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      Nothing feels better than driving into Mistletoe, Wisconsin, at Christmas.

      The pure joy that rushes through my blood and lifts my spirits.

      Simply knowing what I’ll find in the quiet streets of the small town that’s always been home can’t be beat by anything.

      Except maybe really good, hot, sweaty, mind-bending, make-your-legs-unusable-after-it sex.

      But it’s been so long since I’ve experienced that…I wouldn’t really have any frame of reference anymore.

      Just a flicker.

      A lingering, distant memory of a man with evergreen eyes and a touch that set my skin and soul on fire.

      I expected that inferno to rage on forever. The heat and passion to only grow the way my love for all things Christmas has every year that passes.

      Instead, that flame burned out long ago.

      Nothing but a wisp of smoke and charred ash now.

      Not even a single ember left smoldering in the place where I once felt nothing but warmth.

      But I’m not even going to think of him while I’m home.

      Or dwell on the fact that he’s merely a few miles down the road. Still living in the same cabin on his parents’ land. Still helping them run the tree farm. Probably still looking sexy as fuck in his lumberjack plaid with that axe over his shoulder that always did me in every time I saw him.

      Nope.

      Not thinking about it.

      I am one hundred percent concentrating on the road and singing along with “White Christmas.”

      Up here, you have to love all things Christmas—and pay attention behind the wheel—especially this time of year when the holiday smacks you full force in the face, and Mother Nature does, too.

      The steadily falling snow currently covering the road and frozen tundra of Northern Wisconsin is nothing compared to the storm that’s supposed to hit on Christmas Eve and carry into Christmas Day. More like a blustery taste of what could be a disastrous blizzard coming at the worst time possible.

      Or the best…depending on how you look at it.

      I, for one, need a white Christmas—like the song currently blasting through the speakers says.

      Those bizarre years when the Midwest didn’t have snow by the big day, things just felt off. Like some of the magic of the season was missing without the blanket of sparkling white and the frigid temps that always come with it.

      But this year has been brutal for Mistletoe. Getting slammed by two major storms already, and—judging by the big, fat flakes drifting from the gray sky above now and the weather predictions splashed across every forecast I’ve checked—I won’t have to worry about a snowless holiday.

      What I do have to pay attention to is the slick roads.

      The normal hour-and-a-half drive from Green Bay has taken over two today.

      I tighten my hands on the wheel and keep my eyes straight ahead, practically bouncing in the seat and not bothering to fight my grin as I anticipate what I’ll see as I make the turn around the approaching bend in the two-lane county highway.

      Mistletoe…

      As soon as the sign appears, my heart sings the same way I have been to my holiday playlist the entire drive up here from the airport.

      Hand-painted vibrant red berries and the easily recognizable, softly rounded green leaves surround the town name—and Santa pops up over the top and waves, welcoming drivers.

      Even if the town name didn’t give it away, anyone seeing the sign would know what to expect entering Main Street. Christmas year-round—the sights, the sounds, the smells. There isn’t anywhere to escape it.

      And with the big day only two away, things are in full swing.

      From half a mile away, the massive tree in the town square towers over the historic courthouse building—the tallest thing for a hundred miles, save for Jolly Mountain. I can picture what the fire trucks looked like a month ago when they used the baskets to lift town workers high enough to string the lights around the massive Norway spruce and to put the star on the top.

      I laugh to myself like a total idiot, remembering the year Mayor Evans dropped it from seventy-five feet up and there was a mad scramble to find a new one before the lighting ceremony.

      Dad almost lost his shit, but as head of the Mistletoe Decorative Committee, he took his job very seriously and reigned himself in enough to take control of the situation and fix the mayor’s mistake before all the tourists flooded in.

      For the first time since I started my drive home, my chest aches and tears I’ve managed to keep at bay start to blur my vision.

      Not now, Noel…

      If I let myself go down that mental road, I’ll ruin my positive holiday vibes and make it impossible to enjoy my favorite time of the year.

      Brushing away a stray trickle down my cheek, I finally make it to the spot where the paved highway changes to the bricked Main Street.

      As always, the quaint shops lining either side of the road decked out in vibrant lights and decorations act like a warm hug to anyone visiting town for a dose of holiday spirit.

      Red bows brighten up each antique lamppost.

      Garland drapes between them all the way as far as the eye can see, with white twinkle lights wrapped around every strand.

