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      Hattie Sutton’s finger twitched, hovering over the send button on her phone. Do it. Send the damn email. She took a fortifying sip from her glass of wine—and chickened out again.

      Woody’s, the bar she’d come to, desperate to get out of her own head and the quiet of her new apartment, was a welcome escape. The place she’d moved into was cute, and she’d had some fun decorating it, but the silence had been getting to her.

      The atmosphere here was upbeat. Everyone seemed to be in good spirits. Hard not to in a bar dripping with tinsel. There was even a tree in one corner covered in twinkling lights, and all the staff were wearing Santa hats.

      It was definitely a lot rowdier than she thought it would be, but then, it was only two weeks until Christmas, and going by the number of shopping bags hanging off the backs of chairs and sitting by people’s feet, a lot of these folks were taking a much-needed break from the hellishness of fighting frazzled crowds all hunting for the perfect gifts.

      She’d never had to worry about that, because gift buying was always done well in advance. Last-minute shopping, the possibility of handing over something that was less than perfect, wasn’t a risk she’d ever been willing to take. Not when heavy and liberally given disappointment was the punishment. It was at the top of her parents’ arsenal of weapons used to keep their only child compliant, and something she’d been on the receiving end of far too often.

      Because of that, she had a closet full of beautifully wrapped presents sitting in her childhood bedroom back in Phoenix. And that’s where they’d be staying, too, since she had no intention of returning to celebrate the festive season. None.

      Leaving town—okay, running away—had been surprisingly easy in the end. After years of fantasizing, of coming up with various plans, she’d ended up just loading her car and driving away.

      It was telling everyone why she’d left that was the hard part. They thought she was on a skiing vacation, that she was coming back tomorrow. She was not.

      She was in LA, not a snowflake in sight, and she’d started a whole new life two weeks ago.

      The fallout was not going to be pretty. She doubted her parents would speak to her for a while. The silent treatment was another one of their favorite punishments.

      Yes, it was a cowardly move, packing up and fleeing a month before Christmas, but when it came to the crunch, telling her extremely controlling family that she didn’t want to be a lawyer anymore, that she’d never wanted to be a lawyer, and that she’d already started her new career in graphic design would make them lose their minds. Add in that she’d put a large chunk of her savings into a growing and established business and was now equal partners in that business, and they would probably never forgive her.

      They also had no clue she’d been doing classes for years working toward this very moment. Or one like it.

      If it hadn’t been for Lucy Grady, her best friend, she wouldn’t have had the opportunity to follow her dreams this soon. When Hattie had called Lucy in pieces upset after her mother had canceled a date on her behalf because the guy in question “was not right for their family,” she’d lost it. Her mother and father had been trying to control her, interfering, putting her down, making her feel like nothing all her life. She hadn’t been able to take it another moment.

      When her friend told her that her sister-in-law was looking for a business partner because the graphic design business Shay ran from her home had grown so much she needed to bring in someone else, Hattie had jumped at the chance.

      Hattie and Lucy had become best friends in college but hadn’t seen much of each other after Lucy left school and moved home. When they reconnected after Hattie went to Lucy’s wedding a couple of years later, it was like they’d never been apart. They’d worked at keeping it that way since.

      Lucy had even invited Hattie to her big family Christmas.

      Everyone would be there. Hattie had met them all, of course. They were awesome and would be more than welcoming, but crashing their family Christmas?

      Her heavily pregnant bestie had insisted, though, and when Lucy made her mind up about something, there was no changing it. And honestly, the thought of spending Christmas Day alone was a seriously dark one.

      Hattie scanned the email she’d composed for the three hundred fifty-seventh time. Her parents were going to hate her for this, but Hattie just couldn’t do it anymore. She couldn’t do a job she didn’t love, had never loved. She couldn’t be anyone but herself, even if her parents thought the real Hattie was someone to be ashamed of, that she was less than.

      Suttons did not get emotional; they did not talk things through. They brushed everything under the carpet, shoved everything down deep, and pretended everything was A-OK. They put on a happy face and showed the world a united front at all times or faced the consequences. Which made sending this email, exposing her tender underbelly, her raw emotions like this even harder. They’d see it as a weakness.

      She’d never felt more vulnerable.

      But it was more for her, telling them the way she truly felt. She just couldn’t keep it locked inside anymore. Her father would be ashamed of her, and her mother would be disgusted by the show of emotion. Both would be furious at her for leaving her job at the family firm, for embarrassing them by pursuing graphic design, a career they thought of as frivolous.

      Come on! Just do it.

      Curling her fingers around her glass, Hattie gulped down the last couple of mouthfuls, took a deep breath, and clicked send.

