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Chapter One


C.J.

Robert clasped my shoulder, squeezing it harder than necessary. “You gotta do it, bro.” 
I glared at him out of the corner of my eye and wanted nothing more than to smack that scheming smirk off his face. “No, I don’t. Let’s go.”
“It’s your turn. If you don’t have a tree in that monstrosity of a house, Mom will be heartbroken.” The smirk dropped. Robert turned solemn, something he wasn’t prone to do. “She misses Zoe at Christmas.”
Breaking Mom’s heart was not an option this time of year. She missed our wayward little sister all year, but she only showed it at Christmas. She even left Zoe a note on the door every Christmas Eve to tell her where we all were. This year, it was my turn to host the family for Christmas Eve dinner. It was a tradition that started after I graduated from law school. Each year when one of my brothers joined the family firm, they would get added into the rotation. We all took our turn now. Except Zoe.
“We didn’t have to come here.” I glanced around at all the pines towering over me. This was the last place I wanted to be. A cool breeze swept through the needles, and the smell hit me like a punch in the nuts. 
“Best trees in Wichita.” Robert slapped my shoulder and stepped into the maze. 
Sighing to myself, I followed him and sent a little prayer to the heavens. 
It wasn’t answered. 
Charlotte stood at the register holding a wreath and smiling at an older woman. My gaze zeroed in on those lips. It was as if no time had passed, but it had been six months since I’d kissed them for the last time. I could still taste her. Her long brown hair was braided and hung over her shoulder. She’d pulled a pageboy cap down over her forehead, but the small bill didn’t hide her wide brown eyes. I was lost in them even though they weren’t on mine. 
“Yo, C.J.,” Robert yelled. My brother had no clue about discretion. Probably why he was such a good divorce lawyer.
Charlotte’s head snapped toward me. Our eyes locked. The heat was palpable. In three quick strides, I could wrap my arms around her and pull her against my chest. But she didn’t want that. If she did, she never would have left. 
Shaking my head, I turned away and lost myself in the trees until I found Robert by a tall spruce. 
“This should work nicely,” he said as he stared to the top. 
I glanced back at where Charlotte stood. Her lips were tight, and her gaze forced on the woman buying the wreath. The memories swirled between us. Her body against mine, her eyes fixed on me, her throaty moans.
“She’s cute,” Robert said. I snapped back toward him. He stared at Charlotte and wiggled his eyebrows. “You should ask her out.”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” I mumbled. The spruce would do in the front windows, but I would need another tree in the family room. Mom loved Christmas. I didn’t want to be the reason this one was miserable. That was my little sister’s job. “Get this one then get a pine for the family room. Have them delivered.”
“Where are you going?” Robert asked as I walked toward the parking lot. 
My phone was in my hand calling for a car. “Anywhere but here.”
“Whatever, Scrooge.” Robert had no idea how right he was. This year was not my year for holiday spirit. 
Ba humbug.