      Kids skate and play hockey on the two rinks set up in the town square on either side of the massive tree while their parents sip hot cocoa from Tami’s food truck parked at the curb.

      Smiling, I release a long, relieved breath.

      I needed to come home.

      No matter how hard it is to be here for the first Christmas since Dad died, I couldn’t imagine not being in Mistletoe or allowing Mom to spend this time alone.

      It wouldn’t have been right.

      And I’m going to do my best to concentrate on all the good things and good times rather than on what we so recently lost.

      Though that won’t be easy—

      My thoughts and Mariah Carey belting out “Santa Clause is Coming to Town” are interrupted by my phone ringing through the car speakers.

      “Crap…”

      I should have called Mom to let her know the roads were making the drive slow.

      Inching down Main Street through all the holiday traffic, I press the button on the steering wheel to accept the call. “Hi, Mom!”

      “Noel, where are you?”

      Betty Parsons waves at me from the corner as I pass, though I have no idea how she recognized me in this rental car.

      I wave back and smile.

      That old biddy is going to go running straight into the coffee shop to tell everyone I’m back in town.

      Shit.

      There are no secrets in Mistletoe. With five hundred residents, everyone knows everyone’s business—and makes it their business, too.

      Which means it’s only a matter of time before it makes it through the rumor mill and to him.

      But I’ve managed eight Christmases without seeing Luke Crisp in the flesh, and I will do my damnedest to avoid him this year, too.

      It helps that he doesn’t come into town around Christmas anymore, and I spend almost all my time when I’m home either at the rink skating or shopping and enjoying the bright holiday spirit he seems to hate so much.

      Though it wasn’t always that way, was it?

      I push away thoughts of the Grinch of Mistletoe and concentrate on getting home—to the familiar scents, abundant decorations, and blaring music filled with cheesy lyrics I can’t help but sing along with.

      “I’m on Main Street, Mom.” I pause to allow a family to cross, skates draped over their shoulders. “The roads aren’t great, but I should be home soon.”

      Mom releases a relieved breath. “Oh, good. I was getting worried…”

      “I know.”

      Regret instantly sits heavy on my chest for the concern in her voice. After losing Dad, the last thing I want to do is to allow that saint of a woman to worry about me or that something could have happened on the drive up.

      “I’ll be home soon. Love you.”

      “Love you, too. Drive safe. The mountain wasn’t friendly when I was coming home this morning.”

      Her warning should make me concerned, but I’ve been driving up Jolly Mountain since before I should have even been behind the wheel, and this wintery weather doesn’t scare me nearly as much as the fact that I’m going to have to travel right past Crisp Christmas Tree Farm on my way home.

      It’ll be okay.

      Everything will be.

      I keep telling myself that.

      Have been every day for the last six months since Dad died, since I was last here for the funeral, but I’m still not sure I believe it.

      First Christmas without Dad.

      Born and bred in Mistletoe, Christmas was always his thing. Our thing that we shared. Mom always loved this town and the all-holiday-all-the-time vibes, but she never got as “into” it as we did. And without him here, it feels like finding my groove is going to be impossible.

      I swallow back a little sob that threatens to come out and swipe away another round of tears as the snow starts to fall harder.

      The one stop sign in downtown Mistletoe halts my slow trek down Main Street. I glance in my rearview mirror to ensure there’s no one behind me, but the road is clear, at least of cars, if not accumulating snow.

      It’s my chance to pause for a moment and absorb all of it.

      I crack my window and turn down my playlist to hear what they’re pumping through town square. The moment “All I Want for Christmas is You” hits my ears, I cringe and roll it back up.

      Of all the damn songs…

      The one I never play—the one that inevitably makes me think of Luke and when he played it for me when we were sixteen. The night he kissed me for the first time and changed everything.

      But nothing ever changes around here.

      Wagner’s bakery sits kitty-corner from me, its massive front window overflowing with pastries, cookies, and cakes. Nancy has undoubtedly already begun stockpiling Christmas treats for those who come in at the last minute—which always seems to be the case. Between locals and all the tourists who hit town for the Christmas Eve celebration at the big tree, she makes a killing every year.

      As do most of the other shops—

      A horn honks behind me, and I jerk and glance back at a massive pickup truck.

      Shit.

      I wave an apology, then hit the gas and cross the intersection, traveling past another half-block of shops before heading out of town and up toward the place I lived my entire life.

      Until you didn’t.

      Until you left.

