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      Traveling home for the holidays squished between a man who smells of a nauseating blend of day old sweat and cigarettes, and an adolescent boy who can’t stop grinning at me certainly isn’t my idea of fun.

      I’ve been on the go since four am, which was when I left for the airport to catch my flight, filled with excitement to see my family after so long away. While I was making my plans, I’d talked to my dad on the phone. He’d seemed just as excited as I was and he’d suggested traveling to meet my flight, but I’d told him not to make the journey. It would have been a six hour round trip and I don’t have a problem taking the bus. He’d eventually been talked out of it.

      The bus is now fifteen minutes out from town and the butterflies in my belly have started. It’s been two years since I’ve been home. Two very long years spent trying to get Gabe out of my head and heart, but I have a really bad feeling he’s there to stay.

      I sigh and turn toward the portion of window that I can see past my fellow passengers, but I’m not looking at the view in front of me. Instead, I’m looking back several years and miles away. Back then, I’d gone home for the holidays and stepped right off the bus in town to be greeted by Gabe, all six-foot-three inches of him, only to be hit with a surge of lust and love so strong, it had frightened the life out of me. It had stopped me dead in my tracks, because Gabe, to all intents and purposes, is my brother.

      He had been nine when my parents, Martha and David, had taken him in to live with them; his parents having been killed in a car crash. So, although we’re not related, we’d grown up in the same house as brother and sister.

      Having always been aware of him, it wasn’t until two years ago that I realized just how much he means to me. Now, I’m stuck on this godforsaken bus going home again to the man I’ve fallen in love with, who I can never be with, and it hurts.

      The sudden jerk of the bus draws me from my memories and I glance around at the familiar buildings outside the window. The bus is idling with its doors open at the stop in town. I struggle through the throng of people blocking my way to the exit; the congestion caused mainly by people with kids restless in their seats, or bags that haven’t been placed in the compartment to the side of the bus.

      Finally, descending the steps, I collect my bag, which I leave to the side while I take in some much needed fresh country air. “Mmm. Home.”

      Even better than the fresh air is seeing the town I haven’t realized I missed until now.

      With a lung full of fresh air, I stand to one side and drink in the sights of the small town square, which is always wonderfully lit at Christmas. This year is no exception. The general store is covered in colored lights with a Santa and his reindeer lit up on the roof. Jacy’s Pharmacy has small Christmas trees along the front of the roof with holly-shaped lights in the windows, and the trees around the town square are decorated with gold lights.

      “Are you going to stand around all night, sis?”

      Jumping, I spin around to find my brother, Travis, standing a couple of feet away with a huge grin on his face. He’s just as I remember; tall with broad shoulders, wearing his usual attire of jeans and boots with his winter jacket, gloves and the hat, which hides his sandy-blond hair.

      Without a thought to the ice, I run the few feet separating us and throw myself straight into his arms for a really big hug.

      “You look good, sis,” Travis tells me with a catch to his voice.

      “You got one of them for me?”

      My heart flips at the voice. Gabe.

      Not wanting him to notice how much his presence means to me, I turn and start to walk toward him with a smile on my face. Over my shoulder, I catch Travis mumbling about grabbing my bag.

      When I reach Gabe, he opens his arms. Without another thought, I walk straight into them and wrap my arms tight around his waist. His jacket is open as I bury my face against his chest and breathe in the scent of him. I’ve missed him so much, and being in his arms brings tears to my eyes. He seems to be holding on to me just as tight, as though he never wants to let me go. “I’ve missed you, Gabe,” I whisper. God he feels so good, and the delicious smell of his sweet cologne almost unravels me with desire.

      “I’ve missed you too, Bree.” He leans down, kissing me on the top of my head, while he smoothes his hands down my back, causing shivers to follow.

      He starts to pull away, so I reluctantly let go of him and step back. Looking up into his face, I’m sure it’s longing I briefly see reflected in his eyes. Or, perhaps, it’s just wishful thinking on my part.

      Gabe clears his throat. “You better get in the truck before you freeze to death.” Reaching out, he opens the door for me while keeping a tight hold on my elbow, making sure I don’t slip on the ice.

      Sitting in the warm cab, I watch Gabe climb into the passenger seat to wait for Travis, who is on his way over with my one piece of luggage.

      Travis throws my bag into the back of the truck, and climbing inside, he pulls out of the parking lot.

      I find it hard to take my eyes from Gabe, who keeps catching me staring at him through the rearview mirror. He seems to be doing some looking of his own. I wonder what he sees when he looks at me; whether he sees a sister or a woman?

      I quickly check my reflection in the rearview mirror, a silent sigh of gratefulness filling me—I didn’t look too travel worn and look pretty good considering the long flight and bus ride. I’m of average height with a slim figure, and long dark hair, that curls down my back. My skin is flawless with a tan, thanks to the California sun.

      Gabe still looks as handsome as always and staying away hasn’t helped with my feelings toward him. Not one bit. I’m still in love with him and guess I always will be. Why can’t he just be a friend of Travis instead of my brother? My parents have never adopted him, they’d told him that his parents had loved him and they wanted to honor their memory by letting him keep the name they’d given him. If he’d wanted them to, all he’d had to do was say the word, but he never had.

      As Travis pulls the truck up to the front of the house, I spot my parents waiting by the door—no sign of my sister Emma, though. She’s probably around somewhere with Simon, the boyfriend of the month; or so Travis had told me on the phone when I’d called the other day.

