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          HANNA

        

      

    

    
      “You’re welcome to stay with me as long as you need,” Sebastian said as we stood next to the elaborately decorated Christmas trees at the newly renovated Matthews Inn. Music drifted down the grand staircase from the ballroom upstairs. Guests mingled around us, drinking cocktails.

      Sebastian offered me his guest room while I searched for an apartment, and it coincided with the few weeks before Christmas when he was busiest at the farm. I’d help with Ember in exchange for a room. It was a good deal if your heart wasn’t on the line. “My parents won’t be happy, but I don’t have a choice unless I want to move back in with them.”

      “This is our busiest time of the year. We’ll need help in the shop,” Lori, Sebastian’s mom, said.

      Sebastian’s family owned the neighboring Christmas tree farm where, over the years, his brothers had built cabins to live on the property and run the business. Sebastian was the last one to make that move.

      “I’m happy to help.” I was pleased Sebastian was finally relocating closer to his family. I suspected it was because he needed more help with his daughter, Ember, whom he was raising by himself, and wanted her to spend more time with his family.

      “It will be easier to watch Ember if you’re living with me,” Sebastian said to me.

      My heart skipped a beat, then galloped in my chest. I longed for my best friend to see me as something more than a friend. I’d settled into the friend role a long time ago, but the idea of living together made me feel excited and panicked at the same time.

      Would he finally see how I felt about him? Then I panicked for a different reason. What if he asked me to watch Ember so he could go out with another woman? It would be torture, but I couldn’t say no.

      His brother, Talon, raised a brow. “A live-in nanny?”

      Sebastian sighed. “She’s my friend and roommate. Don’t be a jerk.”

      I’d held the role of Sebastian’s best friend since we were kids. He either never saw how I felt about him or didn’t see me in that way. I suspected it was partly both.

      “Whatever you say,” Talon said.

      Holly stepped forward, holding an ornament she’d hand-painted with an image of the inn, and I tuned out the conversation. Was moving in with my best friend a good idea? When he’d gotten his ex, Brandy, pregnant, I’d backed away to allow them to work it out. When she left him to raise Ember, I helped as much as I could. But my attraction to him hadn’t waned. Over the years, I’d hoped he’d finally see me as more than a friend, but maybe it was time to come to terms with the fact he never would. Maybe it was time to move on.

      “Can we dance now?” Ember tugged on Sebastian’s hand.

      Sebastian looked at me over her head and grinned. “We can do that.”

      There was something in his eyes, a combination of sexy single dad and reliable best friend, that had my nerves going haywire.

      We took the stairs to the second floor, where the guest rooms were located. Each door held a wreath, and at the end of the hallway, another tree stood in the window. Marley, who’d recently inherited the property from her grandmother, had done an amazing job decorating the inn for the holidays and restoring it to its former glory.

      The music grew louder as we climbed to the third floor and entered the ballroom. Guests danced in the center of the room, and a crowd gathered around Alex, the cellist who was playing on the makeshift stage.

      “He’s amazing,” Marley said.

      Ireland dipped her head to say, “He was invited to play the national anthem at Madison Square Garden.”

      The couples in our group paired off to dance, and I wondered what I was doing here. It was Ember who’d begged for my attendance.

      Ember tugged on my hand. When my gaze met hers, she said, “You should dance with Daddy so he’s not alone.”

      Tingles erupted down my spine. I shifted my gaze from her to Sebastian. “Is that so?”

      He held out his hand to me, and my heart raced in my chest. “You don’t want me to be lonely, do you?”

      I smiled, placing my hand in his. “We can’t have that.”

      His palm felt warm against mine, and my body was tingly all over with the anticipation of being close to him. We’d gone together to a dance or two in high school, and I’d always hoped it would lead to more, that he’d feel something between us, but if he did, he never let on.

