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      One night, one kiss, and a spark hot enough to melt the ice.

      Preston’s all in on his hockey career as a Stingray, and Chelsea’s just about to start a new adventure in Paris—until an unforgettable night at an Ugly Christmas Sweater party changes everything. A few drinks, some dirty jokes, and a kiss under the mistletoe leads to a night of toe-curling, name-forgetting, no-strings-attached fun.

      They part ways in the morning, no regrets—just a sizzling memory they both assume will fade.

      A year later, Chelsea’s in Baltimore, launching her dream bakery—and navigating life with a baby she never saw coming. The father? Mystery man from that one unforgettable night. What she really didn’t expect? Him walking through her door, very real, very sexy… and very much still capable of making her forget how to breathe.

      Preston hasn’t been able to get her out of his head. Now that he knows the truth, he’s not going anywhere. The question is—can they turn one accidental night into a real shot at forever?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Rematch was originally published a couple of years ago as a short story, Fun and Flirty, in a limited-run hockey anthology. The story has been greatly revised and expanded.

      It’s been revised so much it’s probably more accurate to say I scrapped the short story for parts because man…this story is completely different!
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      “This is madness. How many tickets did they sell to this party?”

      Allyson laughed, then yelled over the throng. “Hell if I know! Ours were free, so who gives a shit.”

      Chelsea Murphy rolled her eyes but didn’t have time to respond because the music changed to a popular line dance, and a mass of people cheered at the same time they rushed to claim a spot on the makeshift dance floor—aka, a massive dining room that had literally been stripped of all furniture.

      Allyson was at the head of the crowd, jockeying for position. Chelsea considered joining her, then decided to sit—stand—this one out. She’d only just returned to the social scene as a single lady six months ago, when she’d had the rug pulled out from under her, her future completely and cruelly rewritten in a few horrible minutes.

      Six. Months.

      She couldn’t quite believe how half a year could simultaneously feel like an eternity and the blink of an eye.

      Chelsea fought her way through the crowd standing just outside the dining room, watching the crazy dancers shake their asses in unison, so that she could seek a quieter—ha ha—spot.

      “Nice sweater.” A guy wiggled his eyebrows at her suggestively.

      Chelsea laughed but kept walking, cursing Allyson for goading her into making matching sweaters. One of Chelsea’s two besties in the whole world, Allyson had spent the better part of yesterday poring over Ugly Christmas sweater sites before landing on this design, proclaiming they’d win the contest for sure. Then she had dragged Chelsea to Walmart for all the supplies, and they’d spent nearly three hours last night armed with a glue gun—and two bottles of wine—creating these so-called masterpieces.

      It spoke to how distracted Chelsea had been of late that she’d gone along with the design without thinking it through all the way to the end, because their sweaters had oversized mittens covering their breasts, the words “Feel the Joy” emblazoned in green and red underneath. They had even added tinsel around the neck and wrists to “festive” it up.

      Chelsea, with the help of the wine, found the concept funny, but within five minutes of arriving here, she realized she’d basically plastered a “grope me” billboard on her chest. Not that anyone had gone that far yet, but the night was still young, the keg far from floating.

      Luckily, she had a T-shirt on beneath the sweater, so at some point, she’d simply proclaim herself too hot and rip the thing off before too many drunk guys accepted her stupid, unwitting offer.

      God.

      How the hell had she wound up in Philadelphia a week before Christmas?

      Well…she knew how. She just couldn’t believe she’d agreed to the impulsive road trip, because she had way too much other shit to do.

      Some friend of a friend of Allyson’s had purchased tickets, planning to attend this Ugly Christmas Sweater party with her boyfriend, because she’d heard the inn where it was being held was haunted. Then, said friend of a friend got whisked away for a surprise holiday vacation by her boyfriend—now fiancé—and started looking for someone who might want to use the two tickets.

      Allyson wound up somewhere down the line on that phone chain and, of course, despite the fact it was a two-hour drive from Baltimore to Philadelphia, and it meant they’d be sleeping on a blow-up mattress in the tiny living room of Allyson’s cousin’s apartment, her bestie had snatched them right up, proclaiming this was one of their last chances to party before Chelsea’s big move to Paris.

      In. A. Week.

      Which was why she really shouldn’t be here.

      However, Allyson was a professional when it came to living life to the fullest while not spending a dime. Somehow, her best friend always came into free shit. If the radio was holding a contest, nine times out of ten, Allyson was the lucky caller. It was how the two of them—plus their other bestie, Ethan—had scored tickets to no less than five rock concerts, two murder mystery dinner theaters, and even a midnight dance cruise around the Inner Harbor.