      Climbing out of the truck, I feel close to tears. I’ve been an idiot for staying away so long. They’re my family and no matter how I feel about Gabe, and how much it hurts to be close to him and not be with him, I can’t stay away again. Running to the porch while trying not to break my neck on the ice and snow, I throw myself into my parents’ arms.

      There are tears in my eyes as my mom holds me tight; a hug only a mother can give. “I’ve missed you and Dad, so much.”

      “Then you shouldn’t stay away so long, honey. Now, come inside and warm up,” Mom murmurs.

      “Okay.”

      Mom leads me through to the kitchen, which smells of cinnamon. I’m not sure how she always does it, but every Christmas, the kitchen has the Christmas scent. Whenever I’m elsewhere and I smell the same scent, I’m reminded of home.

      “You planning on standing there all night?”

      “Sorry, Dad. It’s just nice to finally be standing in the kitchen again with that delicious aroma…and I don’t mean the beef, which I can also smell.”

      I pull out a chair at the kitchen table, but Mom stops me. “You look exhausted, honey. Why don’t you go upstairs and rest before dinner?”

      “I’ve only just arrived.”

      Mom pulls me in for another hug. “We have plenty of time to catch up. You go and rest up. It’s fine, honey. Go on with you.” She grins while shooing me out of the kitchen.

      “Thanks, Mom.” I lean in and place a quick kiss to her cheek just as Gabe makes an appearance.

      “You leaving already?” he asks, not taking his eyes from mine.

      I smile, shaking my head slightly. “No. I’ve been ordered upstairs to rest for a while.”

      He returns my smile. “Then, I’ll carry your bag upstairs for you.”

      I’d forgotten all about my bag, which I’m perfectly capable of carrying myself, but because I’m happy to spend a little bit more time with him, I’ll allow him to carry it for me. “Thanks Gabe.”

      I follow him upstairs to my room while trying not to gawk as his tight rear. It sure as hell doesn’t stop me from becoming hot and bothered; imagining him naked and what his fine ass would look like without clothing.

      Reaching my room, he opens my door and stands aside while I walk into the bedroom that’s been mine since I was a small child. Gabe walks in behind me, placing my bag on the chest at the end of my bed before going over to look out of the window. I stop in the doorway and take in the room—it’s exactly how I’d left it two years ago.

      He moves the curtain to the side. “It’s started snowing again.” After his statement he doesn’t move and just continues to watch the snow fall.

      I walk over to him touching his arm as I look out through the curtains. “I love the snow.” I turn my head to look at him, but Gabe is already looking at me before he quickly looks away. It feels really good standing so close to him. All I want is for him to turn around and take me into his arms. Not going to happen.

      “I remember…I better go.” He moves away from the window, walking toward the door and then turns back to find me watching his retreat. His eyes seem sad, almost as if he feels the same longing for me that I feel for him. Could he? Could we ever be anything other than brother and sister?
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      Having been left alone in my room, I spend the time unpacking and exchanging my boots for my favorite, thick, woolly socks. Sitting on the seat in the window, watching the snow fall because it’s one of the things from home that I’ve really missed, I wonder what to do about Gabe. I can’t spend the rest of the holidays heartsick, but what is the alternative? There really isn’t one.

      A couple of times I’ve caught Gabe looking at me with heat in his eyes. No way am I mistaken. In fact, I’m convinced the only thing standing in the way of us being together, is my family.

      An hour has passed while I’ve been daydreaming, so I decide to head downstairs to see if Emma has arrived home and to spend time in the kitchen—the heart of our home.

      Reaching the bottom of the stairs, Travis spots me first and shouts me through to the living room where he introduces me to Gabe’s friend, Tracy. I’m surprised, to say the least. I blink back tears and draw on my inner strength to show my good manners when introduced to her, but inside I’m dying of jealousy. Until now, I thought perhaps there might have been a chance for me and Gabe, but I’ve obviously been dreaming.

      Glancing around the room, Gabe is on the other side watching me as I’m introduced to her—a frown creasing his forehead. Does he recognize that I’m fighting back tears? He always seems to have the knack for judging my moods.

      Not meeting his gaze, I quickly excuse myself and head to the guest bathroom, locking myself inside. Leaning against the sink, I take some deep breaths to try and stop the tears, that are threatening to fall. Gabe could have warned me he had a guest coming for dinner. How could he do this to me?

      After splashing my face with cold water and drying off, I compose myself before opening the door to head back into the living room, only to have Tracy appear beside me. All I want to do is run away.

      “Hi Bree, is this your first trip home for a while? I haven’t seen you around,” she asks, rearranging her blouse so more cleavage is showing.

      I swallow the tears, which are threatening again at the back of my throat and try to keep my voice steady. “Two years. How long have you been in town?”

      Tracy’s eyes follow every move Gabe makes and I wonder if she’s even listening to me. “Hmm? Oh, I moved here about eighteen months ago.” She flicks her long red hair over her shoulder without taking her brown eyes from Gabe. “I’ve heard a lot about you from Gabe. He’s so adorable. I think he’s hot.”

      Unable to stay standing with her another minute, otherwise I really will be in tears, I start to move away. “If you’ll excuse me a minute.”

