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        CHRISTMAS ON THE ROCKS

      

      

      

      It's Christmas in Cringle Cove.

      

      Being home makes Shaine crazy with the festive decorations. But one thing makes being here even worse, her ex-boyfriend. In fact, he makes her regret ever leaving the house.

      

      One wrong step and she falls hard. Who's there to save her? None other than Maxton.

      

      Every part of Max goes on high alert the second Shaine enters Cringle Cove. With her suddenly near, he has to fight the urge to go to her. He wants her to be his again.

      

      Shaine isn’t going down without a fight, or a few shots of whiskey. Maybe it’s just what she needs to make her see Max is still the one for her.
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      Every fucking break from school, I have to trudge my ass back to this godforsaken town I grew up in. And every Christmas, it looks like Santa puked all over it. That's not even the worst part. Oh, no. That pales in comparison to doing all I can to avoid seeing the one man who can make my knees weak, surging a barrage of emotions right to the surface again.

      "Welcome home, my daughter," my mom says the moment I step into the house. Her arms are wide as she walks toward me and embraces me.

      I give her a loose hug. "Hi, Mom. How are you?"

      Pulling back, she holds me at arm's length. "I'm fine. We're all fine. But you…" she cocks her head to the side as her hand brushes over my hair, "what did you do to your beautiful hair?" So maybe I haven't kept on top of getting it cut or washing it with the best shampoo money can buy. I'm a college student on a tight budget. I can’t even remember the last time I went to a salon.

      "I need to get it cut, I know."

      "You need more than that. Drop your stuff in your room while I call Reese to get ready for you." Reese is a friend of my moms who cuts hair out of her house for fun. She never went to school for it but loves it just the same. It's more of a hobby for her, and she only cuts hair for friends and family.

      "Fine," I mutter as I drag my duffle bag full of clean clothes and toiletries along with a garbage bag full of laundry. I'll do that later. It's much easier washing it here than at school. I drop everything and walk back to the kitchen.

      Mom smiles. "You'll thank me later. Reese is waiting for you."

      "My hair might thank you. I'm not sure about me."

      I'm tired. So damn tired. I want to sleep for days straight. I don't want to leave the house. Yet, here I am on my first day home for break, and I'm already walking out to my salt covered SUV to get my hair cut. Fuck my life.

      My parents live on the lake in Cringle Cove, Pennsylvania. That's right, the town’s name is Cringle. Don't get me started on the bullshit that goes on here every year. I do love our cabin, though. A two-story A-frame with a wall of windows in the front, overlooking the lake. There's a wraparound deck and Adirondack chairs out front so you can relax while taking in the view. It's peaceful; I'll give it that. Well, until you walk into town and get smacked in the face with so many Christmas lights that you'll be seeing spots in your vision for ten minutes.

      Pulling up to Reese’s home, I put my SUV in park, kill the engine, and brace for the cold that will hit me when I open the door. She lives on the far side of town in a small ranch home. She never married and had no kids of her own. Growing up, she was like an aunt to me.

      With the door open, I see Reese standing there with a smile on her face and her hair pulled into a high ponytail. "Shaine! It's so good to see you." She leans in for a hug when I get to the door then hesitates. "Good God, what did you do to this hair? No time for pleasantries. Inside you go."

      With my jacket draped on one of her kitchen chairs, she pulls another up to a sink in her guest bathroom so she can wash my hair and condition it.

      "I'm sure they have people by your school that could cut this for you. You didn't have to wait to come home and let me do it." I don't correct her. There's no point. The truth is, I don't care about my hair, or about makeup, or about much of anything while I'm in school. It's my grades that count. If I have any shot of getting the hell away from the festive nightmare that goes on here, I need solid grades so I can land a job as a teacher. Preferably in a state that doesn't freeze my nipples when I walk outside.

      Reese rinses the shampoo from my hair then massages in the conditioner. "I saw Maxton the other day. He’s grown up since the last time you saw him.” Immediately, my body tenses. I don't want to hear about him, but yet, I do. It makes everything in me long for his touch again. To be in his arms like I was before I foolishly broke his heart.

      "That's nice." It's all I can say. No one knows how much pain I've been in—am still in—since we’ve been apart.

      I was an idiot when I broke up with him but didn't realize it until I was three hours away at college. I never should have said those words. I never should have left him like I did. However, I can't go back in time. If I could, I would have. Because Maxton Kenrick is the only guy I've ever loved.

