.”

Apprehension fluttered in her stomach and she took a quick sip of her rich hot chocolate. “Okay.”

He dug in his back pocket and pulled out a crumpled sheet of paper. Smoothing it out on the table, he said, “According to Sarah, the float will stop in the middle of Main Street, where we’ll say our lines.” He looked across the table at her. “Don’t laugh, okay?”

“Of course not,” she promised, wondering exactly what was in the script.

Flynn took a deep breath. “Mrs. Claus, it’s time for me to jump in the sled and deliver all the good boys’ and girls’ presents.” He slid the paper across to her, his tanned finger pointing to a place halfway down the page. “This is your line.”

She kept her eyes fastened on the script, wondering what would happen if she reached out and touched his hand. Don’t think about it.

“Take care, Mr. Claus,” she spoke the line hesitantly, unused to play-acting. “Christmas dinner will be waiting for you when you come home.” She passed the piece of paper back to Flynn. 

“I also have a gift for you, Mrs. Claus. Ho, ho, ho.” Flynn looked directly into her eyes. “It says we kiss.” 

“It does?” Her cheeks felt white-hot. “Where?”

“Right here.” He turned the script upside-down and indicated a typewritten line.

Mr. and Mrs. Claus embrace and kiss on the lips was emblazoned on the white sheet of paper. Kate had concentrated on saying her line correctly, and hadn’t looked further down the page to see what came next.

“Oh.” She didn’t know what else to say. She looked up at him, unable to take her eyes off his face. 

“I think we should practice,” he said, his eyes darkening as he held her gaze.

“We have to kiss in front of everyone at the parade?” She couldn’t help the slight squeak in her voice.

“Yeah.” A sexy smile edged his lips. “That’s why we should practice first. To make sure we get it right.” A dimple flashed in his cheek, belying his serious tone.

Kate certainly couldn’t imagine Mr. and Mrs. James kissing as Mr. and Mrs. Claus, even if they had been married a long time. Was this Sarah’s idea? Or was she just being paranoid?

“Okay,” she replied, butterflies jitterbugging in her stomach. She’d dreamed about kissing Flynn. Who was she to argue with the script directions?

He stood, brandishing the piece of paper. “We should do it exactly like we will on the float.”

Kate nodded, rising from the table. She could certainly do this. But what would Flynn think after he kissed her? That he preferred petite skinny girls? Or sky-high glamazons who were just as tall as him but had a figure to die for? As he took a few steps toward her, she gave thanks that she’d diligently applied lip balm all winter. At least her lips would be soft and smooth.

She held her breath when he stood before her. Gazing up into his gold-flecked brown eyes, she felt a rush of awareness run down her spine. They were really going to kiss.

“Ready?” he asked huskily, gathering her into his arms.

Nodding, she allowed herself to relax in his embrace, her hands tentatively touching his trim waist. His strong, muscular arms, honed by ranch work, held her securely - not too tight, and not too loose. In fact, just right.

It had been so long since she’d been held by a man. Too long. Even if she’d had the inclination to date over the last few years, she’d been too busy with her cooking career. She’d barely had enough time to sleep, let alone steam up the sheets with a boyfriend. Although she’d had a few boyfriends in the dim, distant past, she wasn’t exactly beating off eligible men with a stick.

Until now. 

Telling herself not to be silly, she tilted up her face. It was a stage kiss. Nothing to get excited about.

But when Flynn’s lips hovered above hers, her heart hammered. His mouth touched hers, oh so slowly, his lips caressing, seeking, tasting. She closed her eyes, giving herself up to the incredible sensations swirling through her.

This wasn’t a stage kiss. It was so much more.

She blinked when he eventually released her lips. Somehow, she didn’t think Santa had ever kissed Mrs. Claus like that.

“I think that was a good start,” he said a little hoarsely, banked heat in his eyes.

A good start? It had been incredible.