      He led me into the center of the dance floor and drew me into his arms. My cheeks flushed, and I felt a little lightheaded as he pulled me close and grinned at me. “I think Ember manipulated us.”

      I smiled up at him, catching the amusement in his gaze. “I think so, too.”

      He dipped his head slightly and lowered his voice. “I can’t complain.”

      I had so many questions. Did he want to dance with me? Was he enjoying this as much as I was? The entire room smelled like evergreens from the number of trees around the perimeter of the room. There was a large one in the center of the dance floor, decorated with large ornaments and ribbon. It was quite possibly the grandest tree I’d ever seen.

      “Do you have any trees left on the farm?” I asked him, nodding my head in the direction of the numerous trees.

      He chuckled, and it rumbled through my chest, making me feel off-kilter.

      I wanted to move closer to him. I wanted to put my hands around his neck and press my body against his. But this was a formal dance, and Sebastian was my friend, not my date.

      “I don’t get involved in the planting or the growing of the trees. That’s mainly Knox and Heath. What I do know is that Heath will do anything to make Marley happy.”

      “That’s sweet.” I couldn’t imagine a love like that. This feeling I’d been harboring for Sebastian all my life was based on our friendship. I had no way of knowing what would happen if we took that step, and it was scary.

      Sebastian led me around in a circle, and for a few minutes, he blocked out everything else, along with the sound of the cello and the twinkling of the lights. “I recently found out Marley and Heath dated a bit in high school. They kept their relationship a secret, but I have a feeling it was quite serious.”

      “They dated in high school?” We were younger than both of them, and I didn’t hang in the same circle as the Monroe brothers. They were athletic teens, and the girls naturally gravitated toward them.

      But Sebastian was different. He didn’t play sports, other than tennis, and he wasn’t interested in girls. He liked school. We’d hang out a lot at his house under the guise of studying. And that’s what we did, but I spent more time gazing at his beautiful face and analyzing every word that came out of his mouth. He was an innocent schoolgirl’s crush.

      My parents were never concerned about us hanging out together, and maybe that should have been my first clue that he wasn’t interested in me. If no one else saw the potential for anything, why would Sebastian?

      “You have any plans for the new year besides spending time with me?” Sebastian flashed a charming grin, his dimple popping, and my entire body heated.

      I wished more than anything I was living with him for real. That we were a couple, that he’d do anything for me, like Heath did for Marley. But that wasn’t a possibility for us. Once you were in the friend zone, there was no getting out of it. “Not really.”

      My life was predictable. I taught language arts at the elementary school in Annapolis. I blogged my thoughts and ideas for education on the side and sold various worksheets and programs online. I didn’t make a lot of money, but I loved working with children, and I enjoyed my job. Recently, I wondered about moving from a teaching position to a reading specialist one. I was reluctant to leave the classroom, but I wondered if I could do more good in a specialized position.

      “You don’t have a dream you want to pursue or an interest you haven’t spent time on?” Sebastian continued.

      Just you. I’d been singularly focused on Sebastian since we met in eighth grade. It was right before he hit puberty, grew tall, and filled out. I kept waiting for him to notice girls, but he hadn’t. The downside of that was, he hadn’t noticed me either.

      “You spend so much time with me and Ember. I worry about you.”

      This time, my cheeks flushed for a different reason. I was embarrassed. “You don’t need to worry about me. My New Year’s resolution is to start dating again.”

      Sebastian stilled, and we stopped moving in a circle, even as the other dancers flitted around us, laughter and conversation surrounding us. “Are you serious?”

      I shrugged as nonchalantly as I could, as if I hadn’t just given up on Sebastian finally noticing me. My heart pounded in my chest. “I’m eager to get back out there.”

      He started moving us again, this time slower, and I felt his gaze on my face. “I didn’t realize you were eager to meet someone.”

      My mouth suddenly dry, I said, “I’m twenty-seven. I want to get married and have a few kids. You know I’ve always wanted a family.”

