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      I had officially landed in hell.

      And the Bible was wrong. Because it wasn’t hot here at all. It was frigid, freezing, wet, windy and…white. God. It was so freaking white.

      Louis started whimpering the moment we stepped out of Terre Haute International Airport. “It’s okay, baby,” I said, trying to soothe my sweet little bichon, wishing I’d bought him—and me—a thicker sweater.

      Briefly, I considered turning around and getting on the first plane back to L.A.

      I probably would if I hadn’t just endured a red-eye from LAX actually trying to get to this winter hellscape. I’d had a layover in Minneapolis at four a.m. while sitting in a waiting area with a screaming baby and an obnoxious man loudly talking to someone the entire time on his cellphone. Who was he talking to at that time of the day? And ask me how high-functioning I am in the middle of the night, with zero sleep earlier on my crowded flight. After failing to fall asleep in Minneapolis, I’d stumbled around in search of a Starbucks, waited in line for thirty minutes to order, and finally boarded a frighteningly small plane to Indiana.

      I was exhausted and running on nothing but a soy latte and organic chickpea puffs.

      I briefly let go of the handle of one of my Steve Madden bags, as I hitched the shoulder strap of my Vanderpump Pets dog carrier higher on my arm and adjusted Louis’ sweater. The poor baby was shivering.

      I set him down to do a tinkle, but all he managed was bouncing from paw to paw and a half-hearted potty before looking at me in desperation. I scooped him up and put him back in the carrier, hoping it would at least add a barrier against this brutal wind.

      The air hurt my face.

      Why did people live in places where the air hurt their faces?

      “Someone was supposed to be here,” I murmured to Louis, wondering what the hell I would do if the store employee was a no-show. Renting a car and trying to drive in all this snow seemed like a very, very bad idea for a California girl.

      Who lived in a place like this voluntarily? Hadn’t these people ever been to L.A. with its bright sunshine and warm breezes? I mean sure...there was smog, but that actually felt easier to breathe than this crisp, cold air that burned all the way to my lungs. Finally, I went back inside, because let’s face it, I might die out there.

      I spent the better part of twenty minutes dragging my two oversized bags, Chanel tote, and Louis around the baggage claim area searching for my name on one of the driver’s signs. When that proved fruitless, I decided to return to the tundra, aka the passenger pickup area outside. I got all my bags aligned on the sidewalk and spit the hair out of my mouth that the wind had hurled across my face, forcing it into my lip gloss. I put my sunglasses on, not because there was any actual sun, but it served as a protective barrier from snowflakes dropping on my eyelashes.

      I now knew why skiers needed goggles.

      Also, why was there no overhang where I was?

      “Uh, Miss,” someone said, tapping me on the shoulder. I glanced around to see an elderly man pointing to where my suitcase was rolling away from me.

      “Shit,” I muttered, grabbing the handle of my other bag and dragging it behind me to chase my luggage. Not an easy task in Fendi heeled boots. I almost reached it when my foot slid across a slick patch of ice, and I did the world’s most ungraceful windmill as I tried not to fall on my ass.

      It was official. I hated Indiana.

      “Paris?” a female voice called out.

      I turned to see a gray-haired woman standing next to a beat-up pickup truck. Oh God. That wasn’t my ride, was it? I hoped not. But as another frigid blast of air hit me in the face, I really hoped that it was.

      “Is that you, honey?”

      I grabbed the handle of my runaway suitcase, took a fortifying breath—that almost froze my lungs into two solid ice cubes—and walked over to her. “I’m Paris,” I said warily.

      The woman shocked me by wrapping me up in a tight bear hug that ended when Louis, who was being squished, yipped.

      She released me, her eyes going wide when she spotted Louis. “Well, look at that. You’ve got a puppy in your purse.”

      I nodded numbly; the cold was starting to freeze my blood. And then, because God hated me, another big gust of wind kicked up, whipping my beret off my head. I turned and watched the adorable red cashmere I’d purchased a few days ago as an accent piece for my new winter wardrobe fly away. I didn’t even bother to chase it. I blinked rapidly against the tears of frustration that threatened. I really didn’t want my eyes to freeze shut.

      “What a shame,” the woman said. “Don’t worry, dear. We’ll get you another hat. One that’ll cover your ears and keep you warm.”

      As she spoke, I saw her gaze slide down, taking in my Dolce and Gabbana crop cheetah print coat.

      “We’ll get you a coat too. I’m Sandy, the one you talked to on the phone last week.”

      “Oh. When you said someone would pick me up, I didn’t realize it would be you. I hope I didn’t put you out.”

      “Not a bit. We better get you inside the truck; your lips are starting to turn blue.”

      I glanced around to see if there were any airport employees who could help me lift my bags into the truck, but before I could wave someone over, Sandy had taken the handles of both suitcases and dragged them to the back of the truck.

      “Let me get someone—” I stopped as I watched Sandy sling both pushing-the-weight-limit suitcases into the truck bed. “Um. Wow. You’re...strong.”

      She grinned. “Been working at the Holly Jolly Feed and Seed with your great-aunt Lydia for close to thirty years. Those bags of feed don’t move themselves.”

      Sandy’s smile faded, and she quickly swiped at her eyes. “That place just isn’t the same without Lydia.” She looked at me then, and I got the sense she expected some show of emotion. I nodded sadly but said nothing.

      What could I say? I’d never met Aunt Lydia, though I had received a birthday card from her every single year of my life, always with a brand-new five-dollar bill in it. The card and cash had been thrilling when I’d been a kid, but as I got older, I started to roll my eyes and wonder why she bothered. I felt bad about that now, especially when it was obvious Sandy had truly loved the woman my dad called Kooky Lydia.

      Of course, I don’t think my dad meant that name cruelly or even literally. It was just...well...the fact Aunt Lydia owned a combination Christmas shop and Feed and Seed store sort of opened her up for comments like that.

      I glanced at the words, Holly Jolly Feed and Seed emblazoned on the side panel door of the truck as I climbed in, placing Louis in between me and Sandy, who was sliding behind the wheel.

      “Is it okay to drive in this weather?” I asked, looking out at the snow which seemed to have started coming down heavier in the last few minutes. I reached up to shake the flakes from my now-wet hair.

      Sandy grinned. “This is nothing more than a flurry. I’m guessing you don’t get a lot of snow in California.”

      “Not where I live,” I answered.

      “What a shame,” Sandy said, and for a moment, I thought she must be joking. Then I realized she meant it.

      Mercifully, the old pickup had a functioning heater, and within minutes, I started to thaw out. Louis had curled up in a ball and was sleeping peacefully in his carrier.

      The radio was on, tuned to some country music station, though Sandy kept the volume down low so we could talk.

      I liked to think of myself as a pretty social girl, the type who could hold her own in any conversation, but I didn’t have a clue what to say to Sandy.

      She wasn’t having the same trouble. I realized Sandy was really excited to have me—a complete stranger—there.

      “I can’t wait to show you the store. You’re just going to love it, especially at this time of year. I mean it’s Christmas year-round at the Holly Jolly, of course, but we kick it up a notch or twenty in December. Joe, that’s my son, put up the lights last weekend for me because I wanted you to see how pretty the building is all lit up.”

      I nodded, mainly because Sandy, who would have been an amazing telemarketer, hadn’t left me an opening.

      For forty-five minutes, she filled me in on all the little stuff she thought I needed to know—about the town, the store, the Christmas party that was coming up in a few short weeks.

      The more she talked, the more horrified I was. Because it sounded like North Pole, Indiana was trapped in some sort of time vortex, and nothing had changed since the fifties.

      It also occurred to me, the closer we got to the town, that Sandy actually thought I was moving to North Pole and running the Feed and Seed.

      I didn’t correct that misconception because, well, dammit, Sandy was really pretty sweet. While I would wither up and die in her sleepy, snowy hometown, it was obvious she loved it. I would ease her into the idea of me selling the store. Maybe she’d want to buy it herself.

      “Lydia would be beside herself if she were here right now. She was so excited to leave you the store. She was so proud of you, sweetie. Used to brag about your business sense. Said you’d gotten that from her. You have a pet store in Los Angeles, right?”

      “Pet boutique,” I corrected, though I was pretty sure Sandy didn’t realize I didn’t sell animals at the boutique. Instead, I offered a wide array of goods for pet owners, including high-end collars, carriers, clothing, as well as organic dog food and treats.

      Sandy glanced down at Louis and smiled. “You love animals. That’s wonderful. Lydia was the same, used to long for a farmhouse in the country, but she and I both knew she was a town girl at heart. Well, here we are. Main Street.”

      “This is Main Street?” I asked, thinking perhaps I’d misunderstood. It was a wide, tree-lined street with large Victorian-style homes, many decorated with strings of lights and Christmas figures. Part of me feared these decorations stayed up all year long. Part of me hoped they did, because how fascinating was that?

      It was like being on a holiday movie set, with the snow and the streetlamps and the big red bows affixed to them. It didn’t feel real.

      Then I realized what she’d said. “Where is Lydia’s house?” I asked, taking in one particularly elaborate Christmas display in front of a house that was peeling gray paint the way I’d shed skin after falling asleep by the pool in Cabo San Lucas and burning myself to a crisp. The homeowner had giant inflatable decorations peppering every inch of their small front lawn. There was Santa, of course, and his reindeer, but also a snowman, the Grinch, a Christmas tree, the word JOY, a snow globe, and two penguins driving a tractor.

      “That one right there,” she said, pointing to a tiny white house, the smallest on the block. “Next door to the Mills family, who have all those pretty inflatable decorations. The kids just love those things.” Sandy gave me a smile. “They run them all day and night for the whole month of December. Somebody’s got more money than they know what to do with over there, what with an electric bill like that.” She laughed merrily. “We’re all so glad they do.”

      “Wonderful,” I said weakly. I could barely see Lydia’s house past all the nylon in the Mills’ yard.

      “I’ll give you the key to the house when we get to the store, but then I’m so sorry, I’m going to have to dash to a dental appointment. I have this abscessed tooth that is giving me fits. I can barely talk. I’m sorry for not being one hundred percent myself. I’m usually a lot more conversational.”

      If Sandy were any more chatty, she could be an auctioneer. “No, that’s totally fine. I’m so sorry about your tooth; I hope the dentist can fix it. Thank you for picking me up at the airport; that was really sweet.”

      “We all help each other around here. Lydia was like family to me.” Her voice hitched.

      I waited respectfully, feeling guilty as hell. My first thought when I’d gotten notice that I had inherited Aunt Lydia’s store and house was what a freaking pain in the ass. One more thing to deal with, and damn it, how was that going to mess up my taxes? My second thought was to sell them both off at lightning speed without ever laying eyes on them. But then I’d remembered those birthday cards, and here I was, sitting in a pickup truck, the reluctant owner of a piece of North Pole. I at least owed Great Aunt Lydia a looksie at her life’s work and to take some of her personal items home with me.

      “Anyway, Joe will be here in a bit to show you around and help you take your luggage to the house. I’m sure you’re dying to see the store. I should be back in a couple of hours, God willing.”

      Who was Joe? I tried to remember what, if anything, she had said about a Joe, but my mind was a sleep-deprived foggy mess. I wanted to ask why I couldn’t go to the house first and maybe sleep for the next twenty-four hours, but I had neither the energy nor the heart to change Sandy’s plans. Maybe I could nap in a back room at the store. How many customers did a Christmas shop and feed store have on a Tuesday at noon while it was snowing?

      Apparently, the answer was more than you would expect. Sandy had closed up the shop to pick me up, and when she whipped the truck into a spot on the side of the building, we passed several men standing outside the front door, waiting.

      “Don’t worry about them,” Sandy assured me as she put the car in park. “They’re just stocking up for the storm. We’re supposed to get ten inches overnight. They pre-ordered everything, so you just need to ring them out.”

      “Okay,” I said dubiously, swallowing as I gazed up at the building. It was a charming two-story brick that had seen better days with chunks of mortar missing and the chimney crumbling. The sign announcing “Holly Jolly Feed and Seed” looked older than me, though it showed evidence of being repainted, and it hung straight and proud. Each side of the front door had a display window. One was bursting with Christmas kitsch; the other contained an old wheelbarrow filled with a variety of bags of feed in such a way that I assumed someone thought looked artful. There was a faded picture of the American flag with the words “We proudly support our servicemen” printed on it taped in the corner of the window.

      I carefully got out of the truck, clutching my bag with Louis close to my chest. I used the side of the truck to aid in my cautious walk down the little alley and around to the front of the store. My heels sank into the snow, and I kept my eyes firmly trained on each precarious step I took so I didn’t go down in a heap. I’d never forgive myself if Louis got hurt.

      When I finally reached the sidewalk in front of the store, covered with little pellets of something that crunched beneath my feet, I lifted my gaze up triumphantly. I’d made it without incident. Three pairs of male eyes were watching me. One looked skeptical, eyebrows raised. Another looked amused. The third looked like he thought I was too stupid to live.

      At the moment, I might agree with him. Why on earth had I thought I should come here?

      “Hi,” I said, striving for cheerful. “I’m Paris.”

      Before any of them could respond, Sandy took charge. “Get out of the way, boys. Let the girl inside; she’s been traveling all day. And if you want to make yourselves useful, go get her bags out of my truck.”

      “Oh, I can get the bags,” I lied. I really couldn’t. There was no way, even with all that yoga, I could lift those suitcases out of the back of a pickup.

      The man who had looked amused, who was probably in his early forties, gave Sandy a nod. “Yes, ma’am.” Dressed in work boots and a thick coat, he moved easily across the sidewalk.

      Sandy opened the front door and gestured. “There you go, folks. Jim, Bob, your orders are behind the front desk. Paris is going to ring you out. I have a date with Dr. Olsen to get my tooth fixed.”

      She was really leaving me alone here? I swallowed hard and reminded myself I was an entrepreneur. I ran my own business. I dealt with entitled customers on a regular basis. These guys could not be worse than a snotty housewife in Santa Monica. We stepped into the shop, and I scooped Louis out of his carrier and set him down on his leash. He immediately began sniffing like nobody’s business. Like he couldn’t imagine where on earth I had taken him.

      I had the same thought.

      The Holly Jolly Seed and Feed was divided in half. The left side of the store looked like the holidays had vomited fake snow and mistletoe all over, while the right side had… stuff. Farm stuff. In big bags that in Southern California we used to recover shabby chic breakfast nook chairs. Just rows and rows of stuff that farmers and hunters knew what to do with, and holy shit, was that an entire row of knives?

      It was like Lydia had drawn a line down the center of the shop. Even the checkout counter strictly adhered to the “the sides shall not touch” rule. It wasn’t like the feed side had a Santa in camo or the Christmas side had the reindeers perched on some grain sacks.

      Determined not to look like a twenty-something female who needed help, I marched behind the counter and did a sweep of Lydia’s checkout procedure. There was no electronic tablet, no scanner, no register. Did she take orders on her phone? I bit my lip.

      “Um,” I asked Jim or Bob, whoever the man standing in front of me was. It was the scowling guy, unfortunately. “Do you know how Lydia’s system works? How do I check you out?”

      His big meaty finger, with dirty nails, stretched out and tapped a notebook on the counter. “She writes it down.”

      For a second I wasn’t even sure what the hell he was talking about. Then I realized with dawning horror that Lydia had no cash register. Nothing that would automatically tally her sales and receipts and give her an inventory.

      Not wanting to insult my recently deceased relative, with great bravado I flipped open the book. There it was. Presumably it was Sandy who had penciled in the most recent orders. “Are you Jim, Bob, or Daniel?”

      “Bob.” He handed me the exact amount of money in cash to match what it said in the ledger. Right down to the penny.

      “Excellent. Thanks, Bob.” Where was I supposed to put the cash? I glanced around for something, anything. My eyes fell on a firebox. I flipped it open. Yep. There was the cash. I shoved the money in and was about to ask Bob what next when I realized he had already come around the counter and was grabbing a bag and tossing it over his shoulder.

      Okay, then.

      I repeated the process with Jim and Daniel, both of whom at least attempted to be friendly with questions like, “You ever seen any famous people?” and “What kind of dog is that?”

      Once I was alone, I did a bad thing. I strode down the Great Divide to the front door and locked it. I couldn’t help it. I was exhausted to the point of swaying on my feet, and there were two more names marked down in that book.

      Then I found the back room, which seemed to serve as an office and break room. There was a refrigerator, a dinette table, a desk, filing cabinets, and a TV. There was also, praise Great Aunt Lydia, a sofa. I did open the other door in the back room and discovered that it led to a warehouse, but I didn’t care enough to explore it fully. I just retreated to the couch, peeled off my coat to use as a blanket, and divested myself of my boots. I checked the heels for damage from the snow and discovered some sort of white film on them.

      That sucked. I tried to wipe it off, and it sort of came off. I’d have to Google how to treat snow-damaged designer boots.

      I was just going to close my eyes for five minutes. Okay, maybe twenty. A power nap, then I would unlock the door again.

      I fell asleep instantly, Louis curled on my chest under my cheetah print coat.

      I was woken up when my dog let out a rumbling growl. I jerked awake, panicked, knowing that was his warning bark for another person or animal.

      Sitting up so fast I got light-headed, I tried to both assess the danger and remember where my purse containing mace was, when I suddenly realized what I was looking at.

      Something that might resemble a squeak came out of my mouth.

      Because inches from my face was a man’s very big, very hard cock. It was firmly outlined behind a pair of tight boxer briefs, though his muscular thighs were covered in a red poly-blend fur and his feet in black boots. What the hell? I raised my gaze, taking in bare skin above the briefs, solid abs, and a chest that just begged to be explored.

      Once I took in a very good-looking guy, no older than early thirties, wearing a curious and possibly aroused expression, I saw he had a telltale red cap on his head. He seemed to be in the process of putting on the suit and God bless Louis, I’d woken up in time to see it.

      I blame the sleep deprivation for what I did next.

      “Hey, Santa,” I murmured, gazing up at him. “I see you have a big package for me.”
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      I hitched my pants up, fastening them quickly as the sleeping brunette woke up. She had a small dog—though it wasn’t much bigger than a rabbit—crouched on her chest, teeth bared, growling threateningly. Which was laughable considering the tiny creature was actually dressed in a sweater.

      Who put clothes on a dog?

      I jerked my head toward the animal. “Wanna call off the well-dressed guard dog?” I asked.

      The woman smiled and stroked the dog’s head. I was glad I’d had the foresight to pull my pants up. My cock had gone hard the second she’d asked if I had a big package for her. Because at the moment, the answer was yes. And she was more than welcome to unwrap it if she wanted.

      She petted the tiny creature, cooing, “It’s okay, Louis. It’s only Santa Claus.”

      I glanced down at myself and sighed. I’d come back here to try on the new Santa suit my mother had made. The one I’d donned for the annual Christmas party for more years than I cared to admit had been ruined last year when little Tommy Clarkson threw up on me while informing me—Santa—that he wanted some stunt plane rocket thing that would soar a million miles into space when he stomped on it. Unfortunately, he’d decided to demonstrate, and that was when things took a bad turn. Rather than attempt to scrub out the sticky candy cane, sugar cookie, hot cocoa mess that seemed to cover every inch of me, Mom declared it was time for a new suit.

      Of course, at the time, I’d told her to find another Santa. That I’d more than done my part. I should have known that wouldn’t stick. My mother was incapable of hearing the word no.

      So when she said the suit was ready, and she needed me to try it on in case it needed alterations, I didn’t even waste my breath reiterating my desire to hang up my Santa hat.

      I hadn’t expected to find a woman sacked out on the couch under some animal print jacket, and I hadn’t seen the dog at all until I’d gotten closer. Not that that was surprising. I’d seen bigger bugs than this little mutt.

      I just don’t get people with small dogs. I mean if you want a pet to sit on your lap and play dress-up, get a cat. Give me a black lab or German shepherd any day of the week. Those are real dogs.

      “You’re Paris?” I asked, though I already knew that was who I was talking to. Mom had gone to pick up Lydia’s niece this morning, though why the woman had chosen to nap in the back workroom rather than sleep in the comfortable bed waiting for her in Lydia’s house was beyond me.

      “Yes,” she said, sitting up and running a hand through her long dark hair.

      She placed the dog on the floor, and he instantly came over to sniff my boots. I eyeballed him for a second in case the little bastard decided to lift his leg and treat me like a fire hydrant.

      Paris tugged one bare foot under her, drawing my attention to her long legs in her skinny jeans. I was a sucker for a girl with long legs. “I guess I shouldn’t be so surprised to run into Santa. It is the North Pole after all.”

      I chuckled, glad she wasn’t the type to spook easy. After all, she’d just woken up to find a stranger in his boxer briefs standing over her. “I’m Joe.”

      “Oh yeah. Sandy said you’d be stopping by.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder, then stretched, arching her back and drawing my attention to her breasts. Damn. I was a sucker for nice tits too.

      Lydia’s niece was hot. Fucking gorgeous.

      And I...was goddamn Santa Claus sporting a boner.