“Yes,” she murmured, surprised she could even speak. His arms were still around her, and she realized that during the kiss, her hands had grasped his waist more firmly.

“Maybe we should practice some more tomorrow.” He seemed reluctant to let her go as he loosened his arms around her. “I can stop by the shop in the afternoon.”

“Okay,” she said, trying to control her wobbly breathing. 

“I’ll make sure I bring the script.” 

***

The next day Kate couldn’t stop thinking about Flynn’s kiss. He’d gone home shortly after, repeating that he’d see her tomorrow. And now, it was just after two o’clock. 

She’d had to concentrate during the rush hour at lunch, but all too soon, she’d been free to let her mind drift back to the subject of Flynn Winters.

Did Santa really kiss Mrs. Claus in the parade every year, or was Sarah responsible for adding that stage direction? Somehow, that seemed more like something Sarah’s cousin Libby would do. When she saw Sarah again, she would definitely ask her.

And maybe she would even thank her.

The bell tinkled and Flynn strode into the shop. Kate clutched the counter, telling herself to act natural.

“Hi.” He smiled at her, pulling the script out of his jacket pocket.

“Hi.” She couldn’t help feeling a little shy as she greeted him. 

“Is now a good time to run lines?” He looked around the small space, devoid of customers.

“Perfect.” Just after lunch was usually a quiet time. 

He cleared his throat and repeated the line from last night, before handing the pages to Kate.

With growing confidence she recited her own line, then gave the script back to him. He didn’t even look at the text as he delivered his line about giving her a gift, although she was sure there was a gleam in his eye when he said, “Ho, ho, ho.”

There was a pause, and Flynn looked at her expectantly.

“What?” She felt her face grow warm. 

“It’ll be easier to put my arms around you if you come out from behind the counter.” He grinned.

Flustered, Kate left the safety of the wooden counter top and walked around to the other side. Her breath skipped when his heated gaze traveled over her face. He wrapped his arms around her and drew her close, before lowering his head and kissing her.

This time, her arms stole around his neck as she melted into the kiss. He captured her lips, as if determined to learn everything about her. She pressed her body closer, suddenly wishing that he was kissing her because it would drive him absolutely crazy if he didn’t, not because the parade script told him to.

Flynn dragged his lips from hers, his breathing heavier than before. “I think we should practice a lot.”

***

The day of the parade dawned. The snow had held off and weak sunshine struggled through the clouds. She’d seen Flynn nearly every day since that first kiss. He’d often come into the bakery, buy a loaf of sourdough, and suggest they practice the scene again.

And again.

Kate sighed. Cassie and Luke had invited her to Christmas dinner, which she was looking forward to. But only one thing marred her first Wyoming Christmas.

She doubted Flynn would kiss her after today.

Although they’d gotten to know each other over the last week, there was no reason for Flynn to stop in the shop again, unless he wanted to buy another loaf of bread. And after today, there was no excuse at all for them to kiss - ever again.

She struggled into the Mrs. Claus outfit Sarah had given her. She was going to miss Flynn’s afternoon bakery visits. And his kisses.

Studying her reflection in the mirror, she made a face. The red velvet dress trimmed with white faux fur reached her ankles, and was too loose around her waist. Grabbing the padding Sarah had also provided, Kate unfastened the big black buttons starting at her neck and going all the way down to her knees, and added the cushioning to her not exactly flat stomach.

Now the buttons strained to meet around her middle. She grimaced, and plopped on the red velvet cap. Mrs. Claus femme fatale she was not.

Ten minutes later, after walking a couple of blocks to the center of town, she arrived at the marshaling area for the floats. After Flynn saw her in this costume, there was no way he would ever want to kiss her after today. Her shoulders sagged for a second, before she straightened them. Today wasn’t about her; it was about giving the local kids some Christmas joy.

“I’m glad you’re here, Kate.” Sarah snagged her attention and made a tick in her notebook. “Your float is the one over there that looks like Santa’s sleigh. Flynn’s already here.”