      Sebastian swallowed hard. “I didn’t realize it was something you wanted in your life right now.”

      “I’m not getting any younger. Women have a biological clock, you know, and mine’s ticking.” I wasn’t being entirely truthful. I did want a family and kids, but I wasn’t feeling pressured to have kids now. It was more that I wanted to stop pining after my best friend, especially since we were going to be living together.

      I saw the sympathetic looks his family gave me. Everyone knew about my crush. Did Sebastian? Did he feel sorry for me? That didn’t sit right with me. I felt hot all over and slightly clammy.

      “Are you okay?” Sebastian asked.

      “I think I need some fresh air.” I looked around, desperate for a way to escape his scrutiny.

      Sebastian’s gaze roamed the room, and I was positive he was checking to ensure one of his brothers or his mom had Ember, and then he gripped my hand tightly in his and led the way across the floor.

      “Where are we going?” I wanted to tell him that I needed space from him. That he couldn’t just take me wherever he wanted to.

      He squeezed my hand and said over his shoulder, “To get you some fresh air.”

      I followed behind as he pushed open a door I hadn’t noticed before. The cool air hit us as we stepped onto a deck that overlooked the back of the property. White rocking chairs and heaters lined the space, and the railing was wrapped with garland and lights.

      Sebastian shut the door behind us, shrugged off his suit jacket, and wrapped it around my shoulders. His familiar scent of spice with a hint of evergreen engulfed me.

      “I didn’t know this was here,” I said as I held the jacket closed.

      “Heath showed it to me when he gave me the tour,” Sebastian said as he scrutinized me. “How are you feeling?”

      “It was hot in there.” I’d wanted space, but now he was here, standing closer than before. It was hard to draw in a deep breath.

      Sebastian put his hand on my shoulder and ushered me closer to the railing. “Look, it’s snowing.”

      I held one hand out as fat flakes fell from the sky and into my hand. Enraptured with the white fluff on my palm, I said, “It’s beautiful.”

      I shivered, and Sebastian moved closer, his chest a wall of heat against my back. I wanted to sink into him and watch the snow come down. But it didn’t seem appropriate. Not when he was just a friend.

      He lowered his head so that he could watch the flakes land in my hand. “I should call Ember out here.”

      But neither of us moved. It was as if time was suspended. The music filtered through the windows, but out here, it was just us and the falling snow. There was a hushed quality, as if we shouldn’t speak.

      “Thank you for coming tonight,” he whispered across the shell of my ear, causing me to tremble.

      I turned slightly so that I could see his face. “Ember invited me.”

      Sebastian glanced down at me, concern etched in his brows. “Are you sure you’re okay with living with us and helping me out with her after work and on the weekends?”

      “I love Ember. You know I don’t mind watching her.”

      Sebastian pulled me close to him so that I was leaning against his body. “I’m so lucky to have you in my life.”

      His words flamed my desire for him, which always simmered just below the surface. There was a part of me that longed for Sebastian to do things for me because he wanted to spend time with me, and he was attracted to me. Not because he felt obligated as a friend.

      “I feel the same way. The only thing is, I haven’t told my family I’m living with you. They’re going to ask what my plans are for the future.”

      “We can tell them we’re roommates. It’s convenient since I’ll be working late during the holidays and tax season.”

      “And I need a place to live.” I’d searched for other arrangements, but I needed a roommate to afford the apartments closer to my school.

      “It’s a mutually beneficial arrangement.”

      “It’s a win-win,” I said, but the words felt flat to me. I was Sebastian’s best friend, the first person he called when he needed help with Ember, but I wanted to be more. I wanted him to see me as a woman, not just as a friend.

      “Now, what were you saying inside about your New Year’s resolution?” His words tickled my ear.

      “It’s time for me to meet someone. I need to make a real effort this time.” I tended to go out with a few guys and then give up, claiming there were no good men out there. Mainly because I’d already met the one I wanted to give my heart to. If only he felt the same way. But I couldn’t wait around any longer.

