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      William Hudson was the best night of Hope William’s life. Which said little because she didn’t have much experience to compare. But he was everything she never knew she needed. A man of few words, but oh those words were magic when they were whispered in her ear while he kissed her up against the barn wall. At her sister’s wedding. In which she was a bridesmaid.

      That was seven months ago, and she’d planned to never see him again. Solid plan except her sister needed her help when she had her first baby. And since Hope had just lost her job and had nowhere to live, it seemed like divine timing.

      So that was how Hope found herself on a plane from Hollywood, Florida to Wildwood Falls, Montana, for the second time in her twenty-eight years. Which was one time too many, in her estimation.

      Because how was she supposed to avoid the sexy cowboy who’d rocked her world, then left her standing there alone while he walked away?

      She couldn’t avoid him forever. He was the uncle of her soon-to-be niece, after all. The brother of her sister’s husband.

      Joy and Luke lived in a small house on the ranch property. There was no room for Hope in their cottage, so they’d arranged for her to stay in the main house. With Will. Alone.

      Hope’s head fell onto the tray table in front of her. This is what her life had become. Relying on the kindness of family, who had no idea that her primary goal was to avoid the one man they’d arranged for her to live with for the next few weeks.
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        * * *

      

      Hudson Ranch was right out of a movie, Hope thought as she drove under the carved wooden sign and up the long drive. She couldn’t have imagined anything further from her upbringing in Florida if she’d tried. Her sister, Joy, had adapted smoothly to the transition. She was happier than ever, with a wonderful husband and a baby on the way.

      Hope parked her rental car next to a large extended cab pickup, which was coated in dirt. She didn’t see Joy’s compact car and assumed it was parked in front of her own cabin. Hope wouldn’t need to drive down there, as she was staying in the main house. With Will. A shiver ran down her back at the thought. They’d never talked since the night Joy and Luke got married. When they let go of inhibitions and explored their passion together. Then, Will walked away and Hope spent the night alone. The next morning, they went their separate ways and avoided each other through the entire post-wedding brunch. Hope had no idea what had scared Will off, but didn’t want to face the embarrassment to find out.

      No more avoiding. Hope got out of her rental car and zipped her winter coat. Her fingers brushed against the tag she’d forgotten to remove, and she made a mental note to cut it off later. She tugged her woolen hat down over her blond curls. Her boots crunched on the packed snow as she made her way up to the main house. She put her foot on the first step, slipped, and grabbed the railing as her feet almost slid out from under her. Ice. Because she was in Montana in December. A far cry from Florida at Christmas. Instead of palms trees wrapped in holiday lights, there were snow-capped evergreens surrounding the property.

      Hope pulled herself upright and stepped up again, more carefully this time. She’d have to remember to walk slowly in the future.

      Despite the cold weather, and the living arrangement, she was looking forward to spending Christmas in Montana. Even if it was with the last man on earth she ever wanted to see again. An escape from her life in Florida was desperately needed.

      Before she could knock on the solid wood door, it flew open. “You ok?” William asked, his brows furrowed. Did this man ever smile?

      “I’m fine. Just have to get used to...” She gestured around her. “The fact that it’s winter.”

      William’s brow knitted together again. “Yes, that happens around Christmas.” He stood aside and motioned her through the oversized front door. “Where are your bags?”

      “The car. I thought I’d be sure you’re home before I dragged them up those stairs.” She barely got herself up the icy stairs.

      “I’ll get them.” He held out his hand until she dropped the car keys into his palm and then went down and pulled out her two large bags. Hope watched as he carried them up the porch stairs effortlessly, the muscles in his forearms evident where his flannel shirt was rolled up. Oh damn, seven months had not gotten this hunk of a man out of her system. She brought her hand to her racing heart, willing it to slow down.

      William brought them into the house and placed the bags down in the entryway. Hope looked around, absorbing her temporary home. The main ranch house was large, meant to house an entire family. The entryway was two stories, and Hope could see the upstairs hallway through the open railing above.

      A little balcony faced the floor to ceiling wood-burning fireplace in the family room. There was a rocking chair and a small table in the space. Hope could picture herself drinking tea and reading a book in that chair. Or perhaps rocking a baby to sleep. She shook her head. Where had that image come from? She must have babies on the brain since Joy was expecting.