Taking a deep breath, Kate walked over to the gaily-decorated sleigh. Silver tinsel festooned the sides, while what looked suspiciously like a love seat occupied most of the interior. A big white sack inscribed with the word GIFTS tempted her. She peeked inside, presents wrapped in Christmas paper greeting her eyes. Picking one up, she shook it, but it felt and sounded empty.

“They’re just fake ones in case a kid is tempted to look inside the sack. They’d be pretty disappointed if it was stuffed with newspaper.”

Kate straightened at the sound of Flynn’s voice. “Hi,” she said, brushing back a stray lock of hair that had escaped from her red velvet cap.

“All ready for the parade?” He grinned, still looking handsome despite wearing a traditional Santa costume. The stuffing inside the costume and the white beard couldn’t detract from his rugged good looks.

“I think so,” she replied, trying to quell the shiver suddenly racing down her spine. 

“Good.” He held out his hand. “We might as well be comfortable while we wait for it to start.” 

He helped her up into the float, sitting beside her on the cushioned seat. His thigh touched hers, and even through the velvet fabric of her costume, his body heat made her pulse quicken.

“Maybe we should rehearse one last time.” His eyes glinted with devilment.

“No!” Although she couldn’t remember her single line right now, she knew she’d be lost if Flynn kissed her before the parade even started. Besides, what if somebody saw them? Kissing in her empty bakery was one thing, but kissing in front of the whole town ... why had she said yes to playing Mrs. Claus? 

Because you didn’t know you’d be acting opposite the guy you’ve got the hots for.

She was never going to take part in a parade ever again.

“Hi, guys.” Libby Morgan bounced up to the float, her blonde curls framing her face, her curvy figure cute in black pants and a sky blue swing car coat. “Been busy practicing?”

“All week,” Flynn confirmed, a smile etching his features. 

Libby looked as if she was trying not to laugh. “Good. Kids look forward to the parade all year long. You want to get it right.”

“We sure do,” Flynn answered with a wink.

Kate felt heat warm her cheeks. “Are you helping Sarah with everything?” she asked her friend.

“Yep,” the blonde replied. “And Jake’s around here too, keeping the traffic situation under control.” Jake, the sheriff of Coldwater Springs, was Libby’s husband. “Have fun, you two.” She waggled her hand and sauntered off, leaving the two of them alone.

Before Kate could think of anything to say, the driver jumped into the cab of the float and started the engine. 

“Looks like this is it,” Flynn remarked, putting a steadying arm around her as the float jerked into motion.

“Yes, it does.” She couldn’t think of anything else to say. She reveled in the feel of his arm around her shoulder, and gently leaned back against him. 

“When we stop in the middle of Main Street, we’ll stand up and say our lines,” Flynn murmured in her ear.

“Okay.” Kate hoped he couldn’t hear the pounding of her heart as the float crawled along the road. She’d never been interested in public speaking, and although she only had one line to say she still couldn’t remember what it was. Why hadn’t she written it on her hand?

And then there was the upcoming kiss.  She just hoped her face wouldn’t turn as red as her costume when they locked lips.

After a few minutes of waving to the kids lining each side of the street, it was time to say their lines. The float stopped and she stood, Flynn extending a hand to her. 

In a loud, booming voice, Flynn spoke. “Mrs. Claus, it’s time for me to jump in the sled and deliver all the good boys’ and girls’ presents.” 

Looking up into his face, her line suddenly came to her. “Take care, Mr. Claus. Christmas dinner will be waiting for you when you come home.” Relief whooshed through her as she delivered the words loud and clear.

“I also have a gift for you, Mrs. Claus. Ho, ho, ho.” 

Kate felt herself melt at the look in Flynn’s eyes. Surely that glint of desire couldn’t be play-acting? He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her close. She held her breath as his mouth descended. Although they’d been practicing all week, this would be their last kiss.