      I try to push away the bad memories of those horrible few days, but it’s nearly impossible as I approach the sharp right turn that will take me up what locals always call “the mountain.”

      Of course, there aren’t really mountains in Wisconsin, but when the glaciers came through during the last ice age, they left the highest point in the state, which just happens to be where the Jollys—and eventually the Crisps—decided to settle three generations ago.

      But before I can reach home, I’m going to have to pass the Grinch’s abode.

      Crisp Christmas Tree Farm…

      Just drive past.

      Don’t look.

      Get home.

      It should be easy enough.

      I’ve made this drive a thousand times in my life. Spent the last eight years forcing myself not to look at the farm or the beautifully decorated sales lot, only stopping once a year with Dad to get our annual tree. Knowing Luke never sets foot on the actual sales lot anymore and prefers to spend his time chopping trees and getting them ready for customers than actually interacting with people made the risk of running into him razor thin.

      Though it didn’t use to be like that, not when I knew him.

      Not before he became the Grinch.

      Skulking around the mountain with his axe and sneer.

      Grumbling about how annoying the constant Christmas music is, despite the fact that leaning into those vibes brings the only real tourism to our small town.

      Rarely leaving the family property or his cabin at all.

      And when he does, it’s apparently always with a permanent scowl on his handsome face.

      I tighten my grip on the wheel as I approach the edge of the forest, where it opens up to Crisps’ property.

      Even Michael Bublé’s smooth voice singing “It’s Beginning to Look a Lot Like Christmas” can’t distract me from what’s coming.

      Eyes straight ahead.

      Eyes straight ahead.

      I keep telling myself that, but as soon as the trees clear to my right, my gaze drifts that direction to the extravagant Christmas display and dozens and dozens of cut trees lining the lot next to a massive sleigh with eight fake reindeer attached to the front of it. Mr. Crisp’s favorite spot to sit between customers and wave at passing cars, trying to encourage people to stop in for a wreath or garland or boughs even if they already have their tree.

      He isn’t there now, though.

      The increasingly steady snowfall may have something to do with that.

      Heavy, wet flakes splatter against the windshield, my wipers barely keeping up with them even though I’m barely going thirty miles per hour.

      Hopefully, the weather doesn’t keep the tourists away.

      Not only does the town rely on the caravan of outsiders coming into Mistletoe over the next few days, but the Crisps do, too.

      While early in the month between Thanksgiving and Christmas is always the busiest for their sales, I learned over my time with Luke that a shocking number of people drive up here to snag a tree immediately before Christmas Eve.

      And this one looks to be blanketed in a massive snowstorm that could shut them down on one of their busiest nights.

      I strain to see into the huge barn that houses their equipment and the sales office, but something darts across the road, catching my attention from the corner of my eye, and I jerk the wheel to avoid hitting it.

      “Shit!”

      The tires hit a patch of ice, and the back end slides out.

      I death-grip the wheel and try to control the spin, but there’s nothing I can do as the car careens into the ditch.
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      The axe blade cuts into the peeling white trunk exactly where I aimed it, easily biting into the wood and sending small fragments flying. I tug it free only to swing again, driving the sharp metal above my previous strike to help create the wedge.

      Sweat trickles down my temple and back, despite the biting wind and the snow swirling around me, and I tighten my grip as I make the final cut and step back.

      Seventy feet above me, the barren top branches sway then list slightly before the massive birch tree tumbles to the right, falling exactly in the direction I aimed it with the perfect notch.

      It crashes into the clearing with a thud that shakes the ground beneath my steel-toed boots.

      Thank fuck that’s done.

      I rest the axe head near my feet and lean against it, using my free hand to mop away the sweat from my forehead before it freezes to my exposed skin.

      Against the glistening white, pristine snow, the peeling bark of the dead tree almost disappears as it sinks into the several inches already on the ground.

      Breaking it into manageable pieces can wait for another day.

      I just needed to get it down.

      After weeks of exhausting work keeping the sales lot stocked, today, I finally did what I should have done weeks ago, since it was damaged in the last blizzard.

      It could have fallen on its own and landed anywhere, including on the cabin…

      You’re lucky it didn’t.

      The winds already whipping through the forest around me signal what’s coming in the next few days.

      One weatherman called it “the storm of the century”—but the blowhards up here are always saying that.

      Every year, they stir everyone up, predicting several feet of snow, and we have yet to experience anything as extreme as the warnings. Still, at least it gets people to prepare ahead of time rather than getting stuck on the roads or in their homes without power, food, water, or heat.