      It was pathetic to harbor a crush on Sebastian for so long. Now I was living with him and taking care of his daughter; the pitying looks would only increase.

      “I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “That’s part of dating, right? You put yourself out there and hope the other person feels the same way.” I was still leaning on Sebastian, his warmth heating me more than his suit jacket. I didn’t want to pull away from him physically or emotionally, but it was time.

      The only thing that made me hesitate was that I hadn’t told Sebastian how I felt. But I was worried it would ruin everything. Our friendship, my relationship with Ember and his family. I couldn’t risk it.

      I stepped away from him, turning to face him, the cool air nipping at my exposed chest and legs. I tightened his jacket around me as if I could ward off the cold. My heart raced in my chest. “If you’re home in the evenings, I might go out with friends or even on a date.”

      Sebastian stiffened. “You don’t work for me. You are free to go out.”

      He wasn’t paying me to watch Ember, but he was giving me a place to live rent-free. “This arrangement will work for both of us.”

      Sebastian stayed quiet, his gaze assessing me, almost as if he were trying to figure me out. If he didn’t already know I liked him, I wasn’t going to tell him. It wouldn’t lead to anything but heartbreak and awkward moments.

      He needed me to take care of his daughter, and like always, I’d do that for him. But I wouldn’t wait around for him to notice me anymore.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          SEBASTIAN

        

      

    

    
      Shortly after our talk, we came inside so that I could check on Ember. She was happy to hang out with her extended family and generally didn’t need me at events like this. I personally disliked social events. I preferred to stay home and watch TV or play games, especially now that Hanna was living with us.

      But I was off-balance ever since Hanna mentioned her New Year’s resolution. When I invited her to stay with me, I hadn’t considered the fact that she might be actively dating. Surely, she wouldn’t bring a man over with Ember in the house.

      I was getting all worked up over nothing. Hanna had never been serious about anyone before. She’d go on a few dates, they’d be awful, and she’d get frustrated and vow to never date again. Then things would go back to normal.

      I approached Knox, who was leaning against the bar. “How are things between you and Hanna?”

      My gaze sought her out on the dance floor with the other girls. My heart warmed at how she held Ember’s hands, dancing with her in a circle. Ember was laughing, clearly having a good time. “Good.”

      He tipped his glass back. “Are you sure about that? I heard the girls talking about Hanna’s New Year’s resolution to start dating again.”

      I let out a breath, forcing my voice to remain steady. “It’s frustrating listening to her go on those dates. All she meets are jerks, but that’s what happens when you do the online dating thing.”

      Knox raised a brow. “So, you’re not upset about it?”

      I sifted through my complicated feelings on the idea of Hanna dating and finally settled on part of the truth. “I don’t want her to get hurt.”

      Knox tapped his finger on the glass in his hand. “You don’t have any other feelings about her dating?”

      “What other feelings would I have? We’re friends, and I worry about her.” I cleared my throat, hoping Knox would stop digging.

      Knox shot me an exasperated look. “She’s liked you for as long as I can remember.”

      My brothers teased me about her having a crush on me, but I thought it was just their usual ribbing. I didn’t take them seriously. They couldn’t imagine a man and a woman being friends, but we’d proved that it was possible. “You say that, but—”

      Knox leaned forward. “You don’t believe us?”

      “Has she said anything to the girls?” I asked, not ready to answer his question.

      “Not that I’m aware of. But everyone can see it.” He shifted closer to me and lowered his voice. “Do you like her?”

      I shook my head, my heart picking up the pace inside my chest. “I like her as a friend.”

      “You’ve never thought of her as more than that?” Knox asked.

      “I don’t know. Maybe?” Why was he pushing this? There were a few times when I thought about touching or kissing her, but I didn’t want to lose what we had. She was my best friend, especially when Brandy walked away, leaving me with Ember. Hanna was my lifeline. I couldn’t do anything to mess that up.