      Hope and Will stared at each other for long moments. She imagined he was just as panicked as her at the thought of them living here together. At least it was a large house. Plenty of room to avoid each other.

      “Your room is this way,” William said as he picked up her bags again and started up the stairs. He gestured to a room with his chin. “That’s my room. Yours is just down the hall.” He led her a few doors down to a closed door.

      Hope reached for the handle and opened the door for William. He stood aside and gestured for her to enter first. Such a gentleman. She stepped into the room and the breath left her lungs in a whoosh. The room was gorgeous. A four-poster bed sat in the center of the room. The walls were painted a rich burgundy, and the down comforter on the bed had a duvet that coordinated perfectly. There was a collection of pillows on the bed and it was all Hope could do to resist the urge to leap into the center.

      “This room is amazing,” she breathed as she turned to take it all in.

      Will set her luggage down next to a wardrobe. “Thank you. I can’t take credit myself. I, uh, hired a designer to redo some of the house because I knew I’d have guests once Joy and Luke had their baby.”

      “Well, your designer did a great job. I love it.” A thread of excitement wound itself in with the apprehension. She couldn’t imagine a more perfect place to spend the holidays. Getting to meet her niece and help her sister, Joy, made it all the sweeter.

      Willam backed out of the room. “I’ll let you settle in.” Before Hope could respond, he was out the door and she could hear his footsteps on the stairs. So much for talking about what happened at Joy and Luke’s wedding. He seemed just as intent as she was to avoid the conversation altogether.
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      Will had incurred some terrible karma. He wasn’t the type to believe in that mumbo jumbo, but he was reconsidering given recent events. A few days ago, he’d learned that he would share his home with a near stranger for the next few weeks. Except Hope wasn’t a stranger. She was the woman he’d had the best (albeit only) sex of his life. Well, that was before he panicked and ran off.

      How was he going to face her after that? She must think he was an idiot. Or a jerk. He was probably both. But mostly he was scared. Hope had a way of opening him up to feelings he’d never felt before. And that was damned uncomfortable.

      For better or worse, they’d be stuck together while they welcomed their niece in to the world. He could totally do this. No problem at all. Just avoid the woman he was living with, who also happened to be the only woman he’d been intimate with in his entire thirty years.

      He never claimed to be good at confrontation. Which was why he’d hightailed it out of the room like the house was on fire. He could see in Hope’s eyes that she was about to bring up past events. Which was a funny way to think of their evening of shared intimacy. Though he knew it was much more than momentary passion. At least for him. Hope gave him something he hadn’t experienced in years—closeness to another person. He hadn’t realized how starving he’d been for physical affection until Hope. He’d convinced himself he didn’t need a connection to someone else. Hope showed him that he did. There was no coming back from that moment.

      Rather than dwell on feelings, which he hated to do, he started dinner. When in doubt, cook. That was his mother’s approach to any difficult situation, and it had served Will well over the years. He pulled out a whole chicken from the fridge, which he’d already seasoned. Placing it in a roasting pan, he added vegetables and potatoes underneath the roasting rack. The juices of the chicken would flavor them while cooking.

      While the chicken was in the oven, he made biscuits. His hands needed something to do besides dream of pulling Hope back into his arms for a passionate repeat. He mixed the ingredients and rolled the dough out on his marble countertop. He’d redone his kitchen in the recent remodel, to be more useful. A dedicated marble counter to roll dough and for other baking projects was included. The rest of the counter was dark green granite and contrasted with the cherry wood of the cabinets. He’d added a bar area in the family room, including a small glass front beverage fridge.

      Once he placed the biscuits in the oven to bake, he pulled a beer out of the beverage fridge and paused at the mantle. He gazed at the family pictures displayed, which hadn’t changed since his parents had retired and moved away. Photos of him and his brothers growing up lined the shelf. There wasn’t a single photo more recent than 15 years ago. Probably time for a change. He made a mental note to look through photo albums later and pick a few newer ones to display.

      He’d taken over the ranch a full two years ago and it was time to make the place his own. Luke and Joy had settled comfortably into the smaller cabin on the property. His brother, Cameron, had moved into town with his girlfriend, and Dylan preferred the bunkhouse with the other workers to living under the watchful eye of his older brother.