      I reached for the red jacket with white trim and held it in front of me when her eyes drifted to the South Pole, her smile growing as she winked at me.

      “Aren’t you a little young to be Santa?” she asked.

      “The kids around here aren’t fussy as long as they can rattle off their long lists of dream toys to someone. Plus, the fake white beard and wig help age me enough to fool the youngest ones. The rest probably know it’s me, but they play along anyway. You realize Lydia’s house is close, right? You could have gone there to rest.”

      Paris shrugged. “Sandy was in a hurry to get to the dentist, and I get the sense she needed someone to run the store while she was gone. I took the red-eye flight here. Got a little woozy, so I thought I’d grab a quick power nap.” She glanced at her watch, her eyes widening. “Shit. Three hours ago.” She hopped up quickly, somewhat disoriented and panicked.

      “It’s okay. Mom called me a little while ago to say it was taking longer than she thought. She asked me to come check up on you.”

      “But what if someone needed to come in?”

      I shrugged. “The world’s not going to stop spinning just because the Holly Jolly Feed and Seed was closed for a few hours. Though I suspect the afternoon business is going to pick up because of the snowstorm coming.”

      “Yeah, your mom told me about that. Ten inches.”

      As if on cue, there was a loud banging on the front door of the store. The Holly Jolly wasn’t usually closed this time of day, and if someone had driven into town to pick up an order, they’d sit out front for hours if needed until someone opened up.

      Paris sighed, her smile fading as she stood. “Duty calls.”

      Her resigned tone caught me by surprise. My mother had assured me Lydia’s niece was coming to North Pole to take over the store.  Now, as Paris stood and pulled her jacket back on, I took a good look at her. She really was beautiful, but it only took me two seconds to see the California girl did not fit in here with her high-heeled boots that no sane person would walk on ice in and that tiny cheetah coat that wouldn’t cover enough to keep her warm.

      “I’m going to finish trying this on. My mom should be back soon. Once she gets here, we can get your bags, and I’ll take you over to Lydia’s house.”

      Paris took two steps toward me, and I was surprised when she stopped right in front of me. With only a few inches between us, I could see the green specks in her rich-brown eyes and the pink spots of color on her cheeks that darkened when she reached up and played with the white ball at the end of my Santa cap. “You still owe me a big package,” she teased before turning and walking out front.

      I dropped down on the couch, trying to shake some sense into my head. Paris was going to be trouble with a capital T. Women like her didn’t stay in North Pole. Hell, it wasn’t just women like her. Apparently, it was any woman I was interested in.

      I’d dated two women in my life, just two. Most of my friends who’d remained in North Pole after graduation had married their high school sweethearts, and I had expected to do the same.

      Rose. Sweet Rose. My first love. We’d started dating during our sophomore year, and I constantly talked about our future, about marriage and kids, and Rose had been right there with me, dreaming the same dreams. It wasn’t until after we graduated that I realized Rose intended to live out those dreams somewhere—anywhere—else. I’d been blindsided, then devastated when I told her I intended to stay in North Pole, and she said she didn’t. She broke things off and moved to Chicago.

      I had a rough few years after that, constantly questioning whether or not I’d been right to let Rose leave town without me. The problem was while Rose knew North Pole wasn’t where she belonged, I knew it was the only place I’d ever be happy. Besides, who the hell chose to live in Chicago?

      Then I met Anna, who’d left her big city life in Indianapolis to set down roots in North Pole. She’d left a successful career in an HR department of a large corporation to open her own flower shop on Main Street because she longed for a simpler life.

      I fell head over ass in love with her, and for one year, we were inseparable. Then I made the mistake of proposing to her at the holiday party.

      Imagine my surprise when Anna broke down in tears and told me she was closing up her shop and moving back to Indianapolis. She told me she’d gotten her old job back because—and this was the part that really hurt—she could feel herself shriveling up in this dusty, nowhere town.

      I’d come to life during the year we’d spent together, happier than I’d ever been, and she was “shriveling up.”

      Leaning my head back against the couch, I closed my eyes, blew out a long breath, and willed my erection to go away.

      Unfortunately, when you haven’t had sex in two years a dick won’t go down without a fight. I stood up, forcing myself to think about the Colts’ lousy season and the death of my dog, Trixie.

      Boner gone, I traded out the Santa suit for my jeans and flannel shirt and went out to resist the temptation of a petite brunette who had no idea how big my package could get.
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      I closed the door to the back room to give Joe some privacy as he changed clothes, though that was the last thing I wanted to do. I’d seen some well-built, sexy-as-sin men in my life. After all, I lived in Los Angeles, where beauty was practically a prerequisite, but Joe was...something else.

      He was earthy and masculine, and he reminded me of a lumberjack. And while I wouldn’t have expected to find that so incredibly arousing, the truth was my nipples were tight, my stomach was twittery, and it took every ounce of strength I had not to turn around and go sit on Santa’s lap. No. Not sit. Straddle.

      I actually made a half turn to do that when the man standing at the counter said, “I’m here to pick up my order.”

      I walked toward the counter, surprised to find a little boy, who couldn’t have been more than seven or eight, chowing down on a Lunchable.

      I was even more surprised when I realized the man—Roger, Joe had called him—was actually talking to the kid, not me.

      “Sure thing, Roger,” the little boy said, hopping down from the stool where he’d been perched. He looked up at me when I didn’t step aside, and I realized I was in his way.

      “Oh, sorry,” I said, taking one step to the right to allow him to pass.

      The little boy led Roger to two bags of feed and said, “These are yours.”

      So Lydia’s staff consisted of Sandy and a small child? What the hell had I gotten myself into? Was I going to get sued for child labor law violations? The kid was wearing a name tag though I couldn’t read what it said.

      Roger stepped back up to the counter and looked at me like I was six eggs short of a dozen when I failed to move.

      “Oh, sorry,” I said again, feeling like an idiot. I opened the notebook and marked off Roger’s order, taking his money.

      “Thanks for shopping here,” I said, trying to recover from my previous missteps.

      Roger wrinkled his nose, shaking his head as if confused. “Where else would I buy my feed?”

      Clearly, he didn’t need an answer to that as he slung the two bags over his shoulders and walked out.

      The little boy slid behind me and reclaimed his stool and his Lunchable.

      “And who might you be?” I asked.

      “I’m Jaden.”

      Ooookay. That answered nothing. “Do you work here, Jaden?”

      Jaden giggled. “No. I get off the bus here. My grandma Sandy works here.” He tapped his name badge. “But I help out because I know where everything is, and I’m super strong.”

      And now it all made sense. “I see. You’ve got all kinds of muscles there.” He was actually scrawny and lanky, but I didn’t want to burst his bubble. Living in California had taught me how fragile the male ego was.

      Then I put the rest of the pieces together. If Sandy was Jaden’s grandmother, then Jaden must be…I glanced toward the back room.

      Damn. Was Joe married with a kid? I’d been so distracted by the man’s six-pack abs, I’d made the rookie mistake of not looking for a wedding ring.

      Jaden finished up his after-school snack and hopped back down from the stool. “Are you Paris?”

      I nodded. “Yes. I am.”

      “Miss Lydia told me about you. She said you were coming to run the store when she was gone.” From the sad expression on Jaden’s face, it was clear he’d loved my Aunt Lydia. I considered asking him if he’d gotten the same birthday cards with five dollars in them as well.

      Jaden walked over to the middle of the building, his feet straddling the line between the Christmas shop and the Feed and Seed. He started swaying slightly. What an odd kid.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      Jaden waved me over. “This is the best spot in the whole store.”

      I moved until I was next to him, glancing around, wondering what made it so special. “Looks the same here as it does over there.”

      Jaden shook his head. “No. You have to listen.”

      I focused on the music and realized there were two different stations playing. “Deck the Halls” was ringing out on the Christmas side, while Kenny Rogers’ voice filled the Feed and Seed side with the sad tale of “The Gambler.”

      Incredibly enough, Aunt Lydia had somehow fixed the volume on both so that unless I was standing where Jaden was, I only heard one or the other, not both. It seemed almost magical.

      “That’s incredible,” I murmured, finding myself charmed by it.

      “Did you meet the reindeer yet?” Jaden asked.

      I shook my head. I didn’t do farm animals. I wasn’t touching anything that had antlers, alive or dead. Sorry. Paris out.

      “They’re the second-best thing in the store,” the little boy informed me.

      I was relieved. If they were in the store, they were probably decorations, not living animals. As we crossed into the Christmas shop, I started to feel guilty about my plans to sell the store. It was obvious Sandy and Jaden loved it. I wondered if I could find buyers who would agree to let Sandy continue working here. Or maybe Sandy could afford to buy it herself.

      We passed a wide array of blow-up yard decorations. It appeared Lydia had been the one supplying her neighbors. Then Jaden stopped in front of a display of life-size reindeer statues.

      Wow. They were all there. Rudolph and Donner and Blitzen and...

      Jaden patted the nose of the lead one. “Hiya, Clint.”

      “Clint?”

      Jaden looked at me and nodded earnestly. “Yeah. This one is Clint Black. He’s the leader.”

      I pointed to the red-nosed reindeer. “Rudolph isn’t the leader?”

      Jaden rolled his eyes as if I’d lost my mind. “That’s not Rudolph. That’s Tim McGraw. He’s got a cold.”

      “Did you name the reindeer?” I asked, amused by his departure from the traditional reindeer stories.

      “Me and Miss Lydia did. She said we could call our reindeer whatever we wanted. That one back there with the red lights around her antlers is Shania Twain. And that one with the chipped hoof is Alan Jackson.”

      I followed the direction of his finger and spotted the damaged reindeer. There was a sign around its neck proclaiming it was sold as is with a large discount due to the damage.

      “Poor Alan. How did he get hurt?”

      Jaden pointed to the lone shopping cart in the Christmas shop. “Millie and Max ran into it with that cart.”

      “And Miss Lydia didn’t make them buy it since they damaged it?”

      Jaden giggled. “No. On account they don’t got no money. They’re only four.”

      I grinned. “I see.”

      “Anyway, this one next to Tim is Faith and that one is—” Jaden stopped mid-sentence, his eyes going wide. “What’s that?”

      I glanced down and noticed Louis had made his way over to us from the Feed and Seed side. “Oh.” Bending down, I picked up my sweet bichon. “This is my dog. Louis Vuitton.”

      Jaden frowned. “Is he named after a singer too?”

      I shook my head. “No. After a fashion designer. He made purses and wallets and watches.”

      Jaden was wholly unimpressed. “That’s a weird thing to name your dog.”

      I laughed, considering this was coming from a kid who’d tossed a two-hundred-year-old poem to the curb in favor of naming his reindeer after country singers. He basically had the entire Grand Ol’ Opry roster in the Holly Jolly.

      “So who are the others?” I asked.

      Jaden petted Faith on the nose, then introduced me to Kenny Chesney, Toby Keith, Martina McBride, and Taylor Swift. Taylor was obviously the little boy’s favorite.

      I said hello to each of the reindeer, amused by Jaden’s affection for the statues.

      “I see you’ve met everyone.”

      I turned at the sound of Joe’s voice. He’d shed the Santa hat, boots, and pants in favor of his real clothes. Sadly, that included a flannel shirt that hid the pecs I had a strong desire to run my fingers over just to see if they were as hard as they looked.

      “Uncle Joe.” Jaden raced across the floor, grasping Joe’s hand. “This is Paris, the one Miss Lydia said was going to run the store now.”

      “We’ve met,” Joe said.

      I looked down at his—thank you, Jesus—nephew. Joe’s ring finger was bare.

      No, no, no. I could not fraternize with a local. That was a bad idea. I was leaving.

      Wait. That was the perfect way to fraternize with a local. Have a little fun, then hop on a plane. If anyone could keep me warm in this frozen hellscape, it was Joe.

      It would make my two weeks in North Pole tolerable.

      Between the unintentional humor of Jaden, the Holly Jolly Seed and Feed, the kindness of Sandy, and the potential for sitting on Santa Joe’s lap, maybe Indiana wouldn’t be so bad after all.
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      I knew that look Paris was giving me. It was a look that had dropped men to one knee, made them stupid, toppled kingdoms, and launched wars.

      It was the look of a woman who wanted something from you.

      And knew she was going to get it.

      Paris wore a sly, flirtatious smile that made me both wary and hard as a rock.

      “We’ve definitely met,” Paris said, her eyes dropping down to my crotch.

      Not as intimately as I’d like to. Damn. The woman was bold, and I was shocked by my reaction to that. I was the guy who went for the sweet girl next door. This woman, with her animal print coat and purse dog, was not my type.

      There was no point in getting involved with a woman like that, no matter how tempting.

      I turned to my nephew. “Did you get an after-school snack? Grandma should be back soon, and we’ll head home.”

      This kid was reason number one I’d never leave North Pole. My sister had fallen into addiction when Jaden was a toddler, and I’d been helping my mom raise him ever since Jenny had disappeared. Jaden was a great kid, and I was going to be there for him, no matter what, and not from a distance. He needed a man in his life. If I wasn’t around, he’d be spending afternoons with reindeer statues at the Feed and Seed and evenings watching Rachel Ray chop onions on TV with my mother. Not ideal for an eight-year-old boy.

      I had my own apartment, but it was right next door to Mom’s house, so I was around to cut the grass, take out the garbage, toss a ball to Jaden. It wasn’t for everyone, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. Family comes first.

      Jaden nodded, then asked Paris, “Can I take Louis outside on his leash?”

      “Um.” She swallowed visibly, the idea clearly making her nervous. “I don’t think he likes the cold.”

      “How about we walk you home?” I asked her. “We’re about to close up the store anyway.” I’d seen her suitcases in the back, so she had to be eager to get to Lydia’s house and get settled finally. “Jaden can walk the dog, and I’ll walk you.” I gave her a smile.

      “Haha. So funny. Don’t quit your day job.” Paris leveled me with a curious look. “What is your day job, by the way? Do you work here too?”

      “No. I own a construction business. I do renovations and general contract work.”

      “Oh, so you’re good with your hands?”

      I couldn’t help myself. “Very,” I said in a low voice. Way to stay determined, Joe Idiot, I mentally reprimanded myself.

      “Uncle Joe built me a treehouse,” Jaden said, down on his knees now, carefully petting the dog.

      “How nice of Uncle Joe.” Paris smiled down at Jaden. “Do you want to walk Louis to Lydia’s house with me?”

      “Yes!”

      “Will you drive my suitcases down to the house?” she asked me. “I don’t think I can walk in snow and roll my bags at the same time. I have a lot of skills but maneuvering in a blizzard isn’t one of them.”

      If she thought a couple of inches was a blizzard, she was in for a rude awakening.

      “I’ll tell you what. I’ll walk you down, then I will bring your bags over.” I glanced down at her fuck-me boots. “I anticipate you needing a hand just staying on your feet.”

      “I do my best work off my feet,” she said.

      For a second I thought she was flirting and was amused, but then her eyes widened as she realized how that sounded. She glanced at Jaden like she was mortified to have inadvertently sounded sexual in front of a kid. It made me like her even more. She may be upscale compared to North Pole standards, but she was being super cool with my nephew.

      “Sleeping, I mean! I love to sleep. And I clearly need more right now. I took a red-eye. It was brutal.” She wrinkled her nose and touched her cheeks. “And now I’m babbling.”

      I felt bad for her. I didn’t travel very often, and when I did, I hated it. Delays, cramped seats on planes, not being in control… I like to be in control. “You’re not babbling. A red-eye sounds horrible. Have you even eaten anything today?” Food rules my life. But then again, I’m a guy. I need protein every two hours, or I want to chew nails.

      She shook her head. “Just organic chickpea puffs.”

      “I don’t even know what the hell that is, but it sounds about as filling as swallowing sawdust.” I went behind the desk and opened the drawer. “Lydia’s house key.” I held it up to show her. “Let’s get you home and feed you. We can order takeout, or I bet I can rustle up some spaghetti out of Lydia’s cupboard.”

      “Thanks,” she said, looking a little confused but a lot appreciative. “That’s really sweet of you. But…”

      “But what?” I asked.

      She shook her head a little. “But you don’t even know me.”

      That surprised me. “So? You’re Lydia’s niece. You’re new in town. It’s called being neighborly.”

      “I think Louis needs to poop,” Jaden said, pointing to the little dog anxiously pacing back and forth on the concrete floor.

      “Jaden…” I felt like I should reprimand him, but the truth was, the dog did look like he was desperate to appease the call of nature.

      Paris looked grateful for the interruption. “Oh, I bet you’re right! It’s been all day. He doesn’t know what to do in the snow.”

      “Let’s go,” I said, skipping my coat. I’d come back for it when I got the bags. I could use a little fresh air because I was doing it. I was fucking doing the same thing I always did—I was looking at a pair of pretty eyes and getting sucked in.

      It made me annoyed with myself. She was flirting with me a little, sure, but she probably flirted without even knowing she was doing it. I needed to not be a dumbass.

      Jaden took Louis’ leash and led the dog out the front door. At first the little fluffball seemed startled and sniffed cautiously, bouncing on his paws. Then he stuck his nose into some new-fallen snow and tossed it up into the air. It was at that moment he became a real dog, not some California pampered purse pooch. He started to jump around, flinging snow, and Jaden encouraged him by jogging alongside him.

      The dog didn’t even look back as they took off down the sidewalk.

      “At least he likes the snow,” I said as I closed the front door to the store.

      “Just leave Mommy in the dust, kid, it’s fine,” she said, sounding amused. “After all I’ve done for you.” She took a few tentative steps and glanced at me. “Aren’t you going to lock the door?”

      “Nah. I’m coming right back.”

      Or would be eventually. Paris walked with a speed that would make a snail look like a sprinter. She was staring at her feet, arms splayed out for balance, and making noises with each step she took.

      “Oh!” Step. “Oh my God.” Another tiny step. “Ack!” A step that turned into a slight slide. “Shit!” Her head popped up to look for Jaden. “I mean shoot. He didn’t hear me, did he?”

      “I don’t think so.” I was having a hard time walking as slow as Paris. I have long legs, and it was actually challenging to not charge ten feet ahead. “He’s going to be in the next county by the time you catch up with him at the pace you’re going.”

      She shot me a look of irritation and took another wobbly step. “You try walking in heels.”

      “Uh, no, thanks. Not my style.”

      “What’s your style?” Paris swiped at her hair, which had blown into her face. “It’s so cold. I can’t see. My eyelashes are covered in snow.”

      My style? Taking charge. That was me. Not a whole lot of talking, but a whole lot of doing. I couldn’t walk this slow anymore. It was physically impossible. “Paris.”

      “What?” She grabbed on to my arm when she slipped again.

      “Come here.” I wrapped my arm around her ass and hauled her up. I tossed her over my shoulder while she screamed.

      “What are you doing? Put me down!”

      “Showing you my style. And getting you home before midnight.”

      “Oh.” Her squirming instantly stopped. “I see.” Her voice changed, grew husky, curious.

      She weighed almost nothing. Carrying her down the sidewalk took no effort whatsoever. But with each step, I became more and more aware of how her breasts were pressed against me, her hair dangling over my shoulder, and her pert little ass inches above my forearm.

      She was really fucking hot, and I was regretting my inability to be the guy who just took a woman he didn’t know home and banged her brains out. Even if I was that guy, I had Jaden with me so there was no point in getting turned on when I couldn’t do a damn thing about it.

      Paris wiggled a little.

      Damn. The only thing that saved me from spontaneously combusting was the biting wind and fat snowflakes hitting me in the face.

      We were nearly to Lydia’s house when I spotted my mom, pulled up to the curb, talking to Jaden.

      She rolled her eyes as I walked up to the truck with Paris slung over my shoulder.

      “Hey, Mom.”

      “Put Paris down, Joe.”

      Paris twisted, attempting to see my mom, but I didn’t let her down. “Hi, Sandy,” she said, waving awkwardly. “Heels and ice don’t mix.”

      “I’m aware. You all close up the shop?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. I’m going to run back there after I get Paris settled in to grab her bags and lock everything up.”

      “Great. My mouth is killing me. Jaden, hand Joe that leash and come on home with me. I need to pop a few Advil and lay down.”

      Jaden reluctantly gave me the leash, which I immediately handed to Paris. Then my nephew bent down to pet the dog one more time before climbing in the cab of the truck. “See you at home, Uncle Joe.”

      I nodded my goodbye and watched the two of them drive away.

      Paris wiggled again and started to slide off my shoulder. I hoisted her more securely, my hand on her ass. Once I had a good grip on her, I patted her ass and started up the sidewalk to her front door as she laughed.

      “Spank it a little harder next time,” she teased.

      Dammit. Resistance was going to be pretty fucking futile if she kept flirting with me like that.

      And then, because she issued the invitation, I swatted her ass again. Harder.

      She moaned a little, and I knew I was a goner.

      I set her down at the front door and unlocked it, gesturing for her to walk in first.