      Tonight was no different. The second Allyson heard “two free tickets,” she’d decided this was going to be their last hurrah. And while Chelsea would miss her friends dearly, she was not going to miss all the nightclubs, bars, and parties Ethan and Allyson had dragged her to over the past six months, in an attempt to help mend her broken heart.

      Finding a quieter corner, Chelsea took a sip of her Chardonnay, considering how different this holiday was going to be from the one prior.

      Last year, she’d spent Christmas with her fiancé, Rick, the two of them celebrating with their families. They were fortunate to both be from Baltimore, so they didn’t have to add hours of travel to the already hectic season. There was also the added benefit of Rick’s mother and hers being best friends since high school. It meant their families’ holiday festivities had been combined…for most of Chelsea’s life.

      Their mothers—who’d been more excited about the upcoming nuptials than the bride and groom—had spent most of the last holiday season planning their June wedding, conversations consumed with flowers, color schemes, caterers’ menus, and decorations. It had been thrilling and slightly overwhelming, and Chelsea had loved every second of it.

      The day of the wedding had been absolutely perfect—bright blue sky, seventy degrees, warm breeze, not a single cloud to give even the tiniest threat that a drop of rain might fall. She’d spent the morning getting her hair and makeup done, donning her white wedding dress, then trying not to cry, as her mom, Allyson, and Ethan helped her put on her veil, all of them moved by the moment and the special time together.

      When her dad knocked on the door, she’d been so ready to walk down that aisle with him.

      However, the second he’d stepped into the room, Chelsea knew something was wrong. She wasn’t sure how or why—because she certainly hadn’t suspected or had the slightest feeling something was amiss—but when Dad looked at her, she’d blurted, “Rick’s not here.”

      Dad had held out his arms, and she’d fallen into them, trying hard not to cry because she didn’t want to ruin her makeup, still hopeful the asshole would show.

      He hadn’t. Worse than that, he hadn’t even called or sent her a note or…anything.

      Nope.

      Instead, he’d sent his best man a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tell her I’m sorry. I can’t do it.

      

      

      

      

      

      He didn’t offer an explanation.

      She’d tried to call him but was sent immediately to voicemail. Her texts went unread, as did the best man’s and Rick’s parents’. Minutes ticked by, and after two long hours passed, she had to accept he truly wasn’t coming.

      That was when she’d let the tears fall. She’d stripped off the dress and returned to the apartment she and Rick shared, only to discover he’d packed all his shit and moved out.

      That was where she’d found the note.

      He’d met someone at work, and while he hadn’t physically cheated on her, he’d begun an emotional affair with this other woman. Then he went on to say he would always love her, but—and this was the part that had truly shattered her—for the first time in his life, he understood what it meant to truly be in love with someone else.

      He’d managed to successfully ghost her for months. Which was no small feat, considering how tight their families were. He’d blocked her on his phone and on social media, and, while their mothers both remained hopeful that he would “come around,” he knew her schedule well enough to avoid her. He’d been too busy to attend their families’ Fourth of July and Labor Day picnics, and he’d been out of town on business over Thanksgiving.

      Suuuuure, he had.

      Chelsea had wanted to confront him, go to his office and force him to face her, but Allyson and Ethan had been managing her pride at the time. They barred the door whenever she had a serious moment of weakness, assuring her that her “confrontation” would devolve from anger to tears to begging on her part, and Rick wasn’t worth it.

      She hated that they were right, but they were. For too many months after that almost wedding, she’d hoped he would come back to her.

      She’d discovered from her mom—via his mom—that the new woman was another lawyer in the firm where Rick worked. She’d been transferred from their New York office to Baltimore at the beginning of the year. So while Chelsea had been planning what she’d thought was their dream wedding, he’d been falling in love with someone else.

      Then, two months ago, she ran into them on the street. Like, literally. No doubt if Rick had seen her, he would have crossed the street to avoid her. Instead, he’d nearly plowed right into her, his eyes plastered on the tall, willowy, not-a-hair-out-of-place, power-suited woman he was holding hands with.

      Meanwhile, Chelsea had been wearing yoga pants and an “Every Thelma needs a Louise” T-shirt, with her hair pulled up haphazardly in a messy top bun, looking just as short and fluffy—she really needed to lay off the sweets—as ever.

      When he saw Chelsea, Rick offered the most awkward introduction in the history of introductions. Especially when he looked at Vanessa—of course, her fucking name was Vaaaanesssa—and said, “This is Chelsea.”

      Vanessa’s eyes widened in surprise before quickly morphing into something much worse.

      Pity.

      Rick attempted approximately twenty-two seconds of strained conversation that consisted of, “Well, it was great to see you again. Hope you’re doing okay. Say hello to your parents for me.”

      They’d walked away, and that was when Chelsea realized she hadn’t said one damn word, her throat completely closed during the interaction.

      It was another five minutes before all those things she wished she’d said started firing off like rockets in her brain.