      I won’t have that problem.

      My holiday plans consist of trudging through the snow to the cabin and locking myself inside until after New Year’s—regardless of what Mother Nature has in store for us.

      Because it isn’t this coming snowstorm that has my gut twisting.

      There might be a dangerous blizzard bearing down on Mistletoe this Christmas, but Noel Jolly is the only storm that poses a real threat to me.

      The mere thought of that woman and the fact that she’s just a few miles up the road makes my body heat further, even as I try to fight the reaction. A combination of anger, scalding-hot memories, and regret that always hits me this time of year, knowing she’s back and so close but so fucking far away.

      Stop thinking about her, then.

      I snort at the absurdity of that and force myself to scan the rest of the surrounding trees for any other widow-makers I might need to take down before the storm hits.

      Feet crunching in the snow draws my attention away from the tree line and toward the narrow path I made from my cabin up to this part of the mountain.

      Mom trudges through the already ankle-deep snow straight from the sales lot toward me rather than taking the packed down trail I created when I came up, likely because it’s more direct and requires the least amount of time out in the elements. Bundled up in her parka, mittens and hat in place with her hood up and sealed tight around her wind-burned face, she offers me the look only a mother can.

      “Don’t give me that look, Ma.”

      She scowls. “You’re out here again in that?”

      I glance down at my cutoff shirt and jeans. “What?”

      “It’s freezing!” She waves a mittened hand around at the falling snow whipping through the trees. “Literally. And you’re walking around like you’re on summer vacation.”

      Snorting, I lift the axe to my shoulder as I wipe away more sweat. “I’m fine, Ma. You know how hot I get when I do this…”

      Her thin lips twist down again. “When you catch a cold, don’t come to me to make you soup and take care of you.”

      “You haven’t done that since I was a child.”

      She points a finger at me, shivering. “Bullshit, son. What about last February?”

      I cringe. “Okay. I was really sick, though…”

      “Yeah.” She nods, her brows rising. “And who made you chicken soup, brought you medicine, and checked on you every few hours?”

      Honestly, I wish she wouldn’t have.

      I was fine wallowing in my misery in bed alone, and having her hovering only made me wish it was another woman who likely won’t ever step foot in my cabin again.

      “I could have done that all on my own. I’m a thirty-year-old man.”

      She snorts and shakes her head. “Don’t act like it sometimes.”

      “Did you come out here to argue with me?”

      Everyone calls me a grinch, but the spitfire who gave birth to me seems to be the one with the attitude today.

      She shakes her head and motions behind her in the general direction of the lot. “Dad needs your help.”

      “With what?”

      “Some guy drove all the way from Milwaukee to shop in Mistletoe and decided he wants a tree…” A grin plays at her lips. “And he wants that big eighteen-foot fir.”

      “Seriously?” I release a groan and drop my head back to stare into the gray sky, letting the icy-cold flakes sting my face. “What kind of car does he drive?”

      Mom’s laughter echoes across the snow. “Guess.”

      I return my focus to her and raise an eyebrow. “Passat.”

      She shakes her head, still chuckling. “Close.”

      “You’re not going to tell me?”

      “Come on.” She reaches out and grabs the wrist of my free arm, tugging. “It’ll be a surprise.”

      The woman knows I loathe surprises—about as much as I do this time of year, with the merry holiday music, string lights, baked goods, and all-around good cheer.

      But I won’t say no when she or Dad needs help.

      And something tells me a battle with an out-of-towner trying to stick an eighteen-foot fir on a sedan will be one Dad needs backup for—the kind only I can provide.

      Mom might be intimidating to some, but a six-five two-twenty-five lumberjack usually does the trick when the five-three petite blond can’t talk or reason her way out of confrontation like the one that is probably brewing on the sales lot.

      People get difficult this time of year.

      Ironic, really, considering it’s supposed to be “good will to men” and all that bullshit.

      And it really is bullshit.

      A charade.

      An act everyone puts on to appear to be what they are not.

      Which is exactly why I don’t do people, especially at Christmas.

      Mom knows that all too well, and what she’s asking when she came all the way up here to get me. “Quickly now, we don’t wanna leave the customer waiting.”

      It would’ve been so much easier for her to just text me.

      But cells don’t work up on Jolly Mountain.

      Never have.

      Our little speck of Wisconsin is so remote that the mobile companies don’t give a shit what our coverage is like.