His mouth snared hers, his lips caressing her own. She relaxed into the kiss, wanting to savor every microsecond. His lips were firm and warm, delving, exploring. Distantly she could hear people cheering, and it took her a moment to realize the applause was for them.

With what seemed like reluctance, Flynn finally released her lips, keeping an arm around her as he waved to the crowd. Dazedly she followed suit, still in a fog from that amazing kiss.

The last one ever.

***

The parade was over. Back in the marshaling area, Flynn helped her down from the sleigh. She grasped his hand, certain that this would be the last time she would feel the warmth of his calloused palm against her own, softer skin.

“Well, that was fun,” he said, his eyes gleaming.

“Yes.” She memorized his face, seeing past the addition of the long white beard to the planes of his cheeks and jaw line.

“Can I give you a ride home?” 

She hesitated. Why not? She’d probably never see him again after today except as a regular customer at the bakery. What was wrong with enjoying his company for a few more minutes?

“Sure.” She smiled tentatively, hoping he couldn’t tell how much the kiss on the float had affected her.

They started walking back to his car, parked on a side street. Just as they were about to turn the corner, a black quarter horse galloped down the street, its hooves thundering against the pavement. 

“Look out!” Flynn propelled her towards the relative safety of her bakery, then with a muttered oath, swept her into his arms.

Kate squeaked, automatically clutching his shoulders. The creature snorted and rolled its eyes as it barreled past them, obviously spooked by something.

Flynn breathed easily as he held her. This close to him, she could smell the faint, warm scent of his aftershave. Her heart melted once she realized the danger had passed. He didn’t seem to have any problem carrying her.

“Are you okay?” His brown eyes darkened in concern.

“I’m fine,” she murmured, wishing they could stay like this forever.

“Good.” A smile rumpled the corner of his mouth.

Sarah bustled up to them. “Are you guys okay? Emma and Cade have gone after Shadow. A little boy blew his trumpet right next to the horse’s ear and he bolted.”

“Will Shadow be okay?” Although Kate had been scared by the close shave, she felt sorry for the poor horse. 

Sarah smiled. “I’m sure he’ll be fine. He boards at Emma and Cade’s ranch and Cade trained him a while ago.” 

Just then, the clip-clop of hooves greeted Kate’s ears and she saw Emma and Cade leading the now docile horse back to the marshaling area.

Kate breathed a sigh of relief at the sight of the unharmed creature.

“I’ll see you both at Cassie and Luke’s the day after tomorrow.” Sarah stifled a grin. A tall, good-looking man rounded the corner. “Chase has come looking for me.” She waved goodbye as she hurried to meet her husband.

Kate watched Chase sweep his wife into a long kiss, then realized exactly where she was. In front of her bakery, in Flynn’s strong arms.

Sara’s words echoed in her mind.

“You’re invited—” She and Flynn both spoke at once. He nodded for her to speak first.

“Cassie invited me a few weeks ago. She said they were all getting together on Christmas Day and she wouldn’t take no for an answer.” This close to him, she could see his dimple flash in his cheek as he grinned. 

“Same here. Except Luke did the inviting.”

He gazed down at her, and she hazily wondered if he was going to kiss her again. But there’s no need. 

Giggling kids ran past them, and Flynn’s arms tightened around her for a split-second, before he gently set her down. 

“I’ll guess I’ll see you at Cassie and Luke’s.” His gaze snared hers.

***

Kate parked next to Flynn’s SUV, in front of Cassie and Luke’s farmhouse. Only a light dusting of snow decorated the ground, for which she was grateful. She’d been a little worried that the weather would be too bad to drive the twenty minutes out of town to arrive at the ranch, but so far the weather had been mild for December.

“Merry Christmas!” Cassie opened the front door before Kate even had time to find the doorbell hidden in the middle of a large green and red wreath.