      After that, she’d stopped at the convenience store on the corner, bought two bottles of wine, then spent the rest of the night getting shit-faced drunk with Ethan and Allyson, the three of them reimagining the run-in a hundred different ways, most ending with Chelsea either karate-slamming two-timing Rick to the sidewalk or throat-punching runway-worthy Vanessa before completely wrecking that perfect blonde updo of hers.

      Since then, she’d been saying “good riddance” to the asshole, trying to believe she was well and truly over him.

      And for the most part, she was.

      Probably.

      Sort of.

      Chelsea had been asked out a few times, but none of those dates had led to a second. Her ability to trust was in the gutter, and her heart simply wasn’t into giving romance another try.

      She took a sip of wine and pushed the negative thoughts away.

      They served nothing.

      Ethan and Allyson had been her godsends since June, swooping in and basically taking over her life. They’d convinced Chelsea to move out of the apartment she’d shared with Rick and in with Ethan, who had an extra room. They had consumed gallon after gallon of ice cream with her, drunk enough wine to float a boat, and comforted her as she cried and raged.

      Her best friends had done everything right.

      Given her time to grieve.

      Practiced patience after every backslide.

      Dragged her out of the house and back into the social scene—mostly kicking and screaming.

      And then last week, the two of them sat her down over salted caramel cold brews at Starbucks and helped her plan the next chapter in her life—Paris—even though they were devastated she was leaving.

      Best. Friends. Ever.

      Chelsea was starting a new life in a new country, and Ethan was convinced some hot French guy was going to sweep her off her feet.

      While she was bummed Allyson had only scored two tickets, which meant Ethan couldn’t come tonight as well—the event had been sold out for months—she did what she’d been doing for months and allowed Allyson to take the wheel, dragging her two hours north on a frigid December night. She’d much rather be sacked out on the sectional in her living room, wrapped up in a fleece blanket, watching Hallmark Christmas movies with Ethan and enjoying his hilarious running commentary about how different the movies would be if both leads were gay men.

      Chelsea drained the rest of her wine, then tried to decide if she wanted to fight her way through the crowd to the kitchen for a refill. It felt like a long walk through a shit-ton of people.

      But the need to remain alone was overridden by her desire for more alcohol. Only wine was going to get her through this night, because she didn’t doubt for a second Allyson would be one of the last men standing. It was her friend’s M.O. First to arrive, last to leave. The FOMO ran strong in Allyson.

      Chelsea started to make her way across the living room, but she had to stop short when a burly guy, who’d clearly already over-imbibed, stumbled in front of her. It was a back-up-or-get-crushed situation.

      “Oof!”

      She twisted quickly, intent on apologizing to whoever she’d just bumped into.

      “Ouch!” she cried, her scalp stinging. Her head didn’t manage to make the full circle, jerking back hard enough to pull a large section of her hair roughly.

      “Shit.” A strong arm wrapped around her shoulders, holding her still. “Hang on. Don’t move. Your hair got wrapped around my Christmas lights.”

      Chelsea turned her head more slowly this time, then looked up and up and up until she saw—holy fuck—the hottest, largest guy she’d ever met, grinning down at her. His eyes landed on her face for a moment before sliding down to check out her sweater.

      That was when his sexy grin got even bigger.

      She reached up to unwind her hair from the holiday lights, but too much of it was tangled close enough to her scalp that she was basically plastered to his chest, his sweater tickling her cheek.

      The guy tightened his grip on her shoulder, then tugged her hand away with the other. “Let me do that.”

      She lowered her hand and waited, then narrowed her eyes when he made no move to free her.

      “Well?” she asked.

      The big, friendly giant with the world’s greatest smile gave her a shameless shrug. “I’m thinking.”

      “This isn’t rocket science,” she mused. His smile was so infectious, she found herself returning it. “You just unwind the hair from the lights,” she added.

      “Oh, it’s not the process I’m pondering. It’s the wisdom of letting the gorgeous girl I just trapped escape too quickly. When you catch a fish, you admire it, maybe even take a picture with it, before you toss it back.”

      “Are you comparing me to a fish?” Chelsea pretended to be annoyed, though she loved that he’d called her gorgeous. She was a curvy girl, thanks to her love for dessert…and wine. God, she loved wine. No matter how many times she tried to lose weight, she ultimately failed because of macarons, baklava, glazed croissants—sweet Jesus, she adored glazed croissants. As well as Cabernet, Malbec, Shiraz, and…well, the list went on and on.

      Once again, she reached up, determined to free herself. And once again, he brushed her hand away.

      “Bad analogy.” He had an amazing laugh to match that smile. “So, what brings a nice girl like you to a place like this?”

      “Seriously? You’re going to drop bad pickup lines on me while I’m stuck to your chest?”