      The whoosh announcing her email had been sent made her jump and slam her phone facedown on the table. She’d done it. She’d actually done it.

      God, she needed another drink.

      Hattie’s gaze lifted, scanning the room for a waitress, and when she didn’t see one, she glanced at the bar—

      And froze.

      Sitting there, body side-on, head tilted, angled toward her—was a giant.

      A big, sexy, rough-looking giant of a man.

      He had one thick forearm covered in tattoos draped along the bar, his extraordinarily sized hand hanging over the side, fingers thick, long, and blunt. The other one of those monster-sized mitts was curled around a glass of amber liquid.

      He looked a little dangerous, a whole lot intense, and was the sexiest man Hattie had ever seen in her life.

      And his dark eyes were locked on her. She saw—and felt—when his gaze moved over her, like little zaps of electricity sparking all over her skin.

      No, he couldn’t be looking at her. Hattie glanced around her, at the people and tables either side of hers. Maybe he couldn’t see her clearly over here in the booth? Did he realize she was staring back at him? Maybe he was looking at something else or thought she was someone else?

      After several more heart-stopping moments of being trapped in that gaze, he finally looked away.

      Hattie released the breath she’d been holding and watched as the sexy man-mountain stood, giving her the opportunity to take in his immense height and width. She could see with the way his navy blue shirt fit him and the way it hugged his wide shoulders that they were thick with muscle. He was strong and solid, but his stomach wasn’t washboard flat. He definitely didn’t have a beer belly, though. He looked, um…cuddly.

      Sexy and cuddly, and dangerous.

      An odd mix, to be sure, but one she was finding seriously compelling.

      Who was she kidding? The word she was looking for was arousing. So freaking arousing.

      He was wearing Levi’s and they fit him—yeah, really, really well. Like so freaking well. His thighs were solid, like the rest of him, and those jeans cupped his butt in a way that made her mouth dry. The guy had an impressive butt. Muscled and grabbable. Bitable.

      Hattie blushed, heating all over. She’d been attracted to plenty of guys before, had gone out with a few as well, but the way this man was affecting her all the way from across the room, without her even talking to him, was crazy.

      He planted both palms on the bar and leaned in, making his biceps bulge. He said something to the barman, then walked toward the door.

      Unexpected and intense disappointment pounded through her.

      Don’t be ridiculous.

      Besides providing some seriously hot eye candy, his leaving should have had no effect on her. It wasn’t like she was going to walk up to him and start a conversation. She’d never had the confidence to approach a man like that.

      What would she even say? “Hey, I’m new to the area. I haven’t had sex in a really long time. Care to remedy that for me?”

      She inwardly cringed, stood, and headed to the bar since the waitstaff seemed to have forgotten about her. One more drink and then she’d head back to her apartment. Not that she expected to sleep with her belly in knots like it was. If nothing else, the sexy giant at the bar had been a very nice distraction.

      “What can I get you?” the barman asked when she finally made it through the crowd.

      “Chardonnay, please.”

      “Sure thing. Anything else?”

      “Just the wine, thanks—”

      “I’ll get that,” an insanely deep voice said behind her.

      It was also rough, the kind of voice that rasped over your skin and lifted goose bumps all over your body.

      Hattie knew who it was instantly. Her belly clenched and she turned, head tilted back, staring up at the formidable man behind her.

      Heavy brows framing brown eyes that were dark but also warm were aimed down at her. Her heart instantly started galloping around in her chest.

      Hattie took in the rest of his features. His jaw was square and covered in a trimmed but thick beard. His mouth was unsmiling, lips wide and perfectly shaped. Not too full, not too thin. His nose was—brutish. Kind of large, and it looked like it’d been broken, maybe more than once. Hattie like it. It only added to his ruggedness.

      She made herself smile up at him instead of letting her mouth hang open in awe like it wanted to. It wasn’t easy with all that unsmiling broody intensity looking down at her in return.

      Why was her heart beating so fast? Her palms felt sweaty all of a sudden, and there was this funny fluttery feeling behind her ribs. “Thanks…thank you…for the drink.”

      God, she sounded like a stuttering idiot.

      His gaze did not leave her. It moved over her face like he was cataloging her features as well. He swallowed, and his Adam’s apple slid up and down his thick neck.

      The barman put her drink down beside her, breaking the spell, and she jumped, taking an abrupt step back. She would have collided with the wooden bar if the big man in front of her hadn’t quickly grabbed her elbow, holding her firmly with his strong fingers.

      “Careful,” he rumbled.