      "Still got a crush on him, huh?" She doesn't wait for me to answer. "Can't say that I blame you. You two were together for half of high school before you left for college. That's a long time to be with someone when you're young. Hey, did you meet any boys at school? Maybe a hot football player who has all the right moves?" She shakes her hips for effect.

      "No, I’m not dating anyone. I only work, go to class, and study." There's a small coffeehouse near school where I work part time to earn extra money. When I'm not doing that, I'm studying. Always working my ass off to do the best I can. My parents pay for anything I need, but I love having extra money so I don’t need to ask them and can get by on my own, for the most part.

      "Sit up," she says while wringing out my hair. I didn’t notice she rinsed out the conditioner, too wrapped up in my thoughts. "I'm going to take two inches off. Not that you'll notice. Your hair is past your bra line."

      "Whatever you think is best," I reply.

      "Best? I think you buying decent shampoo and conditioner is best. I think you going to talk to Max is best. That boy still mopes around this town like he did when you first left." My chest begins to ache at her words. Does he really do that? If anyone knew, it would be her. Reese is his aunt after all.

      "Reese..." I let her name hang in the air.

      "I'm sorry. I know how you feel. It's written on your face as clear as day. You might bury yourself in work when you're away, but when you're here, your mind goes straight to him. I always thought you two would get married one day." She lets out a wistful sigh. What I want to ask is if he's seeing anyone. If he ever talks about me. If his moping is due to me or if that's just how he is now. He could have changed.

      All these questions tumble around my head, but none of them make it to my lips. Because speaking them would be admitting out loud I love him as much now as I did when we were still in high school. And while I know it to be true in my heart, the rest of the world doesn't need to know the same. Some things are better left unspoken. Unheard. Kept locked away in my heart.

      Reese cuts my hair into long layers, getting rid of all the split ends. Then, because I haven't been tortured enough, she dries my hair and makes me sit down to have lunch with her. I can't deny her. Not after what she just did for me and refused to accept any money.

      We sit and talk. She tells me all the town gossip while I laugh at some of the stories. I might have zero desire to live here, but that doesn't mean I don’t miss some of the people I call friends. Friends who know me well enough and don’t expect me to keep in constant contact while I'm gone.

      I help her clean up and am putting on my coat when I hear the rumble of a truck outside. Oh, no. No, no, no. There's no escape now. I'm a sitting duck. I can't run or hide. This isn’t my house, where I could dart into my bedroom. All I can do is bury deeper into my coat like a turtle does into its shell.

      "Aunt Reese!" Maxton calls out as he opens the side door. Fuck me, his voice still gets to me. Deep. Sexy as fuck. I’m so screwed.

      Chills break out along my body the second the door closes. He's two steps into the room when he stops dead in his tracks, his eyes holding mine. Those dark brown eyes I know so well. It takes everything in me not to cry. Seeing him is just as painful as it was three and a half years ago. I've avoided him since. Avoided everything to do with him. I’ve been home multiple times on break over the years, and each one was spent mostly inside or near my home. If I left, it was during the day when I knew he was working. But today, fate isn't on my side.

      His body goes rigid. "Shaine, I didn't know you'd be here."

      "Neither did I when I asked you to come by," Reese interjects. "I need you to look at the kitchen sink. It won't stop leaking." Or did she? I wouldn’t put it past her to ask him to come over when I was on my way here.

      Reese walks away, but neither Max nor I move. We're caught in this magnetic pull toward one another. He takes a step forward and I do the same. Then another. And another. Until two feet separate us. I shrink under his gaze, tightening the black heavy coat around myself like it’s a shield and can somehow protect me.

      "I have to go," I say and rush from the room.

      I'm an idiot—a fucking moron. Like a coward, I just ran from the only guy I've ever loved. He was there in front of me. He spoke first. I could see it in his eyes. And his hand... I saw the way it fisted a second after he began to lift his arm to reach for me. Time hasn't changed anything. I'm still the weak girl who broke his heart into a million pieces because I wanted to experience college. I didn't want to go there tied down. And I was fucking stupid. A teenager who thought the grass was going to be greener on the other side.

      I jump into my beat-up Jeep Cherokee and head home as fast as I can, without breaking any laws. But the distance I'm putting between Maxton and me doesn't matter. It never has. Because I've felt him inside my heart every day since my family moved here before high school. Max was the first boy to be nice to me, and it took me two years to warm up enough to where, after fifty times of him asking me on a date, I finally said yes.