      The guy used his grip on her shoulder to tug her closer. “Didn’t like that one? How about this? What’s your sign, baby?”

      She sighed, then realized she didn’t really mind this close proximity. The BFG smelled good, his cologne not too potent or overpowering, just the faint scent of Armani.

      “I’m a Virgo. Um…the lights are sort of hot.” The sudden heat she felt probably had fuck-all to do with the Christmas lights wrapped around his chest, but she wasn’t going to say that aloud.

      “Oh shit.” He reached into the pocket of his jeans and turned them off. “Sorry about that. Better?”

      Nope.

      Not even a little. Which confirmed what she thought.

      It wasn’t the lights making her hot. It was the man.

      True to his word, he began to unwrap her hair, taking care not to pull it as he did so. “Damn, when you get stuck, you get stuck.”

      Chelsea giggled, aware he probably had his work cut out for him. “I have ridiculously thick, curly hair. I’m also long overdue for a haircut.”

      “Seems a shame to cut it off, but I’ve always been a sucker for a pretty woman with long hair. What do you do for a living, Joy?”

      “Joy?”

      He pointed to her sweater.

      Ah. Two could play that game. “Very funny, BFG.”

      Now it was his turn to be confused, until she said, “Big friendly giant. Roald Dahl. It was one of my favorite books when I was younger.”

      He laughed loudly. “BFG. Hey, I like that. So, seriously, what brings you to the party?” he asked again. “Please tell me you’re not here with a guy. My heart couldn’t take it.”

      “You’re incorrigible,” she said, though his playful flirting amused, and even flattered her.

      He continued to free her hair from the lights as they talked. She didn’t think that much had gotten wrapped up, which meant he was taking his time, untangling it a strand at a time to keep her close. Not that she was complaining.

      “That’s not an answer,” he murmured, reminding her of his question. “Put me out of my misery.”

      “I came with my friend, Al…lyson.”

      He chuckled at her well-placed pause.

      “She scored a couple of free tickets from a friend of a friend. How about you? Here with a girlfriend?”

      “Oh, sweetheart. You have no idea how much I love the jealous type.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I’m not jealous. Just making sure no one is waiting in the wings to kick my ass for…” She waved her hand toward where she was still plastered to his chest.

      “I’m here stag, so I’m all yours for the night.”

      “I wasn’t looking for a date. Just freedom.” She tried to tug her head loose, though she wasn’t exactly hoping he would hurry.

      BFG raised his hands, palms up. “If that’s true, then I’m going to have to stop here in case you run away the second you’re free.”

      “Keep working,” she said, trying to infuse some level of warning in her tone. She failed completely. Since when did she sound so breathy and flirty and feminine?

      “Let me buy you a drink and I will.”

      “It’s an open bar,” she joked, as he unwrapped another strand. “Wine and beer were included in the ticket price.”

      He bopped the tip of her nose. “Even better.”

      She rolled her eyes, but mercifully, he kept unwinding her hair.

      “Alright, I think I’m just about…there.”

      She felt her head give way, free at last. And suddenly, she regretted that he’d let her go so quickly. It had been a long time since she’d been this close to a man, felt someone’s arm wrapped around her, holding her.

      Well, that wasn’t entirely true. Ethan was a big hugger from way back, but given the fact he preferred guys and considered her a sister, he didn’t count in the way she needed.

      She sighed, overwhelmed by the all-too-familiar loneliness she’d struggled with since being left at the altar.

      “You okay? Does it hurt?” BFG clearly misunderstood her sigh, running his hand through her hair, strong fingers stroking her scalp in what she knew was meant to be comforting. He missed the mark by a mile, however, as her girl parts perked up and paid attention.

      “I’m fine.” Then her gaze slid down, able to take in his sweater for the first time, and she laughed. Then she laughed even louder when he put his finger under her chin, drawing her eyes back to his face.

      “Up here, Joy,” he joked.

      Chelsea shook her head. “That sweater is…wow.”

      He was wearing a festive green and red sweater, adorned with the lights that had trapped her. If it had just been that, it would have been cute, if boring, but he’d gone the extra mile. A huge stocking was safety-pinned to the bottom hem, covering the crotch of his jeans, drawing her attention exactly where he wanted it.

      Emblazoned beneath the lights on the sweater were the words, “My eyes are up here.”

      “I’m an in-it-to-win-it guy,” he explained. “So when I heard there was a prize for best sweater, I did some serious shopping looking for the best one. And since arriving tonight, I’ve done some recon, and I think you’re my biggest competition.”

      She agreed that of all the sweaters she’d seen, hers and his were probably the most creative and funny. “I made the sweater myself,” she admitted. “I’m sure that’s gotta be worth extra credit.”

