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DEDICATION

To my niece, Lauren Moeller Downing. 

I am so proud of what a wonderful young woman you’ve become.








CHAPTER 1

Christmas waves a magic wand over this world, and behold, everything is softer and more beautiful.

—Norman Vincent Peale

Runaway law student Gabrielle Preston stared out the large plate glass window of Perks coffee shop, watching the bustling holiday activity going on across the street at the Twilight, Texas, town square, and finally took a deep breath.

Workmen strung Christmas lights on all four corners of the square while teams of town folk decorated themed trees. Angel ornaments on the north side. Pets on the south. Santas on the east. Bells on the west. Performers in Dickensian costumes strolled the sidewalks. Gabi spied Miss Havisham in her shabby wedding dress and one sad shoe. Scrooge hoisted Tiny Tim up on his shoulders. Artful Dodger led a group of soot-faced children as they pulled faux swag from participants’ pockets. Horse-drawn carriages picked up and dropped off visitors. “I’ll Be Home for Christmas” poured from outdoor speakers. A light dusting of snow had started to fall, putting smiles on faces and making everything look like a snow globe world.

Bedford Falls from It’s a Wonderful Life had nothing on this town.

Twilight was exactly what she was looking for. It was a place where she could hit pause while she reevaluated her life, a place where she could actually breathe, a place where she could experience the sweet, homey kind of Christmas that she and her older brother, Derrick, had always dreamed of having but never did.

“I made it, Derrick,” she whispered under her breath, and blinked away the tears misting the tips of her eyelashes. “I’m here, and it’s as adorable as we always imagined such a town would be.”

Momentary sadness washed over her, but she shook it off. Derrick wouldn’t want her to be sad. He would encourage her to seize the moment. Live out the dream they’d dreamed so long ago. Embrace the adventure. Discover the path she was truly meant to be on.

Her path.

Her way for once, but in order to do that, she had to change.

Change.

That was her buzzword. She was ready—no, eager—to change. Change her life. Change her mind. Change herself. Change everything right down to the color of her nail polish.

Which was why her fingernails were painted hunter green with red and white candy canes. Grinning, she admired the art. Courage. Her candy cane fingernails represented courage. And Gabi was so certain of her mission that she’d taken a huge leap of faith and simply jumped.

She exhaled slowly, felt the tension of the last week start to slide off her shoulders as she glanced out the window to watch the Ghost of Christmas Past tap Scrooge on the shoulder. But try as she might to hold on to that serene space, Gabi couldn’t stop her mind from skipping endlessly, worrying thoughts, like fingers on prayer beads, over what she had done.

Not showing up for her final exams, leaving town without a word to anyone, impulsively making like Cameron Diaz in The Holiday and swapping, not just houses but lives, with a woman she’d met online.

The good girl gone rogue.

Hungry for a simpler time and place, Gabi had wanted—correction—she desperately needed to escape the hustle and bustle of LA and find a quaint, quiet place to spend the holidays.

She’d been brave, yes, but she knew it came with a price. There would be consequences. In order to reach for what you truly wanted, you had to let go of what kept you safe, and in the letting go, you risked falling into the gap between the two places. Right now, she was in metaphorical mid-air, staring down at the chasm below.

“Here you go,” said the pixie-haired barista whose name tag identified her as Brittany, sliding an oversized latte and a plate of salted mocha fudge cake in front of her. “Enjoy.”

Sighing with pleasure, Gabi took a bite of rich, moist cake.

“Oh my gosh!” She moaned, and put a hand to her mouth. “This is better than sex.”

“As delicious as Maddie’s cakes are,” drawled a deep masculine voice, “if you think cake is better than sex, then you’ve been doin’ something all wrong, darlin’.”

Gabi startled, banging her knee on the bottom of the table, and darted a gaze over at the man who’d stalked through the door.

He wore a brown leather jacket, tight-fitting faded Levi’s, and well-worn cowboy boots. He smelled like pine and leather and cool sunshine. He slipped off a pair of aviator sunglasses, stuck them in his jacket pocket, and ran a hand through thick, light brown hair that curled bewitchingly at the collar of his shirt. A roguish dimple punched provocatively into his left cheek darkened by beard stubble.

Holy habeas corpus! Whatta man!

Hot. He was hot. She was hot. The room was hot. Hot. Hot. Hot.

His gaze drilled straight through her and his eyes lit up as if he possessed X-ray vision and could see exactly what she looked like without a stitch of clothing on, and he approved of what he saw.

She hiccupped. Dammit.

Whenever she got nervous, she hiccupped. Which was part of what had sunk her in law school.

Why was she so nervous? He-Man wasn’t nearly as intimidating as a jury or her law professors or, heaven forbid, her parents.

She didn’t know whether it was his tanned skin, or white straight teeth, or that gorgeous face sculpted with just the right amount of hard ridges and sharp angles, or those eyes the sinful color of fudge cake, or his long-legged, leisurely strut that said the world was his oyster and he knew how to shuck it, but she hiccupped again.

Whatever it was, she wasn’t accustomed to this intense level of masculine scrutiny and she didn’t know if she should encourage it or not. She wanted to, but she was anxious.

And whenever she got anxious, out came the hiccups.

Change.

Easier said than done.

In the end, she fell back on instinct. Narrowed her eyes and shot him her best prosecutorial stare. As the daughter of two high-powered Los Angeles defense attorneys, she’d at least perfected the you’re-swimming-in-shark-infested-waters-buddy glare.

But he wasn’t intimidated.

Not in the least.

Fully in control, He-Man deepened the dimple, gave her a wink and a nod, and sauntered off to the counter.

Who was he?

Gabi shouldn’t have craned her neck to watch him go, but hey, sometimes biology won out. Darn it. His flipside was as enticing as his front. Her gaze zeroed in on his butt cupped so provocatively by those snug jeans.

I want.

I need.

Dream on.

And yet wasn’t that what she was doing here? Trying to live out a long-held dream?