      Rushing into the cabin, my mom calls after me that she started my laundry. I thank her before holing up in my room. This wasn't supposed to happen. I wasn't supposed to see him. Everything I've worked hard on avoiding came crashing down this afternoon in the form of the boy I loved, all grown up and hot as hell. Fuck, I'll never get him out of my head or my heart. Maxton Kenrick can't ever know the grip he still has on me. I can't embarrass myself again. Not like I did freshman year in college when I begged for him to be mine again.

      That was the last time I talked to him until today. His rejection back then stung worse than anything else has in my entire life, and I deserved it. I deserved that pain because I hurt him badly. He told me as much. And yet, I still had to try and get him back. It was for nothing. He told me he'd never let me in again. Never give me another shot to crush him like I did before.

      So here I am. Curled up in a ball on my bed, with tears running down my face, thinking about the guy who's out of reach. The guy who still holds my heart in the palm of his hand and doesn't even know it.
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      Fuck me I should have turned around. I should have come back later. It was Shaine's Jeep in the driveway. I knew it the second I came around the corner to my aunt's house. That damn black SUV was there. Seeing it brought back every painful memory relating to the girl I was ready to devote my life to.

      My aunt tried to talk to me while I fixed her sink. She went on and on about how good Shaine is doing in school and how she'll be a teacher soon, moving far away from here. I didn't reply. Not to anything she said. How could I when the knife piercing my chest stole my breath? As much as knowing Shaine is here sucks, to think of her living somewhere else, starting a life in a new town with another guy, it makes my veins burn with rage. She doesn't belong to anyone but me. Yet, I was the asshole who wouldn’t take her back.

      Fuck, she looked good. Her dirty blonde hair freshly cut and styled, thanks to my aunt. She didn't have any makeup on, but then again, I never thought she needed it. Shaine has always had this radiant beauty.

      In high school, most of the guys ignored Shaine because she never wore tight clothes that showed off her chest and ass. But I saw her the second she entered my first period class freshman year. Her jeans hung on her hips and pooled at her feet. Her shirt was baggy, but her eyes pulled me in—blue as the ocean.

      Now, I'm sitting in my truck, outside the house I rent that sits back from the lake, wondering what the fuck I'm going to do.

      It's been years since I've seen her. Somehow, we've managed to avoid each other when she's home, and that includes summer breaks. Granted, she doesn't stay here for the whole thing. She has family in California she visits part of the summer. But still, she was here and I kept far away from her. Even the house I rent is clear on the other side of the lake. I didn’t want to see her. However, I did, and there's no getting her out of my head now.

      She's filled out more. Her body is curvier yet still slender. The jeans she wore hugged her curves, but she still had a loose shirt on. Shaine has never been comfortable in her own skin. She always thought she was too thin, but that's the way she is. She can eat anything she wants and never gain weight. I didn't miss how her chest filled out. Baggy shirt or not, her breasts got bigger, and fuck if that didn't make me hard as a rock.

      If she hadn't run from the house, I'm not sure what I would have done. Cupped her cheek to find out if her skin was as soft as I remembered? Kissed her lips to see if she still tasted the same? Told her how every day since she broke my heart I've thought of her and wondered what could have been? I'm royally fucking screwed.

      My cell phone vibrates in my pocket. Pulling it out, my heart beats fast. What if it's Shaine? What if she wants to talk? Glancing at the screen, I see it's Dean, my best friend and one of the few people I talk to. Not that I don't know everyone in town, but he's the only one I trust implicitly.

      "Yeah?" I say, answering the call.

      "The Explorer crapped out again. Can you come look at it?" His damn SUV is fourteen years old. I fix it for him for free. I also keep telling him to get something newer so he won’t have problems, but he refuses. He loves that thing. I have to give him credit. It does great in the snow. Dean’s lucky I’m a mechanic and spend every day working at my dad’s garage.

      "Where are you?" I ask.

      "Home. It wouldn't start this morning."

      "Be there in five."

      I guess it’s a good thing I never got out of my truck. Putting it in reverse, I back out of my driveway and make my way into town. Dean rents half of a duplex. It’s one big house but divided in two, with separate entrances and living spaces. He's out front waiting for me, bundled up in a puffy coat with the
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