      Paris’ gaze traveled around the front room of Lydia’s house, and it didn’t take a genius to see the city girl wasn’t impressed. It wasn’t that Lydia had a bad house. But it was definitely better suited to an older woman, with the antique furniture that had “been in the family since the beginning of time,” according to Lydia. Every flat surface was covered with lace doilies, and chintz curtains hung in the windows. There was plastic covering the green and gold velvet settee in the parlor and an oriental rug covering the hardwood floor.

      “Wow,” Paris half whispered, half mouthed.

      “Lydia didn’t spend much time in this room,” I quickly explained. “There’s a family room at the back of the house where she usually kicked back at night to knit and read.” Of course, the decor in that room wasn’t much better than this room, I realized as I recalled the mountain scene wallpaper that adorned one whole wall, the rest covered in wood paneling that screamed 1970 and the green shag carpeting. Maybe I’d let her discover that room on her own.

      Her stomach growled, reminding me that she hadn’t eaten all day. “How about we head to the kitch—”

      That was all I managed to say before Louis started barking and jumping like he’d been bitten by a snake. Then I heard a hiss and a ferocious growl.

      “Shit,” I said. “I forgot about Roscoe.”

      Paris glanced my direction for a hot second before Louis reclaimed her attention, the small dog literally trying to climb up her leg in his efforts to escape Lydia’s big old tomcat, Roscoe.

      “A cat?” she asked, picking Louis up just before the cat sprung. Roscoe circled the three of us, like a tiger stalking its prey.

      “Go on, Roscoe,” I said, snapping my fingers at the grumpy beast. I’d been feeding the cat since Lydia’s passing, but apparently providing sustenance wasn’t enough to endear the asshole to me.

      Roscoe gave me the evil eye, then slunk upstairs, probably to his usual hiding spot under Lydia’s bed. I’d have to warn Paris the cat was a master of sneak attacks when anyone walked too close to him.

      “She has a cat.” She sighed, sounding more tired by the minute. “What the hell am I going to do with a cat?”

      “Sorry I forgot to mention that. Come on. Let’s get you something to eat, and then I’ll run back to the store for your bags.”

      She followed me to the kitchen, dropping heavily onto one of the wooden chairs while I rummaged through the cabinets. Sure enough, I found a box of spaghetti and a jar of sauce. I was no Bobby Flay, but I could whip up pasta easy enough.

      “I’ve never seen so many tins in my life,” Paris said, gesturing to Lydia’s collection of vintage tins. They lined the top of the cupboards, stacked three high. “Lydia was clearly into antiques.”

      I nodded as I filled a pot with water. “What are you into, Paris? Besides fluffy little dogs and impractical shoes?” I lifted the lid on the glass jar filled with cat treats and bent down to offer one to Louis.

      The bichon wasn’t above taking whatever he could get. He eagerly ate it out of my hand.

      “I own a pet boutique. I like music festivals, wine, and traveling. Though I don’t get to travel very often right now while I’m establishing my business.”

      Yep. Nothing in common. “It’s very impressive that you opened your own store at your age.” I slid the pasta into the water and unscrewed the lid of the sauce.

      “Is that a meat sauce?” she asked. “I’m a vegetarian.”

      Of course she was. They probably required that before they let you into California. I glanced at the jar. “It’s just tomato and basil.”

      “Okay, good. Not to be needy or anything. But I can’t do beef. I don’t think I could even put meat in my mouth, let alone swallow.”

      I waited, amused, eyeing her.

      She got it a heartbeat later. She shook her head and gave me a grin. “Shit. You know that’s not what I meant.”

      “So you do swallow?”

      Her look was sly, flirtatious. “In certain circumstances.”

      “Tell me, Paris. You got a boyfriend in Los Angeles?” What? It’s called making conversation. Getting to know someone.

      Paris smiled. “Nope. Not for the last eighteen months. What about you? You look like a guy who always has a girlfriend.”

      It was true. I was that guy. I used to be that guy anyway.  “I’m single. I’ve run out of options in North Pole. If you didn’t lock and load a woman by your early twenties, you got left flying solo.”

      “And why didn’t you lock and load some lucky girl? You’re not ugly.”

      That made me laugh. “Thanks. Let’s just say I chose poorly. I went on emotion when I should have been practical.”

      Paris shook her head. “No. Relationships shouldn’t be practical at all. I tried to be practical and date the man who looked good on paper, and it was all wrong.”

      “What happened?”

      “He proposed to me, and I threw up into my duck confit. The idea of marrying him made me physically ill.”

      Holy shit. “Are you serious?”

      “You don’t joke about puking in public. Yes, I’m serious.” Paris stood up and opened the fridge. “Does Lydia have any wine?”

      I dumped the sauce into a pan. “I take it your boyfriend didn’t appreciate your response.”

      “Nope. He ended it, and I don’t blame him. My biggest feeling was relief. I’ll never do that again—date someone just because they’re a good guy and everything is smooth and easy.”

      “What is it you want?” I asked, sorry I had.

      She stood up and spun, triumphantly holding up a bottle. “I found wine! And what do I want?” She unscrewed the top. “Passion. That’s what I want. I want passion and love and big, dramatic romance.”

      Jesus. She wanted exactly what I did. I had to remind myself Paris wasn’t the type to rusticate in Indiana. “You’re not keeping the store, are you?” I asked without preamble.

      Her face fell. Then she shook her head. “No. I can’t. I have a business in L.A. I don’t belong here. This isn’t my life.”

      I nodded. “I get that.” I did. And it meant she was off-limits. For anything serious anyway. “Does my mom know?”

      “No. I promise I’ll tell her soon. I just feel bad. She’s being very nice to me. So are you.”

      Picking a piece of pasta out of the boiling water to test it, I shook my head. “I won’t say anything to Mom. And I’ll continue to be nice, but you should know, what I really want to do with you is be naughty.”

      Paris lifted the bottle of wine straight to her mouth and took a swig. She eyed me as she swallowed and lowered the bottle. “Can you give me a good reason why we shouldn’t do that?”
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      Joe turned back to the pot of spaghetti, pouring it into a strainer, my question hovering in the air, unanswered.

      I was a pretty forthright person, the type to go for what I want.

      I wanted Joe. For sure. No, that hadn’t taken long to decide, but sometimes things were just obvious.

      Like Indiana being fucking cold in December. Like Fendi boots being impractical in the snow. Like tomato, garlic, and basil being one of the most perfect combinations in the world.

      Wanting Joe was just obvious. He was big, gorgeous, solid. Nice.

      That was the part that made me just a little hesitant. He was so nice. That was also obvious. He played Santa for the little kids in a tiny Indiana town, helped his mom raising his nephew, was able and willing to literally pick a city girl up—and carry her over the ice when she wore ridiculous footwear for the weather.

      I’d dated a nice guy before. For way too long, as a matter of fact. My almost fiancé—I felt my stomach clench a little remembering that horrible night when he’d proposed—had been nice. Very nice. Romantic. Sweet. He was the send roses, candlelight dinner, speak French kind of guy. I mean, he’d been French so that had just been icing on the handsome, suave, European cake, but yeah, it had swept me up a little bit. Or a lot. The thing was, candlelight wasn’t the same thing as fire. Heat. Sparks. The passionate chemistry stuff I really wanted. And it was really hard to break up with a nice guy.

      But Joe was different. He wasn’t going to be proposing to me over a white tablecloth with a three-carat diamond ring and three dozen roses. He wasn’t going to be proposing. Period. And if North Pole had a white-tablecloth restaurant—or a jewelry store for that matter—I’d walk Main Street in my favorite red teddy and no coat or shoes.

      Plus, he’d spanked my butt.

      I’d told him to spank it harder, and he had.

      Heat shot through me as I remembered that. Joe’s big calloused palm against my butt had been the hottest thing I’d felt in months.

      Victor, my French boyfriend, would have never done that.

      Had he, even once, I might not have given him the shrill, horrified, “No!” at Patina, one of the most expensive restaurants in L.A. when he asked me to marry him. I certainly wouldn’t have puked.

      That was still the most awful memory of my life. I loved that restaurant and could never go back. Damn Victor anyway.

      But back to the hot, blue-collar, small-town guy with the big hands he was willing to spank me with.

      I watched him plate the spaghetti, lifting the bottle of wine to my lips again. I probably should have used a glass and offered him some too, but Joe didn’t strike me as a wine drinker. Beer. He was a beer guy for sure, I decided, watching the muscles of his back bunching as he reached and lifted and then following down to the tight ass behind the worn denim of his jeans and then on down to the powerful thighs and long legs until I got to his feet. In boots. Common-sense, winter-weather-appropriate boots. That were very big.

      A warm shiver went through me as I took another swallow of wine. I should probably slow down on the alcohol. With the lack of food and sleep, the wine was going to my head very quickly.

      Finally, he turned with a plate of spaghetti and sauce. He stood holding it, just looking at me.

      I tipped my head, waiting for him to say something.

      “I can’t.”

      I frowned. “You can’t spank me?”

      His eyebrows rose. He was clearly surprised by my response. Not to mention confused.

      Oh, right. We hadn’t been talking about that. I’d just been thinking about it. Oops.

      “Um, sorry. Tired.” I looked down at the wine bottle and wiggled it. “Maybe tipsy.” Did that sound plausible at all?

      “Actually, I think I can spank you,” he said after a moment, the corner of his mouth curling up in a very sexy way that made my stomach flip. “Somehow I think that would be very easy, as a matter of fact.”

      “Oh.” Oh. Well, then. That was a fabulous answer. “Give me a few bites of spaghetti and a couple minutes for the carbs to hit my bloodstream, and I’m all in,” I told him, reaching for the plate.

      He shook his head and let me take the plate. “Wow. Are all the women in California so...out there?”

      Looking for a fork, I laughed. “Spanking is so not out there in California. You should see some of the stuff people are into.” I opened and slammed shut three drawers before he shifted to the side, opened the drawer by his hip, and extracted a fork, handing it over.

      With a huge grin, I twirled it in the pile of noodles, twisting several around the tines and taking a big bite.

      “I meant the way you’re so open about sex and what you like and what you want and everything,” he said.

      I looked up, chewing. His eyes were on my mouth, and I instinctively swiped my tongue over my lower lip, wondering if I had sauce there. His pupils dilated. So I did it again.

      “Most of the women I hang out with are pretty open about sex and what they like,” I told him. “But I’ve learned that you can’t expect people to read your mind. If you want something, you have to say it.”

      I took another bite and studied him as I chewed and swallowed. Seriously, for sauce from a jar, this wasn’t bad. It could have been because I’ve maybe never been hungrier in my life. It also could have been because I’d never had a guy dressed in flannel and denim cook for me before. Maybe it always tasted this good when there was testosterone dripping all over everything.

      “Did your Indiana girlfriends not talk about sex?” I asked.

      “They did. But not in the first hour of knowing me.”

      I grinned at him. “They were just better at keeping their thoughts to themselves,” I said. “I’ll admit that’s not something I’m particularly good at.”

      “You’re saying they were thinking about sex within an hour of meeting me?” he asked. His expression was a mix of amusement and confusion, like he couldn’t quite figure me out.

      He was leaning against the counter across from me with his hands braced on either side of his hips. The position pulled his shirt across his wide chest and flat abs and kind of put everything below his waist on full display.

      I took another bite and let my gaze travel over him from head to toe. Slowly. I swallowed. “Oh yeah, they were.”

      I took my time bringing my gaze back up to his. Brawny. That was the best word for him. He was like a superhot lumberjack or something. Not that I knew a lot about lumberjacks. But there was flannel. And a beard. And boots. And big, rough hands. I also doubted very much that Joe had ever eaten, or even heard of, Matelote de Poissons. Which put him a few points ahead of Victor anyway. I hated Matelote de Poissons. Even more, I hated that Victor would order it for me without even asking.

      As I got back to the general area of Joe’s fly, I noticed that there was a much more noticeable prominence there now. I also noted that his hands were gripping the edge of the counter a little harder now, evidenced by the white knuckles. When I got to his face, I noted his jaw was clenched, and his cheeks were a little flushed.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “Not really.”

      I swallowed hard. “Oh. Sorry.”

      He looked at me for a long moment. “When I said I can’t, I meant that I can’t get naughty with you.”

      “Oh.” I frowned. “Actually saying ‘I can’t’ in response to my question means you can’t give me a good reason why we can’t get naughty.”

      He nodded. “I can’t go there. I have this problem.”

      My eyes went back to his fly. “Not as far as I can tell.”

      He coughed and shifted. I met his gaze again. Was I embarrassing him? He really was a nice guy.

      “I have this problem where I fall in love and then get my heart broken when the woman realizes she doesn’t want to be here long term. And I’m not leaving. So getting involved with a California girl who’s already planning her exit seems like a really bad idea.”

      I kept my gaze on his as I set my plate to one side. I shook my head. “Actually, that’s perfect.”

      “It is?”

      “You already know I’m leaving,” I said.

      “Which makes it really stupid to ignore that and get all wrapped up in you, doesn’t it?”

      I smiled and took a step closer to him. “Haven’t you ever had sex just for sex? A casual fling? A one-night stand?”

      I glanced down to see his hands gripping the counter again. I stopped right in front of him. We weren’t quite touching, but I was definitely in his personal space.

      He smelled good.

      Like Guy. That’s what the cologne would be named if it smelled like Joe.

      He shook his head slowly, his gaze on my mouth again.

      I reached out and put my hand on his chest. It was hard. Hot. His heart was pounding.

      “You’ve never just had hot, sweaty, rock-your-world sex because it would feel good and be fun? Without worrying about things like introducing her to your parents and if you both like kids and dogs and finding out what her ring size is?”

      Again, he shook his head.

      “Oh, Joe,” I said, stepping even closer so now that very nice bulge behind his zipper was against my stomach. I slid my hand up to the back of his head and my fingers into his hair. “You really need to. At least once. And I’m the perfect choice. I can tell you exactly what I want, and I’m leaving soon and can buy my own rings. Really, when is a chance like this going to come up for you again?” With my heels on and him leaning a little, I only had to go up on tiptoe to put my lips again his. “You really should take advantage.”

      I kissed him.

      Maybe it was the wine. The lack of sleep. The low blood sugar.

      But I was pretty sure it was the fact that there was no way Joe was going to critique my pronunciation when I said quelle heure est-il?

      Oh, and the big hands thing. As he settled those huge paws on my ass, I realized it was definitely those too. I gave a little moan and opened my mouth.

      Joe did too.

      Then he took over.

      When I say took over, I don’t mean he used his tongue first or something. I mean He. Took. Over.

      Before I knew it, I was backed up against the center island of the kitchen, and one of his hands was in my hair, holding my head right where he wanted it, the other gripping my ass. He stroked his tongue against mine and pressed his hard cock into me. That firmness and the seam of my jeans hit my clit perfectly, and I arched into the pressure, gripping his shoulders, trying to get even closer. I wasn’t a bit intimidated by him or the fact that I didn’t know him or that I was alone with him. I was damned grateful to be alone with him. It was going to make getting naked a whole lot easier.

      I ran my hands down his sides and under his shirt. Getting my hands against his hot bare skin and on those hard muscles I’d ogled earlier.

      He gave a deep groan that shot bolts of lust through me.

      He dragged his mouth from mine to my ear. “You are so fucking hot.”

      “God, I want you,” I told him, nearly panting.

      “Just like this? Right here? Now?”

      “Yes. Yes. Yes.”

      He half chuckled, half groaned.

      I started unbuttoning his shirt. I got it halfway undone and leaned in, putting my mouth against his chest. I kissed, then licked, then nipped.

      “Fuck,” he muttered.

      He pulled my head back with his hand in my hair. The tug sent electric shocks to my clit.

      “Damn,” I breathed, staring up at him.

      “You just want me to fuck you right here on the kitchen island?” he asked, his eyes dark with lust.

      “Yes.” I wanted that so, so much. Victor had never even said the word fuck. Not even in French.

      “We barely know each other.”

      “That makes it even hotter,” I assured him. I reached for his fly and got him unbuttoned and unzipped. I slid my hand between the denim and his underwear. Cotton. I’d bet my new Prada handbag that they were white briefs. But suddenly, those seemed extremely sexy.

      I ran my hand down his hard length, but before I could curl my fingers around him, he pulled my hand away. “Um, no.”

      I blinked up at him. “No?”

      “I have a feeling you’re going to have me by the balls soon enough,” he said. His mouth curled in a sexy smile, and his voice was husky, but he was definitely not letting me touch him. “How about I get you firmly in hand first?”

      “What do you me—”

      Before I had even finished the question, he spun me so I was facing the island. He put my hands on the cool granite top.

      “Don’t move them,” he ordered, his gruff voice right in my ear.

      “But—”

      Suddenly I felt a sharp sting against my right butt cheek.

      I gasped. He’d spanked me.

      Then the heat settled low and intense in my pussy.

      He’d spanked me.

      “Don’t move your hands,” he repeated firmly. Then he ran his hand over my ass, almost as if he was relishing the feel. “Though making sure you know who the boss is here seems like it might be a good idea to make the next couple weeks easier.”

      I wiggled my ass. “I do own the Holly Jolly,” I reminded him.

      “I don’t work for the Holly Jolly.”

      He moved in right behind me, his cock now pressing into my ass. He ran his hands to my lower stomach and then up. He cupped my breasts, giving them a squeeze. My head fell forward, and I took a deep breath. It had been a long time since someone other than me had touched my breasts. He started unbuttoning my shirt.

      “Well, I don’t work for you either,” I said, trying to keep my thoughts straight as I watched his thick fingers undo the tiny buttons on my blouse.

      The thick fingers that I desperately wanted pinching my nipples and rubbing my clit and thrusting into me. But I really should just shut up. I was willing to be good. Dammit, submissive even. I figured I could pull that off. Not that I’d had any practice with Victor. Or Stephen. Or Daniel. They’d all been CEO, suit-and-tie guys. Sophisticated. Smooth. Stephen had been sexy. Daniel had been a little bossy… Okay, he’d been an arrogant prick, which was not the same thing. But none of them had been dominant. Not in the “I’m going to make you come just like this, and you’re not going to do a thing but say my name, nice and loud” way. Which was what Joe said just then.

      Holy hot small-town construction worker.

      What had I had against Indiana again?

      “I will do whatever you say,” I managed to tell him. Meaning every word.

      “Good girl.”

      My inner muscles clenched hard. Wow. The coming right here like this was not going to be a problem. I was almost there already.

      He had my shirt unbuttoned and spread the silk open, running his work-roughened palms back and forth over my bare stomach and then up to cup my breasts through the Jean Yu bra. Not that I thought Joe would care at all about the designer of my expensive bra and panty set. He didn’t seem like the type to care about lingerie. He seemed like the type to care about getting rid of lingerie.

      He reached behind, unhooked the bra, and flipped the cups up, replacing them with his hands.

      Yep. Getting rid of it. I moaned as he played with my nipples. “Joe.”

      “I like it. I’m going to need more of that,” he said gruffly.

      “Then I’m going to need more,” I said. Somehow. It didn’t come off flirtatious. It came off desperate.

      He didn’t seem to care.

      He slid a hand down and undid the button on my jeans. “More, huh?”

      “Yes. More. Lots more.”

      He unzipped me, pressing into me from behind. He was hot and hard and huge.

      “I can help you with that,” I said, pressing back.

      “Nah. I’m fine.”

      I ground against him a little. He groaned.

      “Okay, no condom,” he finally admitted, his voice a little ragged.

      “Oh.” Dammit. I didn’t have one either. Who would have thought I needed to pack condoms for my trip to Indiana. I was using the shot for birth control, but we should use a condom. Seriously. We barely knew one another. That was the smart thing to do.

      Sometimes I really hated being smart.

      “Does—”

      His hand slid into the front of my jeans, cupping me through my dark purple silk panties with his big, hot hand.

      “You’re wet.”

      I really was. It probably should have been embarrassing. But I really didn’t care about anything but him moving his fingers about an inch to the left.

      “Please, Joe.”

      He slipped his finger under the elastic edge and against my clit. Yes. It was like the guy had a GPS for the spot. He found it, and he pressed against it like it was what he had been created to do.

      “Please tell me that someplace in this town sells condoms,” I said breathlessly.

      He laughed against my ear, a deep, rumbling sound. “Yeah. We’ll be able to find condoms, Paris. Lots of them.”

      “Oh, thank—”

      Then he slid his finger deep. His big, thick finger. Very deep. My knees went a little weak. I gripped the counter and gave a moan that made him groan in response. He tipped my head back, settling his hand against the base of my throat in a surprisingly hot gesture, and kissed me. He stroked his tongue as his finger pumped in and out. Then he added a second finger. Then his thumb found my clit.

      And that was it. I was done. Everything deep clenched hard, and I came fast, clamping on to his fingers, and gasping his name into his mouth.

      “God, that’s so fucking hot,” he told me gruffly.

      Yeah, it really, really was.

      I slumped back against him. He held me with an arm around my ribs until I caught my breath. Then he pulled his hand out of my pants.

      I braced my hands on the counter again. I felt his hands on my hips and his lips on the back of my neck. That was a very sweet gesture, especially considering what he’d just done to me. Which, while maybe not sweet, had been very nice.