      “Handmade was not a requirement of the contest,” he said. “Might have to point that out to the judges.”

      “Where did you get yours?” she asked.

      “Where I get everything. Ordered it online. Amazon Prime for the win. Although I did add the lights.”

      “You used shipping tape,” she pointed out. “Pretty lazy, if you ask me. I’m definitely working the handmade, crafty, mad-glue-gun-skills angle. There’s no way that won’t sway the vote in my favor.”

      He considered that, then gave her a wicked grin. “Tell you what. Let’s put a little wager on this. If I win, you have to dance with me—a slow dance.”

      “And if I win?” she asked, in a voice that was too fun and flirty to come from her.

      “You have to slow dance with me,” he replied, without a moment’s hesitation.

      “That’s a prize for me?”

      “Of course it is,” he replied shamelessly. “And, in the unlikely event that neither of us win, you still have to slow dance with me. Consolation prize. I take my losses pretty hard.”

      Chelsea considered requesting a different prize if she won, then realized she wanted exactly what he was offering. It had been a long time since she’d slow danced with a man.

      A vision of her and Rick sharing their first dance at their wedding reception drifted through her mind. She had dreamed of that dance for years, and it never happened.

      BFG studied her face, and she realized she was wearing her damn heart on her sleeve, letting her sadness creep out.

      “Well.” The moment turned slightly awkward when she couldn’t think of anything else to say. Probably best to cut and run before she made a jackass of herself. “Um…I, uh…I guess I should…”

      He cupped her chin, studying her face more closely than she was accustomed to. “Is it a bet?”

      Shit. She really needed to get out of her own head sometimes. Chelsea nodded, then smiled. “Sure.”

      With one fingertip, he stroked her cheek. “Those dimples of yours are going to be the death of me. Fucking adorable.”

      She felt herself blush, aware she was falling for his charm too easily. While she’d gone out with her besties more times than she could count since June, she’d taken the term wallflower to new levels, constantly hovering in the background. The few guys who’d asked her out hadn’t captured her interest like BFG. His attention felt nice and—for lack of a better word—sincere. She didn’t get creepy, only-in-it-for-sex vibes from him, which had been the problem with more than a few of the guys she’d dated the past couple of months.

      “Now, what about that drink I owe you?” he asked.

      She raised her empty wineglass. “I’m going to take you up on that. I was just headed to the kitchen for another glass of Chardonnay when I bumped into you and your sweater.”

      He tilted his beer cup to show her he was empty as well. “I need a refill too.”

      Chelsea turned toward the kitchen, but the living room was still packed with people. Funny how she forgot about them while she’d been talking to him. One conversation and the rest of the room had vanished, becoming nothing more than white noise in the background.

      She probably should ask him his name, but for some reason, she was enjoying the anonymity.

      BFG stepped around her. “Grab hold of the back of my sweater. I’ll clear a path for us.”

      She did as he said, impressed by how quickly they managed to cut a swath across the room. He didn’t even have to zigzag. Instead, he just plowed straight ahead, everyone wisely stepping out of his path. Which made sense. She would have stepped back to make way for the large man as well, if she saw him barreling toward her.

      When they entered the large kitchen—which was, mercifully, less crowded—he took her glass from her. There was a bartender manning the makeshift bar. BFG requested Chardonnay for her and another beer for himself. They both thanked the bartender when he gave them their drinks.

      “So, what should we do now?” He gave her a cocky grin that told her he had no plans to let her out of his sight soon. The best and most surprising part was, she didn’t want their conversation to end, either. She’d expected to spend the majority of the party hovering on the fringes of the crowd, since Allyson, the dancing queen, would spend ninety-five percent of the night shaking her ass in the dining room, the other five percent refilling her wineglass.

      Hanging out with him was infinitely more fun than holding up a wall by herself. He was seriously attractive, with a ruggedness she wouldn’t have thought a turn-on for her.

      Rick had been the epitome of clean-cut, while BFG was sporting a five-o’clock shadow she was tempted to run her fingers over, curious if it was scratchy or soft. Then she let herself imagine how it would tickle if they kissed.

      Down, girl.

      His hair was a shade too long, but not shaggy. He had laugh lines by his eyes—which were the lightest, most striking shade of gray she’d ever seen—and an incredible smile.

      He shifted closer, and she resisted the urge to take a step back. Not because she minded him in her personal space but because her libido—after a long, looooong hibernation—had just now woken up, well rested and ready to play.

      She was grateful her sweater was thick enough to hide the fact her nipples were budding, her body reacting to him in a very visceral way.

      “I think you mean, what should I do now,” she corrected, practically daring him to come closer. “Drink level achieved,” she joked.