      And I like it that way.

      It’s a lot harder for someone to bother me when they have to climb half the mountain to get to my cabin.

      That means peace and fucking quiet—away from the constant noise and fake joy that permeates the air and space around Mistletoe.

      Mom keeps peeking over her shoulder, ensuring I’m following and haven’t made a break for my place.

      Wouldn’t be the first time I did…

      The frosty flakes bite at my exposed arms, chest, and face, but unlike most people who cocoon themselves in the thickest, heaviest down jackets and knitted hats and mittens in this weather, I embrace the chill.

      It matches the way my chest has felt for almost a decade.

      Cold.

      Where once a heart beat, strong and fiery, now nothing remains but a broken shell. And the more time that passes, the harder it becomes to remember what it was ever like to feel true warmth.

      A gust of wind swirls around us, and Mom shivers, but I just keep walking through the snow toward the barn and Dad down on the lot. He stands, talking to a man who gestures animatedly toward the massive tree leaning up against the weathered, red-painted boards.

      “Bob, dear”—Mom hustles straight over to them—“I found Luke.”

      Dad glances over his shoulder and offers a relieved look as the guy in front of him eyes me suspiciously, his gaze darting from my exposed chest to the axe still draped over my shoulder.

      The asshole crosses his arms over his thousand-dollar down jacket and motions toward his Audi e-tron GT. “Are you going to help get that onto my car?”

      Despite my annoyance at having to come down here, I can’t fight the smirk pulling at my lips. “That tree is not fitting on that car.”

      He gapes at me. “What are you talking about?”

      “That’s an eighteen-foot fir. It is not going to fit on your sports car and make the trip back to wherever the hell it is you came from.”

      His jaw drops even farther before he snaps it shut and grinds his teeth. A muscle there tics the longer he glares at me. “That’s how you talk to a customer?”

      I set my axe down and lean on it casually. “That’s the reason I don’t do customers.”

      Except when absolutely necessary.

      Of course, the day will come—likely sooner rather than later—when Mom and Dad can’t run this place without my presence on the lot instead of tending to the trees and harvesting them. But I don’t like to think about that time. I just pray it doesn’t come before I’ve come up with a way to prepare myself mentally.

      Then again, it’s been eight years since the night everything changed, and I haven’t figured it out yet.

      The customer walks over to the tree and reaches in with his gloved hand to grasp the trunk and try to pull it from where it leans against the barn. “It isn’t that big. I’ve seen these on cars like mine.” He barely manages to move it a few inches before releasing it back to its original position. Coughing to try to cover his huffing at the wasted effort, he brushes off his glove with the other. “It will be fine.”

      In what universe, pal?

      Dad gives me an incredulous look.

      I offer a shrug. “If that’s really what you want. But you’re going to sign a waiver that releases us from any and all liability for any damage caused to your vehicle or for any potential accidents you may cause driving with that strapped on top.”

      He plants his hands on his hips, taking a defiant stance, even though he’s half my size, even with his puffer jacket. “Like hell, I will.”

      Lifting the axe, I use the head to point at the tree. “Then I’m not putting that tree”—I swing the weapon in the other direction toward the parking area—“on that car.”

      The pompous jerk glances back where his blond trophy wife sits in the front seat, and a little girl presses her face against the back window, watching everything with wide eyes. “You’re going to disappoint my daughter.”

      I lower the axe and shake my head. “I’m not doing anything but trying to make sure she stays safe in that vehicle, sir. You are being an asshole.”

      Mom smacks my arm. “Luke, you can’t talk to customers like that.”

      “I don’t think he’s a customer anymore, Ma.”

      And with his attitude, there is no doubt in my mind that even if I had managed to secure that tree to his vehicle, he would have driven like a complete asshole and done something to endanger his family just to prove a point.

      The guy fumes and storms back to his car, jerking his door open, slamming it, and then trying to tear out of the parking lot. His tires won’t catch on the snow, and he slips and slides, almost slamming into one of the wooden fences.

      He manages to right himself and eventually turns out onto the highway without killing anyone—but he still has a long drive back home.

      I watch the car disappear into the edge of the forest and shake my head. “What a fucking d-bag…”

      “Luke!” Mom glares at me. “Language!”

      Dad gives me a reproachful look, too. “You didn’t have to be that harsh.”

      I raise a brow at the old man. “Then you shouldn’t have called me down here.”