      Joe was definitely a nice guy.

      I took a deep breath and pulled my shirt together as I turned in his arms. I smiled up at him. “I—”

      Suddenly there was a thumping out in the foyer, followed by a hiss, a screech, a bark, and what sounded like nails on wood. Specifically, doggie toenails on a hardwood floor.

      Louis came skidding into the kitchen. Right on his heels was Roscoe. Looking very pissed off.

      “Oh my God!” I literally pushed Joe back and scooted around him. I swept Louis up just as Roscoe got to him and took a swipe. Louis whined, and I frowned down at the cat. “What the hell?”

      Joe moved to pick the cat up. The thing hissed at him, but Joe looked unimpressed. “I think he misses Lydia. He wasn’t like this before.”

      “Aw.” That melted my heart. “The poor thing.”

      Louis seemed to sense that my sympathies had switched because he whimpered and licked my chin. “Oh, yes, you’re a poor thing too,” I assured him. “But Roscoe is lonely.” I looked at the cat again. The animal looked like he kind of wanted to scratch my eyes out. I wasn’t really a cat person. But Roscoe had lost his person. He was alone now. He had to be scared. And sad. I could be a cat person. Roscoe gave me a little hiss. “Yeah, yeah, tough guy,” I told him. “I know you don’t need anyone. But we’re here whether you like it or not. At least for a little while.”

      Suddenly Joe coughed. He shifted and put the cat down. “So, um...I know this sounds bad, but I need to go.”

      “Oh.” Right. He wasn’t going to stay. Hot sex was all we were doing, and we didn’t have any condoms. “Sure. Of course.”

      “I’ll...uh…” He started toward the front of the house. “See you.”

      I heard the front door shut and looked down at Louis, then at the plate of half-eaten spaghetti, then at the fuzzy orange backside of the cat who was now crouched at his food bowl on the other side of the island, growling even as he ate.

      I blew out a breath.

      Wow. So this was North Pole, Indiana.
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      I stood outside the door to Lydia’s—well, Paris’—house and cursed myself for being an idiot. This was not where I should be, but I’d be damned if I could make myself go anywhere else.

      Three days. It had been three days since I stuck my hand down Paris’ pants, fingering her to an orgasm. It had been hot as hell, fucking mind-blowing. And for a hot minute, I’d thought her offer of casual sex sounded better than chicken and waffles on Christmas morning. I’d convinced myself I was all in, and if she could handle it, so could I.

      Then she’d been sweet to Lydia’s asshole cat, going all soft and nice, and I’d cut and run, fully aware that there was no way I wasn’t going to fall for her.

      Fuck. Given the way I hadn’t been able to think of anything except her for days or the way I’d been acting like a tool, like someone who couldn’t string three words together, every time I ran into her, I’d say it was safe to say I was already halfway in love with her.

      Paris wasn’t helping matters. She wasn’t what I’d expected. Every time I had myself convinced she was a snooty, big city girl who could never fit in in North Pole, she’d show this other side that, damn...well, it got to me.

      She’d taught Jaden how to play rummy, the two of them dealing out the cards the second the kid got off the bus. Then Jaden had introduced her to his favorite treat of soft butter on saltines, and the last two days, she’d made a trayful of them just before school let out, putting them out like they were some fancy hors d'oeuvres at one of her swanky California parties.

      Somehow, she’d coaxed Roscoe into her damn doggie purse yesterday and brought him to the Feed and Seed, insisting the cat was lonely and needed company.

      And the more I tried to keep a friendly, if awkward distance from her, the more she came on to me. I tried to play it cool, told her I thought we’d be better off forgetting about the casual sex, but the woman had already had a taste, and not to sound too cocky, but it was obvious she’d liked it. A lot.

      I ran my hand over my jaw, feeling my freshly trimmed beard, pretending like I hadn’t shaped it up for Paris. I’d gotten a haircut too. Also, not to impress the California girl.

      I rolled my eyes and reached in the truck to retrieve what I’d come to deliver. Mom had caught me as I was leaving for work and handed me a pair of her winter boots, asking me to pass them along to Paris. I’d started to make an excuse, determined this would be the day I managed to stay away from Paris completely, but I couldn’t do it. For one thing, my poor mom looked like she’d gone twelve rounds with a heavyweight, her swollen jaw resembling a chipmunk with a cheek full of nuts. And for another thing...Paris needed help walking on the ice. Any friend would do the same.

      Suuuure, they would.

      So I told Mom I’d drop the boots off, then went back into my apartment to grab one of my old coats.

      If we were outfitting her for an Indiana winter, might as well do it right.

      I was looking forward to seeing her expression when she saw my gifts. I doubted the fashionista had ever worn anything that didn’t have some designer’s name attached to it.

      Climbing the stairs to Lydia’s porch, I gave myself a pep talk, tried to convince myself that this was just a friendly visit, that I was just being neighborly.

      All those good intentions flew out the window when Paris answered the door in the cutest little fleece pajama bottoms with bunnies on them and a red T-shirt with Givenchy emblazoned on it.

      Yep. Everything she owned had a name on it...and I was guessing the privilege of wearing that tee probably cost her as much as at least three pairs of my jeans.

      “Hey, Joe.” She smiled brightly when she saw me, and I fought back the desire to whisk her back to the kitchen to finish what we’d started the other night.

      Her hair was pinned up on top of her head in a ponytail, and a few little wispy curls had broken free to hang loose around her face. My fingers itched to wrap that ponytail around my hand and tug on it, use my grip to pull her to me for a kiss...or maybe I’d pull her head a little lower, unzip my jeans, and...

      Yeah. I was fucked.

      There were three condoms in my wallet, and I’d made a vow to myself that would always be the case until the day I died. No more getting caught unprepared.

      I’d been a Boy Scout, for God’s sake. I had a reputation to uphold.

      She was looking at me funny, and I realized I’d yet to say anything as I played out the kinky fantasies that had been on auto-repeat in my brain for days.

      Talk, you jackass.

      “Hi, Paris.”

      She stepped aside, so I crossed the threshold, holding out what I’d brought. “Mom wanted me to drop off a pair of boots for you. She worries about you walking on the ice, ever since you took that tumble the other morning.”

      Walking Paris to and from work had become part of my morning routine ever since Paris slipped and fell on her ass the morning after her arrival in North Pole. No matter how many times she nearly lost her balance, or I had to catch her, she refused to give up her impractical boots.

      I had to hand it to her. She did a pretty good job of schooling her features as she took the boots from me. “Oh. Um. Wow. That was nice of her. Is she sure she doesn’t need them?”

      I grinned. “Nope. Women around here tend to have a few pairs of winter boots. And,” I lifted my coat up, “this is from me. Figure this is gonna be a lot warmer than that zebra jacket you keep insisting on wearing.”

      She was less successful in hiding her disdain for my faded black parka. “I couldn’t take that from you.” Her nose wrinkled when she said that, like the damn coat smelled of skunk.

      I pointed to the coat I was wearing. “Don’t worry about it. I have other coats too.”

      “Right. Well…”

      “Paris,” I said. “Nobody cares what you wear in North Pole. Why don’t you give these a try today? You’ll be able to walk yourself to work, and you won’t freeze your ass off while you do it.”

      Paris tilted her head toward me in that girly, flirty way that had my cock twitching. “That doesn’t sound like much incentive to switch boots. I like when you walk with me. I liked it even better when you carried me. And as for coats...” She leaned closer, and I caught a whiff of coconut from her shampoo.

      Paris unzipped my coat and slipped her hands inside, wrapping her arms around my waist.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Seeing how warm this coat is compared to mine. Mmmmm. You’re right. It’s nice and toasty in here. Maybe we should just share.”

      “You’re not going to wear the boots or coat, are you?”

      She laughed, still clinging to me, my coat wrapped around both of us.

      “I wouldn’t be caught dead in either of those things. It would be the equivalent of giving up. But I do appreciate the offer.”

      Despite my best intentions to keep my hands to myself, I wrapped my arms around her and patted her ass. “How’s your ass feeling?”

      For a couple days after her fall, she’d taken to sitting on a donut.

      “Still sore. Maybe you could kiss it and make it better.”

      Time to get us back on track. “Maybe you should get dressed for work. I have a slave driver of a boss, cracking the whip to get a bunch of repairs done to her store, so she can escape back to sunny California.”

      Paris had hired me to make repairs to the Holly Jolly, in hopes of making the Feed and Seed appealing to potential buyers. I’d taken the job because what could be more sadomasochist than working for the woman you were trying to avoid.

      Paris let go of me, though I could see she didn’t want to. I liked that fact more than I should.

      “I just need to put some clothes on, and then I’m ready. Will you try to catch Roscoe for me? I think he really liked spending time at the store with us yesterday.”

      I grimaced as she bounded upstairs to change. God only knew where the cat was hiding. I walked through the downstairs room, searching for him. As I entered the back family room, I spotted Louis, dozing on the couch, the bright morning sun warming the room. I always felt like I’d gone back in time in this room. It felt like I should be wearing a plaid leisure suit.

      “Where’s the cat?” I muttered to Louis, surprised when Roscoe slowly crawled out from under the coffee table at the sound of my voice. He gave me his usual “eat shit and die” look before hopping up on the couch, just close enough to Louis’ head to terrorize the small dog.

      Glancing down, I caught sight of Paris’ doggie purse.

      Jesus. Is this what my life had come to? Putting a cat in a purse and carrying it to the Feed and Seed for a woman who wanted sex, but not love.

      Lydia was either rolling over in her grave or—more likely—laughing her ass off at me right now.

      Roscoe’s back went up, and he hissed at me as I approached him. I was glad I’d left my coat on. Might protect me from the clawing I was about to take from the ornery cat. Roscoe took two swats at me before I managed to get hold of him.

      Paris came in behind me, cooing something to the pissed off cat. Roscoe didn’t look a lot happier to see her, but I noticed he didn’t try to scratch her as she took him from me and dropped him into her purse.

      Today, like yesterday, the cat shocked the hell out of me by curling up in the bottom of the bag and going to sleep.

      “I can’t believe he actually stays in there,” I mused.

      Paris shrugged as she lifted the bag out to me, and I begrudgingly tugged the straps over my arm. We’d determined yesterday that I was better suited to carry the cat since—I glanced down at her feet and sighed—she was determined to risk her life for fashion.

      She quickly pulled on that ridiculous short jacket, put Louis on his leash, and we were off to the Feed and Seed. We were a regular traveling zoo.

      Paris leaned heavily on my arm, the two of us walking insanely slow on the slick surface. Twice, she slipped and twice, I steadied her. Each time, she smiled at me and tucked herself closer. I was starting to figure out she was only about half afraid of falling. The other half of her was using these daily walks as a way to torture me, her breasts rubbing against my arm, her face close enough to mine it would take very little effort on my part to dip my head lower to kiss her.

      She was bound and determined to change my mind on the casual sex, and she was close to getting her way, broken heart be damned.

      We’d just reached the entrance of the store when Paris’ phone beeped. She glanced at the screen, her eyes widening.

      “Oh my God.”

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Remember I told you I had a lead on potential buyers for the store?”

      I nodded. She’d dropped that information on me yesterday, and it had bugged me ever since.

      “They want to come see the place,” she said. Then her face fell. “Damn. In three days.” Paris looked up in a panic. “The place isn’t ready. You still need to finish the roof, and I’d hoped to sort of,” she waved her hand around, “make the place look better.”

      I’d walked into the Holly Jolly Feed and Seed pretty much every single day of my life and I’d never—until that moment—seen a damn thing wrong with it. As a kid, I thought the place was almost magical. I used to believe I was the luckiest kid alive because I actually got to live in the North Pole and the Holly Jolly fed that belief with its reindeer and bright lights and festive music and colorful Christmas displays.

      Now, I was looking at it through Paris’ eyes, and the magic was fading. The window displays hadn’t been touched in years, so now they were dusty and faded. The whole building could use a paint job, and the sign had definitely seen better days.

      I blew out a long sigh, visible in the cold air. “We’ll fix it up,” I said. Because I wanted to show Paris the Holly Jolly the way I’d always seen it. And because—fuck me—I wanted to make her happy. “We’ll divide up the jobs. I’ll finish the repairs to the roof, fix the sign, and repaint as much as I can. You can focus on the Christmas side, and my mom will take care of sprucing up the Feed and Seed side.”

      “Did you tell her I was sell—”

      I shook my head and cut her off. “No. We’ll just tell her we’re making the place nice for the holiday party. She’ll buy that.”

      Paris lit up like a Christmas tree, and my heart sped up a few beats as she stretched up on tiptoe and kissed me. It was a sweet kiss, but I didn’t doubt for a minute, I could have turned it to something hot enough to melt the snow around us if I wanted to.

      I resisted the urge.

      Barely.

      Paris broke the kiss but didn’t pull back, her breath warm on my cheek. “I’m still waiting for my big package, Santa,” she whispered before turning and walking into the Feed and Seed.

      Fuck it. The nice list was overrated.

      This year, Santa was going to be one naughty bastard.
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      As soon as we walked into the store, I heard Joe turn the deadbolt on the front door.

      “It’s kinda hard for the customers to get in with the door locked,” I said teasingly, hoping that kiss had put Joe over the edge. I was starting to think there would be no repeating the groping from the other day, let alone actual sex.

      “That’s the point. Nobody’s getting in. I’m crying uncle.”

      “Uncle?” Oh, yeah. Plan Paris Drives Joe Crazy was in full effect. Finally, success.

      “Go back to the workroom, Paris.”

      I tilted my head, feigning confusion. “Why?”

      “Because there are too many windows out here. Unless,” he stepped closer to me.

      I’d been flirting nonstop for days, and I’d become a master of sexual innuendos, issuing constant invitations to my bed or whatever flat surface happened to be available at the moment. Joe had rebuffed every single one.

      Until now.

      Halle-fucking-lujah.

      I’d relived that night in Lydia’s kitchen more times than I cared to count, the memory of Joe’s fingers inside me the inspiration for some pretty intense, pretty successful orgasms.

      “Unless?” I whispered when he shifted closer, wrapping his arms around my waist, tugging me next to him until I felt that big package I’d been asking for.

      “Unless you’re okay with giving the good people of North Pole a holiday peep show they won’t soon forget.”

      I smiled as I grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the back workroom. “Nope. This package is mine. And I don’t share my toys.”

      Joe closed the door to the workroom with quite a bit of force, and then he threw the lock on that door too. “We don’t have much time. My mom will be here soon.”

      There was something about the idea that we could be caught that made this even more exciting. I felt like a naughty schoolgirl, sneaking a make-out session with my boyfriend on his parents’ couch.

      I pulled my coat off, tossing it on top of a pile of feed bags, and Joe followed suit. After too many days of denying ourselves, it was obvious neither of us had the patience to take this slow.

      I reached over to unbutton his flannel shirt as he gripped my breasts through my shirt, roughly kneading them, plucking at my nipples until I groaned.

      “I want you,” I whispered, running my hands over the front of his jeans. Joe placed his hand over mine, pressing it harder against his very impressive erection. Then I recalled why we’d been forced to stop the other night. “Please tell me you have a condom.”

      He grinned, using his free hand to grip the back of my neck, pulling me toward him for a hard, hungry kiss. When he released me, his lips traveled to my neck where he murmured, “I have several,” before he stroked my skin with his tongue.

      Jesus. Now that Joe was in, he was all the fucking way in. He held nothing back as he pushed me backward until my ass hit the edge of the dented old metal desk where Lydia stored her countless “cashier” notebooks.

      Joe reached behind me and swept everything on top of the desk to the floor, while I struggled to undo the button on his jeans.

      He took over for me. “Too slow,” he said. His lips had traveled up my neck to my ear, and he bit my earlobe. “Take off those fucking jeans, Paris.”

      Both of us moved as fast as we could, considering we were wearing too many damn layers of clothing. I could be naked in ten seconds in California, something I intended to mention to the Indiana boy who seemed to love this frozen town.

      “Shit,” I said when the left leg of my jeans got stuck on my boot. While the right leg was free, it was clear the left was trapped forever. The harder I tugged, the more stuck I got.

      Joe’s shirt hung open, revealing rock-hard abs I wanted to sink my teeth into. He hadn’t bothered taking his jeans off. Instead, he’d shoved his pants and boxers to his ankles, leaving them there, and I briefly forgot about the disaster I’d made of undressing as I got my first look at his cock.

      Oh yeah. This was the biggest package I’d ever unwrapped.

      “Not bad,” I breathed.

      Joe tore open the condom wrapper with his teeth, sheathing himself with one smooth motion.

      I desperately tried to toe off the jeans with my free foot, but Joe stopped me when he lifted me up onto the desk.

      “Leave it,” he said. He ran his fingers along my slit and from the grin on his face, I could tell he was pleased by how wet I was.

      “Hurry,” I begged. “You played hard to get for too long.”

      “Lift up your shirt. I want to see those sexy tits of yours while I fuck you.”

      Thank Santa Claus for dirty talk. I lifted my shirt, and then did one better, drawing my breasts out over my bra.

      He kissed me one more time, a quick, hard one that didn’t last nearly long enough, and then he lined his dick up with my pussy and pushed in. It was a deep thrust that hit all the right buttons as it slid in. I leaned back on my elbows as Joe gripped my hips, steadying me for his incredible assault.

      Over and over, he pounded inside my body. I came after half a dozen strokes, but that didn’t slow Joe down. He fucked like a man possessed, and I loved every single second of it.

      No one had ever wanted me like this. I’d read dirty books and watched more sexy romance movies where the hero was so overwhelmed with passion, nothing else mattered except taking the heroine. I had always figured those scenes were pure fiction, female fantasy.

      Until this moment.

      The men I had been with in the past were about the show, almost more concerned about how certain angles made them look than they did me. One time my ex had wanted to have sex in front of a mirror, and halfway through, I’d realized it was because he wanted to check his muscle tone, not see me. Needless to say, my orgasm had been elusive after that.

      Joe was different from anyone I’d ever been with. Joe was rough and raw and unrestrained.

      “Cup your breasts, Paris. Pinch your nipples.”

      There was pretty much nothing Joe could ask for that he wasn’t going to get. I did as he asked, thrilled by how much my actions turned him on. And me.

      His thrusts grew harder. “You’re the sexiest woman I’ve ever seen. Can’t get enough of you.”

      “God!” I cried as he rubbed my clit, triggering a second, harder orgasm. “Fuck! Yes.” My arms gave out, and I fell to my back on the desk.

      Joe came as well, leaning over me, caging me beneath him on the hard surface.

      “Jesus Christ. Holy fuck.” His voice was deep, husky, and I loved the almost reverent sound of his words, like I’d rocked his world.

      Which was definitely what he’d just done to mine.

      We lay there for a minute or so, both of us gasping for breath. Then Joe lifted his head and shook it, looking somewhat guilty. “I usually try for a little more finesse. Didn’t mean to jump on you like that.”

      I laughed softly. “I don’t remember complaining.”

      Joe seemed to recall where we were as he looked around the workroom. He pushed himself up, then stepped away. Pulling off the condom, he wrapped it in a tissue and tossed it in the wastebasket. “Remind me to dump that later. Last thing we need is for my mom to catch sight of that.”

      I pushed myself up, sitting on the edge of the desk, watching as Joe hitched his boxers and jeans back up before buttoning his flannel shirt.

      He was dressed in seconds, and then he turned his attention to me. I sucked in an unsteady breath when he tucked my breasts back inside my bra, making sure to tease each nipple as he did so. I loved the regretful look on his face when he pulled my shirt down, covering them once more.

      That was when we both looked down at my feet, one leg of my jeans inside out and dangling over the boot trapped inside.

      He chuckled as he spent the next few minutes trying to free me. “How the hell did you manage to get so stuck?”

      “I blame the boots.” The jeans came off, and I righted the pant leg, then shimmied into them again, giving Joe quite the show. Given the look in his eyes, he seemed to appreciate it.

      Once I was dressed again, he cupped my cheeks and kissed me until I was light-headed.

      “So,” he said as we parted. “Now what? How does this sex just for sex thing work?”

      “Just like this,” I said, gesturing between him and me. “We know I’m leaving in just over a week. No attachments. Just good filthy fun whenever the mood strikes us.”

      “Any time?” he asked, running his thumb over my bottom lip.

      “Any time. As long as we don’t get caught. The other key component to keeping it casual is that no one else should know so no one can have an opinion and make it anything less than satisfying and sexy as hell.” I crossed my legs and leaned back on the desk on my forearms.

      “I wasn’t planning to shout it from a megaphone. Though I wouldn’t mind seeing some of these guys jealous. You’re the hottest thing to hit town since they opened up that Dunkin’ Donuts out by the expressway.”

      I laughed. “I’ll take that as an enormous compliment.”

      “It was meant that way.”

      We both heard it at the same time—a pounding on the front door. Joe cursed. I jumped down off the desk and smoothed my hair.

      “We smell like sex.” But even as he said it, he grinned.

      I opened the desk drawer and pulled out the cinnamon room freshener spray. I’d been dousing the Christmas tree display with it to create a scent memory for customers.