      He wasn’t deterred. “We,” he stressed. “We’re just starting to get to know each other. So do you want to dance or spend a few minutes under that mistletoe?” He pointed to the doorway they just walked through, wiggling his eyebrows playfully. Hanging above it was mistletoe that she hadn’t seen on the way in.

      “A few minutes?” She seriously considered taking him up on that option.

      His gaze slid to her lips for a second. “Or an hour or so. I have a feeling you’re the kind a girl a guy could kiss for days without ever coming up for air.”

      She had to hand it to the man. He was the king of flirts, quick with the smooth lines. She’d never considered herself susceptible to that kind of thing. God knew, Rick was the opposite, serious, introspective, and self-important, something she hadn’t recognized until after he’d dumped her. Because she and Rick had been high school sweethearts, and he’d been her only boyfriend—her only anything—she’d made his intelligent, staid, well-groomed style “her type,” but ten minutes with her sexy, funny, brawny BFG had her rethinking that.

      She considered his invitation to visit the mistletoe, flushing not with embarrassment but with a need she hadn’t felt in so long, she feared it was gone forever. Her sex drive had vanished along with her fiancé.

      Her libido had always been bigger than Rick’s. So she’d been no stranger to taking care of business herself with her battery-operated toys whenever Rick gave her the “I’m too tired tonight” excuse. She hadn’t pulled any of them out since June, her desire completely dried up.

      “Where do you keep going?” BFG asked, and she frowned.

      “What?”

      “Every now and again, I feel like I lose you.”

      Wow. She’d dated Rick for way too many years, and he’d never noticed when she was upset or preoccupied.

      “Sorry. It’s not you. I’m easily distracted,” she lied.

      He didn’t appear satisfied with that answer, but he didn’t call her on it. Instead, he placed his hand on the small of her back, guiding her out of the kitchen, through the living room. The mansion had previously been someone’s home, though she couldn’t imagine one family living in a house this large. The ticket taker at the front door confirmed that it really was haunted when she and Allyson asked, though she assured them the ghosts were friendly.

      “What about the mistletoe?” Chelsea was sorry she’d stupidly lost her chance for a kiss because she couldn’t stop thinking about stupid Rick. “Maybe we should go back and top these up?” Her glass was filled nearly to the brim, but she would have no problem chugging wine, considering what was on the line.

      BFG chuckled but he didn’t turn around, leading her farther away from the music and dancing. “Don’t worry. We’re going to revisit that mistletoe later, maybe a few times. I thought we could find ourselves a quiet corner and get to know each other first.”

      “Okay.”

      Apparently, this Ugly Sweater party had started when the inn first opened as a fun way to draw people in to tour the property. According to the chatty ticket taker, the turnout the first year had been so good, the owners decided to do it again the second year. This was year three, and given the size of the crowd, it was a safe bet a tradition had been established. The tickets—as well as every room in the inn—had been sold out for months. This party had become this inn’s equivalent to the New Year’s Eve packages so many other hotels offered.

      The inn had a huge screened-in back porch furnished with oversized cushioned couches and chairs at the rear of the first floor. It was probably a wonderful spot to hang out during the warmer months. However, because it was December and cold as shit, the summer screens had been replaced with thicker plastic, and there were several heaters scattered around. The space was surprisingly warm and cozy, despite the low temperature outside.

      There were fewer people out here, most just standing around, talking. Like her and BFG, it appeared these partygoers had been seeking a quieter place.

      He led her to one of the large couches. She claimed one end, expecting him to take the other, so she was surprised—pleasantly—when he plopped down next to her, his leg pressed against hers. Then he went one step further, resting his arm along the back of the couch, his fingers toying with her hair.

      The feeling of his fingers there was innocuous enough, but damn if it didn’t send her thoughts straight to the gutter. Because it was on the tip of her tongue to tell BFG to stop messing around and pull it…hard.

      Jesus.

      Maybe she should slow down on the wine.

      “Favorite musician?” Chelsea blurted, trying to distract herself enough that she didn’t give in to the urge to straddle his lap and get to know him in a far more physical way.

      Yeah, maybe she should just skip the wine and switch to water.

      BFG smirked, and for a moment, it felt as if he knew her thoughts had taken a dirty direction. Mercifully, he went along with her game. “John Lennon.”

      “Oh my God. I love him, too.” She lifted the right leg of her jeans and tugged down her sock, revealing a tattoo of the word “Imagine” on her ankle.

      He bent down, running his finger over it in disbelief. “Holy shit. That’s an awesome tat.”

      “That song never fails to move me.”

      He nodded in complete agreement. “My mother used to sing ‘Beautiful Boy’ to me when I was little. It was our lullaby.”

      Chelsea smiled at his sweet memory, then they spent a few minutes discussing their favorite John Lennon and Beatles songs.

      “Okay. Your turn. Favorite movie,” he said, continuing their game.