      “You should figure it out before a smarter guy snatches her up. She’s beautiful”—he pointed to where she held Ember’s hand above her head, twirling her—“and obviously great with kids.”

      Now we were both watching her as she danced with Ember; both had bright smiles on their faces. Every time I saw Hanna with Ember, I wished that she was her mother. Sometimes, I think Ember did, too. She was an important female figure in her life. “She’s all of those things and more.”

      “If you’re telling me it’s nothing more than friendship, then I’ll leave you alone. I’m just worried that you’re going to regret your decision not to make a move. If you have even half a chance at what I have with Sarah, or what Emmett has with Ireland, you have to go for it. Love like that doesn’t come around often.”

      My heart squeezed in my chest. “I don’t want to ruin what we have.”

      Knox raised a brow. “So, you’re fine with her dating other guys?”

      “I don’t like it.” I just thought I’d have more time. She’d move in with us, and we could figure out if there was something worth pursuing. But she was changing things up and moving on with someone else. “But she’s made her choice.”

      “Maybe she’s given up on you.” There was more than a tinge of disgust in his tone.

      My jaw tightened. “I’ve been busy with Ember and work.”

      “And maybe that’s the problem. She’s tired of waiting for you to make a move.”

      I sighed, a sense of melancholy settling over me. “If she’s dating other guys, then she’s already made up her mind when it comes to me.”

      “Can you blame her?”

      This conversation was irritating. I thought I was playing it safe by waiting until I was more settled and Ember was older. Now that Hanna was living with me, I thought I’d have time to show her what she meant to me, to explore if there was anything between us. But it was too late.

      She was the total package—beautiful, smart, and caring. It was ridiculous to think she’d want me, the nerdy Monroe brother, the one who wasn’t particularly athletic, despite my habitual workout routine.

      She was obviously looking for something else, someone else. I didn’t fit into her picture of the future, no matter how much I wanted to.

      Knox sighed, shaking his head. “For what it’s worth, I don’t think it’s too late. You’re living with her. You have a unique opportunity to make her yours.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked sharply, my gaze flying to his.

      “Look at Ireland and Emmett. It took them being snowed in together to give each other a chance. Remember how Heath moved Marley in, knowing she wouldn’t be able to escape? It made things easier in a way. You’re in proximity, forced to spend time together. I don’t know their stories, but I can assume you run into each other in various stages of undress. There are opportunities to spend time together without the pressures of dating.” Knox smirked.

      “You’re saying I still have a chance,” I said as I looked at Ember.

      A man approached Hanna. Her eyes were bright, her smile wide as she responded to him. Then she laughed at something he’d said. I doubted it was that funny.

      “I think so,” Knox said, but I was already striding across the ballroom floor, eating up the distance between us. I wasn’t usually bold with women, but if I wanted a chance, I was going to have to be different than I’d always been. I moved between them, pushing the man back, using Ember as the excuse. “How’s my girl?”

      “I love to dance,” Ember said as she twirled in circles, her dress flitting around her legs.

      “I can see that.”

      “She’s yours?” the man asked, and I couldn’t place him. He was about the same height as me but more filled out. I almost thought he was one of the brothers who owned a competing Christmas tree farm, Pine Valley, but I couldn’t be sure.

      “That’s right,” I said, not caring if he meant Ember or Hanna. For his purposes, they were both mine and off-limits.

      He looked at Hanna one more time, as if waiting for her to argue, and then he nodded. “It was nice talking to you.”

      Once he was gone, Hanna leaned closer and asked, “What was that?”

      I dipped my head toward Ember, who was now dancing and laughing with Addy. “I was checking on Ember.”

      “I was talking to him.”

      I grunted because there was zero chance that guy wasn’t coming onto her, whether she realized it or not. I felt a hint of guilt that I’d overstepped, but then I remembered my discussion with Knox. I was going after Hanna, and I wouldn’t let anyone get in my way.