      Pushing the nozzle, I hit Joe with it.

      He jerked back, waving his arm in front of him. “What the fuck, Paris? I smell like a breakfast roll now.”

      “And who doesn’t love a cinnamon bun?” I gave him a smile. “Come over later tonight.”

      Joe stopped acting like he was choking and raised his eyebrows. “Does that mean what I think it means?”

      “What do you think it means?”

      “That I get to taste your pussy.”

      Wow. My nipples tightened, and I wished we were anywhere but at the store right now. The pounding on the front door got louder. We were out of time. “Yes,” I said. “That’s exactly what it means.”

      “I think Christmas came early.”

      “Just don’t you come early.” I winked at him.

      Joe growled and half turned me. He swatted my ass. Hard. “You’ll be punished for that later.”

      My inner thighs bloomed with heat.

      God, I loved Indiana.
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      It was a good thing I’d had to do some roof repairs after the hot workroom sex with Paris because I needed the cool down. Damn, that woman was unbelievable. Confident, sensual, flirtatious.

      Now that I’d given in to my base desires and had her over Lydia’s desk, I wasn’t sure why the hell I’d bothered to resist. Sure, I was notorious for getting attached. Yes, most likely I was going to either make a jackass out of myself or fall in love with her and get my damn heart broken. But I had a sneaking suspicion that could happen anyway so why not enjoy the high before the crash?

      At least that’s what I was telling myself as I replaced shingles and let the cold air take the heat out of my skin. It was a fucking miracle I didn’t shoot a nail through my glove given how distracted I was by thoughts of seeing Paris again that night. She was leaving in just over a week, and I had every intention of spending every night until then deep inside her heat.

      When she closed up the Holly Jolly for the night, she waved and called up to me from the sidewalk. “I’m going home. Bye, Joe!”

      I wondered if she knew she had said “home” and if that meant anything. Probably not. See, I was doing it again. Trying to change reality. I waved back to Paris, remembering her telling me we couldn’t let people know we were hooking up. That was the smart way to handle it. I didn’t need any of my friends or family giving me shit about it.

      My mother would tell me she’d raised me different. Which she had. But I was a grown-ass man jumping on an opportunity. Literally.

      That didn’t mean I wasn’t me, though. I couldn’t just show up, nail Paris, and walk back out. It might be casual, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t be friends too. Isn’t that what they called it, friends with benefits? I wanted to do all sorts of nasty things to Paris, but I also liked talking to her.

      That’s why when I parked my truck on the street behind her house and cut through the yards to knock on her back door, I had a plan in mind.

      Lydia had vertical blinds on the slider leading to the family room, and they shifted, Paris’ face appearing. She had her phone to her ear and a scared expression. Her shoulders dropped, and she opened the blinds and then the slider.

      “What the hell are you doing?” she asked. “I was about to call 9-1-1.”

      “Sorry. You told me I had to be discreet, so I parked on the next street.” It hadn’t actually occurred to me I’d scare her. Small-town life meant people were always knocking on each other’s back doors.

      “You could have warned me.” She put her hand to her chest. “I lost three years of my life. Come in, you weirdo.”

      I stepped inside and kicked the snow off of my boots, but I stayed on the tile by the door. “Grab your coat. I want to take you somewhere.”

      Paris paused in the process of bending over, which gave me a hell of a view. “What? Where?”

      “It’s a surprise.”

      She scooped Louis off the floor and cuddled him to her chest. “I don’t like surprises.”

      “I thought all women like surprises.”

      “I told you I threw up when my ex surprised me with an engagement ring. I don’t like not being in control.”

      That made me grin. She’d just handed me ammunition for sex. I was going to drive her wild until she totally lost control.

      “Relax. It’s nothing crazy. I just want to show you something.”

      Her eyes dropped to the front of my jeans. “I can get behind that plan.”

      I grinned. “Go get your coat and boots, dirty girl. By the way, how is Louis doing?”

      She’d stopped bringing the little guy to the store because it seemed to give him anxiety. He’d taken to standing in front of the reindeer and barking nonstop. He had also flatly refused to do his business on the sidewalk so Paris had been leaving him at Lydia’s on the sofa on a fleece blanket, watching HGTV, while wearing a sweater she’d ordered from Amazon that read “Resting Grinch Face.” The dog had it made.

      “He’s better. He seems to have adjusted. There’s just too much going on at the store. It makes him nervous.”

      “Does he stay at home during the day when you’re in L.A.?” I was curious about her life in California.

      “He goes to doggy day care.”

      “Get the fuck out of here. Is that really a thing?” That was a head scratcher to me.

      She laughed. “Of course it’s a thing. People have busy careers and traffic in L.A. sucks, making for a long commute. Most people either have a dog walker or take their dogs to day care so they’re not alone being understimulated all day.”

      In North Pole, if a dog needed to be stimulated, you took it hunting or fishing with you. But I could see her point. It just illustrated how different our lives were. Our real lives. This was a temporary arrangement for her, taking on Lydia’s life.

      “What do you love most about L.A.?” I asked her.

      “The weather. Living close to my parents. World-class shopping.”

      Solid answer and not unexpected. “What do you like the least?”

      “Traffic, the insanely high rent prices, earthquakes, fires, smog.”

      To me, those would outweigh the benefits, but she’d grown up there. It was home. Plus, I’d never walked on a beach in Southern California. That might change my mind about everything. “I guess everywhere has pros and cons, huh?”

      Paris nodded and set Louis down on the shag carpet. He ran over to the plaid sofa and leaped up onto it and did three circles before settling down. “What’s your favorite thing about North Pole?” she asked.

      That was easy. “The people. The sense of community. Neighbors helping neighbors.”

      “And your least favorite?”

      That no woman ever wanted to stay. That I was Uncle Joe and most likely was never going to be a father unless I left town. But I didn’t say any of that. It was two weeks until Christmas; there was a light snow falling, and me and Paris were on borrowed time. I was going to enjoy the season. Nothing more, nothing less.

      “Roscoe,” I said as Lydia’s cat strolled by and took a swipe at my leg.

      Paris laughed. She bent down and scratched behind the cat’s ears. “Don’t be mean. Roscoe is just a witty bitty cutie little baby, aren’t you, sweetie? Yes, I know. That feels so good when I rub you, doesn’t it?”

      “Lucky son of a bitch.”

      She rolled her eyes at me. “Let me get my coat.”

      “Great idea.”

      Paris disappeared into the hallway between the family room and the kitchen. Lydia had it set up as a mud room. To my shock, Paris reappeared wearing my enormous winter coat and Mom’s boots. Wise, given what I had planned, but shocking nonetheless.

      “Nice duds,” I told her.

      “When in Rome,” she said breezily, zipping up the nylon coat with a flourish.

      I stepped in front of her, amazed as always at how beautiful she was with her high cheekbones and almond-colored eyes that sparkled with flirtation. I leaned in. Paris parted her lips, her eyes drifting partially closed, anticipating my kiss.

      Pulling a knit hat out of my pocket, I reached up and tugged it onto her head.

      She gave a squawk. “What the hell, Joe?”

      “Your ears need to be covered.” She looked annoyed and adorable, the worn navy hat lopsided. I gave her a kiss. “It’s cold outside.”

      “You need to work on your flirting skills,” she said. “This doesn’t feel very sexy.”

      “You’d be sexy in a sack,” I told her truthfully.

      Thirty minutes later, as I led Paris by the hand through the snow to a covered-bridge painted barn-red, she gave a gasp. “Joe… oh my God, this is beautiful.”

      “It is.” But I was looking more at her than at the bridge I’d seen hundreds of times. The wonder on her face made both my dick hard and my gut clench.

      It was a cold, clear night, the snow having stopped twenty minutes earlier. The moon was high, and the trees were all dusted with the new-fallen snow.

      “It’s so quiet out here,” she said, turning in a circle, putting her arms out. “It’s like we’re all alone in the world.”

      An owl gave a low call in the distance. “Not entirely alone,” I said.

      “Where does this road go?” she asked, gesturing to the bridge. “Can we walk through it, or are we at risk for getting hit by a car?”

      I gave her a smile. “We’re not going to get hit by a car. The bridge is closed to cars now because the road was cut off by new development and the highway. It’s just a foot bridge now.”

      “Progress comes even to small towns, doesn’t it?”

      “Yep. Even when it’s not wanted.” I took Paris’ hand and led her across the snow.

      She seemed startled to be holding hands, but I didn’t care. The woman had proven herself incapable of walking in snow without falling on her ass, and I didn’t want to be hauling her off the ground every ten feet.

      “When I look at the Pacific Ocean, I’m always amazed at how huge the world is, and I have that feeling here too.” Paris was looking around, taking in the woods and the stream that ran under the bridge. “I think this is the first time I’ve actually enjoyed the cold. It feels kind of refreshing.”

      “Wow. Who are you?” I gave her a grin. “From beach babe to snow bunny overnight. I like it.” I liked a lot of things about her. The way she laughed. The way she took care of her little dog and was being sweet with Roscoe, Lydia’s hellcat. The way she was so comfortable with her sexuality and gave those soft little moans when I touched her.

      “It almost feels like we’re the only two people on the planet.”

      “Yeah, it does. I guess you never get that same feeling in L.A.”

      She laughed softly. “That’s an understatement. L.A. feels like a giant anthill, millions of people crammed into a tiny space, constant motion. I always considered myself pretty chill, but I’m not sure I knew what it really meant to slow down and relax until here.”

      “Careful, Paris. Touting the benefits of life in North Pole is my job. Feels like you’re stepping on my turf here.”

      She turned toward me, dropping my hand and wrapping her arms around my waist. I wasn’t sure if she was aiming for warmth or...something better, but I didn’t care. It really was cold, and I liked having Paris in my personal space. I tightened my arms around her, and the two of us stood there for a few minutes, listening to the night sounds of the woods around us while keeping each other warm.

      Paris was the first to step away. “I can’t feel my nose anymore.”

      I laughed. “Come on. We better get back to the car before it falls off.”

      I took her hand and led her back to the truck. Turning it on, I cranked the heat up on high.

      It hit me then. The lie I’d been telling myself. I didn’t do casual because I couldn’t do casual.

      I didn’t want her to leave.

      Maybe she didn’t want to leave either.

      Maybe I needed to use all my powers of persuasion to convince her that life in North Pole had its merits.

      Turning to Paris, I reached out and cupped her soft cheek with my rough, calloused hand. I loved how small and feminine she was compared to me. Her eyes widened a little.

      “What?” she asked.

      “I’m just thinking about all the ways I can get you hot. I owe it to you after taking you tromping through the snow.”

      “Oh,” she said, the corner of her mouth turning up. “That does seem fair. I can’t wait to see what you come up with.”

      I brushed my lips over hers. “It’s going to take all night. If you want a job done right, you can’t rush it.”

      “I strongly support quality craftsmanship.”

      She sounded breathless and excited.

      I put the truck in reverse and drove back to her house as fast as I could without spinning out in the freshly fallen snow.

      All night in Paris.

      I was one fucking lucky guy.

      

      
        
        Paris

      

      

      

      We had a situation.

      I don’t mean like the time my boob tape decided to give way at my friend Asher’s wedding, and I came perilously close to a nip slip. The fact that it was her father who had pointed it out to me was still mortifying.

      That had been bad.

      This. This was worse. This was a full-blown crisis.

      I was falling for Joe. Hard.

      I was also falling for this town. I’d never imagined for a second I would even tolerate the cold, let alone enjoy it, and yet tonight… Joe had shown me the beauty of snow and a quiet country winter night.

      Then he’d brought me home and poured me a glass of red wine while he’d told me to wait downstairs for five minutes. When I’d gone up, I found him lighting candles on the countertop, a bubble bath drawn.

      “When you live in a cold weather state, there is only one way to warm up before bed,” he’d said. “A nice, hot bubble bath.”

      The man was a born romantic, and I didn’t think he even realized it. “Oh, really? That does seem wise.” I wasn’t all that cold anymore, but I was not going to object to a soak in a deep tub. “Are you joining me?”

      “Hell, yeah. This tub is cast iron. It’s deep, and it holds heat for hours.”

      Perfect. “Then I guess there’s only one thing to do now. Strip. You first.”

      Joe needed no more encouragement than that. He was a good-looking muscular guy and clearly comfortable in his own skin. He had his sweatshirt and T-shirt over his head in record time. Then he unzipped his jeans and took them down. “Done. Your turn.”

      “Everything off,” I said, amused by his enthusiasm. “You’re not finished yet.”

      He eyed me. “This isn’t a trick, is it? Like I get naked, and then you leave?”

      That made me laugh. “Why would I do that? I’d never leave you.”

      At the same moment, we both realized what I had said. I was leaving him. In a matter of days. His nostrils flared. My mouth fell open to say something. What, I didn’t know. But to explain somehow. “Joe…”

      “Don’t,” he said, and his voice was low, rough. “Don’t apologize or try to explain or let me down easy. You were always upfront with me.”

      He was right. There wasn’t really anything to say. If anyone had broken the rules we’d established, it was me by falling for him. Not that he needed to know that. So I did the best thing I could under the circumstances. I peeled my sweater off and tossed it onto the floor.

      Slowly, seductively, I stripped off the rest of my clothes, shimmying out of my jeans in a way that had him growling and reaching for me. “Patience,” I told him as I kicked the pants away.

      When I turned and bent over the tub, he said, “Paris. Fuck. What are you doing?”

      Giving him a hell of a view. “Testing the temperature.”  I dipped a hand in and scooped up some bubbles. I turned and told him, “It feels perfect. Nice and hot.”

      Joe’s gaze ran over my entire body. “Very hot.” He eased his boxer briefs down, and his thick cock came into view.

      He really was the total package. Dammit. I took the bubbles in my hand and patted his chin so they transferred to him. “Santa beard.”

      “Get in the tub, Paris, before I throw you in.”

      “Whatever you say.” I turned and put my hand on the wall to step into the warm water.

      Casual sex. That’s all this was.

      But not even I was buying what I was selling.
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      “And mamma in her kerchief and I in my cap.”

      “A mamma in her…” Jaden repeated after me. “Hey, what’s a kerchuf?” Jaden looked up from “’Twas the Night Before Christmas.” “And why is the guy wearing a hat to bed?”

      He was trying to memorize the poem to surprise his grandma on Christmas Eve. I wasn’t convinced he was going to make it all the way through, but I’d promised to help act it out and help him along if he got lost.

      Why had I done that?

      I had no idea. Except that I liked the kid. He was cute and smart, and I wasn’t sure I’d ever met anyone who loved Christmas as purely as Jaden did. It made me love it. Listening to him talk about Christmas and Santa and stockings and his family’s traditions on Christmas Eve and Christmas morning made me want to get into flannel pajamas and fuzzy socks and curl up on the sofa with cocoa and be there. I just wanted to watch.

      Growing up in California, I’d never had a Christmas like the ones you see in books and movies. There was no snow, no sleigh rides, no roaring fires in fireplaces. We had trees and Christmas music and all of that, of course, but there was a part of me that wanted to go out sledding with Jaden and then caroling around the town with Sandy and then come in, cold and shivering but laughing and happy. Then I really wanted to be greeted by a big, hot construction worker who would wrap me in his arms and rub his hands up and down my back and tell me all the delicious ways he could help warm me up again.

      “Here.” I pulled my phone out and typed KERCHIEF into Google. I turned the phone so he could see. “This is a kerchief,” I said, pronouncing the word correctly for him. “And this—” I looked up night caps next and showed him. “This is the kind of cap they’re talking about. Men wore this to bed in the old days. Like when this poem was written.”

      Jaden scrunched up his nose. “Why?”

      “To keep their heads warm, I suppose,” I said. “Back in the old days, the houses weren’t heated like they are now. They had to keep warm somehow.”

      “Couldn’t they just snuggle up?” he asked with a giggle.

      I reached down and tickled his side. “Yeah, I bet they probably snuggled too,” I said with a little laugh.

      “When I get cold, I go get into my grandma’s bed. I warm my feet up on her legs.”

      Jaden was grinning a big grin that I already knew I was going to miss when I left.

      “Oh man, she must really love you to let you do that. You better keep your cold toes over in your own house,” I told him. “I don’t want anyone warming their feet up on me in the middle of the night.”

      “No one at all?”

      The deep voice rumbled from behind me, and I looked over my shoulder at Joe. I gave him a flirtatious smile. “Well...I suppose there’s a chance that I could get so hot in bed that I might appreciate some cold toes.”

      His cheeks were red from being out in the cold repainting the sign. I was amazed by how much he’d gotten done over the past couple of days. He’d been working his ass off. For me. I wasn’t sure why either. All of this was important for me to get done so I could sell the place, and he knew that. I got the impression that he wasn’t thrilled with the whole idea of me selling. Yet, he was still helping me make things look better.

      I’d told him I was very willing and able to repay him for all the work. He knew exactly what I meant by that too. His eyes got dark with desire.

      “Are your hands cold right now?” I asked. “I could maybe help you out with that.”

      “Put them in your pants!” Jaden told him. “That’s what I do! It’s always warm in there!” He giggled.

      For a second, it seemed that Joe had forgotten his nephew was there. He blinked at the little boy as I laughed.

      “Is it always warm in your pants, Joe?” I asked.

      “As a matter of fact, it’s been downright hot in there,” he said with a nod. “Maybe putting my hands in my own pants is the solution for a lot of things.”

      I lifted a brow. Oh, he was going to take care of himself instead of expanding on our casual sex? That was just as good as letting me help him out? Because I’d used the vibrator I’d gotten delivered by Amazon Prime nearly every time I found myself at home alone, thinking of him. It didn’t help. All I wanted was the real deal. Joe. Only Joe.

      I moved in closer to him. Of course we had to be aware of Jaden and what he’d overhear from us—and repeat to Sandy—all the time. He’d told her right away that I used the word “dammit” a lot when I was cleaning and organizing the store.

      “I promise you I’ve spent more than a few nights in North Pole putting my hands in my own pants, and it’s really not as...effective.”

      That now-familiar heat flared in his eyes. “Maybe you’re not doing it right. Maybe I could check out your technique, give you some pointers.”

      Oh my God. Was Joe suggesting I masturbate in front of him? I could so get behind that. I grinned. “I’ve got twelve different...ways...of doing it.” I had a vibrator at home in L.A. with twenty-eight different settings. That was ridiculous. I hadn’t felt the need for that much help while I was in North Pole. “I really like the third way,” I told Joe. “And really all of them are alright. They’re just not the same as...”

      “You have twelve ways of warming up your hands?” Jaden asked.

      Damn. I wasn’t used to having kids around.

      “I have twelve...pairs of pants,” I said. I did actually have twelve pairs of pants. Probably more than that.

      “But the third pair warms your hands up the most?” he asked, looking completely confused.

      I nodded slowly, looking up at Joe. “The third one makes things really hot.”

      Joe made a choking sound and grabbed my arm, pulling me to the side and addressing his nephew. “Are you done with your project? I’m going to take you over to Maggie’s place.”

      “Why am I going to Maggie’s?” Jaden asked.

      “Wait, who’s Maggie?” I asked. I couldn’t explain why I suddenly felt like I needed to know who Jaden was going to be with, but the words popped out before I could stop them.

      “Maggie is a friend of my mom’s,” Joe explained as he helped Jaden gather his books and crayons. “She watches Jaden sometimes.”

      “Why does someone need to watch Jaden now?” I asked.

      “The…” Joe cast a look at Jaden. “...the people who want to talk to you about the seeds are on their way in.”

      “Oh.” The potential buyers were on their way. I glanced at the clock. They were supposed to meet me here in about twenty minutes. Jaden ran to the end of the counter to retrieve his snow boots, and I lowered my voice. “You think he’d catch on and say something to Sandy about them wanting to buy it?”

      “I just don’t want him to be in the way,” Joe said, scooping Jaden’s coat up from where the kid had shed it when he’d come in from the cold.

      “In the way? He isn’t in the way,” I protested. “He’s great. Dog walker and customer service rep all in one.”

      “I know.” Joe shrugged. “I just don’t want there to be any distractions. I’ll stay out too. You can text me after they leave.”

      “You’re all a part of this,” I said. “I don’t want you to feel left out of this decision. If they buy the place, they’re going to get to know all of you.”

      “Why?” Joe asked.

      “Well, Sandy will still work here and—”

      “You don’t know that,” Joe cut me off. “They might not want to have a little boy showing the farmers around the store or getting his after-school snack all over the counter. They might not need Sandy.”

      “But…” I knew all of that, of course. It was par for the course for a new owner to clean house on staff. But I hadn’t wanted to allow myself to consider that because it bothered me. A lot. Sandy and Jaden were a part of this store. They loved it. They knew it as well as they knew their own home. This was a home to them. I would have been lost without them, and I looked forward to Jaden running through the front doors every day. When the store was empty, we turned up the music—sometimes the country side, sometimes the Christmas side—and danced. He’d started bringing extra crackers and cookies in his snack so he could share with me. He’d helped me glue new sequins and white faux fur on the Christmas decor. I couldn’t imagine this place without him and Sandy.