      I rush up to my room needing to get away; a few minutes in private to get my emotions under control before someone notices how distressed I really am. I gulp down the air that was avoiding me downstairs and tell myself to calm down. I can’t keep doing this. I’ve been home just over an hour and I’m already a wreck because Gabe has a girlfriend. A pretty girlfriend at that. Not only does she have a slim build, but long, long legs. This is so not fair.  Ugh!

      I haven’t been in my room long when I hear someone knocking on my door. “Who is it?”

      “Bree, open the door.”

      Jumping from the bed, I open the door to my sister, Emma, who throws her arms around me as we both hug really tight. This is just what I need; my sister. I pull her into the room, shutting the door behind her before dragging her over to the bed.

      No matter how long it is between visits, we always manage to pick up right where we left off the last time I was home. She’s younger than me, and takes after Mom with her long dark-blonde hair flowing down her back and gorgeous blue eyes, which are currently fixed on me, not to mention her hands resting on her curvy hips. Hips I might add, I’ve always been jealous of. Has she worked me out already? Trying to distract her, I think of her current beau.

      “When do I get to meet Simon?”

      “He’s downstairs. No hundred-and-one questions when you meet him, sis. Promise me?”

      Rolling my eyes, I reply, “I promise…So, how long has Gabe been going out with Tracy?”

      Emma gives me a quizzical look. “They aren’t going out. Tracy works at the diner in town and she’s been after him for ages, but he’s never accepted her offers before tonight.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, it’s a bit weird that he invited her here tonight, though. Anyway, c’mon, Mom sent me up to get you. Supper’s ready.”

      A slight wave of relief washes over me as Emma stands and looks down at me. Knowing that there isn’t anything going on between Gabe and Tracy, makes me feel slightly better. I just hope she’s right and hasn’t missed anything.

      “C’mon, sis.” I allow Emma to pull me from the bed and through my bedroom door.

      We walk downstairs, me more slowly than Emma, as I listen to the voices in the dining room, where Mom’s making us eat tonight. Usually it’s around the kitchen table, but with guests, Mom always uses the dining room. Walking into the room, I pause as everyone stops talking and watches us.

      “Bree, this is Simon,” Emma introduces me to her boyfriend, who looks a bit rough around the edges with his devil may care attitude.

      “Hey, Bree.” Man of little words.

      I pull out the chair between Mom and Travis that is directly across from Gabe. “Sorry to keep you waiting.” I plop down into the seat and try not to look at him sitting there, watching me.

      “You okay, honey?”

      “I’m fine, Mom, just tired.” I feel Gabe’s eyes on me and quickly look up, then away, not knowing what he wants from me. Why does he keep staring at me? He knows me like no other, so he’ll know that I’m upset; whether or not he figures out why is something else.

      “Okay, everyone, let’s dig in,” Dad announces. For some reason every time Dad tells us to dig in, the noise level always increases, tonight is no different and it’s just like I remember. Loud!

      Sitting across from Gabe, I can’t help but keep looking at him while I eat the supper Mom has probably been working hard on for most of the afternoon. Nearly every time I look over, Tracy has her hand on his arm or is touching him in some way. I feel like stabbing Tracy’s hand with my fork to get her to keep her paws off my guy.

      Looking up again, my gaze clashes with Gabe’s, and until he lets his mask slip back in place—he looks full of anguish; from the grip he has on his knife and fork to the apology I can clearly see in his eyes. I nervously look down at my plate and picking up my fork, start eating. Not that I’m really hungry, having lost my appetite because of the woman across the table.

      “Hey sis, will you come Christmas shopping with me sometime within the next day or two?” Emma asks, continuing to shovel food into her mouth as though she hasn’t eaten for a week.

      “Yeah, sure. Just tell me when you want to go.”

      “Okay.”

      The rest of the meal is eaten in silence, outside of the occasional murmur about the food. The time slows down and it becomes excruciating to sit here. As I focus only on the food I’m pushing around my plate, I can see Tracy’s hand as she touches Gabe’s arm or the way she leans into him. The food forms a hard lump in my throat and tears prick at the back of my eyes. The shuffling of chairs, signaling that the meal is done, shakes me from my torment and it’s all I can do to walk calmly out of the room as I retreat to my room.

      After showering, I pull my nightshirt on, along with my pink fleece robe to keep the chill off, and slip my feet into matching pink slipper socks. Walking over to the window seat, I curl up and watch the snow fall. Unable to hold my tears at bay any longer, I let them flow from my eyes, down my cheeks, in pain for what I can’t have.

      If the looks Gabe kept throwing at me during supper meant anything, he looks to be just as tormented as I am. But why?

      Really crying now, I place my head into my hands and let it all out. This has been building for two years. It breaks my heart to think of him with anyone but me.

      After awhile, I start to hear everyone settle in for the night. With a quick glance at the clock I’m surprised to find it’s already past midnight.

      I walk into the bathroom to wash my face before climbing into bed, hoping tomorrow will be a happier day.
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      A cold light sweeps into my bedroom and I groan at it. Morning came quicker than I’d have liked and as I listen to the quiet of the house, I can hear the creaks and groans of the old house as others start their day. Taking a deep breath, I scramble from the bed giving one last longing look to the warmth of my blankets.