      She shivered, a full body quiver rocking her at the sound of that canyon-deep, gravel-rough voice. It moved through her, lighting up her nerve endings, sending that same electricity she’d felt across the room through her lower belly.

      “Thank you,” she said again, keenly aware of where he touched her.

      He grunted and reached around her, pulling out a stool and motioning to it, silently asking her to sit. She did, barely able to take her eyes off him as he took the one beside her.

      “Beer,” he said to the guy behind the bar, then his gaze slid back to her. “Dex.”

      Dex, she assumed, was his name. It suited him.

      “Hattie.”

      His lips curled up ever so slightly on one side, and hot damn, things started clenching and throbbing between her thighs just from that whisper of a smile.

      “Drinking on your own, Hattie?” he asked.

      She liked the way he said her name in that earth-shattering voice of his, and she really liked the way every time he spoke it set off more of those electric belly zaps. “I’m just killing time, really.”

      One of his brows slid up.

      “I moved here two weeks ago. My apartment was a little too quiet.”

      He nodded like he understood. “You like it here?”

      She did her best to relax, but it was hard when her body seemed to vibrate like a tuning fork struck around This man. “Yes, very much.” Hattie motioned to the person closest and their shopping bags. “Have you been Christmas shopping tonight as well?”

      He frowned. “I don’t do Christmas.” His jaw tightened for a split second before he took a sip of his beer.

      “I was hoping to avoid it myself. My best friend has other ideas.” She took a sip of her own drink and found herself leaning closer. He was like a massive magnet, but it was the heat and comfort radiating from him that was drawing her close. Comfort was a weird word to use to describe how she felt around this guy. He was a complete stranger and obviously a man of few words.

      “You and me both,” he said.

      “Family?” she said, taking a wild guess. Though it wasn’t that wild. Family at this time of year could be difficult, or more difficult. She knew that all too well.

      “Not their fault. I’d just rather skip it.”

      “Sorry. I know the feeling,” Hattie said, taking in the way his brow had scrunched as he looked into his glass, like it could offer up a solution.

      He turned to her and his gaze moved over her face again, down to her mouth and back up to her eyes. “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

      Hattie froze, her lips parting in surprise.

      She flushed and shook her head, not sure what to say to this man, this stranger she was intensely, inexplicably drawn to. He couldn’t have meant it, of course, but still, it was a nice thing to say, even if it was just some line. How long had it been since someone had flirted with her, complimented her? She couldn’t remember. “You don’t have to say—”

      “Not feeding you a line, Hattie,” he said like he’d read her thoughts. “You walked in, snatched my attention. Haven’t been able to look away.”

      No one had ever said anything like that to her in her life. And the way he was looking at her, the way his gaze did not falter, she thought she might actually believe him.

      Her default reaction in any situation with guys who made her nervous or took her from her comfort zone was to flee. But Hattie didn’t want to flee from Dex. No, she wanted to get closer. So instead of retreating, she gathered all her courage and gave him the truth as well.

      “I saw you, too. I was disappointed when I thought you’d left.”

      His gaze stayed steady on her, but his body moved, turning on his stool so all of him was facing her. So she had every bit of his attention. “Yeah?”

      “Yes,” she said, voice shaky.

      Had she really just admitted that? Yes, yes, she had. Dex’s knee brushed the outside of her thigh, and she quivered again. She wanted him, this stranger, in a way she’d never experienced with anyone else in her life. It was shocking, reckless, and impossible to ignore.

      “I’m a Marine, recently moved here for a new job. Don’t know anyone in this bar. There’s no one here to vouch for me.” He ran his big palm over his hair. “Don’t expect you to trust me, but I’ll do whatever you need so you feel safe with me. Send a friend my photo, my hotel information, if that makes you feel better?”

      Hattie blinked up at him. “Excuse me?”

      His dark eyes seemed to get darker somehow. “I want to spend the night with you, Hattie. If you’re interested.”

      Her mouth opened, closed. He’d surprised her again. The man certainly was direct. “You want to spend the night…with me?” she repeated like an idiot.

      He dipped his square chin. “You say yes…promise I’ll take good care of you.”

      She hadn’t been with a man in just over two years, and with all her focus on building her new business and proving her parents wrong, she had no room in her life for love or romance. For anything serious.

      But one night, one crazy, reckless night with Dex, sounded kind of perfect.

      The only expectations would be making each other feel good. After that, they’d walk away.

      She could live with that.

      Yes, it was madness. They’d only said a handful of sentences to each other, but she wanted to be with him. She wanted to go with this mountain of a man to his hotel room and let him take care of her. So badly she shook.

      And why the hell not?

      “Yes,” she said before she could chicken out. “Yes, I
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