      “Anyway, we’ll get out of your way.”

      Joe seemed a little grumpy now and wouldn’t meet my eyes.

      I wanted to be flirtatious and say something cute and sexy. I wanted to just get a smile from him. But nothing was coming to mind. Suddenly I was thinking about calling my lawyer and getting him to add a clause to the sales agreement that would guarantee Sandy a job and Jaden a place to come after school.

      Dammit.

      I cared.

      I cared about Sandy and Jaden and Joe. That was going to make all of this more complicated. If I could just say “sure, do whatever you want with the store” to the new buyers, it would be easy. But now I wanted to add stipulations. That was not how this was supposed to go.

      “Okay,” I said reluctantly.

      Joe and Jaden were already halfway to the door.

      “I’ll text you later!” I called after him.

      Joe just lifted a hand in a little wave without looking back.

      Yeah, he wasn’t happy about me selling. But he’d still been helping me. Why? What was going through that gorgeous head of his?

      “Bye, Paris!” Jaden yelled back to me as Joe nudged him out the door. “See you later! Love you!”

      My breath caught in my chest, and I literally couldn’t make a sound in response to that.

      The door bumped shut behind them, and I pressed a hand over my heart. “That was like a bullet to the heart,” I murmured.

      I was in so much trouble.

      

      “I’m sorry, but I thought you understood we have no intention of maintaining the Christmas side of the store,” Mr. Corporate said to me as he stared disdainfully at the display I’d busted my ass setting up.

      I had six trees, each themed to represent various aspects of Indiana. After online research, I’d been ordering ornaments like nobody’s business to make my vision come to life. There was the cardinal tree, the state bird, in a festive red and green with faux snow on the branches. I had a peony tree for the state flower, and it was a wondrous explosion of the pink blooms, prettier than I envisioned in my head. The Colts tree, blue and silver and loaded with little Colts helmets and horseshoes. I’d done a hunting and fishing tree, heavily featuring deer and trout. Bob had taken to teasing me about that one—said they each deserved their own tree. That water and land didn’t mix. There was an Indy 500 racing tree. Then last but not least, one that was meant to represent North Pole. It was candy canes and Santas, wreaths, and small-town buildings and houses.

      My trees were lit. I meant that both literally and figuratively. The Christmas display rocked, and I was really damn proud of it. Nancy Dunbar, the high school principal, had already bought the Colts one, fully decorated, as a Christmas gift for her husband, to be delivered on Christmas Eve.

      “I was not aware of that,” I said carefully, trying to school my features so he wouldn’t see that I thought he was a pretentious prick. He appeared to be in his forties, but he seemed much older than that. I hated the way he talked down to me. God. Everything about the way he held himself screamed arrogant asshole.

      The older man with him was quiet, letting the younger man do all the talking. He was harder to read, though I didn’t think he seemed much more impressed by the store than his son and business partner. My temper spiked when the younger man, Todd, studied our poor injured Alan Jackson reindeer, before turning to his father with a look that told me poor Alan was going to be the first casualty of the sale.

      “The ROI isn’t worth it for ANC Supply to even consider it. Not to mention the tacky factor.”

      Tacky? Oh, he had not just called the Holly Jolly half of the Holly Jolly Feed and Seed tacky.

      It didn’t matter a bit that I’d thought the same thing when I’d first seen it.

      This asshole did not get to disparage this store. Or this town where this store had been in business for years. Or the people who loved this store. Or my damned magnificent, holy-shit-I-didn’t-even-know-I-could-decorate-a-tree-like-that Christmas trees.

      Okay, I was bitter. That peony tree was the very definition of fucking class. “Nostalgia sells. It’s part of the Holly Jolly Seed and Feed brand. Have you looked at the profit and loss statements?” The ones I had painstakingly inputted into software for this meeting, straight off of Lydia’s paper records. It had taken two entire days.

      “Of course.” He didn’t elaborate.

      “The people of this town love this store,” I tried. “I’m sure you understand that when new ownership takes over a business that’s an integral part of a community, immediate, sweeping changes don’t exactly endear the new owners to the customers they’ll depend on.”

      Hint, fucking hint, asshole. You need these people. You have to make them like you.

      Not that I’d exactly embraced that idea at first. But the people of North Pole were impossible not to like, and somehow, they’d come to like me too.

      Everyone had commented on how great my trees were.

      After a mere twenty minutes and taking several photos, the two of them nodded and held out their hands for me to shake. “Thank you for your time.”

      In other words, suck it. I could tell from their body language and lack of questions they had no intention of making an offer.

      Frustrated and, honestly, sad and a little astonished that these people hadn’t been able to see the quirky charm here, I patted the reindeer one by one. “I’ll fly you back to L.A. before I let those bastards hurt you,” I murmured to poor Alan Jackson.

      Then I went to the checkout area. Ignoring store owner convention, I jumped up on the counter and reached below for a package of Jaden’s Goldfish crackers. I listened to Elvis Presley croon about having a Blue Christmas and ate each cracker fish in three tiny bites—tail first, then the head, then the middle. What I really wanted was a glass of wine. Okay—a bottle of wine.

      When I’d spoken to Todd on the phone, I’d really thought he and his business partner/father were interested. After all, the two of them had traveled all the way from Indianapolis to see the place. I’d seen Lydia’s books, and I knew the Holly Jolly Feed and Seed would be a solid investment for anyone. The store had operated in the black since its first year of existence, and it even turned a tidy profit annually. Granted that profit hadn’t gone up, as much as remained steady, but that didn’t mean someone with a head for business couldn’t find ways to earn even more.

      I’d come up with some of my own marketing plans over the past few days as I fixed up the Christmas side, like offering wreath making classes and children’s craft classes. Not that I’d be around long enough to implement them.

      My own business had suffered a little over the last week and a half, but it was important to me to give Lydia’s legacy the attention it deserved. For more than the mercenary original reason I’d had—to turn the biggest profit possible. Now it was to ensure longevity for the store.

      I bit the tail off another Goldfish grumpily. I reached into the bag for another cracker, depressed when I realized it was empty. Fucking snack packs. I swear it only had four crackers in it.

      “Hello?”

      I recognized Joe’s voice instantly, but for the first time since meeting the sexy lumberjack/carpenter, it failed to cheer me up. If anything, it made me feel worse. I knew him now. Intimately. Like I did this store. And I really kind of had the hots for both.

      It was way more satisfying to serve the customers here than it was in L.A. I felt appreciated.

      As for Joe? He made me feel very, very appreciated.

      Joe had entered on the Feed and Seed side, and he crossed the threshold into the Christmas store.

      “Paris,” he said, walking toward me. “How did it go?”

      I made a face. I crumpled up the cracker bag and tossed it in the direction of the wastebasket. I missed.

      Joe gave me a curious gaze. “Meeting went that well, huh?”

      I laughed, even as I shook my head. “Nope,” I said. “You may find this surprising, but those big city slickers were not impressed with the Holly Jolly Feed and Seed.”

      Joe leaned against the counter. “California girl is calling the dudes from Indianapolis city slickers?”

      “It’s called sarcasm. They thought they were all that, and they don’t know shit about business, clearly. Don’t they understand how delightful this store is? Don’t they understand that Lydia had the sense to understand she was creating the narrative of a brand?”

      “I don’t even know what that means, but I’m not surprised they didn’t get it.”

      “It’s about people. A sense of community. It’s not about just supplying feed. We’ve got Elvis singing on one side and...” I paused, struggling to hear. “And Toby Keith singing ‘Red Solo Cup’ over there. This place is amazing.”

      I expected an answer, so when all that greeted me was silence, I peered over at Joe, trying to figure out what his expression meant.

      Was he disappointed to find the buyers hadn’t made an offer? Relieved?

      No. In truth, he looked aroused.

      “What?” I asked when he didn’t say anything.

      “Do you have any idea how fucking sexy you are when you’re being passionate about something? Especially something that means so much to me?”
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      I was never going to get enough of her.

      That wasn’t how this was supposed to go. At first, I was supposed to just avoid her, ignore her. Then I’d decided that I’d just have to put up with her. That had lasted about three days. Then it was supposed to just be a casual, for fun, superhot fling. That also had lasted about, oh, maybe twelve hours.

      I almost laughed at that. Who was I kidding? I’d been falling for her before I’d even seen her naked. The casual part had never been real.

      I could say that that was par for the course for me. I did tend to fall hard. But damn, I would have never seen it coming with a California girl and definitely not this fast. It had never happened this quickly before.

      Paris was biting her bottom lip, looking at me with wide eyes. She was actually upset because the potential buyers hadn’t liked the store. Not because she wasn’t going to make a sale. It was because they hadn’t loved this place the way she did.

      She loved the Holly Jolly.

      I loved that she loved the Holly Jolly.

      I also wanted to make her happy again. I didn’t like seeing her sad like this.

      “Does that mean you have an idea about how to make me feel better?” she asked, batting those big eyes at me. “Because those Goldfish didn’t do much for me.”

      “I have the perfect way to make you feel better.”

      She smiled at me and slid off the stool. She came to stand right in front of me, tipping her head back to meet my gaze. “Oh, I know you do. That is definitely what I need.”

      I knew what she was thinking, and it was, of course, pretty much what I was thinking too. It was what I was always thinking when we were together, it seemed.

      Sure, stripping her down, licking her from head to toe, and then fucking her until neither of us could walk a straight line would make her feel good.

      But I could do even better than that.

      “Come on.” I reached for her coat—such that it was—and held it out for her.

      She gave me a puzzled little smile but stepped back and put her arm through a sleeve. Once she was bundled up, I moved to the wall panel behind the front counter and shut off all the lights. Except for the Christmas lights that stayed on all the time. Hey, some stores had security lights. We had strings of red, blue, green, and orange lights that hung from the false ceiling over our version of Santa’s village. Then I returned to Paris and tucked her under my arm.

      “Let’s go get some of your Christmas cheer back.”

      She raised both eyebrows. “Oh. I was talking about sex.”

      I laughed. “Yes, my little nymphomaniac, I know.” I leaned in and kissed her temple. “So am I.”

      “Kinky Santa sex?” she asked. But she looked intrigued.

      I gave a surprised bark of laughter. “Excuse me?”

      “You know. You put on your Santa costume, and I sit on your lap and tell you all the things I want and all of the ways I was naughty this year. And I say dirty things about your north pole and how I want you to stuff my stocking.”

      I swallowed hard. “I didn’t realize you had a Santa fetish.” Was that weird? Maybe a little. But I was thinking about how I could definitely make all of that happen. I glanced toward the Santa chair that I would occupy in a few days during the kids’ Christmas party here at the store.

      No. I could not fuck Paris on the Santa chair where the kids of North Pole would be coming to see me in all their sweet Christmas innocence.

      Not even if she was dressed up as my sexy elf.

      Not even if her Christmas list was made up of things like fuzzy handcuffs, edible body lotion, and nipple clamps.

      Probably.

      “I didn’t realize I had a naughty Santa fetish until I saw you in those Santa pants the first day we met,” she told me, her eyes hot but her smile soft, almost affectionate.

      “I’ll admit, I had a different idea,” I told her. “But—”

      She put her hand over my mouth. “I want to do your idea.”

      I kissed her fingertips and pulled her hand away. “You don’t even know what my idea is.”

      “Doesn’t matter. I want to do it. I’ll do anything with you. I totally trust you.”

      The warmth I was suddenly feeling in my chest had nothing to do with the idea of her in a short red elf skirt, or candy-cane-striped thigh-high stockings, or the idea of covering her body with red and green candy sprinkles. That heat was there, always just under the surface, but this was a lot more. This was the desire to take care of her and make her happy and make memories with her. Fun, silly, sweet memories that we could talk and laugh about over and over again.

      That wasn’t going to happen. She was leaving.

      But damned if I didn’t want those memories for myself.

      “Then let’s go.”

      She threaded her fingers in mine, and we headed for my truck.

      I drove her to my place and soon had her on my sofa, wrapped in a blanket, the fireplace roaring, and milk heating in a pan on the stove.

      “This is not what I was envisioning,” she said, watching me over the back of the couch as I moved around the kitchen.

      But she tucked the blanket around her shoulders more securely and settled into my couch cushions as if she was planning to stay for a while.

      “Well, I know your visions for my Santa suit,” I said. “What were you envisioning about my house?” I was more than willing to try to make all of her ideas happen. I stirred the milk and then reached into the cupboard for the cocoa mix and the bag of mini marshmallows that I kept around for Jaden. Not that I didn’t dip into both after shoveling snow off my walk or working on the roof at the Holly Jolly on a particularly cold morning. Just for instance.

      “You carrying me in over your shoulder and stripping me down and banging me against your front door.”

      I coughed as heat shot through me. I looked over at her. “We can always go back out to the truck and start over.”

      “No.” She snuggled deeper into my couch and looked over at my Christmas tree. “This is just perfect.”

      My tree was covered in multicolored lights and a collection of ornaments that were a mix of childhood keepsakes and new ones I’d seen in the store over the years and liked. Compared to the trees Paris had decorated at the Holly Jolly, it was simple and old-fashioned. It had no specific theme or color palette, and I’d had no idea what she’d think of it. But judging by her smile, she was okay with it.

      I forced myself to concentrate on what I was doing.

      Oh yeah, making sure having sex with me was something different, something memorable, something the California girl would look back on when she was back in the sand and sun as part of her first—and maybe only—Christmas in the snow.

      I mixed hot chocolate powder into the milk in the pan, added a splash of peppermint schnapps, and reached for the bag of marshmallows. But as I dropped three into one cup, I had a better idea. I fished those out with a spoon and turned for the fridge. I pulled out a can of whipped cream and quickly swirled some on top of each cup. Then I drizzled chocolate sauce over the whipped cream and shook the green and red sprinkles over the top. I had the sprinkles from last year when Jaden and I had made cookies, but I didn’t think sprinkles went bad. I tucked a candy cane into each cup and started to return the whipped cream to the fridge but thought better of that too, tucking the can under my arm before picking up the cups of cocoa. I hit the light switch on the wall with my elbow as I passed, leaving the only light in the living room coming from the tree and the fireplace.

      I joined Paris on the couch and set the cups on the coffee table.

      She grinned and started to reach for one.

      “Oh, no, hang on there.”

      She lifted a brow. “I don’t get to have any cocoa?”

      “You get to have cocoa. But my way.”

      She smiled, definitely intrigued. “You mean I’ve been having cocoa wrong all this time?”

      “You’ve never had cocoa with me,” I said, scooting closer. “So, yes.”

      “I can’t wait for you to show me how it’s supposed to be.”

      “Lay back.”

      She did. I reached up to unwrap the blanket from around her. She gave a little shiver, but I didn’t think it was because she was cold.

      “Now close your eyes.”

      She did that too. Very obedient. I liked that. A lot. I slid closer until I was right next to her and she was pressed into the back cushions. She sunk in and gave a little sigh that sounded very contented.

      I grinned. “So this is deconstructed cocoa,” I told her. “The only way to truly appreciate all the flavors.”

      “I’m ready.”

      I reached over and swiped up a dollop of whipped cream with my finger. Colored sprinkles clung to the cream. I ran my finger over her lips.

      Instinctively, her tongue darted out to taste it. “Yum,” she said softly. “Love whipped cream.”

      “Yeah? Let me see.” I leaned in and kissed her, tasting the cream and then just her under it. Delicious. “That’s pretty good,” I agreed, sitting back.

      The problem with this plan to give Paris fun, silly, sweet Christmas memories of North Pole—and me—was that I was going to have those same memories. I wanted them. I wanted to remember her. But it was going to make Christmas, and hot cocoa, bittersweet from here on out.

      But there was no stopping now.

      “I agree.”

      “Still, I think there’s a way to make it even better.”

      “Okay.”

      I reached up and started unbuttoning her blouse. Her breath caught for a moment, but she did nothing to stop me. She wiggled a little against the cushion, but otherwise was still, letting me open her shirt. She shifted so I could pull the sleeves down her arms, but I left it bunched behind her.

      She’d dressed festively for the meeting. Her blouse was white, and her skirt was red. Her bra was also white so as not to show through. I reached behind her and unhooked the lace and silk scrap, pulling it off and tossing it over the back of the couch.

      Her nipples were hard, her sweet, firm breasts looking delicious. I reached for more whipped cream and swiped it over her right nipple, causing it to bead even tighter.

      “Joe,” she gasped slightly.

      I lifted my finger to her mouth, and she drew it inside, sucking gently. I lowered my head to her nipple, doing the same there. She quickly figured out that whatever she did to my finger was the same attention I’d give her nipple. Soon she was sucking hard, and then she even gave my finger a little nip.

      I did the same. Her legs shifted against the cushion as she moaned. “Joe.”

      I lifted my head. “So that’s whipped cream.”

      She gave a husky laugh. “Love whipped cream. Still.”

      I reached behind her for the zipper on her skirt. I dragged it down and skimmed her skirt over her hips and down her legs. Her panties were red like the skirt. Nice. I slid my finger over the front of the red silk, grazing her clit. She gave a sweet little gasp.

      “These are in my way,” I said gruffly, whisking the tiny piece of silk down her legs as well.

      I reached for the candy cane in the cup next. I lifted it to her mouth. “Next flavor.”

      She opened her mouth, and I slid the candy cane over her lips. She slid her tongue out, tasting the peppermint stick. She gave it a long lick, then sucked the end.

      Good girl. She knew exactly where I was going with this.

      I moved between her legs, which she parted without any urging. “You need to hold this,” I told her.

      She took the candy cane in hand, and I slid down her body.

      “Do you like peppermint, Paris?”

      “So much.” She licked the candy cane again.

      I followed suit, licking up her inner thigh and then over her clit.

      She circled the tip of the candy cane with her tongue. I did the same to her clit.

      Then she sucked. So did I.

      We continued like that until the red stripes on the end of the candy cane were gone, the girth of the candy was noticeably reduced, and she was breathing too hard and moaning too much to really pay attention to the candy.

      She let the candy cane fall against her chest, her hand over her face as she gasped and moaned.

      I slid a finger into her tight, hot, wet pussy. “Come for me, Paris.”

      “Joe!”

      “Yes, honey, come on.” I sucked on her clit again, sliding a second finger into her wet heat, and she came apart.

      “Joe,” she gasped. “I—”

      “Not done yet.” I shifted. “We haven’t even got to the chocolate yet.”

      “Wait.” She reached out, grabbing my wrist. “I can’t take anymore. Your turn.”

      I looked up at her. “My turn?”

      “Yep.” She wiggled under me until she could reach the closest cup. “Unzip, Big Guy.”

      I should protest. I should keep going. I wanted to lick chocolate sauce from her body. I wanted to drip hot chocolate—that was significantly cooled by now—over her breasts and stomach.

      I paused too long because she dipped her finger into the whipped cream and chocolate sauce and held it up. “I want to lick this off of your cock.”

      Well, then. “How can I argue with that?”

      “You can’t.” She gave me a smug grin.

      I leaned over and kissed her stomach, then shifted to sit up.

      “Shirt off too,” she told me, going up onto her knees. Then she put her finger into her mouth and sucked the whipped cream clean.

      Yeah, no problem. I pulled my shirt off and tossed it, then unbuttoned and unzipped.

      “Oh, yeah.” She reached for me, pushing denim and my boxers out of the way. “Lift up.”

      I lifted my hips, and she pulled my jeans and boxers to my ankles. She immediately returned to her main object of interest. She reached for the cup again and painted my cock with whipped cream and chocolate sauce.

      Just that was sweet torture. Then she leaned in. She licked every bit off and then sucked just to be sure she got it all.

      My fingers tangled in her hair, and my head fell back. I worked on just breathing. I was not going to come in her mouth, but damn, the girl was good. Or just really liked chocolate syrup.

      “Okay, enough.” I tugged on her hair, pulling her mouth away before I lost it.

      “Oh, you didn’t let me tap out,” she teased.

      “Need you. Now,” I told her, reaching for her thigh and pulling her over to straddle my lap.

      “Yes.” She kissed me, her mouth sweet and sticky from the blow job.

      I plucked her nipple, also sticky from our play, and slid my other hand between us to tease her clit.

      “Now, Joe, please.”

      I reached for my jeans pocket and pulled out a condom. We both worked together to get it on, and then she shifted forward. She reached between us, positioned my cock at her entrance, and then let herself down, taking me deep.

      “Damn, you feel good,” I told her gruffly.

      “Yeah, this North Pole is perfect,” she said with a grin, even though her voice was a little breathy.

      I pinched her ass. She’d gotten a naughty Santa quip in there anyway.

      Then I gripped her hips, and she gripped my shoulders, and we started moving. She rode me fast and hard, and soon we were both coming, calling out each other’s names.

      Paris slumped against me, her arms around my neck and her face in the curve of my shoulder.

      I ran my hands up and down her back, breathing in the scent of her hair, sex, and peppermint hot chocolate.

      I was never going to be able to drink it again without thinking of her.