The barista greeted him and he ordered black coffee. A crazy part of her hoped that he’d come sit at the table beside her, but once he’d been served, he wandered out the back door to a courtyard beyond without a backward glance.

Oh well, it was fun while it lasted.

Good-bye forever, good-looking.

Resisting the urge to spin around and go back to park his butt in the empty chair beside the tasty woman eating cake, Joe Cheek climbed into his pickup. He barely had time to grab a cup of coffee, much less chat up the stranger who looked like she could use some company.

And he certainly didn’t need the distraction. He had enough trouble focusing on the tasks at hand. Not to mention that a pretty face had led him astray more times than he could count.

He’d just come from delivering the Christmas trees he’d donated to a local orphanage and had to hustle back to the farm to relieve his hand, Lee Loper, so that Lee could attend his son’s school play. The entire week had been insanely busy, with no letup until Christmas. Not that he minded hard work, but Joe was accustomed to playing as hard as he worked and there hadn’t been much room for good times lately.

How had he gotten so out of balance?

No need to ask. He could trace it back to Gramps’s car accident.

In August, his spunky eighty-one-year-old grandfather had been T-boned by a teen who’d just gotten his driver’s license. Gramps suffered a broken leg, and Joe had flown home from Florida where he’d been working as a contract welder for a friend of his.

Gramps had been in good spirits and Joe’s large extended family all planned to pitch in to keep the farm running while Gramps was out of commission, but then his grandfather developed a blood clot that caused a mild stroke and landed him in the rehab hospital.

Once it became clear that Gramps would not be able to run the farm on his own after his recovery, the family regrouped. The consensus was that everyone had such busy lives that even taking turns to look after the place and the animals, continuing the Christmas tree farming was untenable. Especially with the busy holiday season approaching.

Joe’s vote to keep farming Christmas trees was the lone dissent.

Call him sentimental, but he loved the farm. And he loved Christmas. No matter where he was, he went all out with decorating, parties, and upholding family traditions. Some of his most treasured memories centered on helping Gramps with the trees—the smell of pine and soil, the crisp feel of needles, the brisk winter air.

Christmas tree farming was in his blood. Losing it would be losing part of his childhood. He couldn’t imagine not having that constant in his life. Yes, he was a wanderer at heart, never staying in one place for long, but the Christmas tree farm was his anchor. The place he could always return when life got rough, the place that never changed.

When he said as much to his family, they’d stared at him and asked if he was ready to make the commitment required to keep the farm going. Without blinking, he’d said yes.

But now, reality was catching up to him. His thirst for variety was in direct conflict with his love for the farm.

Just get through this year, he told himself. Gramps was doing well. The doctors were optimistic he’d be out of the hospital in time for Christmas. The old man was tough, a fighter. No one could say for certain that he wouldn’t be able to run the farm again once he was back on his feet.

Until then, Joe had to keep his mind on his goal.

He thought of the cake woman again and grunted. He did miss his footloose lifestyle that would have allowed him the time to sidle up to her, flirt, and potentially start up a torrid affair. A muscle in his cheek twitched. Joe scratched his face.

Concentrate.

All he had to do was keep his focus on the farm and off enticing women. Easy to say, not so easy to do when he hadn’t had sex in six months.

While he loved being at the farm, today the old antsy, gotta-get-on-the-road-again feeling was stronger than usual.

Blame his restlessness on the hot girl with the rockin’ bod. One look at her sweet pink tongue and he’d wanted to invite her to come swing in his playground. It had taken willpower not to ogle those dynamite curves enhanced by that snug-fitting sweater.

And when they’d made eye contact, he couldn’t shake the feeling that the very spirit of Christmas was sitting in the window at Perks, throwing her warmth and grace all over him.

The way she held herself, her pert comment about cake and sex, her slight knowing smile told him she was something special and damn if she didn’t make him want to shine.

But there was more to her than confident shoulders, sassy words, and Mona Lisa lips. In the depth of her soft blue eyes, he’d seen a wistfulness that hinted at deeply buried sorrow and that had given him pause.

No. It wasn’t her soft sadness that made him hesitate, or his own responsibilities. She was way too girl-next-door, with her I’m-so-easy-to-get-along-with scent and thick, tawny hair. She was a white picket fences and happily-ever-after kind of woman.

And he wasn’t that guy.

Been there. Tried it. Failed like hell.

Driving down the two-lane road, thinking of her and fighting the urge to go back into the coffee shop for a second look, Joe felt a shiver slice down his spine. A shiver that had nothing to do with the cold. Simultaneously, a strange ache lodged in the center of his chest.

Why?

Pretty woman. Pink tongue. Perfect hair. Sexy.

Too damn long without sex. That was why. Frig, Cheek. Knock it off.

Right. He was on that. It wasn’t like he didn’t have a thousand other things to do than chase after a gorgeous hottie with soulful eyes.

A neighbor honked at him, and waved as he drove past.

Joe blinked and glanced around, belatedly realizing he’d been so caught up in thinking about the pretty woman that he’d missed the turnoff to a road he traveled every single day.

Gabi polished off the cake, left a sizable tip, and picked up her purse. Time to find her new digs.

Excitement quickened her steps as she left the coffee shop and walked down the sidewalk to where she’d parallel-parked Katie Cheek’s silver Camry. Per their arrangement, Gabi had picked the car up at DFW airport, just as Katie was to pick up Gabi’s BMW convertible at LAX.

Briefly, she closed her eyes, remembering the moment she and Katie—the new friend she’d found on Pinterest from their mutual interests in snow globes and romantic comedies—had decided to switch lives.

Katie had e-mailed her after being laid off from her information technology job with a government contractor in Fort Worth. The layoff had unfortunately coincided with the one-year anniversary of Katie’s boyfriend’s death.

It was also two days after Gabi had humiliated herself in law school. She’d already slipped into her annual Christmas funk that started around Thanksgiving, and she was missing Derrick as she always did this time of year.

She and Katie exchanged phone numbers in e-mail, called each other for the first time, and commiserated on how they wished they could escape their lives for the holidays. Katie, in a bah-humbug mood, wanted out of her hometown that went nuts for Christmas. While Gabi longed for the kind of traditional Christmas celebrations she’d never had growing up.