      He presses his lips together, then immediately releases a cough and covers his mouth as he hacks.

      “You okay?”

      Raising a hand, he waves off my concern. “Just a little cough that started this morning.”

      It doesn’t sound like nothing.

      The older he gets, the more I worry about him—and Mom. And after seeing how quickly someone can be snatched away—here one instant and gone the next, the way Noel’s father was—I’m not about to let him brush it off.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t be out here, Dad. With the storm coming, it’s been slow today.” I scan the empty lot and quiet road. “Why don’t we just close?”

      “Two days before Christmas?” Mom walks over to him and rubs his back as he continues to try to clear his throat. “You know, we can’t do that, Luke. There might not be anyone here now, but at any minute, we could have ten cars show up.”

      She isn’t wrong about that.

      And they can’t afford to miss any sales.

      I can’t believe I’m going to say this.

      I squeeze my eyes closed, suck in a long, cool breath and release it. “I’ll stay down here the rest of the day so you can take Dad home.”

      Not that it’s far.

      I can see their house twenty yards away, past the barn near the tree line.

      Dad’s eyes widen. “If you talk to customers like that, you being here won’t be a benefit. Might as well just leave the place closed—”

      He starts coughing again, and Mom pats his back.

      “I’ll get him set, and I’ll come back and help you.”

      What she really means is babysit me and ensure I’m playing nice with anyone who might stop by.

      Annoyed, I watch her lead Dad up the shoveled path to their house—cleared off because they actually want visitors.

      I prefer to keep mine as uninviting as possible.

      When people see the unmarked trek through the woods to my cabin, it might as well be a sign that reads, “Go Away!”

      And that’s the way I like it.

      They disappear inside, and I release an annoyed groan and start to head into the office when a small blue sedan appears on the road at the edge of the forest, heading our way.

      I don’t recognize it, and I know everyone in town.

      Which means it’s likely a customer.

      There isn’t any other reason for anyone to be on Jolly Lane, since it only leads here and to Noel’s house.

      The car slows slightly, almost like it’s going to turn in, but then it jerks wildly and spins out, sliding into the ditch before I can even react.

      “Shit.”

      Tourists who have no fucking clue how to drive in this weather.

      Lifting my axe in case I need it to extricate someone from inside, I break into a run across the snow-covered parking lot and down the gravel drive. With nothing more than a cursory glance in either direction, I cross the road and scramble down the ditch.

      The car faces me, pointed slightly up toward the pavement, engine still running. Headlines stream right into my eyes, and I raise my free hand to block the blinding light and try to see the driver.

      A blond head is dropped low, face pressed into the steering wheel. She doesn’t move, the eerie stillness inside the car instantly stirring concern.

      “Oh, hell…”
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      The driver keeps her head down against the steering wheel, unmoving, hands wrapped around the black fake leather in a death grip that makes her knuckles as white as the snow around us. But I can’t tell if she’s pinned there, passed out due to some medical issue, or just trying to get her bearings and gather herself after the crash.

      Shit.

      Each second that ticks by that she doesn’t move or react to me approaching the car makes unease coil tighter around my spine.

      Tightening my grip on the axe, I rush to the driver’s side door and tug on the handle, but it doesn’t budge.

      Locked.

      Dammit.

      “Hey!” I pound on the window, trying to see through the glass that’s starting to frost over now that the car isn’t in motion and cold air is reacting with the moisture inside. “You okay?”

      Muttered cursing barely reaches me through the barrier between us, mingling with the familiar sounds of Mariah Carey belting out “Here Comes Santa Clause.”

      Fucking great.

      Some tourist up here to experience Mistletoe just flew off the damn road in the one spot I can rescue them, but in order to do it, I have to be subjected to this audio trash I’ve managed to avoid so far this year.

      She releases another couple of curses and shifts slightly in the seat, belt still pulled across her chest.

      At least whoever is in there is conscious.

      Even if she does have questionable taste in music.

      The windows fog up even more, the crystals inching in from the corners of the glass with each breath she releases. She may appear okay right now, but if the tailpipe is blocked by the snow, the engine could be pumping poisonous fumes straight inside. “Hey, unlock the door!”

      Blondie shakes her head, keeping her face low, but she peeks at me from between long, pale, wavy hair. Not enough for me to really see her. But she can definitely see me.

      Christ.

      It starts to click together in my head.

      No wonder she’s reluctant to open the door for me.