      I was okay with that.
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      “What do you mean they aren’t there? I placed that order before I left L.A.” I listened as the manager of my pet boutique tried to explain why the bedazzled dog collars shipment was late.

      “Did you call the supplier?” I asked. “Those are our biggest sellers around the holidays.”

      Dammit. I didn’t have time for this. The holiday party was tonight, and I’d spent the past three days decking every damn hall...well...aisle in the Holly Jolly Feed and Seed to get ready for it.

      Christmas music was playing throughout the entire store this week, though in keeping with the country theme of the Feed and Seed side, Alan Jackson was crooning about a Honky Tonk Christmas.

      Back home, I was solidly into alternative rock, and my playlist included Imagine Dragons and Panic at the Disco, but damn if country music wasn’t starting to grow on me. I flipped through Lydia’s CDs—Jesus, she actually still used CDs to play music—and pulled out a couple more country Christmas CDs for the party, George Strait for Sandy because she had a serious thing for that guy and Kenny Chesney for Jaden. Okay, fine...Chesney was for me.

      “Earth to Paris,” my manager, Janice, said so loudly I had to pull my phone away from my ear. “Are you even listening?”

      I hadn’t been. I mean shit, this is what I paid her to handle. I was up to my eyeballs in eggnog and tinsel at the moment, and I was finding it very difficult to run two businesses in two different states. “Text me the number of the company. I’ll call them first thing in the morning and see if I can speed up delivery.”

      “When are you coming back?”

      Janice’s question hung in the air. Mainly because I couldn’t answer it. I hadn’t had another nibble on the Holly Jolly Feed and Seed since the idiots from Indianapolis had come, seen, and then not called back, and God only knew when I’d find someone else interested in a shop like this.

      “This really isn’t a good time,” I said. “I’ll take care of the collars and call you back tomorrow.”

      I hung up, frustrated as hell.

      Sandy came out of the back workroom with her arms weighted down with colorfully wrapped packages.

      “Let me help you with those,” I said, rushing over to relieve her of half a dozen boxes.

      “Oh, thank you, dear. I was trying to keep up with the presents, but the shop was busier than usual today, and I fell behind. I swear it was a revolving door of ladies dropping goodies off. I just need to add these to Santa’s sack.”

      The Ladies Auxiliary of the North Pole Fire Department apparently held countless fundraisers throughout the year, so that each child who attended the town’s holiday social would receive a gift from Santa. According to Sandy, Lydia had started the tradition and the party the first year she’d opened the store, and nothing—not even the blizzard ten years earlier—had stopped Santa from coming to the Holly Jolly Feed and Seed to deliver presents to the good children of North Pole.

      Joe had filled me in on twenty-plus years of holiday party highlights last night as the two of us cuddled on my couch, Louis on Joe’s lap, Roscoe on mine. It had felt ridiculously domestic.

      And I’d loved it. Loved listening to him talk about past holidays. He’d been a kid himself when the tradition of the party had started, and his first gift from Santa had been a hacky sack, which cracked me up. Even more so when Joe confessed he still had it, and he was kickass at it. I tried to convince him that wasn’t the sort of thing you told people, but he accused me of being jealous of his mad skills.

      To make matters worse, he’d shown up with it this morning and actually gotten me to kick the thing around with him for half an hour. It had been silly and more fun than I cared to admit. And Joe was right. He was great at it.

      “Okay, dear. Jaden and I are going to go home and get dressed for the party. We’ll be back here in half an hour or so to help with all the finishing touches before the guests arrive.”

      “Santa’s really coming?” Jaden asked his grandmother, who covertly winked at me as she said, “Only if you shake a leg and come on. We’re running late.”

      I waved goodbye to Sandy and Jaden. “See you in a little while.”

      I needed to get ready for the party as well, but I was too nervous about tonight. The holiday party had obviously been a big deal to my Aunt Lydia and to the locals. I didn’t want to screw it up.

      “Dammit,” I muttered when I realized one of the sprigs of mistletoe Joe had hung this morning had fallen down. Dragging a chair over, I picked the mistletoe up and climbed up, struggling to reach the hook. Teetering on tiptoe, I prayed I didn’t fall and bust my ass. That would be a great way to make a stressful day even more painful.

      “Hey, whoa.” I heard Joe’s voice a second before I felt his steadying hands on my rear end. “What are you doing?”

      “The mistletoe fell.” With him spotting me, I was able to slip the ribbon over the hook. “There.”

      Joe reached for my hand, helping me down. “You should have asked me to do that. Or left it down. We’ve hung up enough mistletoe that we’re in danger of turning the Holly Jolly into Lover’s Lane. Put a few glasses of the spiked eggnog in Bob’s hand, and none of the lovely ladies of North Pole are safe under the mistletoe.”

      “Thanks for the warning,” I said with a tired grin. “I’ll give Bob a wide berth tonight. Your mom and Jaden went home to get ready.”

      He nodded. “Guess that’s our cue to go get dressed as well. You ready?”

      I looked around, hesitant to leave. “I feel like maybe there’s something I’m forgetting to do.”

      Joe grasped my hand and dragged me to the counter, picking up my coat. “Paris. Astronauts can see the Holly Jolly from space, we’ve strung up so many lights. The good ladies in town have wrapped everything that doesn’t move within a ten-mile radius and made enough Christmas cookies to choke Jim’s entire herd of cattle. There is nothing else to do now except enjoy the party.”

      I let him lead me to the front door, but I turned around when we got there, looking at the store, the decorations, the lights, the huge tree in the back corner with Santa’s huge chair sitting next to it. “It does look pretty good, doesn’t it?” I said.

      “It looks perfect. Lydia would be proud of you.”

      I’d never met Aunt Lydia, never knew anything about her while she lived except that my dad affectionately called her kooky and she had some connection at the bank who hooked her up with crisp, clean five-dollar bills every year on my birthday.

      Since moving to North Pole, however, she’d become real. It was obvious she’d made a huge impact on the people in this town, and they’d loved her. And over the past few weeks, I’d come to love her too. More than that, I regretted never getting to know her before she died.

      So Joe’s comment touched me more deeply than I would have imagined.

      I turned to him and smiled, and then I stretched up on tiptoe to kiss him. I could tell my impromptu kiss surprised him. We’d been very careful to keep our affair a secret, and now, here I was, kissing him in the front windows of the Holly Jolly where anyone passing on Main Street could see us.

      Joe’s shock didn’t last more than a second before his arms were around my waist and his tongue was in my mouth. God, the man could kiss.

      His common sense kicked in first—in truth, I’m not sure mine ever would have—and he broke the kiss, his lips tipped up in an amused grin. “Don’t mean to brag, but I didn’t even need the eggnog or the mistletoe.”

      I laughed and rolled my eyes. “Come on, Santa.”

      He’d dropped his Santa costume by my place earlier today. The plan was for him to dress there—to ensure that Jaden wouldn’t catch sight of him at home—then I’d text him once all the kids were there, and he’d walk the back way from my house to the rear entrance of the store and enter from the workroom, grabbing the sack of toys that was stowed there.

      Once his Santa duties were done, he planned to go back to my house, change into his street clothes, and then show up at the party as himself.

      He held my hand the whole way to my place, claiming he did it because I was always falling on my ass. I didn’t bother to point out I’d stopped falling ever since trading in my beloved Fendi boots for his mother’s sturdy winter ones. I mean, why the hell would I? I had no problem with Joe holding my hand.

      I had no problem with anything Joe did to me.

      In fact...as soon as we walked into my house, I turned around, pushing him against the front door, expanding on that kiss we started at the store.

      Joe’s hands wrapped around me, gripping my ass and pulling me closer to him. I could feel his erection through his jeans.

      It was stupid to start something we didn’t have the time to finish. I needed to change into my elf costume and return to the store in twenty minutes. While the idea of a quickie was appealing, it occurred to me I’d much rather have hours—no, days, weeks, months—wrapped up in Joe’s arms.

      Months?

      That thought had me pulling away from him. I wasn’t staying here months. I wasn’t even supposed to be here beyond two weeks.

      Joe didn’t pick up on my sudden freak-out. Thank God. Instead, he gave me that adorable lopsided grin, his voice filled with regret. “It’s going to be a long night.”

      I laughed because that was the right response, the one that would keep him from realizing my heart was racing, my ears thudding, my head reeling.

      I’d initiated this, proclaiming I was going to teach him all about casual sex. Yeah, that had blown up in my face.

      Because it was starting to feel like I hadn’t taught Joe a damn thing.

      In truth, I think I was the one who’d learned something I hadn’t intended, hadn’t thought I wanted.

      It was feeling a lot like Joe had taught me what it felt like to fall in love with a sweet, sexy, romantic Indiana boy.

      And the most shocking part of that was…it didn’t scare me or make me want to puke up duck confit.

      “You okay?” he asked when I continued to stare at him like an idiot.

      I nodded, afraid to open my mouth, terrified of what would fall out. Because there were three little words definitely clamoring for sound.

      But I couldn’t say those to him.

      Could I?

      Joe smiled and headed upstairs to where we’d stashed his costume while I drifted to the kitchen, opened the fridge, and pulled out the opened bottle of wine. I tugged out the cork and tipped the thing up to my lips, much like I did my first night in North Pole.

      Shit.

      What do I do now?

      

      
        
        Joe

      

      

      

      “Merry Christmas to all and to all a good night!”

      I ducked back into the wooden Santa house behind the huge chair that, honestly, felt a little like a throne during this annual party.

      I loved being Santa to the kids. I’d tried getting out of it; I’d tried saying that it was someone else’s turn, but damn, seeing someone’s face light up when you walked into a room was something. Seeing an entire gaggle of little kids lighting up, gasping, grinning, and waving? Yeah, that was kingly shit right there, and I’ll admit, I ate it up.

      As Paris, Sandy, and the kids’ parents all distracted them with their new gifts and mountains of cookies and other treats, I snuck out the back door of the little house, crept down the aisle with the snow globes, sprinted for the aisle with the chicken feed, and finally shut myself in the storeroom.

      All the while thinking about how it was the look on Paris’ face that was really sticking with me. Sure, I loved making the little kids happy. But Paris had looked almost choked up tonight as we worked together, listening to the kids whisper their secret wishes and handing out gifts. I’d actually seen her brush a tear away when one of the older ladies pulled her aside and told her how the store and the party was exactly the way it had always been when Lydia had put it together. Lenore Arnold told her it was better than Lydia’s parties and that Lydia would have loved it. Paris had needed to excuse herself to the restroom for a bit after that.

      I’d grinned like a damn fool through it all.

      Because my girl loved it here.

      She felt like a part of this town. She was taking pride in the store. She was feeling like she belonged here, and she was putting her heart into it.

      I was starting to get my hopes up. I knew better, of course. I’d been down this road before. But this felt different. This felt more real. The other girls I’d fallen for had been here and had been looking for a way out. Paris wasn’t from here. She already had a life outside of North Pole. Her love for this town wasn’t about not knowing anything else or her roots being here. Hell, she hadn’t even wanted to come here. She certainly hadn’t intended to like it.

      No, her feelings of pride and happiness and belonging were fully, truly about falling for this place.

      Falling for me.

      As I slipped out the back door and the icy air hit me in the face, I thought about how conceited that sounded. She hadn’t said she’d fallen for me. I didn’t know her well enough to know how she acted when she was in love. This was all about how it felt to be with her. How she looked at me. How everything about us from the way she fit in my arms to the way she fit in my nephew’s life felt so fucking right.

      I jogged across the backyard to Lydia’s house and let myself in the back door. I quickly stripped out of the Santa suit, shoving it into a sack in the mudroom in case Jaden came over here before I could collect it.

      I pulled my regular clothes on quickly. The mudroom wasn’t heated like the rest of the house. I ran a hand through my hair, laced up my boots, shrugged into my coat, and headed back out.

      Jaden would want to show me the toy bulldozer he got, and I had to act surprised. I needed about a dozen cookies and maybe some fudge. Then I needed Paris.

      I always needed Paris.

      It was too soon to tell her that. I knew that deep down. But the urge to blurt it out kept bubbling up.

      I made my way to the front of the Holly Jolly and pulled the door open. Jaden thought I’d had a job that ran late outside of town helping a guy with his barn. Jaden, thankfully, didn’t need any further details than that to believe it, and when there were new toys and sugar involved, he wasn’t good at telling time so he wouldn’t realize how long I’d been absent.

      The noise had died down significantly, and the crowd was starting to thin out a bit as the families with younger kids had started heading home. I waved to Sandy and started in their direction.

      “Look what Santa gave me!” Jaden said, running at me as soon as he spotted me.

      “Wow!” I caught him and swung him up in my arms.

      “It’s just like the one you and I looked at online!”

      “It’s even cooler than it looked!” I said. “I bet Santa did something extra to it for you when he found out you’d be here tonight.”

      Jaden’s eyes got wide. “How did he know I’d be here?”

      “He knows everything,” I told him with a wink. Jaden told me all about the toys his friends got as I scanned the crowd, looking for Paris. I finally found her over by the registers. She was talking to a couple of men that I didn’t recognize and that didn’t have any kids with them.

      I frowned and shot Sandy a look, tipping my head in that direction.

      Sandy shrugged. “Hey, Jaden, I really want to see that cool basketball that Marcus got from Santa.” She held out her hand, and I swung Jaden to the ground. “Come on over there with me.”

      “Okay! See you later, Joe!”

      “See ya, kiddo.” I turned immediately toward Paris and the two men.

      “I’m so pleased to know that you see everything I do in this place,” I heard Paris say as I approached.

      “We absolutely do. I’m sorry that wasn’t clear,” the one to her right said. He was probably in his late forties, with gray peppering his temples and a used car salesman smile.

      “I’m fairly certain I didn’t misinterpret what you said about closing the Christmas side,” Paris said.

      Her back was to me, and the men seemed engrossed in what she was saying. They’d clearly been tuning out all of the hubbub behind her for a little while and that included me now.

      “We were actually quite surprised by how taken we were with everything,” the older man next to him said. He had a completely white head of hair, but his smile was much less fake than the first guy’s.

      I scowled but hung back. I hadn’t been invited to this little party. I didn’t like the looks of these guys, but it was clear that Paris wasn’t displeased to have been pulled off to the side. I’d just hang out until she was done.

      “This place reminded me so much of the store in the little town in Ohio where I grew up,” the older of the two men said. “I was quite overcome when we were last here.”

      “You had a store that was half a feed store and half a year-round Christmas shop?” Paris asked, her tone light.

      The man chuckled. “No. But the local department store would decorate the entire first floor like a Christmas village starting in the first part of November,” he said. “It was… well, quite magical really. Walking in here the other day brought it all back. Your website doesn’t do it justice.”

      Paris nodded. “I would agree. That’s something we need to work on.”

      I felt a surge of pride. For her. She’d worked her sweet little ass off on getting the store cleaned up and decorated, and it looked amazing. I liked hearing more people telling her that.

      “And I want to apologize for how long it’s taken us to get back to you. We got tied up in some last-minute complications with another merger, and I’m sorry to say that it’s taken more time and attention that we’d expected. But we are very interested in the Holly Jolly and would like to talk numbers.”

      Wait a second. What? That didn’t sound like these two were here just for the party. I felt trepidation tighten my gut.

      “I see. I will admit that I was under the impression that you were going to pass,” Paris said.

      “Yes. Again, I’m sorry. We should have communicated more clearly,” the older man said to the younger one.

      “We did have a few reservations,” the younger man inserted.

      “But we cleared those up, Todd,” the older man said with a frown. “We have fully discussed all of it and are now in agreement.”

      I watched Paris draw herself straighter. “Well, I wasn’t expecting this at all. I want to clarify the stipulation that everything in this store must stay exactly as it is now. With the same employees. No significant changes. Did you get that information from my lawyer?”

      “We did,” Todd said. “We’re hoping that we can negotiate some of that, actually.”

      “No.” Paris’ response was swift and firm.

      “Upgrades. Improvements. That’s all, my dear,” the older man said. “I promise you that we want to make no changes to anything of substance.”

      “What my father is saying,” Todd said with a heavy sigh. “Is that he is enchanted by this place exactly as it is and would intend to keep it the same. However, we have to be realistic about what we can agree to. If we’re going to operate this business for the foreseeable future, we have to be given the leeway to make appropriate changes. Your stipulations from your attorney are very...stringent. Crazy really.”

      “Todd,” his father snapped.

      “Dad,” Todd returned. “It’s ridiculous to sign a clause that says we can never paint the outside any other color and that we will always include Randy Travis in the playlist and that we have to keep the power tools in aisle seven. It’s—I’m sorry—crazy to stipulate that this place will look exactly the same twenty years from now that it does today down to every last detail.”

      She’d done that? She’d actually gotten her attorney to write all of that into the proposal? Wow. That was a little...crazy. And amazing.

      Paris crossed her arms, and I felt my heart pounding so hard I almost couldn’t hear her response over the sound.

      “I don’t see why not. My aunt was able to keep it the same all the years she owned it,” Paris said, her tone cool.

      “I promise you that the bird seed and fake snow that your aunt stocked in the past year is not the same that she stocked twenty years ago,” Todd said, obviously a little exasperated.

      Paris’ shoulders relaxed slightly. “I suppose that’s probably true.”

      “We’re talking basic changes. Keeping up with the times. Making reasonable improvements to improve our margins. Things like that,” Todd said.

      “Again, I’m going to have to insist that you are sensitive to pricing and keeping things affordable,” Paris said. “These people work hard, and they need this store for their supplies.” She gestured toward the seed and feed side of the building. “As well as deserving to...wallow in their love for Christmas. They deserve to be able to afford to go Christmas crazy.” Her voice wobbled a little at the end. “They all have to be able to fill their houses and yards and businesses with as many elves and candy canes and as much tinsel as they want.”

      The older man was gazing at Paris with an obvious look of affection. As if he thought she was magical.

      Dammit, he was right. She was.

      She understood this town, and she was fighting to keep this place here for them. Everything that she’d thought was silly and over-the-top and tacky and ridiculous before were now the things she was insisting stay the same.

      I was in love with her. If I hadn’t been sure before, I would have been in that moment. Everything about what she’d just said to these men made me want to grab her and never let go.

      But she was leaving.

      There was no longer any reason for her to stay. She’d come to sell the business, and now she had a buyer. Even more, a buyer who thought the store was wonderful and wanted to preserve it as it was.

      I realized in that moment that I’d hoped she’d never find a buyer. That if someone did make an offer, it would come with a plan to bulldoze the place. The first couple of days, she would have gone along with that, I knew. But I also knew it hadn’t taken her long to get to the point where she at least wouldn’t let someone tear it down. Still, it wasn’t until the last few days that I knew she truly couldn’t imagine this place being anything other than the Holly Jolly and she understood how important it was to the town.

      But I’d hoped now—now that I knew that she loved the place exactly as it was—that she would never find someone that would keep it as it was, and she wouldn’t be able to let it go.

      “I can’t wait to be here and get to know the people and know that they’ll be using the tools they buy from me in the spring to hang their Christmas lights that they get in here in December.”

      Paris’ shoulders rose and fell as she took a deep breath. She dropped her arms.

      Dammit. She was feeling less defensive. That wasn’t good.

      “The name must stay the same. The inventory must stay the same. The employees must all maintain their jobs with the same salaries and benefits. You even have to continue to play both Christmas music and country music at the same time inside the store,” Paris told them.

      Todd rolled his eyes, but he nodded. “That’s one of my father’s favorite parts.”

      “Me too,” Paris said.

      That was all I needed to hear.

      These guys were buying the Holly Jolly, and Paris had no more reason to stay in North Pole.

      The cold ball of hurt and dread in my gut was completely my own fault. She’d never said she would stay. We’d gone into the whole sex thing knowing that it was just sex. At least, that’s what we’d said. It was nothing new that I fell hard and fairly easily.

      So the fact that I wanted to put my hand through some drywall or drink a bottle or two of whiskey or yell and rage was not her fault.

      I still felt all of those things though.

      I turned on my heel and headed for the door. I had to get out of here.
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      My heart was pounding.

      Frank Winters wanted to buy the Holly Jolly.

      He wanted to keep it exactly as it was. He was agreeing to all of my stipulations. Even the super crazy ones.

      Hearing his son, Todd, point those out made me realize that they really were crazy. I hadn’t really thought about that when I’d insisted my lawyer put them in there. Keeping everything exactly as it was in the Holly Jolly right now was a must. I had felt it like a nagging ache in my gut when we’d been talking about it. But when Todd was talking about how it was ridiculous, I realized that I’d put it in there because I’d figured it would prevent any serious offers.

      But Frank had just made a serious offer. Not just an offer. He was willing to pay the stupid high price I’d also set. In hindsight, that had probably been to discourage any buyers too.

      And his last name was Winters. I mean, he had to own the Holly Jolly right? The man talked about the place with an affectionate wistfulness in his eyes that I could completely relate to. It was exactly how I would want the next owner to feel.

      He was perfect.

      And I didn’t want to sell to him.