      After a shower, I slip into long underwear to keep away the chill, jeans, and one of my favorite roll-neck sweaters in deep rose. The color really suits me because of my dark hair and tanned coloring. Glancing at myself in the mirror, I ignore the slight shadows under my eyes from the sleepless night, but I resist the urge to apply any makeup. Today, I’m going to be makeup free, which doesn’t happen often, and my long hair is simply tied back with a purple band. Wrinkling my nose at the image in the mirror, I nod—I look okay, especially considering my long flight home yesterday.

      I’ve had a restless night’s sleep, thanks to Gabe inviting Tracy to the house for dinner with the family. Perhaps, he’d done it to keep me away from him; at least, that’s the reason I’d prefer as opposed to the one where he is actually dating Tracy.

      With a sigh, I leave the sanctuary of my bedroom to go in search of breakfast, but find more than I bargain for.

      “Morning,” I mumble, walking over to pour myself a coffee ignoring everyone, because I need a minute to pull myself together. Not only is Gabe in the kitchen, but Tracy is sitting next to him with a cup of coffee in hand. Did she spend the night with him?

      “Bree. Where are your manners?”

      I take a deep breath and turn around to face everyone. “Sorry, Mom. Just tired.”

      “Hmm. Sit yourself down and I’ll warm your breakfast up.”

      I look at Mom with a question in my eyes.

      “Pancakes and warm syrup, which I remember are your favorite.”

      “Okay, I’m hungry now that you’ve mentioned pancakes.” Taking the seat opposite Gabe and Tracy, I offer them a small smile.

      “Morning.” I look from Tracy, who’s distracted with her breakfast to Gabe who holds my stare, which I finally break. “I’m not much of a morning person,” I explain, looking toward Tracy.

      “Oh, don’t worry Bree, we’ll be going soon anyway. Gabe’s taking me shopping in town before going out for lunch.”

      The pancake I’m swallowing falls like lead into my stomach.

      Mom sits beside me patting my hand. “Why don’t you go with them, Bree? It’s been a while since you were last here.”

      Looking up, I notice the frown on Tracy’s face before looking at Gabe who appears anxious, waiting for an answer.

      “I’m sure Seth would be willing to go with you all as well.”

      I turn back to Mom and can’t hide my frown. “Seth?” I don’t remember her mentioning anyone called Seth before.

      “He’s the new doctor and a really nice young man.” She smiles. “You’ll like him. In fact, he’s just pulling up outside. And Bree, please show your manners this time; he’d make a good husband.”

      Nearly choking on my coffee, I avoid looking at Gabe and wait for the backdoor to open, and admit the good husband. Mom thinks all her children should be married and producing grandbabies, so any guy will do if Mom has a say in the decision. Despite her plans for him, I’m curious to see what he actually looks like.

      The door finally opens and in walks a hottie with dusty blond hair and a sexy grin.

      I stare—transfixed—until Gabe coughs and abruptly stands up. “Seth,” he mumbles in greeting, before helping himself to more coffee. “You want one?” He waves a cup in Seth’s direction.

      “That would be good. Could do with getting warmed up.” He rubs his hands together once he’s removed his outer gear and sits in the seat Mom pulls out for him.

      “Seth, you already know Gabe and Tracy, but you haven’t met my daughter, Bree.”

      Seth leans over taking my hand in his. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Bree. I’m Seth, the town doctor.”

      Sitting down, Gabe makes a racket with his chair, drawing my attention back to him. He raises an eyebrow in question, and gives me a pissed look before finishing his breakfast. What the hell is his problem? He’s sitting next to his girl so why can’t I play nice with the new Doc?

      Turning back to Seth, I ask, “So, Seth, how long have you been living here?”

      “About nine months now, I think. You’re visiting from LA, right?” He offers me a gorgeous grin.

      “Yes, I just arrived yesterday. Still feeling a little jet-lagged, but apparently, I’m off to go shopping in town after breakfast.”

      He nods his head in agreement. “Well, that should be fun. The shops are fairly crazy at this time of year.”

      He has the nicest eyes. His patients must love him.

      Not wanting to be the third wheel, I ask, “If you’re not doing anything today, would you like to join us? It’s just Gabe, Tracy and I going.”

      His eyes light up as he grins. “I’d love to.”

      His grin is infectious so, I grin back.

      “We’re going, now.” Gabe pushes his chair away from the table. “Tracy, c’mon.” He helps her up from the table, ignoring our startled expressions while he pulls her toward the door.

      “I haven’t finished,” I say, glaring at Gabe who glares back.

      “Meet us in town.” He ushers Tracy out through the door without another word.

      Why the hell is he in a bad mood?

      My hand is still halfway to my mouth with a forkful of uneaten pancake, my mouth hanging open as I stare at the kitchen door Gabe has just exited with a confused Tracy behind him. Not much surprises me any more, but I’m feeling completely shocked at Gabe’s rudeness.

      “You’re catching flies, Bree.”

      I snap my mouth closed before letting my fork clank back to my plate. “What’s wrong with him?”

      Mom looks at me wearing a frown on her face. “Mmm, I’m not sure.” She whips my plate from under me. “You’re finished. Why don’t you get your boots on and head out?”

      Glancing at Seth, he seems deep in thought glaring into his coffee cup.

      “Seth.” Without missing a beat, he looks up and grins before following me to my feet. “Mom’s kicking us out. You ready to leave?”