“You say that now.” Katie had laughed. “But you have no idea how over-the-top sentimental they get in Twilight, and my family is the worst.”

“Better than my family who completely ignores Christmas.”

“Completely?”

“Well, we give a couple of gifts, and if I’m lucky we might have a meal together, but that’s it. No tree. No lights. No parties. No caroling.”

“Sounds like heaven.” Katie sighed.

Gabi had been fresh off binge-watching Christmas movies to cheer herself up, including The Holiday, and the idea had popped out of her mouth before she even had a chance to think it through. “What if we swapped places for Christmas?” she asked. “You’re laid off and I dropped out of school. We’re both free.”

“Why not?” Katie said, her voice growing thick with excitement. “It’s the perfect solution to our doldrums.”

Why not indeed?

And that’s how she’d ended up in this quirky little town.

Gabi opened her eyes, realizing just how impulsively out of character the agreement was. It might have been foolish, but she couldn’t deny she felt wildly free in a way she’d never felt before.

Plus, she loved being in the midst of A Christmas Carol unfolding around her.

The snow flurries had stopped, but a dusting of white laced the ground. She buried her hands into her coat pockets and hunched her shoulders against the wind. Katie had warned her that weather in North Texas in December could be quite unpredictable. There might be ice and snow, or it could just as easily be warmer here than in LA, and either weather condition could turn on a dime.

A cute couple, with their arms wrapped around each other, were peering through the window of a jewelry store. Shopping for an engagement ring? They looked so happy it made Gabi’s heart hurt a little. Would she ever have a love like that?

Shake it off. No feeling sorry for yourself.

Maybe she could find a love like that now that she wasn’t consumed with law school 24/7.

She got inside the car, cranked the heater, and sat for a few minutes warming herself, taking in the Christmas hubbub. Finally, she pulled into the flow of traffic, mindful of the pedestrians packing the streets.

Programmed with Katie’s address, the GPS guided Gabi away from the town square and down a windy road that circled Lake Twilight. She enjoyed the scenic route as she passed a marina decked out with twinkling Christmas lights. Outside a nearby diner packed with cars, a red neon sign flashed: “Froggy’s: Best Fried Catfish in Texas.” On the other side of the street was a volunteer fire station with an antique fire engine parked out front, a life-sized Santa mannequin behind the wheel. A sign propped against the fire engine said: “Official Toy Drive Drop-Off Site.”

She passed some regal homes overlooking the lake, but she knew this wasn’t her destination. Katie had mentioned that her home was modest. Which was absolutely fine with Gabi. An adorable bungalow was exactly what she was looking for. Having grown up in Beverly Hills in a house so rambling that she and her parents could go days without seeing each other, modest sounded perfect. Her mind was already spinning images of Iris’s English cottage from The Holiday.

Just like in the movie, her house swap with Katie Cheek had been straightforward—my keys for yours, my car for yours, my situation for yours, no questions asked.

Swapping places, sight unseen, might sound crazy to some, and in fact she could scarcely believe she’d done it.

But that was the point, wasn’t it? Shake things up. Have an adventure. Step outside her comfort zone. Although it had taken a lot of self-control not to Google Katie’s house on the Internet.

After a few minutes, the houses began to thin and the land flattened. She drove past a golf course, a small airfield, and a Christmas tree farm.

Um . . . there was nothing much out this way. Could the GPS be programmed incorrectly?

She pulled over to the side of the road, dug around in her purse for the address and house key that Katie had mailed her. She was busy double-checking the numbers with the GPS coordinates when knuckles rapped smartly against her window.

“Eeek!” She startled, jumped.

A big, handsome man in his early forties, wearing work boots, a green paint-stained John Deere cap, and a worn gray pea coat, stood beside her car. She glanced in the rearview mirror and spied a battered old green pickup truck pulled up behind her Camry. A pickup truck with a gun rack in the back window.

She hiccupped. “What do you need?”

He made a motion like turning a crank, asking her to put the window down.

Mmm, right. She wasn’t about to trust this guy. Without glancing away from his face, she stuck her hand inside her purse, felt around for her stun gun. “What is it?”

“You look lost,” he said in such a kind way that it made her feel guilty for assuming he was up to no good.

Gabi sized him up with a lingering glance. It was the most profound thing anyone had said to her in a long time and it stilled her hand inside her purse. “I don’t need any help, but thank you for stopping.”

Still, he didn’t leave. “Are you gonna make me keep yelling through closed glass?”

Reluctantly, she lowered the window an inch.

“I’ve scared you,” he said, backing up and holding his palms up at shoulder level. “I didn’t mean to scare you. I promise I’m not a serial killer.”

“Isn’t that exactly what a serial killer would say?” She tightened her fingers around the stun gun, debated whether pulling it out for him to see would put her at an advantage or a disadvantage.

He chuckled. “My name’s Nate Deavers and I’m a former Navy SEAL. Does that make you feel any better?”

“Oh well, if you say you’re a Navy SEAL, then it’s got to be gospel.”

A wide smile hooked his mouth. “You’re from a big city.”

She notched up her chin and allowed herself to smile back. “That obvious?”

“Yep. I hope you weren’t trying to keep it a secret.”

“I have no secrets,” she said.

“Isn’t that exactly what someone with secrets would say?” he teased.

She liked his sense of humor. “My name is Gabi Preston. I’m a law student.” Former law student, but he didn’t need to know that. “Feel more informed now?”

He laughed again, a hearty, comforting laugh. “What is it you’re looking for?”

Another profound question. What was she looking for? Freedom. Self-reliance. Mistress of her own fate. Intangible, immeasurable goals.

“Katie Cheek’s house,” she said, settling on her immediate objective.

“You’re right on top of it,” he said, and pointed down the dirt road to her right, directly adjacent to the Christmas tree farm.

She turned in her seat and saw a round white structure that looked to be some kind of tent. Katie’s house must be just beyond that.