      “Something smells good,” Hope said from behind him. He jumped, not being used to another person in the house. He cooked often, but usually just for himself or his family. It occurred to him that this was the first meal he’d ever cooked for someone outside his family.

      “Roast chicken and veggies,” he replied, willing his voice to remain steady.

      “That sounds great. I’m starved.” Hope bent down to assess the contents of the fridge. “Do you have any wine?”

      William flushed, embarrassed he hadn’t considered his guest’s needs. “No, but I can pick some up.” He gestured to the full bar in the corner of the kitchen. “I can make any drink you want.”

      Hope inched closer to the bar and William noticed she smelled like honeysuckle on a summer day. The scent brought him back to that spring evening seven months ago, when he’d last seen her. For ever more, the smell of honeysuckle would be a fond memory. A moment he could escape to when loneliness inevitably haunted his nights.

      She ran her delicate fingers along the bottles until she reached the one she wanted. She pulled down the vodka, then poured a shot in a highball glass. She found a seltzer in the fridge and added it, along with ice.

      “There!” she said triumphantly. “A vodka soda will do just fine.”

      William nodded, taking a pull of his beer to hide his discomfort. He had no idea how he’d get through the next month when his insides were already turned inside out by this woman.

      He watched closely as she sipped her drink, fascinated by the movement of her throat as the liquid slid down. Damn, he was a goner.

      The ding of the oven timer saved him from further conversation, and he moved to check dinner, feeling grateful for the interruption.

      Hope took a seat at the counter, sipping her drink as she watched him tend to dinner.

      He both hated and loved the careful attention she offered. His hands trembled slightly as he pulled the chicken from the oven and set it on the counter. The roasted chicken sat atop a mix of vegetables in an appealing display, and William was impressed with his own skill. The golden-brown chicken smelled divine, and the juices flowed over the root vegetables underneath.

      Hope pulled out her phone. “Do you mind if I take a few pictures?” she asked. “Just for myself and my social media. I’m documenting my holiday in Montana.”

      William paused, unsure about her posting his food for all the world to see. “I guess that’s fine,” he replied. He felt silly disagreeing with her urge to commemorate the moment. It was just food, after all. How popular could it be?
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      Hope framed the roast chicken using the camera app on her phone. As she snapped pictures, she glanced at Will out of the corner of her eye. He stood ramrod straight, muscular arms crossed, while he watched. His mouth twitched as if he was fighting a smile.

      Ah, the man was human, after all. She was well acquainted with his very manly features from their one night together. He hadn’t smiled, though, the entire wedding. It made it that much more satisfying to hear his gasps and groans in her ear. To know that she was responsible for his pleasure. She had a feeling very few people saw William with his guard down and she could number herself among them.

      “Is the photoshoot about over?” he asked dryly.

      Hope snapped one more picture, just because she knew it would irritate Will, and there was something addictive about getting under his skin. Probably because you’d rather be under him.

      That was not happening again. She felt guilty sneaking out of her favorite sister’s wedding for stolen moments. It was just a one-time thing. Anything more would be a relationship, and she did not do those. Hope valued her freedom and the ability to go where life, or her impulses, took her. She’d tried a relationship once before and it ended in disaster. She was still digging herself out of the financial consequences of that epically poor decision.

      “Done!” she chirped, as she set the phone on the counter. “How can I help?”

      William gave her a long, assessing look that she felt down to the tips of her toes. She couldn’t imagine feeling it more if he’d physically caressed her.

      “Plates are in that cabinet,” he replied, jerking his chin to indicate which one he meant. “Do you mind eating at the counter? That’s where I usually eat. No sense using the dining room for one person.”

      Hope glanced behind him towards the formal dining room. A modern wood and iron table anchored the room, with matching chairs to seat twelve.

      “That is a large table for a single guy,” she replied. Why did he have such a set for just him? The entire house was decorated as if he was married and planning a family. Was he? Planning to settle down? The thought struck her like a lightning bolt. She’d assumed because she was single that he was, as well. Maybe he was dating someone? That would explain his reluctance to have her in his home. Was she interfering with his plans?

      “True, but I host our family often. This house is the heart of the ranch. Whether or not I like it, I have a responsibility to the family to keep the heart beating.”