      A complete stranger wielding an axe immediately after she runs off the road.

      That would scare anyone.

      Especially a visitor to town who doesn’t know the area or me.

      Hell, even some locals would be afraid of me these days.

      I rest the axe head down in the snow and lean the handle against my thigh, holding up my hands to indicate I’m not a danger to her. “Ma’am, please open the door so I can help you. I just want to make sure you’re all right.”

      “Shit, shit, shit!” The woman slams her palms against the wheel, and the sharp blare of the horn makes both of us flinch. “Shit.”

      Well, she doesn’t seem appeased by my statement.

      I open my mouth to try to make another argument for her to act before I have to, but she slowly lifts her head and stares out the windshield.

      She still doesn’t look my way.

      Maybe she’s dazed.

      Perhaps she struck her head against something during the spin-out.

      I don’t want to have to break into this fucking car…but I can’t leave her in here like this much longer.

      Fucking hell…

      This is what I get for offering to work the lot.

      I glance back toward the house, hoping to be rescued myself by someone far better equipped—at least mentally—to handle this situation and woman, but there isn’t any sign of Mom and Dad.

      They were probably inside before the crash happened and didn’t see anything—which means I won’t get any help from them. And the driver doesn’t seem keen on accepting my assistance or responding to any of my requests.

      I press my palm flat against the window, trying to control my voice so I don’t further terrify this woman while still conveying the urgency. “Ma’am, I can’t help you if you don’t unlock the door.”

      Her head turns slowly toward mine, and through the partially frosted window, familiar bright-blue eyes I used to swim in meet mine.

      My heart stops, my breath catching in my lungs.

      Fuck.

      I stagger back a step, then stand frozen in place as Noel turns off the engine, then hesitantly reaches over and presses a button on the door. The lock clicks, the sound somehow deafening in the quiet stillness of the falling snow.

      Seconds tick by like hours.

      Blood rushes in my ears, the whoosh, whoosh, whoosh, the only evidence that my heart has resumed beating even while I struggle to make my lungs function again.

      Her door slowly swings open on the embankment, and she uses one hand to keep it propped wide while she reaches down and unbuckles her seatbelt with the other.

      She climbs from the car on shaky legs. “Of all the places this could have happened—”

      Noel staggers slightly, slipping on the snowy incline, her knees hitting the ground, and I reach forward and grasp her upper arm to steady her before she falls any farther.

      Her eyes cut up to meet mine, a mixture of annoyance and something else even more unsettling flashing in her gaze, and she jerks herself from my hold. “I’m fine.”

      She isn’t.

      And neither am I.

      The second I realized who was behind that wheel, my entire world became laser focused on one thing—ensuring she is all right and quelling the panic seizing me.

      I grit my teeth to keep myself from tearing into her for being so reckless and running off the road. And from tugging her into my arms to hold her and smell her and feel her again. And to stop from saying the other things I’ve wanted to for so damn long.

      Instead, I scan her from the tops of her fluffy UGG boots, which are barely visible in the deep snow of the ditch, up her skin-tight jeans, now covered in snow, and over the baggy sweater falling off one shoulder, exposing her pale, elegant collarbone to the elements.

      She shivers, biting her plump, pink bottom lip in a way that sends a zing of heat straight to a spot that should not be loving it so much.

      “What the hell happened, Noel?” I search her face for any signs she might be injured or in pain—by anything other than my presence. “Are you all right?”

      Releasing a huff visible in the chilly air, she reaches down and brushes the snow off her knees. “Fine, just a little…shaken…” Her eyes dart up to the road and narrow on the spot where she spun out. “Did I hit the rabbit?”

      “What?”

      “There was…” Her brow furrows, like she’s having a hard time focusing. “A rabbit, I think. It darted out in the road in front of me.”

      I glance around at the snow falling around us, more rapidly than earlier today, for any signs of anything that might have been on the road. But all I find is the same barren stretch of desolate asphalt that has always been there, covered in several inches of slippery slush that was more likely the culprit than a stray bunny. “I didn’t see anything, Noel. Are you sure you didn’t just lose control?” Stepping back slightly, I scan the vehicle. “This isn’t even four-wheel drive. What the hell are you doing coming up here with a blizzard on the way without a four-wheel-drive car or even snow tires?”

      She crosses her arms over her chest defiantly, which only draws my attention to the luscious curves she hasn’t lost over the last eight years. If anything, the time has filled her out in a way that makes me want to run my hands across every inch of her. “It’s a rental, okay? It’s all they had available.”