“Thank you,” she said. “I apologize for my paranoia.”

“Always better safe than sorry.” Nate saluted and ambled back to his pickup.

She sat in the car, waiting for him to drive away, then took a deep breath and sank back against the seat. “Chill out. This isn’t LA,” she mumbled, and turned down the dirt road, drove pass the tent thingy.

Her GPS announced, “You have reached your destination.”

Ignoring it, she motored over the hill and came to the edge of the lake. Puzzled, she turned around, and cruised slowly past the tent.

“You have reached your destination,” the robo voice said again.

Seriously? The tent was it? This was Katie’s place? No cute ivy-twined cottage. No adorable lake house bungalow. Never in a million years would she have guessed that Katie lived in a tent. Why did Katie live in a tent?

Gabi stared, dejected, as it fully sank in that she’d be bunking in a tent. Hello chasm.

What had she’d gotten herself into?








CHAPTER 2

At Christmas play and make good cheer, for Christmas comes but once a year.

—Thomas Tusser

Gabi got out of the car and her designer heels sank into the damp earth. Not the proper footwear for navigating a pasture’s bumpy terrain. Maybe she should buy a pair of cowboy boots. Better yet, maybe she should get a motel room.

What had she been thinking?

In truth? She hadn’t fully thought this through. That’s what she got for not asking for details. An adventure was what she’d wanted and that’s what she’d gotten.

Purposefully, she readjusted her chin, her spine, and her attitude. Okay. Bring it. She was on board with whatever circumstances threw her way. This was part of her journey. Had to embrace the new in order to strip away the old, right?

The domed tent sat atop a plain wooden deck. Off to one side was a large chicken coop, and a black and white cow grazed contentedly in the field. Animals? Was she supposed to be taking care of animals? Katie hadn’t said a word about animals.

Her heart, which had been nesting in her stomach, glided right on down to her shoes. Gabi had never had a house pet, much less been around farm animals.

She hiccupped. Her lungs tightened and her head buzzed dizzily.

Calm down. It was okay. She could handle this. Momentarily, she closed her eyes, let the fear wash over her and away, then brusquely dusted her palms. Move forward.

The sun was sinking toward the horizon, bumping through gray clouds, sending cool fingers of winter to silver the long grass ruffling in the breeze. The scent of the lake and Christmas tree pine tinged the air, smelling both earthy and surreal. She paused on the deck of the tent house, inhaled deeply, and listened to the silence.

The chirp of a bird. The whisper of the wind. The gentle sound of her own breathing.

Ah, peace. Nice. Very nice. She could get used to this.

The ping of a metal axe against wood cut the quiet. Gabi lifted her head and glanced around. Less than fifty yards separated her from the Christmas tree farm, and through the branches of the trees she spied a man chopping at a fir that he felled in three easy whacks.

He wore a blue flannel shirt that rippled in the back every time he swung the axe. The sleeves of his shirt were rolled up to the elbows, exposing forearms corded with muscles and giving her a show of strength, agility, and timing as he picked up the downed tree and tossed it effortlessly onto a flatbed trailer parked down the row of trees.

Her gaze dropped to his masculine backside hugged by a pair of faded Levi’s. Uh-oh, she knew that butt. It was the same scrumptious ass she’d seen less than half an hour earlier at the coffee shop.

It was He-Man.

He pulled a red bandana from his pocket, mopped his face, then turned and caught her staring. Across the distance, his gaze slammed into her harder than a head-on collision. The air shot from her lungs so quickly, she couldn’t even hiccup.

Holy writ of attachment!

With two ground-munching strides, he reached the barbwire fence, and gracefully climbed it.

Eeps! He was coming over.

Unprepared for a face-to-face with him, Gabi backed up. Fast.

She smacked into the door of the tent. Heart racing, she spun around, fumbled for the key, got the door open, and tumbled inside. The strap of her designer handbag dropped from her shoulder to the floor, and she sagged against the door.

This was crazy. She wanted him. Truly wanted this stranger, but of course she was too unnerved by that realization to have a conversation and figure out where this was going.

Nowhere. It was going nowhere. She wasn’t here for an affair. She was here to get her head screwed on straight, and all he would do was unscrew it.

Chicken.

Maybe. But she wasn’t ready to talk to the likes of him. He was just too damn hot.

Outside, a truck horn tooted. She peeked out the window to see that a red pickup with a trailer hitched to it had driven up to the front gate of the Christmas tree farm. Did everyone around here drive pickup trucks?

He-Man, who was halfway across the road toward her, stopped, shrugged, and went back where he belonged, waving to the man who got out of the red pickup.

Whew. Crisis averted.

Relieved, Gabi turned back to the room and for the first time really saw the inside of the tent. It was, in a word, surprising.

For one thing, the interior was a lot more luxurious than she expected. The approximately eight hundred square feet of circular space included an impressive limestone fireplace on the north side of the room, surrounded by a plump sectional sofa. To the east was a full kitchen with butcher-block countertops and stainless-steel appliances. Between the living room area and the kitchen sat a small dining room table and four wooden chairs hand painted in a whimsical chicken motif. To the south where Gabi stood was a full-sized, white wrought-iron bed dressed with a yin-yang patterned comforter. Paneled walls partitioned off the west side, which she supposed housed the bathroom. Hand-scraped, knotty pine flooring invited her to take off her shoes and relax. A skylight let in what light remained of the overcast day.

Maybe tent living wouldn’t be too weird after all. She stepped deeper into the home and turned to glance behind her. On the back of the door was a Christmas wreath and a plaque that read “Home Sweet Yurt.”

A yurt.

So that’s what this was.

The room was chilly, and she looked around for a thermostat, only to realize there wasn’t one. Was the fireplace the only heat source? That was an intimidating thought. Umm. Maybe there was another flight back to LA tonight.

Suck it up.

No running away. She could do this. It would be like fancy camping. Except that she’d never been camping and had no idea how that worked.

Outside, she heard the ping of an axe again. Clearly yurts were not soundproof, but at least the noise reassured her that He-Man had decided to respect her privacy and he’d gone back to his business.