Kate hugged her auburn-haired friend, the goodies she’d made for the festive meal dangling from her arm in a Santa decorated bag. 

“Flynn’s here,” Cassie said breathlessly, ushering Kate into the hall.

Kate nodded. “I parked next to his car.” Her pulse skittered at the thought of seeing her parade husband again. 

“Hi, Kate.” Libby appeared, beaming. Flynn was right behind her.

“Hi.” She smiled at both of them, hoping nobody could hear the sudden pounding of her heart.

“What have you got there?” Libby dived for Kate’s bag. 

“Orange-cranberry bread and a loaf of sourdough,” she replied, hoping she wasn’t blushing. She’d had to make the sourdough, knowing it was Flynn’s favorite.

Libby’s eyes twinkled as she suddenly looked up. A sprig of mistletoe hung down from the light fixture. “You guys have to kiss.” She pulled Cassie out of the way, leaving Kate and Flynn standing next to each other. “Don’t they, Cassie?”

Cassie hesitated, looking from Kate to Flynn. “We shouldn’t interfere, Libby,” she said in a low voice.

“It is Christmas.” Flynn eyed the red berry-tipped green sprig. “And that’s definitely mistletoe.”

Before Kate knew exactly what was happening, he’d slipped his arms around her waist. “Merry Christmas,” he murmured, before capturing her mouth.

Without conscious thought she pressed herself against him, her lips parting in surrender. She lost all track of time, captivated by his kiss.

When they finally broke apart, she blinked, disoriented. Libby and Cassie had disappeared.

“Come on.” Flynn clasped her hand and led her into the living room.

“Merry Christmas!” Sarah and Chase, Libby and Jake, Cassie and Luke, and Emma and Cade all looked up from their conversation. Libby looked like she was trying not to giggle, her eyes flickering toward Kate and Flynn’s entwined hands.

Libby’s husband Jake whispered something in her ear and she nodded, her expression sobering as she snuggled into his arms.

A large, fresh pine tree decorated with colored baubles and twinkling lights took up one corner of the room. 

“Come and sit down.” Cassie patted the empty space on the large sofa next to her and her husband, Luke. 

Flynn sat next to Kate, his thigh brushing hers. A warm flush stole through her at the contact.

“How’s Shadow?” Cassie asked Emma.

“He’s fine.” Emma smiled, nestled next to Cade. “Once we got him home, and I brushed him and gave him a special treat, he was back to his old self.”

Cade chuckled. “You mean you whispered sweet nothings in his ear.” He paused for effect. “Lucky horse.”

“Oh, you.” Emma nudged him in the ribs, shaking her head in wry amusement.

“Did everyone enjoy watching the parade, Sarah?” Libby asked innocently, stealing a glance at Kate and Flynn.

Her cousin smiled. “Yes, I think they did. A couple of people came up to me saying they thought the scene between Santa and Mrs. Claus was romantic, and wondered why they didn‘t kiss last Christmas. In fact, if Mr. and Mrs. James aren’t able to play their parts next year, would you and Flynn consider being Mr. and Mrs. Claus again, Kate?”

Kate felt her cheeks heat at the thought that practically the whole town had watched her and Flynn kiss. While she was still thinking of an answer, Flynn jumped in. 

“No problem, as long as Kate plays my stage wife.” He eased an arm around Kate’s shoulder.

Everyone looked expectantly at Kate. Nothing like being put on the spot, she thought ruefully. “I guess so.” She hoped her voice didn’t sound squeaky. There was nothing she’d like more than for Flynn to kiss her again, even if she had to wait a whole year for him to do so. He only kissed you today because of the mistletoe.

“Are you going to have time to organize it next year, sweetheart?” Chase asked his wife, his hand gently stroking her rounded belly.

Sarah smiled up at him and then at her friends. “I’m sure I’ll get some assistance if I need it.”

“I’ll help,” Libby volunteered, stifling a
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