      “I sure am.” Seth takes his cup to the sink and rinses it out, before leaving it to drain with the rest of the breakfast dishes. He’s obviously had coffee here before.

      I leave them to the washing up while I pull my snow boots on by the backdoor before sliding my arms in to my jacket, leaving my gloves and hat until the last minute. No matter what the hat’s made from, I always end up itching. Drives me crazy.

      “Thank you, Seth…for helping with the dishes.” Mom walks toward me with a smile splitting her face, which Seth can’t see. That’s my mom’s way of saying hot damn. “You go and enjoy yourself with my daughter.”

      Ugh! I roll my eyes, which Seth catches and starts laughing.

      “Mom we’re going now…please behave.”

      Seth opens the door for me, and leads me toward his truck. He helps me get seated before running around to the driver’s side and starting the engine.

      “Seth, please excuse my mom. She’s mental,” I say smiling, watching him maneuver in the snow.

      He shakes his head. “She’s great and just wants the best for her kids.”

      “Hmm. The best, as in the town doctor, right?”

      “Maybe.” Without taking his eyes from the road, he gives a megawatt smile that is almost blinding.

      Laughing, I turn to look out of the window, sitting mesmerized by the beautiful winter landscape as we drive. I really miss being home and keep thinking about moving back, but then, I think about Gabe, who’s pretty much in my thoughts constantly. I have no idea how I would manage living so close to him, never being able to be with him while I watch him with other women. It’s killing me watching him with Tracy.
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      Seth pulls up in town, right outside Elizabeth’s Emporium. When I was younger, Emma and I used to sit just inside the store and read all the Christmas books she had to one side for children, while their parents shopped. We always enjoyed our visit here with the store smelling of Christmas, or rather, mulled-wine incense sticks. Travis and Gabe always used to refuse to sit inside and would make faces through the window at us. Until they became interested in girls, that is, and then they’d come inside to sit and read, but they weren’t reading, they were looking at the girls with their parents.

      Hearing my door open, seconds before I feel the cold on my legs, makes me jump as Seth is still sitting beside me.

      “About damn time,” Gabe says, grabbing my arm and hauling me out into the snow. What the heck?

      I snatch my arm back. “What the hell’s gotten into you? Acting like a caveman.” I stomp up onto the sidewalk where Tracy’s waiting. Gabe follows, but I ignore him and wait for Seth.

      Gabe stands in front of me not allowing me to ignore him. “Look, I’m sorry, okay? You were sitting in the truck without making a move to leave, while we’re freezing our butts off out here.” Irritation flares his nostrils and the old tick in his jaw has started. “Let’s just get this over with.” Reaching out, he opens the door and indicates with his arm for Tracy to go in first, so I follow.

      Well, this is going to be a great day with Mr. Grumpy. I suppose I could have backed down when Mom suggested I join them to go shopping, but what the heck? I wanted to show Gabe that if he could date her, then I’m not going to sit around and cry, which is actually what I feel like doing. I’ll see if the hot Doctor Seth can help soothe my misery instead.

      “Bree,” Seth calls. “Would you like to get a hot chocolate? I’m kind of partial to the ones from here.”

      Gabe snorts and mumbles something under his breath, but Tracy drags him off toward the scented candles.

      Instead of dwelling on the relationship between them, I face Seth and can’t help but smile. “Lead the way.” He’s like a big kid right now, as though he’s about to get a treat for doing his chores on time.

      “Would you like some marshmallows in yours?” he asks, but doesn’t wait for my answer.

      “Bree, doesn’t like marshmallows,” Gabe grouches, appearing without Tracy.

      “Lost your girlfriend?” I comment.

      Gabe’s eyes narrow at the challenge in my voice, but he doesn’t answer. Instead, he turns abruptly on his heel and stomps off the way he came. Watching him go, I have to fight not to follow him. Something’s wrong. I hate the animosity between us, which seems to have sprung up the moment I was introduced to Tracy, and then again, this morning with Seth.

      “Here you go, Bree. Welcome home. How long are you staying?”

      I take my drink from Stephanie, a friend of my mom’s. “Thank you. I head back around the twenty-seventh.” Taking a sip of my chocolate, I follow Seth to a table beside the window.

      “What’s going on between you and Gabe?” he asks, as soon as we’re seated.

      Seth surprises me with his question. Yes, it’s obvious there’s something wrong between us, but most people consider us brother and sister so they wouldn’t think anything about us not talking or being horrid to the other. But, I have a feeling Seth sees below the surface.

      “I’m not sure what you mean.” I watch him above the steaming drink.

      He laughs. “Bree, you’re not a very good liar. How long have you been in love with him?”

      “I’m not…”

      He raises an eyebrow.

      Oh well. Here goes. “Forever…but mainly these past two years. I’m not sure anyone will understand. He’s been my brother most of my life. What does that say about me?” I sigh, and try to avoid looking into his eyes.

      “It says you’ve fallen for a good guy.” He takes a drink. “I don’t know if I should tell you this, but I’ve known him for about eight months and in that time he’s never dated or gone out with anyone, at least that I’ve heard… Do you know what I’m saying?”

      Shaking my head, I raise my eyes to his.

      “Why do you think he asked Tracy to dinner at your parents’ place last night? An out-of-the-blue invitation. An invitation she’s been angling after for ages.”

      Dare I hope?

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah.”

      Placing my half finished drink on the table, I ask, “Why are you telling me this?”