Good. Great. This was the perfect time to fetch her luggage from the car and start settling in.

She breathed a sigh of relief, picked up the keys she’d dropped along with her purse when she’d run panicky into the yurt. Head down, she pulled open the front door, strode forward—

And plowed smack-dab into a wall of blue-flannel-wrapped muscles.

Yeeps! She jumped back, lost her balance, and wobbled precariously on the edge of the deck.

“Whoa there.” A strong masculine arm slipped around her waist, held her securely in place.

“I’m okay,” she said, meaning, You can let go of me, but he didn’t get the hint.

She lifted her head, met those simmering dark eyes, and hiccupped.

Loudly.

This close, she was hit with the full force of his manliness, and He-Man wasn’t an apt enough description. His chest felt as if it had been sculpted from granite. His hands were tanned and nicked with various scars. Workman’s hands. He smelled of the outdoors, and a few strands of Christmas tree nettles were caught in his thick, golden brown hair.

His posture was relaxed, nonchalant. So why did he remind her of an eagle scoping out prey? His sharp-eyed gaze locked on to hers, held her captive. There was something cool and über-masculine about him. She felt scrutinized. Appraised.

Hot adrenaline pumped through her body and her knees weakened.

Alpha He-Man.

He canted his head, one cocky eyebrow shooting upward on his forehead. “Where is my sister?”

“What?” How would she possibly know the answer to that question? “Who are you? Who is your sister?”

“Joe Cheek,” he said. “I live across the street, and Katie is my sister.”

Gabi stood on tiptoes in order to see over his mountainous shoulders. “You live on the Christmas tree farm?”

“It’s not just a Christmas tree farm. We raise all kinds of things. Alpacas, miniature horses, goats, sunflowers, coastal hay . . .”

Children? she wondered, and then immediately wondered why she was wondering. Who cared? He’d said “we.” We raise all kinds of things.

Her gaze drifted to his bare left hand. No ring. But that didn’t mean anything. Lots of married guys who worked with their hands didn’t wear wedding bands for safety reasons.

“If you’re here, who’s cutting down trees?” she asked inanely as the sound of the biting axe kept ringing in the air.

“Customer. Some people like chopping down their own trees. Dive into the full Christmas experience.”

“Oh.”

“Where’s my sister?” he repeated, his brows uniting in a scowl.

Her stomach jumped. “I’m not at liberty to say.”

“Last night Katie left me a voice message that she was leaving town for the holidays and asked me to look after the animals and her houseguest while she was away, but she didn’t say where she was going. Where is she?”

His nearness made her dizzy. So dizzy she could scarcely breathe. “You’ll have to ask her.”

“I’ve tried, dammit. She told me to mind my own business.” Joe gritted his teeth and squeezed Gabi’s arm. Not tightly, but firmly enough to let her know he was serious about wanting an answer.

Her belly turned to cement, and she hiccupped. C’mon, seriously? Stop with the hiccups already.

Over the years, she’d been to numerous doctors seeking a cure for the embarrassing hiccups and she’d been told there was no physiological reason for her frequent bouts of what the doctors called synchronous diaphragmatic flutter. “Start living life for yourself,” said her family physician, who’d known her since childhood, “instead of always doing what other people want you to do, and the hiccupping will resolve.”

Well, that’s why she was here, wasn’t it? Except the hiccupping seemed to be getting worse instead of better, and she suspected it had something to do with this man and his imposing biceps, heated brown eyes, and granite chin.

Yes. Most definitely. Yes.

Get a grip.

She hiccupped.

Alpha He-Man grunted, and without another word, dragged her inside the yurt.

Her elbow tingled between the firm grip of his finger and thumb. Gabi dug in her heels. Just because he was a gorgeous alpha guy didn’t mean he was entitled to manhandle her.

“Hey. Wait. What are you doing?”

“Drink of water.”

“Doesn’t help.” She hiccupped.

Disregarding her, He-Man lugged her to the kitchen sink, drew a glass of tap water, and thrust it into her hand. “Drink from the opposite edge of the glass.”

“I’ll hu—hic—humor you, but it doesn’t work.” She put her mouth to the side of the glass farther from her, bent at the waist, and flipped her head upside-down so she could drink from the edge of the rim. From her upside-down view, she was eye-level with his crotch. Instantly, a hot flick of lust licked her and she closed her eyes tight.

Oh dear! She hiccupped in the middle of swallowing, and water splashed all over her chin. Feeling like a giant doofus, Gabi raised her head.

Alpha He-Man handed her a kitchen towel.

She dabbed at her chin—hic, hic, hic.

“Spoonful of sugar.” He nodded, but then snapped his fingers. “Wait. Katie doesn’t keep sugar. I wonder if stevia works the same?”

“Sugar doesn’t—hic—work.”

“Vinegar,” he said firmly, and took a bottle of raw apple cider vinegar from the cabinet.

“Look, I’ve been dealing with recurring hiccups my entire life. I’ve tried every home remedy in the book,” she said. “Water, sugar—hic—” Her chest jerked. “Vinegar, peanut butter, hot sauce—hic, hic—cocoa powder—hic—”

“Sounds like the recipe for brownies from hell,” he muttered.

That made her laugh in the middle of a hiccup and it came out sounding like a belching frog. Her cheeks burned. Classy, Gabrielle. Truly classy.

But he didn’t seem the least bit bothered by her unladylike noises.

“I’ve tried breathing into a brown paper bag, chewing dill seeds—hic—”

He sank his hands on his hips, looked stumped. “Well damn, Trouble, where do we go from here?”

Trouble?

A strangle thrill ran through her. Had the man just given her a nickname? Trouble? Her? Gabi almost laughed. She was the furthest thing on the planet from a troublemaker. She was a people pleaser. Everyone in her world had to be happy or Gabi couldn’t be happy. Hence her rocky relationship with law school.

“What does help?” he asked.

“Removal of—hic—the stimulus.”

“What’s the stimulus?”