      “Have you ever seen Serendipity?” she asked.

      “With John Cusack?”

      She nodded. “I absolutely love it.”

      He grinned. “Would you laugh at me if I told you that was one of my all-time favorite movies too? Watch it every year around the holidays, along with Love Actually and Die Hard. Also thanks to my mom. She forced me to watch them with her when I was younger, but now, I find myself pushing play on those old movies every December all on my own. Watched Serendipity a few nights ago.”

      Her eyes widened. “Shut up. No way!”

      He lifted one shoulder casually. “Kate Beckinsale is fucking hot.”

      “I should have known that was reason. And by the way…Die Hard is not a Christmas movie.”

      One tiny push, and suddenly they’d launched into the age-old debate. This one lasted for several minutes because apparently BFG had strong feelings about Die Hard, which only made her want to fight harder—not because she cared so much but because his passionate arguments were hilarious. So the more he said yes, it was a holiday movie, the more she said no, until they finally agreed to disagree.

      “I need to confess,” he said. “Kate Beckinsale’s not the real reason I love Serendipity. It’s totally the love story. I’ve got a bit of a reputation among my friends for being a romantic.”

      “Really?” She thought that was both hysterical and adorable, because it was kind of hard to think of the large, almost rough-looking man as a romantic. He was a big dude who dwarfed her five-foot-five frame. He struck her as more caveman than Casanova, the type of guy who would fling a girl over his shoulder and fireman-carry her all the way to the bedroom. Which, now that she thought about it, was pretty dreamy. “A romantic, huh?”

      “Yep. That’s me. A regular Romeo.”

      She laughed, amused by his self-deprecating grimace that told her he didn’t hate that nickname as much as he pretended. She was enjoying their game, so she hit him with another question. “Do you have any pets?”

      BFG nodded. “Sure do. I have a big-ass aquarium at my place with a couple of fish.”

      “Just a couple?”

      “Yeah. Clownfish. They can be tricky to place with other fish, as they’re somewhat aggressive. Did you know clownfish pair for life, and they actually thrive with a partner?”

      “What did you name your fish?” she asked, enthralled by everything this guy said.

      “My dynamic duo are Johnny and June.”

      “Perfect names, Romeo.”

      He shook his head. “Uh, uh, uh. That’s BFG to you.”

      Chelsea tried to restrain a shiver as he drew the tip of one finger along the side of her neck. “You know, now that you mentioned it, I have to admit, Walk the Line is another favorite movie.”

      “A great flick,” he agreed, and they spent a good twenty minutes listing their top five movies each, debating their merits. He had great taste in films.

      “I think it’s cool that you’re romantic,” she said. “Not many men would admit that.”

      He chuckled, even as he shrugged. “Never really seen much use in hiding who I am from others or pretending to be something I’m not. I have no problem confessing to my romantic nature, though lately, I’m wondering if I should throw the word ‘hopeless’ in front of it.”

      Chelsea tilted her head. “Why hopeless?”

      “Because I’m thirty-five years old and haven’t met the woman of my dreams yet. Starting to feel like I’m never going to manage to make that magical trip down the aisle.”

      “That’s not a bad thing.” Even Chelsea could hear the outright bitterness in her tone.

      BFG frowned, confused. “It’s not?”

      “Oh my God. Ignore me. I didn’t mean to sound so jaded. It’s just…” She shut up because this conversation was hard enough to have with people who’d been there and witnessed her mortification.

      “It’s just what?” he prodded.

      Chelsea bit her lip, then surprised herself when she replied. “I was supposed to get married last June.”

      She saw the faint look of confusion on his face. “But you didn’t?”

      She shook her head. “No. My fiancé…well, my ex is the more accurate term now…didn’t show up.”

      BFG scowled. “What do you mean, he didn’t show up? To the wedding?”

      Chelsea grinned at his vehemence, wondering what it was about this man that made him so easy to talk to.

      Perhaps it was because she didn’t know him—not even his name.

      Or because she didn’t live in Philadelphia, so the chances they’d run into each other again were practically nil.

      Or maybe it was because of this undeniable, unexpected connection she felt to him.

      Despite the fact they were strangers, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she knew him on some instinctual level.

      “He sent a text to his best man a few minutes before the ceremony was supposed to start and said he couldn’t do it. He’d fallen in love with someone else.”

      “What the fuck? Are you kidding me?! Who does something like that to someone? He couldn’t tell you that before the wedding day?”

      Chelsea was touched by his anger on her behalf. “It was a dick move,” she agreed.

      “Jesus, Joy. I’m sorry. That must have been so rough on you.”

      She tried to brush it off with a casual shrug and self-effacing grin. “I’ve had better years.”

      “Yeah, well, anyone who would do that…” He shook his head, still fired up. “He’s a fucking douchebag. You’re better off without him.”