      “I know I’m shooting myself in the foot here, but your eyes practically lit up when we pulled into town and you saw him waiting out there. When he opened the car door for you, despite being somewhat surprised, there was also genuine delight there too. Until you saw Tracy that is. Yeah, you eyed me up and smiled, but it wasn’t the same. Don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me.”

      Blowing my hair from my face, I slump back in my chair and watch him, ignoring his comment about eyeing him up. Seth really is a nice guy. Oh, he has a hot body, great smile, and he’ll make someone a great husband one day. Just not me.

      “I didn’t mean to lead you on. I really do like you, but…”

      “It’s fine. Seriously…besides, I have my own secret.” He grins.

      I open my mouth to reply before shutting it again. “What?” I cough. “Um, are you going to tell me? I mean it would only be fair considering you know mine.” I grin.

      He squirms and looks out the window before turning back to me. “Can we pretend I didn’t say anything? Please?”

      I chuckle. “No chance, buster. Spill.”

      He rests his arms on the table in front of him and places his head on top of them. He sighs, but after that small noise, he stays silent for a few minutes. “Umm,” he lifts his head, “your sister…Emma? I really like her. A lot.”

      I start to laugh until I realize he’s serious. “Sorry. I wasn’t expecting that. Wow. My sister…umm, you do realize she has a boyfriend, right?”

      He rolls his eyes.

      “Okay, I don’t know what he’s like, but Mom and Dad haven’t seemed too keen on him when they’ve mentioned him on the phone, but, they like you. So, I’ll put in a good word for you as long as you make it look like we’re dating.”

      Seth raises an eyebrow probably thinking I’m crazy.

      “If Gabe can date Tracy, then I’m going to let him think I’m dating you,” I smirk.

      “Ah, Bree. Don’t you think this is a little bit, umm, childish?” He looks worried.

      “Yes I do, but he’s playing dirty. So, my friend, can I.  You don’t mind do you, Seth? I’ll make sure Emma sees you in a much better light than Simon.” I smile sweetly at him.

      Seth bursts into laughter. “Whatever, but if he wants to plant his fist in my face, I’m coming clean.”

      I roll my eyes. He is so cute, and reminds me of Travis. Yes. This gentle soul will be just right for my lovely sister.
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      Watching Bree inside flirting with the doc is doing something with my head. I only brought Tracy to the house for dinner last night to stop me from making a fool of myself over Bree, and now she’s playing friendly with him. What the hell? She belongs with me.

      Turning to go back inside and break up the happy, fucking couple, I nearly knock Tracy on her ass. In fact, if it hadn’t been for Travis standing behind her, that’s exactly what she’d have ended up on.

      “Where’s the fire?” Travis asks, glancing through the window and when he spots Bree, he looks back to me. “Ah. Okay,” he smirks.

      Great, I’m that obvious. And, why doesn’t he seem bothered? Travis usually doesn’t take too kindly to guys being around his sisters, but for some reason, he doesn’t seem to mind Seth and seems to find it humorous that I’m so damn distracted by Bree. Pulling myself together, I make for the door only to have Travis place his hand on my chest.

      “I better go. Too close to Christmas to end up in jail,” he mumbles, opening the door for a customer to exit before going inside to get his sister out here, and away from Seth. I feel like my blood is practically seething as I watch Travis cross the shop to where Bree is sitting with her date.

      Geez, I’m acting like a teenager, but damn it to hell and back! What’s so different about this year? I’ve managed to behave in the past before she went off to college, and then when she came home for holidays. But, what’s so different now? Seth. She doesn’t normally have someone sniffing around her.

      “Gabe, are you alright?” Tracy wraps her arm around mine, standing as close as she possibly can without me being inside her. I should never have encouraged her. She’s nice, but she isn’t Bree.

      “I’m sorry, Tracy. A headache’s crept up on me. I’m going to head back.” Okay, that was lame and I can see that she isn’t buying it from the shadow that passes over her eyes. I do have a slight headache, but nothing that I can’t handle. Basically, I need to get some time alone instead of having Tracy clinging to me every damn minute, and having to watch the woman I’m in love with laughing and flirting with someone else.

      She looks at me frowning and starts to reach up, as though she’s about to touch my forehead or something, so I quickly step back, breaking contact.

      “Why don’t you come back to my place and rest? It’s closer than yours, and what if your headache gets worse on the way back?” She does look worried, which makes me feel even worse.

      Shit.

      Bree gasps, as she obviously hears the tail end of Tracy’s speech, while walking out of the store. She walks straight over to me with a look of concern on her beautiful face before reaching up and laying her palm against my forehead. “Are you sick?” She caresses my cheek before moving back to my forehead, and it takes everything in me not to lean into her touch.

      Our eyes meet as she withdraws her hand.

      “I’ll be okay. I just need to get back home and relax for a bit.” God, I sound like a wimp, and yeah, I catch the smirk on Travis’s face.

      “I’ll come with you. I’m not really in the mood to shop, anyway. I think I must still be tired from the early morning yesterday and then the traveling. Seth, would you mind giving Tracy a lift home?” Bree grins at him, which he returns.

      “Yeah, sure. C’mon, Tracy.” Seth offers his arm to her, which she accepts, much to my surprise.

      “Call me when you’re feeling better.” She then completely ignores Bree, “See you later, Travis.”