Raising her chin, she met his inquisitive stare, felt her pulse thump hard in her wrists. “You.”

“Me?”

“I hiccup when I get—hic—nervous. You’re making me nervous—hic. Go away.”

He scowled. “This is annoying.”

If he thought this was bad, he should try public speaking with a bad case of synchronous diaphragmatic flutter. But she didn’t say that, of course. Her backstory was none of his business. “Tell me about it.”

“I don’t mean you’re annoying,” he amended. “I mean it’s annoying that I can’t help you.”

Ah. He thought it was his place to cure the world. Alpha He-Man Protector Dude. His nickname was getting unwieldy. He had to stop being so cool.

They stood gazing into each other’s eyes, the dying light of day sliding past the window.

Gabi hiccupped, and Joe Cheek, aka Alpha He-Man Protector Dude, snapped his fingers and said, “I’ve got it.”

“Huh?” She blinked. “Got what?”

“The cure.”

“Wha—”

But she didn’t get the word out because he yanked her into his arms and sank his mouth down over hers, a warm, moist mouth that dissolved her bones, her heart, and her resolve. Which, granted, was pretty shaky in the first place.

Kissing.

He was kissing her! Why was he kissing her?

Why ask why? Just go with it.

But she was frozen, breathless and pulsating.

When was the last time she’d been kissed like this? So forcefully, so certain, so perfect. Seriously, had she ever been kissed like this? She wracked her brain. Nope. Definitely not.

Gabi sucked in a startled breath as snippets of half-formed thoughts pushed through her mind.

No.

Wait.

Stop.

Ooh and aah.

And yes.

And oh good Christmas but he tasted fantastic. Peppermint. Coffee. Heat. Moisture. Ooh-la-la.

His lips were rough in a deliciously outdoorsy, He-Man kind of way, and his big strong hands spanned her waist. But the pressure of his mouth was surprisingly gentle. Incredibly gentle. Lurking underneath his controlled restraint she felt a jolting current of masculinity so potent it deserved a “Danger: Live Wire” label.

She didn’t mean to do it, but she couldn’t help herself. Headily, she kissed him back, opened her mouth and traced his lips with the tip of her tongue. Venturing slowly, testing the waters, keeping her eyes wide open, watching him as he watched her.

Curious.

Surprised.

Pleased.

A ragged groan rolled from his throat, and for one long, sweet moment their mouths fully merged and they surfed the heated kiss together.

Gabi’s head was a carousel, whirling, spinning, twirling. Such a ride. What a thrill. Was this really happening? Could she be dreaming?

Either way, she wasn’t arguing. It had been so long since someone had kissed her. So long since her heart pounded, on fire with want and need.

She actually wanted something. A huge step in Gabi’s world.

Without warning, he pulled away, stepped back. Ended the kiss. Party over. Boo.

He peered down at her. “Well?”

She blinked, still caught in the daze of their kiss. “Well what?” she asked, her voice coming out fuzzy and dreamy.

“Did it work?”

“Did what work?”

“The hiccups.”

Oh that. She’d forgotten about them. Gabi put three fingers to the lips he’d branded so thoroughly and realized something miraculous.

Her hiccups were gone.








CHAPTER 3

Christmas isn’t a season. It’s a feeling.

—Edna Ferber

Half a second after his mouth touched down on hers, Joe knew he’d made a bad decision. The electrical charge jumping between them was hot enough to flash-fry shoestring potatoes.

Dammit. He thought he had his impulsivity under control. He’d been singed, and the last time that happened things had not turned out so well.

His goal had been simple. Stop her hiccups. She looked so miserable and sounded so defeated, he’d thought, Startle her. Startling away the hiccups had been the cure of choice in his family when he was growing up. He’d particularly enjoyed ambushing his sisters Jenny and Katie, and their friends, by jumping from a closet or from behind the sofa and yelling, “Boo.” Although that usually ended up with him getting chased around the house for his efforts.

But he couldn’t very well leap from the shadows and yell, “Boo” at a stranger. So he’d kissed her instead.

Yep, Cheek. Keep mining that vein. You’ve almost got me believing that’s really why you kissed her.

All right, so maybe the thought of kissing her had first popped into his mind when he had seen her sitting by the window in Perks, those full, red lips wrapped around a forkful of rich, moist cake.

She put him in mind of Audrey Hepburn in Breakfast at Tiffany’s. The same sophisticated innocence. Way out of his league for sure, but that only made her more irresistible. One glance into her sharp blue eyes and he’d thought, Uh-oh, trouble.

Trouble, yes indeed.

Right now his lips were tingling like he’d downed a bottle of Sriracha. Except sweeter. Hot and sweet and tingly.

“Wow,” Trouble said, reaching up to finger her own lips. “No more hiccups.”

He’d be lying if he claimed he wasn’t a little bit proud of his cure, and he couldn’t help smirking.

Her eyes widened. “That’s why you kissed me? To get rid of my hiccups?”

A casual shrug, a nod of his head, anything to keep her from seeing how much she’d rocked his world. “Startle reflex,” he explained. “It makes you catch your breath and stops the hiccups.”

“I see,” she said.

Her soft, sexy voice caused his body to harden. It was all he could do not to take her into his arms and kiss her again just to see if the first time was a fluke, but he was famous for his nonchalant cool. Kisses didn’t throw him.

Not usually anyway.

But now? Damn, he was thinking hot, uncontrollable thoughts.

“Well . . .” She gave a shaky laugh and ran a hand through her tawny hair to tousle it. He remembered how her hair had felt against his hand—silky, smooth, thick, and soft. “Thank you.”

“First time I’ve ever had a woman thank me for kissing her,” he mumbled. “I consider myself lucky you didn’t slap my face.”

“I might have,” she admitted, a tinge of pink crawling over the apples of her cheeks. Her lovable blush lit him up inside, burned him to a crisp. God, but she was cute. “If you hadn’t cured my hiccups.”

They peered into each other’s eyes. Twilight seeped in through the skylight, casting shadows across the room. She shifted away from him, folded her arms over her chest, dropped her gaze.