Charlotte

What were the chances? I kept asking myself that, and I had no answer. When my flight landed two days ago, I thought of nothing else, nobody else. Then he shows up at my father’s tree lot. 
“It’s so good to see you again, Charlie,” Mrs. Hansen said as she continued to pat my hand.
I smiled and focused on her, not on the sexy brooding man standing by the tall spruce. “You too. Would you like me to carry this to the car for you?”
“Oh, you’re such a dear. Thank you.” Mrs. Hansen took my arm and led me toward the parking lot. “You should stop by and see my Henry. He’s a manager at the flea market now. That place has never ran so smooth. Of course, it’s off season so he has downtime. I’m sure he’d love to take you to dinner.”
I almost choked on my own saliva, but I managed to smile. “That’s sweet, Mrs. Hansen. I’m only back for a short period of time before I head overseas again.”
“Such a noble job,” she gushed. “But when are you ever going to settle down? Have a family?”
“Some day.” I bit my lip. Mrs. Hansen meant well. Her generation did just what she said. I wasn’t interested in kids, and my life wasn’t suited for them. My thought drifted to the grumpy man in the long cashmere coat. There had been a chance, once. That was gone. I needed to forget about Christian Albright Jr.
Mrs. Hansen opened her trunk, still talking about her Henry. I just smiled and put the wreath in. 
“Thank you, Charlotte.” Mrs. Hansen pulled me in for a quick hug, and I couldn’t get out of there fast enough. 
Spinning on my heel, I sped walked with my head down to get back to the lot. Dad needed all the help he could get, and I loved being back in time for the holidays. His frozen custard empire closed just after Thanksgiving and sold hot cocoa during Christmas season along with the trees. He also sold pies for the holidays. Once Christmas was over, he shut down for two months. 
I closed my eyes, inhaling the cinnamon, spruce, pine, and vanilla permeating the air. The smells of Christmas. 
Then I slammed head first into a thick chest. A phone clattered to the asphalt. Strong hands grabbed my upper arms to keep my from falling. 
I knew those hands. I’d felt them on me before, and I missed them. 
When I finally looked up, it was into the intense gaze of C.J. Albright. His gray eyes pierced me, and I wanted to melt like peppermint. 
“Lottie,” he said softly. 
I opened my mouth to respond, but there wasn’t anything to say. He bent his head toward me and brushed his lips over mine. That tiny touch sent my entire body on fire. 
Then he was gone. 
I opened my eyes. He’d stepped back, his face pained. 
“Apologies. I shouldn’t… How are you?” he asked, stiff and clearly uncomfortable.
“Good. You?” This was what we were now? Small talk? I stood straighter and met his intense gaze.
“How long are you back?” 
“Middle of March.” I kept my back tight, or I might have fallen over. C.J. looked different from the day I left. The day he ordered me to stay. As much as I cared about this man, wanted this man, he wasn’t my boss. He’d demanded I break my contract and stay in Wichita. 
He simply nodded.
And that pissed me off. “That’s all you have to say?”
“What else would you like me to say, Lottie? Stay? We know how that turned out last time.” No emotion crossed his face. It was blank, impassive. “You’ll do whatever you want without my input.”
“You selfish asshole.” I clenched my fists. There wasn’t any reason to rehash this, but damn it he was not getting the last word. I closed the distance between us and got in his face. “You could’ve waited for me, but you chose not to. It’s all or nothing with you, C.J. but I’m not a case for you to win. I’m not a contract to negotiate. I’m a human being and I made a commitment. Something you have no concept of.”
He reached for me, but I stepped out of his grasp. If he touched me, I’d melt. But where would that leave us? Exactly where we were six months ago. I didn’t say another word. There were already too many between us that couldn’t be taken back. I didn’t want any more. I wanted to remember our short time together for what it was, not how it ended. 
I strode back into the trees. He didn’t follow me. 
And I didn’t expect him to.




Chapter Two


C.J.

Fuck me. 
Charlotte was the last person I expected to run into, even if I knew there was a slim chance. I thought she was still in the Middle East. I settled into my chair and flicked the fireplace on with the remote. It roared to life, but it didn’t bring me any comfort. Nothing had in months. 
The scotch didn’t even taste good. I wanted to throw it in the fire. I wanted to scream. I wanted to run back to the tree lot and beg her forgiveness. None of that was a good idea. 
A month after she left, I even thought about selling this house. It was too big for one person. And too empty without her laughter filling it. Had it really been six months?
I stared into the flames as the gas fueled them. Charlotte’s face taking shape in the reds and orange. Damn it. 
Pushing to my feet, I took my drink to the patio doors. The pool was closed and sealed for the winter, but the backyard lit up like a landing strip. The chaise lounge chairs were put away. Only the patio table and couch stayed under the small roof covering that portion of the patio. It was the reason I bought this house. I’d imagined filling it with kids one day. 
That wasn’t going to happen. I was pushing forty, and the only woman who could’ve made that dream come true preferred to live out of the country. 
Her scent still filled the air around me. I couldn’t even look at another woman. 
The memories I’d pushed down resurfaced in flashes of scenes. 
The first day we met. The first time I brought her to my house. The first time we’d fucked. The first time we’d made love. 
Shaking my head, I walked away from the windows and paced. There wasn’t anything I could do. Charlotte made her decision. She didn’t want to stay. She said she loved me, but she didn’t want to stay. 
Guess she didn’t love me enough. 
I checked my watch. It was still early. Too early to stay in for a single man. I grabbed my coat and called for another car. 
It was time this man got on with his life. And I knew just the place to go.
Charlotte

I locked the register inside Dad’s office of the custard shop. The smell of vanilla and sugar always brought a smile to my face. I closed my eyes and inhaled. Home, that’s what it was for me. Then C.J.’s face filled my vision. It was like a hammer to glass. That little bit of happiness I’d just found disappeared into the heartbreak I harbored for the last six months. 
“Hey, Charlotte,” Dad said when he stuck his head inside the door. “You ready, kiddo?”
I smiled at him. “I’m almost thirty-seven, Dad. Not a kid anymore.” 
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