      Heart of the ranch. Hope turned that phrase around her mind. If the house was the heart of the ranch, then William was the brains. From what Joy had shared, he ran the business, worked the land, ensured the bills were paid, and the staff were happy. Luke was the face of the ranch, but William made sure everything went smoothly behind the scenes.

      “That’s a poetic way to look at it,” Hope said. “I thought maybe you were planning to settle down and get married.”

      Will’s eyes flew wide at the suggestion. “I’m plenty settled, but no plans to marry.” He shrugged. “I’m not cut out to be a family man.”

      He was wrong about that, but Hope didn’t share her opinion. “You’re a perpetual bachelor responsible for keeping the heart of the ranch beating?” Hope was having trouble wrapping her head around his logic.

      She pulled the plates from the cabinet, turning her back to William momentarily. She caught his reflection in the glass front of the cabinet. He frowned, deepening the lines that bracketed his full mouth. He looked sad. When she turned back toward him, his face snapped back to the impassive expression she expected.

      “It’s just the way it is. I agreed to that when I took the ranch over from our parents.” He shrugged as if to say, oh well. Hope waited to see if he’d expand on the statement, but when he didn’t, she set the plates on the granite countertop and considered the drawers to determine which contained silverware. “It’s the one next to the sink,” he said, reading her mind.

      Wordlessly, Hope collected utensils and finished setting the table. William placed the chicken and veggies on a platter and pulled steaming biscuits from the oven. He set these out then indicated she should sit. Not knowing which was his preferred seat, she took the one closest to where she was standing.

      William sat next to her, his large frame taking over the space. Since that night under the stars with him, she’d forgotten how tall and strong he was—finely honed muscles due to hours of hard labor. He smelled like the pine soap he used. His hair was still damp from a shower, and tendrils curled along the nape of his neck. Hope resisted the urge to reach out and touch those strands. Prior experience had taught her that his hair was soft and wavy. The kind of hair her fingers could get lost in for hours.

      Hope looked up to find him watching her. His mouth tugged again, almost but not quite a smile. New goal—get this man to smile at least once in the next month. Hope loved a challenge.

      He didn’t speak, simply watched her until she blushed and turned her attention to her dinner. She piled her plate with food, just now realizing how hungry she was after the long flight. She took her first bite and groaned with pleasure.

      “Oh my goodness, Will, this is the best roast chicken I’ve ever had! What did you use for seasoning?”

      “That’s a family secret. Passed down for generations.”

      “You won’t tell me?” she asked, her lips pursed in an exaggerated pout.

      “Nope,” he replied, then turned his attention to his own meal. It seemed she wouldn’t be getting that recipe any time soon.

      They ate in silence, Hope savoring each bite of the meal. The biscuits were even more tantalizing than the chicken, light, fluffy and full of layers. Once her plate was clean, she sat back, satisfied.

      It was then she realized William had already finished eating and was watching her. “I guess I wolfed that down,” she said. “In my defense, it was one of the best meals I’ve ever had”

      William’s jaw was tight and his expression inscrutable. “I enjoyed watching you eat,” he said, a flush spreading across his cheeks above his beard. “I mean, it’s a compliment that you took such pleasure in the meal.”

      Tension strung between them, as tight as a wire. There was unintended double meaning in his words, and they both knew it.

      William leaned close enough so that Hope could feel his breath ghost against her cheek. If she turned just a bit, she’d put her lips in kissing distance. She closed her eyes, willing her brain to take control of this runaway train. No such luck. Her brain was on board with her heart—succumb to the magnetic pull of this man.

      Slam. A door shut firmly from the great room beyond. The front door. Will pulled back so suddenly he knocked his elbow into his fork, sending it flying to the floor with a clatter.

      “Oh!” Hope said, just as William cursed. They both turned guiltily to the source of the disruption, Joy, who regarded them with narrowed eyes.

      “Joy!” Hope stood and folded her sister in a bear hug. “I’m so glad to see you.”

      Joy returned the hug, lingering a moment longer than usual. “Me, too. I’m so relieved you made it before the storm.”

      “Storm?” Hope hadn’t heard about a storm.

      “Yes, we’re due for a blizzard tomorrow afternoon. We’ll be hunkered down for the better part of twenty-four hours, if the forecast is accurate.”

      Hunkered down? With Will? That was a recipe for disaster. She hadn’t been in his presence for two hours without nearly kissing him. How would they manage to be snowed in together?
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