“What’s your name?” he asked, unable to believe he’d kissed her when he didn’t even know her name.

“Gabrielle.” She extended a dainty palm. “Gabrielle Preston. My friends call me Gabi.”

“Gabi.” He sank his hand into hers. She had a firm handshake. Confident underneath the blush, bouncing back quickly from the blindside of his kiss. “How the hell did someone like you land in Twilight?”

“What do you mean?” She crinkled her adorable nose as if he’d said something confusing. “Someone like me?”

“You stand out around here like an award-winning Thoroughbred in a Shetland pony parade.”

She ducked her head, but she smiled. He’d pleased her and he wanted to do it again.

“I needed . . .” She trailed off.

What did she need? He studied her face. Tell me and I’ll get right on it.

Nervously, she nibbled her bottom lip.

His pulse leaped and he leaned in. “Yes?”

“Space.” She took another step back. “I needed space.”

“From what?”

She glanced out the window and his gaze followed hers to their reflections in the glass as they stood side by side in front of the sink. They fit perfectly in the window frame and looked for all the world as if they were a couple. He wanted to whip out his cell phone and snap a selfie of this mirror moment.

“Your sister and I swapped houses,” she murmured, and turned away from the window. “We both needed to get away from our lives.”

“You mean sort of like Cameron Diaz and Kate Winslet in The Holiday?”

“Exactly like that.”

“This is just my opinion, but I never bought into Kate Winslet hooking up with Jack Black.”

“Why not? I thought they were cute together.”

“ ’Cause she’s all upper-crust class and he’s frat boy gone to seed.”

She lowered her lashes, cast a sidelong glance his way. “They do say opposites attract.”

Joe eyed her and wondered if, like him, she was calculating how very different they were from each other—urbanite versus country dweller, laid back versus on guard, controlled versus impulsive.

“So my sister,” he said, because he didn’t know what else to talk about, “she’s okay?”

“As far as I know. Why? You expecting trouble?”

You’re trouble. Mainly because Gabi Preston was making him feel things he shouldn’t be feeling. Hot, sexy things.

“She’s my baby sister,” he said. “I always expect trouble.”

“You’re very involved in her business.”

“Older brother.” He tapped his chest with two fingers. “It’s in the job description.”

An odd expression crossed her face, as if she felt she’d missed out on something by not having an older brother to defend her, but that was probably in his imagination. For all he knew she could have a passel of older brothers.

“Katie’s fine.”

“How do you know? Did you talk to her today?”

Gabi sighed. “Last night. I talked to her last night. She was well.”

“How do you know Katie?” he asked, his tone coming out more challenging than he intended, but while he knew Gabi Preston was one hell of a kisser, that was all he knew about her, and he was as protective of his sisters as the next guy. Maybe more so.

“Katie and I met on Pinterest. Your sister and I have never seen each other in person.”

“Seems weird to me.”

“Not really. We really hit it off and have been e-mailing each other almost daily for the last couple of months. Although the yurt came as a surprise. Katie doesn’t strike me as the yurt type.”

“She wasn’t until she met Matt.” Joe frowned, scratched the nape of his neck. “You two didn’t exchange pictures of your houses before you made the swap?”

“We wanted an adventure. Trade spaces. No questions asked.”

“Sounds risky.”

“I trusted her.”

“Why?”

“We like the same books and movies.”

“Flimsy things to build trust on.”

“Actually it’s not,” she said. “You can tell a lot about people by their favorite stories.”

“Yeah?”

“What’s your favorite book?” she asked.

“I’m not a big reader.”

“Movies?”

Joe shifted, uncomfortable with the direction of the conversation. “I don’t like to sit still for that long.”

She looked at him as if he’d just announced he was from Mars. “Seriously? You don’t read or watch movies?”

“I’m too busy living life to get caught up in other people’s stories.”

“Wow,” she said. “Just wow.”

Joe couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d failed an important test. “What did Katie get in exchange for the yurt?”

“A condo in—” She broke off, wagged an index finger at him. “No, no, you’re not going to trick me into telling you where she’s gone. If Katie wants you to know where she is, she’ll tell you.”

Joe growled in frustration, plowed a hand through his hair. He didn’t like this. Not one bit.

Gabi notched up her chin, curled her hands into fists, holding her ground. “The best I can do is ask her to tell you where she is.”

Gumption. The woman had it in spades. He admired her loyalty even as it irked him. Joe suppressed a smile. “Fair enough. Just give me your word Katie is safe.”

“I live in an upscale gated community—”

“In a big city.”

“Yes,” she said. “In a major U.S. city.”

Joe shook his head. “That is so not Katie.”

“Which was precisely the point. We both wanted . . .” She paused. “We both . . . needed a change in our lives, something to jolt us awake, something to make us reconsider whether we were happy with our chosen paths.”

“Katie has been lost since Matt died,” Joe murmured. Last year a few weeks before Christmas, his sister’s longtime boyfriend had been killed in a snow skiing accident. Paired with Gramps’s car collision that summer, his sister had had a tough time healing. Her layoff from Lockheed was the latest blow. He couldn’t really blame her for taking off.

“Yes, Katie told me about Matt. And now that I’m in Twilight, surrounded by all this holiday spirit, I get why she fled town for Christmas. It’s so cheery, which is what I was looking for, but there’s got to be so many painful memories for Katie here.” Gabi’s empathetic face tugged at something deep inside Joe.

He canted his head, studied her for a long time. He couldn’t help wondering what she was fleeing for the holidays. “This was actually Matt’s yurt and he left it to Katie in his will.”

“So he was the free spirit?”

“Mostly, but Katie was different when she was with Matt.”

“How so?”

“More grounded. Earthier.”

“Because she liked being that way or because that’s who she had to become in order to be with Matt?”

It was a strange question. “Katie seemed happy with him. Why?”

“No reason.” Her shoulders went up in a casual shrug, but her breathing quickened, her chest was rising and falling erratically.