      I snort and look away from her, trying to contain my warring reactions to seeing this woman—and under these circumstances, that merely seem to enflame both my protective instincts and my ire. “And you couldn’t rent a jacket with this piece of shit?”

      It has to be near thirty degrees outside at the moment, and standing along the road that acts like a wind tunnel, there is no reprieve from the way it batters us.

      And she’s out here in nothing but a damn sweater.

      Her eyes widen, and she motions back. “It’s in the car!”

      “You still got out without putting it on.” I scan her up and down again, knowing how fucking cold she must be. She always used to snuggle up against me anytime we stepped foot outside, seeking my body heat, even when it wasn’t the dead of winter. “You need to drive more carefully next time.”

      Those beautiful pink lips I spent so many hours devouring twist into a scowl. “First, look who is talking about being dressed appropriately for the weather. And second, I was driving carefully. I’m telling you”—she points toward some seemingly random spot near where she lost control—“there was a rabbit.”

      I glance at the road again, unable to see any signs that what she’s saying is true, and my gaze drifts back over to the farm. “Are you sure you weren’t looking at something else? Maybe distracted?”

      By me…

      Maybe it’s stupid to think it.

      To even consider that she might have been watching me rather than what was in front of her, especially with the roads already this bad…

      But that tiny glimmer of hope lights in my chest, warming me from the inside out until I see her response.

      She presses her mouth into a firm line, anger coloring her cheeks—or maybe it’s the brutal wind and her lack of proper clothing. Either way, they flare the same way her eyes do. “There was a rabbit, Luke. And I’ll prove it to you.”

      Good God…

      Apparently, the passage of time hasn’t dimmed Noel’s fire in the slightest.

      She storms past me, intentionally slamming her shoulder against my arm, and stalks over to the place in the road where she spun, the tire marks still visible in the fresh snow cover.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I follow after her, scanning up and down the slushy pavement to ensure no cars are coming—since the lunatic is standing in the middle of the fucking street. “Noel, get out of the road!”

      Bending over, she examines the tire marks. “Not until I find what I’m looking for.”

      “Which is what, your sanity?”

      Those icy-blue eyes cut up to mine. “Funny, Luke.” Noel returns her focus to the area around the edge of the ditch on the other side. “Aha! Right there!” She points, a smug smile crossing her lips, lighting up her already beautiful face even more. “Rabbit tracks.”

      I rest the axe head into the snow, squat down next to her, and examine where she’s indicating. “Those could have been left days ago.”

      Gasping, she stands and crosses her arms over her chest again, defiant, tapping her foot. “Bullshit! They’re fresh. Look at them and the snow around them.”

      Fuck.

      When I do and see what she does, I can’t argue with her anymore. At least, not about this. If she were some idiot from the city like Mr. Audi, I could expect cluelessness about the wildlife.

      But not Noel.

      She knows Mistletoe too well—the animals, the way the land works, the snow, and how to track things in it after years spent on the mountain with me.

      And these are definitely fresh rabbit tracks that haven’t even begun to fill in yet despite the rapid accumulation.

      “Fine.” I push up and rest my axe across my shoulder again. “So, there was a rabbit…maybe next time you should worry about your own life instead of its.” I motion toward the woods that it likely darted off into that eventually lead to my closest neighbor’s property—aside from the Jolly’s. “Mr. Niblitz is probably going to trap it and eat it for dinner, anyway.”

      Noel gasps, her mouth falling open. “Luke Crisp, you take that back!”

      I reach back with my other hand and grasp the handle near the axe head, and her eyes immediately drift over my arms and down my open shirt. Almost as if—despite her earlier dig at my apparel—she is just now realizing how exposed I really am and is taking stock.

      But I won’t give her the satisfaction of retracting my comment that is likely true, given Old Man Niblitz’s penchant for eating rabbit. “No.”

      “You know”—she takes a step toward me, pointing a trembling finger at me, so close she almost touches my bare chest—“Mom told me you turned into a real grinch, but I didn’t realize how bad it’s gotten.”

      “Did she now?”

      Her words shouldn’t bother me.

      The name shouldn’t.

      Grinch.

      It’s hardly the first time I’ve been called that, nor will it be the last. But coming from those lips that used to beg me to do unspeakable, unholy things to her, it somehow stabs at my chest as if she’d driven my own
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