      Because I wanted to keep the Holly Jolly.

      The realization hit me between my breasts, right in the center of my chest, making it hard to take a deep breath.

      I wanted to keep the Holly Jolly.

      I wanted to stay in North Pole.

      I wanted to stay with Joe.

      God, it was so fucking cold here. So out of my comfort zone in every way. So nothing I had ever expected. But I wanted it. I wanted all of it. Yes, Joe was most of it. I would want him wherever he was. But I could honestly say that I also wanted North Pole and this crazy, wonderful, quirky, weird, amazing store.

      “What’s wrong?” Frank asked me. He looked legitimately concerned as he leaned in with a frown.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You look like you’re about to faint,” he said.

      “Or throw up,” Todd added, also frowning.

      “Oh, I’m…” I waved my hand in front of my face. I suddenly felt hot. But not like I was going to throw up. More like I was going to cry. But in a good way. I needed to find Joe. I needed to tell him. I needed to ask him if it was okay if I stayed.

      Oh…crap. I was going to stay and that was not part of our plan. We’d talked about this being just sex for sex while I was here. Short term. Nothing serious. Now I was just suddenly going to stay? I knew that it would seem out of the blue to him too. Who would guess that I would suddenly be madly in love with snow and stuffed reindeer and country music and candy canes?

      Okay, loving candy canes wasn’t that hard to believe. They were awesome. As just candy canes. But now I knew how they could be used during hot sex with a big bearded guy whose heart was even bigger than his cock—and that was saying something. Yeah, I wasn’t worried about the cold. I would have Joe.

      I hoped.

      I turned and looked around. There were a few people still lingering in the store after the party. Surely Joe was one of them. He’d be here waiting for me. I’m sure he was planning that we’d clean up together. He’d definitely stick around and help. In fact, I half expected him to be there already, filling a trash bag with the ripped up wrapping paper and the red and green napkins that had held cookies and snacks.

      I didn’t see him. He was big so that was weird, but he had to be here somewhere. I’d noticed him come back in after changing out of his Santa suit but just as he’d headed for Jaden, Frank and Todd had caught up with me.

      “Paris?”

      I swung back to Todd and Frank. “I’m sorry.”

      “Is everything alright?” Todd asked.

      I nodded. “Everything is good. Everything is really, really good. I need to go.”

      “We need to head out yet tonight,” Todd protested. “Is there somewhere we can go and get everything signed?”

      “No. I’m sorry. I’m not selling.” That sounded great out loud. It felt great to say it.

      “Excuse me?” Todd asked, frowning.

      “I’m not selling,” I repeated.

      “We came all this way,” Todd said.

      I lifted a shoulder. Frank Winters was a very nice man. I wasn’t as fond of Todd. “I’m sorry, but you didn’t tell me you were coming.” Honestly, if he’d called and let me know they were interested, I might have come to the realization about my feelings for the store, and the town, and Joe, sooner. Without them making the trip. But they hadn’t. “I’ve very recently made the decision to keep the store. To stay in North Pole.”

      “But...I…we…” Todd spluttered.

      Frank was watching me thoughtfully. “Would more money make a difference?” he asked.

      “No,” I answered honestly. Of course I needed money. Like every normal person. But I had also inherited Lydia’s house and the cost of living in North Pole was nothing compared to L.A. I didn’t know what I would do with my store there. Maybe I could maintain my ownership there and have Janice manage it. But no matter what, I would have a small income from the Holly Jolly, and I really wanted to make it work.

      “What about if we offer you a job in another of our stores? Full benefits, large salary, your pick of location?” Frank asked. He was still watching me with a slight smile.

      “No. I want to be here. In this store. Doing this.”

      Frank nodded.

      “This is outrageous!” Todd exclaimed. “You should have let us know that you’d changed your mind. You should have been in touch.”

      “Todd,” Frank said mildly. “It’s fine.”

      “But—”

      “Paris owns this store. This is how it should be.” Frank gave me a smile. “I think you’ve made the right choice.”

      I felt my eyes go wide. “You do?”

      “Doing something with your life that gives you joy and that you can be passionate about every day is wonderful. Doing it in a place with people that give you joy and that you can be passionate about is a true gift. I’m so glad you’ve found that.”

      I felt my mouth drop open. How could he read all of that about me so easily? We’d spent maybe an hour together total. “How can you tell that’s how I feel?”

      He smiled, one of those wise-older-person smiles that came from seeing a lot of life and learning from past experiences. And maybe mistakes. “It radiates from you, my dear. This store will never be all it can be if it’s not yours. And I have a feeling the same is true of this town, and these people—whoever they are.”

      “Joe,” I said without thinking. His name just slipped out. “Joe is the person. My person.” Jaden and Sandy and all of the store’s regulars were part of it too, of course, but Joe was definitely The One.

      “Joe’s a very lucky man. I hope he knows that.”

      I gave Frank a huge smile. Then on impulse I leaned in and kissed the older man’s cheek. “Thank you.” Wow, I hoped so too.

      “I can’t believe this,” Todd muttered.

      “You’ll be fine,” Frank said. “I’ll buy you a hot chocolate on our way out of town.”

      I fought a smile. Todd Winters didn’t strike me as the hot chocolate type.

      “Fine. But I want whipped cream and not marshmallows,” Todd finally said.

      I huffed out a laugh. I guess I was wrong.

      “Of course,” Frank said with a smile. Then he gave me a wink. “I mostly raised him right, but his mother convinced him that whipped cream is the better topping for cocoa.”

      I laughed and watched the two men head for the door.

      Then I looked around the store again. My store. Everything in this place belonged to me.

      I loved every bit of it.

      But mostly I loved Joe. I needed to tell him that. Right now. Then I needed to tell him that I was staying. Or maybe I’d tell him I was staying first. It didn’t matter.

      But where the hell was he?

      Frowning, I started for the wooden Santa house. Sandy was just off to one side. Jaden was helping gather up paper and bows and talking nonstop. Clearly, he’d had a lot of sugar.

      “Hi, guys!” I gave them both a big smile. I wanted to tell them I was staying too, but Joe had to be the first. “Have you seen Joe?”

      “Yes!” Jaden answered nosily—and obviously gleefully—wadding up wrapping paper and stuffing it into a garbage bag. “He loves my new truck!”

      “I’m sure he does.” And clearly that was all that really mattered to Jaden at the moment. Not where his uncle was just then. I looked at Sandy. “Do you know where he is?”

      She smiled and looked around. “He was here. We chatted, and then he went to find you, I thought.”

      “Oh, I haven’t spoken to him.” I frowned and glanced around too.

      “He headed in your direction.”

      “He did?”

      “Yep. Just before Ryan Cuppers and Liam Drivers started a game of tag, knocked into the snack table, and dumped the punch bowl over. I lost track of him after that.”

      “What?” I quickly looked around but saw no evidence of the mess.

      “We got it cleaned up,” Sandy said, waving her hand as if to say don’t worry about it. “But I didn’t keep my eye on Joe.”

      “He left!” Jaden said, bouncing like a bunny over to me. He wore two big red bows on top of his head. Bunny ears I assumed.

      “He did?”

      “Yep! I saw him.” Jaden was still jumping up and down.

      Wow, how many cookies had the kid had? “When?”

      “Before,” Jaden said, bouncing in a circle around me.

      I rotated, watching him. “Before when?”

      “Before now!” He giggled.

      Right. He was seven. Telling time wasn’t really his forte. Especially when overstimulated with presents and a visit from Santa and all his friends and a game of tag that had ended in a major punch bowl incident.

      I would have normally asked what bunnies had to do with Christmas, but suddenly I didn’t have time. Joe had left? He hadn’t stuck around to help Sandy clean up the snack table mess? He wasn’t helping with the wrapping paper mess? He hadn’t waited for me? And if he’d come over when I’d been talking with Frank and Todd and then just left… had he overheard us talking? If so, what had he heard? Had he heard their offer? Did he think I was taking it? He probably did. Why wouldn’t I? I’d given no one—even myself—a reason to think that staying was an option. Until I’d been face-to-face with everything I’d thought I’d wanted and realized it wasn’t at all what I needed.

      Or had he overheard me say I was staying? Was that the problem?

      My heart was in my stomach.

      “I need to go.”

      Something in my tone caught Sandy’s attention because she looked up quickly. “Are you okay, honey?”

      “I’m… not sure. I need to find Joe. I need to talk to him.”

      Sandy looked worried, but she nodded. “Okay.” She reached into her pocket. “Take the truck. Jaden and I can grab a ride home with the mayor and his wife. It’s an election year so he’ll be out there shaking hands and kissing babies until every last person is gone. Call me if you need me.”

      My eyes stung. Sandy was definitely part of me wanting to stay here too. She was wonderful. Warm and loving and generous and sweet, and I knew that I could call her at any time from any place and she would come pick me up. She’d wrap me in a hug and fill the air with her sweet, friendly, happy chatter until I was ready to talk just like she had the first day when she’d picked me up at the airport.

      I nodded and sniffed. “I will.”

      Then I headed straight for the door. I pushed outside and was met by a blast of frigid air. Crap. I’d forgotten my coat. For just a second I thought about going to Joe’s without it, but icy fingers wrapped around me, and I instantly gave up. I ran back into the Holly Jolly and went straight for the back room. Hanging on the hook was the big ugly coat Joe had given me right next to my cute little zebra print jacket. I’d been wearing the bigger one because, well, it was warmer. Much warmer. It wasn’t fashionable—at all—but no one here cared about that. Plus, it felt like Joe was hugging me when I wore it. That was kind of silly, I knew, but I liked it. He’d given it to me to take care of me, and every time I slipped my arms into the too-big sleeves, I thought of the big arms that, when wrapped around me, made me feel warm and safe and cared for. My eyes dropped to the boots sitting on the floor under the coat hooks.

      I knew exactly what I needed to do.

      My knees were going to get a little cold, but it would be worth it. I had to make a statement.

      Five minutes later my cute elf costume was laying on the floor of the breakroom and I was in the big coat, with a stocking cap pulled over my ears and my feet shoved into the boots.

      I looked like an idiot. But I was warm, and I was going to make a point to Joe.

      I tromped down the snowy sidewalk toward the truck, praying no one stopped me for a chat. I fired up the truck, realizing it was the first time I’d driven on snow. The thought of attempting such a thing would have terrified me a week ago, but now, I just put the vehicle in gear and pressed on the gas.

      Once I arrived, I noticed the light was on in his living room. So he had gone home. I climbed the outdoor steps up to his apartment over Sandy’s garage. The cold air swirled up underneath the coat and across parts of me that had never been exposed to temperatures under seventy degrees. I’d nude sunbathed a couple of times out in California, so maybe not even under eighty. Certainly never fifteen degrees. That was dangerous. I needed those parts. But Joe was worth the risk.

      I’d give him about two minutes to answer the door.

      It only took him one.

      He threw the door open and frowned down at me. He didn’t say anything.

      “Hi.”

      It was a weak start, but I’d never told anyone that I loved him and was going to give up my entire life to be with him, so I wasn’t really sure how to begin.

      “Hi.”

      I took a deep breath. “I love you, Joe. And I’m going to give up my entire life in L.A. to be with you.” Apparently, I was just going to go for it.

      It didn’t sound as good out loud, but it got the point across, I supposed.

      His surprise allowed me to step forward, put my hand on his chest, and push him back. Dammit, it was cold outside. I kicked his door shut behind me.

      “I have a buyer for the Holly Jolly, but I’m keeping it. I’m staying here. I want to be here. With you.”

      It took him a long moment, but he pulled in a deep breath and shook his head as he said, “We don’t have what you want or need here.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “You’re from California. You don’t know how to even walk on snow.”

      “I just drove here,” I said proudly, but Joe ignored me. He was on a roll.

      “You know nothing about chicken wire or wrenches or Garth Brooks.”

      “Fine. You’re right. But…” I stepped closer and put my hand back on his chest, this time leaving it there. Over his heart. “But I know you. I know how you make me feel. I know I’ve never felt like this before. I know I can’t imagine not feeling it every single day for the rest of my life.”

      Emotions swirled in his eyes. He swallowed hard. “You turned them down?”

      “Down flat. They offered more money. Other jobs. Whatever I wanted.” I gripped his shirt in my fist. “And I said no.”

      Finally, he blew out a long breath. He reached up and grasped my wrist. “Paris, I can’t ask you to stay. I can’t ask you to give everything up.”

      “No, you can’t,” I agreed. “This is up to me. I don’t have to stay, Joe. I’m choosing to stay. I’m choosing North Pole. The Holly Jolly. You.”

      “Thank God. Because I love you too.”

      He started to pull me close and lean in, but I stopped him. “Hang on. I’ve got something for you.”

      “You do?” He looked puzzled.

      I stepped back. I pulled off the hat. I kicked off the boots. Then I opened the coat.

      His eyes heated as I shrugged it off.

      “That’s a really big bow,” he said, his voice gravelly.

      The bow had been wrapped around Santa’s chair at the Holly Jolly before Santa Joe had arrived. I’d found it draped over the table in the back room when I’d gone for the coat. I’d grabbed it and wrapped it around me like a Miss American sash. The bow settled right over my belly button. In other words, it covered nothing.

      “Yeah, well, you need a big bow for a big package,” I told him with a wink.

      “Thought I had the big package,” he said, stepping forward.

      “Oh, you do,” I said with a nod. My seductive tone was ruined by my voice breaking a bit as my emotions bubbled up and spilled over. “But all of this with us, everything…is big. Really big.”

      He cupped my face and looked down at me with adoration I’d never seen on anyone’s face directed at me before. “Yeah, it is. And that calls for a big bow for sure. And…” He bent and put his shoulder right against that bow, then stood, lifting me over his shoulder.

      I shrieked with surprise. “Joe!”

      “And a big cup of hot cocoa.”

      I immediately settled in against his shoulder as he carried me toward the couch in front of the fireplace. “Ooh, I hope you have a big candy cane for me too.”

      His tossed me onto the cushions, following me down. “Don’t worry, California girl, you’ve been just naughty enough to land on the list for a special delivery straight from Santa.”
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Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Six Months Later

      

      

      

      
        
        Joe

      

      

      I nailed the last piece of shiplap into place on the parlor wall above the fireplace and stepped back to admire my work.

      “Oh my God, Joe, I love it!” Paris said from behind me. “This looks amazing!”

      It looked like wood planks on a wall. But if it made Paris happy, I was happy to do it. I’d do anything for her because I loved the woman more and more every single day. “Glad you like it, sweetheart.”

      She called this “modern farmhouse,” whatever the hell that was. We’d been knee-deep in an update of Lydia’s house, save the seventies family room. Paris wanted to keep that intact. But the rest was getting swept with Paris’ brush. Lots of white walls, black matte fixtures, and old painted signs that said things like “Feed” and “Eggs” which cracked me up. When Paris went in, she went all in, and the Cali diva was now officially a small-town girl.

      Just like she’d gone all in on us. Once she’d made the decision she wanted to be with me, she’d never looked back. She’d sold her boutique in L.A.; I’d moved into Lydia’s house, and we had been spending every day getting to know each other inside and out, laughing a lot, and loving each other to the max.

      “You know I always like wood,” she said, giving me a flirtatious smile.

      “I’m sure you do. It says it right on your shirt.” I touched the front of her T-shirt with my fingertip, dragging it across the writing and teasing over her nipples. I cupped one of her breasts. “Team shiplap.”

      Paris gave me a smoldering look before pushing my hand away. “No, stop, don’t do that,” she said. “I have to go back to the store. Lunch break is almost over.”

      I smiled and set my nail gun down on the fireplace hearth. We had plenty of time.

      “No, I’m serious!” she said, squealing and moving away from me.

      Louis jumped off the painting tarp he’d been lying on and came running over, barking at me. The little guy tolerated me, but he went into ankle-biter mode if he thought anyone was threatening Paris. I couldn’t fault him for that. I’d kill any man who tried to harm one hair on Paris’ head.

      “I didn’t even touch you or say a single word,” I protested to Paris.

      “But you were going to, and I can’t resist you. I’m very weak when it comes to you.” She held her hands out in front of her to ward me off, laughing.

      “No. You’re just right when it comes to me.” My nostrils flared, and my cock grew hard. I couldn’t ever get enough of her. I’d had a decent, if boring, life before Paris. But now, with her sassy little smile, her sweet soul, and her sexy ass tearing me up in bed, my life was fucking perfect. I couldn’t ask for anything more. “Want me to walk you to the store?”

      There was a time when Paris would have told me she could walk herself to the store. But now she understood that sometimes, okay, all the time, I needed to show her how much I cared about her. I wasn’t a guy who had all the words, but I would always take care of her.

      “I would love that,” she said. “It’s Tuesday, so you know what that means.”

      I did. Shipment day. She would need me to unload the pallet that would be delivered to the back of the store. “Let’s go.”

      Paris put Louis on his leash, and we left the house, closing the recently painted front door behind us. “When do we stop calling this Lydia’s house?” I asked her as we went down the front walk.

      “It will always be Lydia’s house,” she said. “It probably won’t be truly our house until we have kids.”

      God, that made my heart just about burst out of my damn chest. “When’s that going to happen? You’re not getting any younger,” I teased her. Nothing would make me happier than starting a family with her. I knew she would be a fantastic mother. She was nurturing to Louis, Roscoe, Jaden, and frankly the whole town.

      Paris reached out and smacked me in the chest. “Behave yourself.” She breathed in deeply the summer air. “I love that smell. I never get tired of it. Flowers and clean air and sunshine. It’s just fantastic.”

      “Summer is our reward for getting through winter.” We strolled down Main Street toward the store. Paris had been embracing the warm weather, planting flowers in the boxes in front of the Holly Jolly. We’d been going for ice cream, driving out to the lake, and attending Jaden’s baseball games. The kid had two left feet, but Paris was there cheering him on like he was headed for the World Series.

      Everyone in town adored her. She taught Christmas craft classes and had joined the Junior League, working on the Make North Pole Beautiful project. I thought it mostly involved women sitting around drinking wine at their meetings, but they were planning the Christmas in July festival.

      “There is something to be said for that,” Paris agreed. She lifted her foot up to display her flip-flops. “I missed my sandals so much.”

      Then without warning, she turned, took my hand, and gave me the sweetest smile. “I love you. So much.”

      “I love you, too.”

      “Hello there, how are you two kids doing today?”

      We were ten feet from the store, and I glanced over. Paris had added two rockers and a checkerboard in front of the Holly Jolly, and there was always a steady stream of old guys plunked down in those chairs. Today it was Pete and Rawley, brothers who were ninety if they were a day. With their farms being tended to by their grandchildren, they were now free to spend their days sipping lemonade and slipping candy to Jaden.

      “We’re fantastic,” Paris said. “How are you?”

      “Any day above ground is a good one,” Pete said.

      She laughed. “I can’t argue with that.” She touched Pete’s shoulder as we moved past and went into the store.

      My mom was behind the counter, and Jaden, on summer break, was pretending to bat an imaginary baseball with the broom in his hand.

      “Hi, Mom,” I said. “How’s that Christmas in July planning going?” I could see she was ordering supplies on the computer Paris had purchased and taught her to use. To my surprise, she’d been thrilled to have an easier system to work with than Lydia’s pen and paper.

      “Like a breeze,” she said. “Not all progress is bad. I love this thing.” She patted the keyboard of the laptop.

      She also adored Paris and loved us together as a couple. About a month earlier, she’d tearfully confessed to me that she had been worried I’d be alone forever. I knew she was waiting for the day we would get married and give her another grandchild.

      “Glad to hear it,” I told her.

      “Is it too early to start a Christmas list?” Jaden yelled, still swinging the broom.

      “Yes!” my mother said.

      “No,” I told him. “You have to know what you’re being good for. You need a goal.”

      My mother gave me an exasperated frown. “Don’t tell him that.”

      “Cool!” Jaden said, sliding to the counter. “I need paper.”

      Paris laughed, attaching Louis’ leash to the hook she’d installed on the counter for the occasions when she brought him. “I’m going in the back to start processing the shipment on my tablet.”

      I followed her and shut the door to the storage room behind me. Before she could start working, I took her hand and pulled her into my arms. “What’s on your Christmas list, sweetheart?” I gave her a deep, intense kiss. “Santa wants to know.”

      Paris slid her hand down low over my cock and gave me a smile. “Dear Santa, I’ve been very, very naughty this year...”

      I cupped her tight ass with my big hands and pulled her closer against me, wishing I had locked the damn door. “I’m sure we can work something out.”

      She stroked over the front of my jeans. “I’m sure we can. And in all seriousness, there is nothing I need to wish for this Christmas. I have everything I want right here in your arms.”

      “Good,” I said, still in awe of her and my unexpected fortune. “Because I’m not going anywhere. I love you, Paris.”

      Paris leaned against my chest and sighed. “I love you more than chocolate. And the beach. And Prada.”

      Couldn’t ask for anything more than that. “Damn. That’s saying something. What about Louis? Do I beat out the walking cotton ball?”

      “Keep hanging shiplap and we’ll see.”
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