      Travis looks between us, his grin widening before walking off toward his truck, although I’m not sure where his girlfriend’s disappeared.

      “Do you really have a headache?” Bree asks, with that expression on her face she used to use when we were kids, when she wanted to know what we were up to and we wouldn’t tell her. She was a pain in the ass when we were growing up. She hasn’t changed much.

      “I will have if you don’t stop nagging.” Turning, I walk toward my truck, knowing she’ll follow just fine.

      She knows me too damn well, which doesn’t help when I’m trying to use Tracy to keep us apart. It wouldn’t surprise me if she knows what I’m doing.

      Travis seems to know I have feelings for his sister, if earlier is any indication, but why didn’t he seem bothered? It doesn’t make sense. We’ve always referred to each other as brothers, with Emma and Bree being our sisters. There’s no blood between us, but still. What the fuck! All my reasons for not being with Bree seem to be dwindling, although I’m not sure how Martha and David, Bree’s parents, would react, because they really do consider me their son.

      Opening the truck door, Bree climbs in and I slam it shut before running around and climbing into the driver’s side. As soon as I switch the engine on, the hot air fills the truck making it a bit more comfortable, and the radio starts to play Christmas music. This sets Bree off, giggling, which in turn, makes me smile.

      “I’d forgotten you love listening to Festive music leading up to Christmas.” Bree leans more into her seat before turning to look at me.

      “It just makes me feel good…and keeps me going when I feel like shit.”

      “Why do you feel like shit?” Her grin slips and she looks so serious that I want to rub the worry line between her brows. I ignore the urge and shift the truck into gear.

      I shake my head. “It’s not important. How’s LA life?” Do I really want to know she has some boyfriend back there? That she loves living there and doesn’t want to move back?

      She shrugs. “It’s okay.” Now, she’s avoiding my eyes.

      “Why do I sense a but in there?”

      She doesn’t reply for the longest time, and then, as I’m turning to head down the road leading to her house, she whispers, “I miss home…and everyone here.”

      My hands tighten on the steering wheel with her admission. I wasn’t expecting her to admit that, and when she said ‘everyone here’ as a last thought, does she mean me?

      “We miss you, as well. Nothing’s the same with you gone.” I pull to a stop close to the house before jumping out and helping her back into the snow, which is starting to fall again. “Be careful. It’s icy here.” Her feet nearly go out from under her. “You know what? Let me walk you to the steps. Don’t want you breaking your neck.”

      Slipping and sliding across the ice patch we finally make it to the steps, but as I try to head back toward my truck, Bree grabs hold of my jacket. “Where are you going? Aren’t you coming inside?”

      “Ah, no. I thought I’d go back to my place for a bit, but I’ll see you later for dinner.” Fuck. Her face falls. “Bree…dammit.” I walk back to her and usher her the rest of the way inside, where we stamp the snow from our boots.

      “Gabe, I wasn’t expecting you back so early…with Bree. Is everything okay?” Martha continues to wipe down the counters, but doesn’t take her eyes from the two of us.

      “Yeah, everything’s fine.” Hanging my gear up, I help Bree out of hers and catch the scent of the shampoo she obviously used this morning—strawberry and mango. My stomach tightens and my hands want to reach out and touch.

      “Gabe, you want to watch a movie with me in front of the fire or do you need quiet with your headache?”

      I feel myself start to blush. “My head’s fine now.” I cast a sheepish look toward Martha who turns away, but not before I catch her lips twitching.

      Plastering a smile on my face, I turn to look at Bree, who’s now standing in the doorway looking so beautiful. My smile slips while I try to find my voice, but Martha saves me.

      “He’ll watch a movie with you.”

      Martha disappears into the pantry leaving Bree frowning behind her. Probably wondering why she answered for me.

      “Umm, I’m just going to pop upstairs. I’ll be down in five.”

      With that, she disappears up to her room so I wander into the living room wondering whether to sit in the recliner or the sofa. Will she join me if I’m on the sofa? Martha’s in the kitchen, so probably not.

      “Sit yourself on the sofa Gabe. You look in pain.” Martha gives me a gentle push in the right direction. “I’m going out, and will probably be a couple of hours, or so.”

      Oh shit. I’m in trouble.

      Being left alone with Bree isn’t such a good idea.
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      Closing my bedroom door, I sag against it feeling a red-hot blush in my cheeks. I’m about to spend the afternoon watching a movie with Gabe, and although it’s what I want more than anything, apprehension snakes across my shoulders, filling them with tension. How do I react? Do we snuggle on the sofa like we used to do when we were kids? Something we haven’t done for a long time. Or do we act like strangers and sit apart?

      If just the thought of watching a movie with him has me all hot and bothered, how would it feel if he kissed me? Delicious. Hot. Heaven.

      “Bree,” Mom shouts from downstairs.

      I open my door so I can hear her better and yell back, “Yeah.”

      “I’m going out for a couple of hours. See you later, honey.”

      She’s going out? That means, Gabe and I, are the only two home.

      “I’ll bring lunch home with me.”

      “Okay. Thanks, Mom.”

      Without thinking anymore, I quickly strip from my jeans and long underwear into my yoga pants and thick wooly socks before hurrying back downstairs. I pull up short when I spot Gabe sprawled out on the sofa with two steaming cups of coffee and a plate of Mom’s cinnamon cookies on the table in front of him.