Had Gabi changed herself to be with a man? She stirred his interest and he wanted to know more about her. “What do you do for a living?”

She twisted her mouth to one side. “Right now? Nothing.”

He was curious about that too. Far more curious than he should be. Her life was none of his business. Except he’d kissed her and she’d knocked the pins out from under him and all he wanted to do was kiss her again. Plus he’d promised Katie he’d look after her guest. Those two things gave him a vested interest.

“How do you make a living?” he asked.

She shrugged, rolled the hem of her sweater between fingers painted with candy canes. He had an overwhelming urge to lick her fingernails and see if they tasted like peppermint.

“Are you jobless?” he asked. “Or just taking a break?”

“Both.”

“Intentionally unemployed then.”

“Something like that.”

“And this is an indefinite situation?”

“For now.”

“Katie’s not living in a cardboard box under a bridge is she?”

Gabi laughed. “It’s a really nice cardboard box.”

“Ah, I get it. Trust-fund baby trying to find herself.”

She wiped a palm over her mouth and shifted her gaze away. He’d struck close to the bone.

“What did you used to do before? Or have you been living on a trust fund all these years?”

“I don’t want to talk about it. I’m still processing.”

“Got fired, huh?”

“No . . .” She shifted her weight, and let her gaze drift around the room as she looked everywhere but at him. She had an appealing profile, slender nose, full lips, forgiving chin. What was her big secret? “I’ve never had a paying job.”

“Ever?” Joe had been employed since he was fifteen, working for Gramps on the farm.

“I’ve been in school.”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-three.”

“And you’re still in college?”

“Not anymore.”

“Flunked out, huh?”

“Dropped out.”

“Hey,” he said. “We’ve got something in common.”

“You dropped out of college?”

“End of freshman year.”

“Too much partying?”

“Something like that.” He didn’t know her well enough to tell her the real reason he’d quit school. Besides, the past was the past. No point poking around in it.

“Do you ever regret the decision?” she asked.

Joe shrugged as if he didn’t give a hoot. “I don’t waste energy on regrets. Besides, my life’s been a whole lot more interesting than it would have been if I’d gotten that business degree.”

“How so?”

Joe ticked off his jobs on the fingers of both hands. “I’ve been a welder, an oilfield worker, a bartender, a truck driver, a fisherman, a building contractor . . .”

“And now you’re a Christmas tree farmer?”

“By default. It’s my grandfather’s farm, but I’m looking after the place while he’s in the rehab hospital. Everyone else in my family wanted to pull the plug on the Christmas trees this year.” Joe was unnerved to hear his voice grow thick. “But I love Christmas and Gramps too much to let that happen.”

“Ah,” she mused, and gave him a look that said, I like that you’re getting emotional over your family. “That’s what you meant by ‘we.’”

“Yes,” he said. “Gramps and me.”

“Are you married?” she asked, then slapped a palm over her mouth as if she hadn’t meant to ask it.

He grinned. “Do you think I would have kissed you if I were married?”

“Some men might have.”

“Not me,” he said, his smile slipping and his jaw hardening. He might have dated a lot of women, but when he was with someone, he was with her. One hundred percent. Serial monogamy, his bachelor buddy Steve called it. Whatever. Joe wasn’t a cheater. He knew how bad it felt to get cheated on.

“Not even in the interest of curing hiccups?” she asked.

“Not even.”

“So you’re—”

“Divorced,” he admitted, although in his mind his marriage to Tatum barely counted as being married. “What about you?”

She laughed.

“What’s so funny?” He planted his palms over his ears. “Please don’t tell me you’re married.”

“Not married. In fact, I’ve never had a serious relationship.”

“Ever?”

“No.”

How was that possible that some guy hadn’t already snatched up a woman like her? “Why not?”

“Long-term relationships take tending. No time. Been too busy with school.”

“The school you dropped out of.”

“Yes.” Her mouth turned down and her eyes looked sad.

“But now you’re out of school and no job and lots of time on your hands.”

“There’s more to the story,” she said. “It’s complicated.”

“I gave up complicated,” he said. “My life is straightforward. Simple.”

Her pupils widened. “I envy you,” she said, strain staining her voice, bringing it down. Heavy.

“In what way?” he asked.

“You know what you want and who you are.”

“You don’t?”

“No.”

“Give it time. I’ve got six years on you. You’ll get there,” he said as if he was some wise guru and not the Peter Pan of the Cheek clan.

“I hope so,” she whispered, and sounded so lost it was all he could do not to slip his arm around her and hold her close.

“How long are you going to be in town?” he asked.

“Through Christmas.”

“Katie’s not coming home for Christmas?” The thought alarmed him. The Cheeks made a point of always being home for Christmas.

“She’s coming back the day after.”

“Mom’s gonna be upset.” Hey, he was upset about it.

“I think Katie already spoke to your mother about it.”

Joe frowned. “Mom didn’t say anything to me about it.”

“Your family is that close that you all speak every day?”

“Yeah,” he said. “We are. Especially at the holidays.”

“Maybe your mother is keeping it quiet so everyone doesn’t bug Katie to come home.”

“Maybe.” He watched her take a sip of the water he’d gotten her for the hiccups. She had a beautiful throat, long and slender. “What about your family? Will they be upset that you won’t be home for Christmas?”

“If they even notice.” She mumbled it so softly he wasn’t sure he heard her. In a louder voice she said, “They work a lot. Christmas is no big deal in my family.”

That last statement, the wistful tone in her voice got to him. Christmas was such a huge deal in his family and hometown he couldn’t imagine not having a full-on celebration of the season. He quelled the impulse to touch her, tell her he was sorry for all she missed. It wasn’t his place to judge her life or pity her.

It was getting so dark now that Joe could barely make out her features. He reached over to flick on the light above the sink and they both blinked owlishly at the sudden brightness.

Up close, in full light, Gabi’s blue eyes turned the color of a clear morning sky. They were framed by long, thick black lashes. She wore a crisp white button-down blouse underneath that tight-fitting sweater. It gave her a smart, collegiate
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