      Chelsea had heard that comment no less than a million times from countless well-meaning friends, but she’d never really felt like she was. Not really. She’d been in love with Rick since ninth grade, and when she saw her future, it was always with him. It probably didn’t help that his mother and hers had joked from the time they were kids right up until that failed wedding that they’d been “betrothed” since birth. Trying to reconfigure her life without him had been one of the hardest things she’d ever done, even after the hurt he caused.

      Now, though…there was something in BFG’s tone that resonated and rang true. God, maybe she’d finally turned a corner—because suddenly she knew all the way to the depths of her soul that she was better off without Rick in her life.

      “That fucker didn’t deserve you, and he’s in for a rude awakening when he realizes just how big a mistake he made letting you go.”

      “You barely know me,” she felt compelled to point out.

      He paused, considering that, then he gave her a bemused grin. “I guess I don’t,” he admitted. “But…” He leaned toward her, bumping his shoulder against hers. “Well, strange as it may sound, I feel like I do.”

      His comment took her aback, warming every cold, lonely corner inside her. Because…he felt it too. This connection.

      He reached down, taking her hand in his, shifting toward her. Their faces were inches from each other, and she was so tempted to lean forward. He glanced at her lips again, but he didn’t move, didn’t take what she was beginning to sense they both wanted.

      “Are you ever going to tell me your name?” he whispered.

      She shook her head. “Not yet. I like being your Joy.”

      Chelsea wondered if he might insist, but instead he gave her that affable grin. “I like being your BFG. Wouldn’t mind that nickname sticking for a while.”

      “Well, then that’s your name. All night.”

      “And maybe longer,” he murmured.

      “No. No longer.” Chelsea shook her head, even as she shifted closer. She wasn’t sure what her end game was here, because she was going back to Baltimore in the morning, and then on to Paris in a week. As much as she was enjoying this time with him, nothing could come from this night.

      Well…not nothing, she reconsidered, shocked by the direction her thoughts had traveled.

      She’d never had a one-night stand in her life. However, she would definitely consider it with him.

      BFG kept the distance between them, his grin fading at her negative response. “Why don’t we see where tonight leads us. There’s no reason to put a time limit on this. I feel like…I’d really like to see you again, take you out to dinner or to a movie or a hockey game.”

      God, every word he said was perfect, amazing…heartbreaking.

      “The truth is, I can’t give you more than tonight. Right after the holidays, I’m moving out of the country. I’m going to live in Paris.”

      He cursed under his breath. “What’s in Paris?”

      “A fresh start.”

      He didn’t like her answer. “You don’t need to move for a fresh start. You realize some people just opt for a new wardrobe or a haircut or something less life-altering after a relationship ends.”

      She grimaced, because he made a good point, but she hadn’t been in a great headspace for a long time, and after that run-in with Rick on the street, she’d decided the only way to dig herself out of her depression was to reboot her life. Like, majorly reboot it.

      Chelsea had earned an associate’s degree in culinary arts, while working full-time in a donut shop in Baltimore. Her dream had been to open her own bakery someday with Ethan, who’d majored in marketing with a minor in business administration. That future had now been traded for one that would happen across the Atlantic.

      She’d become close to one of her culinary professors, so it had felt like fate opening a door when Dr. Nally emailed her about a job opening in a Parisian patisserie the very same day she’d seen Rick with Vanessa.

      She had applied for the position that night, and because the owner of the patisserie was a good friend of Dr. Nally, her glowing reference had basically assured the job was Chelsea’s.

      When she accepted it, her first and primary thought had been that she wouldn’t have to worry about running into Rick if she was in another country. That really shouldn’t have been the driving force, but she’d been so desperate to escape—the hurt and embarrassment and anger—that she’d jumped at the chance. Because seeing him with that beautiful woman had reopened the wound she stupidly thought had healed.

      Of course, she hadn’t admitted that avoiding Rick was her main impetus for leaving to her best friends, who were distraught that she was breaking up the Three Musketeers. She, Ethan, and Allyson had been inseparable since elementary school.

      Somehow, she managed to convince them that moving to Paris was an amazing opportunity, because Chelsea knew they would try to talk her out of going if they suspected she wasn’t running toward something, so much as she was just flat-out running away.

      Paris had become her escape hatch, her way of fleeing all the shit that had been swimming around in her head since Rick kicked her in the teeth.

      “You leave after the holidays?” BFG asked.

      “Like right after Boxing Day.”

      His long sigh took her off guard, as did his next words. “Well, that figures.”

      “What does?” she asked.

      “Looks like I’m destined to remain a hopeless romantic.”

      She tilted her head, confused. “Why’s that?”

      “Because I finally meet the girl of my dreams and she’s about to move four thousand miles away.”
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