      It isn’t the refreshments that hold my attention though; it’s the wickedly hot man who looks to be asleep. Knowing I should back away and let him sleep, I move forward and watch him. He’s gorgeous. He’s all male with one hell of a lean, but strong body. My eyes travel up his long legs missing his groin area and jumping to his chest then face. He’s handsome in a rugged sort of way, with a five o’clock shadow along his jaw, but my eyes move back down and notice a bulge forming behind his zipper.

      “Jesus Christ, Bree,” he yells, shooting up from the sofa, and giving me one hell of a fright.

      Once I’ve caught my breath, I blush and apologize, “Sorry,” I smirk, “but what do you expect me to do when I see you lying there asleep? I mean, I haven’t seen you in a couple of years.” I shrug. “I was just catching up.”

      He snickers, and then sits up, making room for me.

      After I’ve retrieved the remotes for the TV and cable box, I sit on the sofa and finally look at Gabe, who I’ve been ignoring so he wouldn’t see my blush.

      He looks so cute, which I’d never tell him, but right now, I can see the wheels turning in his head. Should he sit with me or not.

      He starts to fidget, which gives me the giggles. “Gabe, just sit back down as you were, and I promise to be good and keep my eyes on the TV.”

      “Hell,” he lounges back, but not before pinching the remotes.

      “Hey. I had them first.”

      He gloats. I narrow my eyes. This means war. I turn to kneel on the sofa as his eyes widen when he realizes what I’m about to do. Well, at least I’ll get to touch him. Shaking those wayward thoughts from my head, I watch him shove the remotes behind him. Hmm.

      Crawling toward him, I realize this perhaps isn’t such a good idea, but what the hell. He doesn’t take his eyes from mine as I reach him. I stop for a moment before reaching out and tickling him. He squirms and laughs, trying to bat my hands away. I somehow end up sitting in his lap, so while I’m tickling him he starts running his hands on all my ticklish spots, which has me wriggling around. We both freeze as I rub against his erection.

      He’s fully aroused. For me! I try not to let his body’s reaction to my closeness distract me. While he’s still frozen, I dart my hands behind his back and retrieve the remotes. Waving them in the air, I go to climb off him, but he attacks and I find myself lying on the sofa with Gabe on top of me. His groin perfectly aligned with mine.

      Neither of us move, although our breathing changes. In this position, nothing is left to the imagination. He’s also heavy with his weight on top of me, so I wiggle to try and get him to move slightly.

      He clenches his jaw and drops his forehead to mine, closing his eyes. “Bree,” he groans. “Please don’t keep moving.”

      “I like you where you are, but you’re heavy,” I mumble. A blush burns my cheeks at my admission, but I ignore it and run my fingers through his hair, feeling him shiver against me.

      “This is wrong. We can’t do this, Bree.” He kisses my nose before climbing off me. “Do you still want to watch a movie?”

      Do I? What I feel like doing is going to my room for a good cry, but if this is all I’m going to get then I’ll watch a movie with him. “Movie.”

      I offer him the remotes back, but he won’t take them and goes to sit in the recliner.

      “I promise to behave if you sit with me. I don’t like you all the way over there.”

      He lets out a sigh. “I’m not sure I can keep my hands to myself...I’ve wanted you for too damn long.”

      I’m stunned by his admission.

      “But nothing will ever happen between us. Martha and David are the only parents I’ve known in a very long time.” He finishes quickly. He doesn’t say anything else, but moves to sit at the end of the sofa.

      I don’t say anything because I can’t. I’ve always hoped, I mean, who wouldn’t? But, to hear him say nothing will ever happen between us? This simply breaks my heart.

      Flicking through the channels, All I Want for Christmas appears on the screen so I leave it on and try to watch it, but all I can think about is the man sitting right beside me. Although he’s close enough to touch, he feels like he’s sitting a million miles away. A loan tear trickles down my face, which I swipe at.

      “Bree?”

      I shake my head, refusing to turn toward him.

      “Fuck.” He leans toward me, and pulls me into his side, wrapping an arm around me.

      Snuggling down, I can’t stop the tears anymore. I let them flow freely while Gabe holds me tight in his arms, running his fingers through my hair.

      Being in his arms feels so right, as if somehow, he completes me. This is so hard. How can I be without him when I love this man?
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      Bree is asleep in my arms and I don’t want her to wake up, at least for a little while. I hadn’t meant to admit to her about how much I want her. It just kind of slipped out. My fingers tangle in the hair trailing down her back while she snuggles into me. She really is beautiful. With her slim body; trim waist, and, well, breasts that every girl dreams about. At least I presume they do, otherwise why get implants?

      I’m hard as hell behind my zipper, which she’ll notice if she wakes up. Nothing new there, although before, when I was lying on top of her, I very nearly blew like a teenager. It’s been a long time since I’ve been with anyone because the only person I’ve wanted is Bree, and that’s just impossible. Or is it?

      Travis, earlier today, didn’t seem too bothered when he realized my anger was because Bree was with Seth. Travis isn’t the problem though; it’s her parents. They’ve brought me up since I was nine, so it’d be like a daughter and son dating, which is a total no-no and actually makes me cringe.

      God, I’m so tired trying to come up with a solution when there really isn’t one. Unable to take my hands from her, I hold her with my right arm and lift my left hand to caress down the smooth skin
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