      Hanna tipped her head to the side. “Seriously, what’s gotten into you?”

      I kept my eyes trained on the girls. “I just realized some things.”

      She raised a brow. “And what’s that?”

      “I’ve been holding back my whole life, letting other people step in and take what’s mine, and that stops now.”

      Her forehead wrinkled as if she had no idea what I was talking about. But that was okay. She’d get it eventually. I meant every word I said.

      Knox approached, an amused expression on his face. “I need to get Addy to bed. Want to extract them at the same time?”

      “You got it.” We’d already learned it was easier to leave parties and gatherings together so that neither girl felt like they were missing out on anything.

      Knox waved them over. “Come on, Addy. Ember’s leaving, too.”

      “That’s right,” I said to the girls when they groaned.

      “We don’t want to leave,” Addy whined.

      Knox made a show of pulling out his watch and checking the time. “It’s way past your bedtime.”

      Addy’s lip protruded. “So? We were having fun.”

      “You better be good. Santa’s watching,” Knox said.

      Addy’s eyes narrowed on him, and then she sighed. “Fine.”

      I held my hand out to Ember. “You want to ride with us?” I asked Hanna.

      “I might as well. I’m tired, too.”

      I smiled, pleased she was coming home with me.

      We said our goodbyes to my brothers and my mom, then we headed outside to my truck, the same one all my brothers drove, with the Monroe Christmas Tree Farm logo on the door. I opened the rear passenger door for Ember and helped her inside. By the time she was settled, Hanna was buckled in.

      I wished I could be more of a gentleman, but taking care of Ember made it difficult.

      On the short drive home, Ember chatted about the party. When we pulled up to the cabin, the lights on the porch twinkled, making it feel inviting.

      When I opened the door for Ember, she said, “Carry me.”

      I couldn’t resist her when she was warm and sleepy. She would only be this young for so long. I was already worried about the day when she’d ask for a phone and want to date.

      I lifted her, and her arms wrapped around my neck.

      Hanna closed the door behind us, a soft smile on her face.

      Did she think me holding my daughter was endearing? I hoped so because she was going to see a lot of that kind of thing over the next few weeks. I wanted to impress her in other ways, but if I knew her weaknesses, I could capitalize on those, as well.

      She led the way up the porch and opened the front door with her key. I admired the way her dress clung to her curves as she pushed the door open, and we stepped inside.

      I patted Ember’s back. “I’m going to put this one to bed.”

      “No,” Ember said, even as her face was buried in my neck. She’d be out within a few minutes of me putting her down.

      “Can you wait for me? Maybe we can watch a movie.” I wasn’t ready for the night to be over.

      Hanna smiled as she made her way up the steps. “Sure, I’ll just change into something more comfortable.”

      I wanted to be the one who unzipped her dress, but we weren’t there yet. My plan to win her over would be an uphill battle, with her plan to date other guys.

      I wasn’t sure if Knox’s comments about her liking me were accurate. He could be wrong, misinterpreting friendship for a crush. I had never been sure about Hanna’s feelings for me.

      There were moments I thought she might feel the same way I did, but then it could have been just friendship. How would I know for sure?

      I helped Ember get on her pajamas and brush her teeth, then I tucked her into bed. Her eyes closed immediately, and I kissed her forehead. Love for her filled my chest.

      It was hard being a single dad, but I had my family, and now Hanna, to help. For the first time, I didn’t feel like I was doing it alone. Moving to the cabin was the best decision I could have made. It was perfect timing since Hanna’s roommate had moved out, and she couldn’t afford to stay there. I shrugged out of my jacket and tugged off the tie, wondering if I should take the time to change like Hanna had or if it was better to stay in my formal attire.

      I wanted to be comfortable, so I unbuttoned my shirt and threw on sweatpants and a T-shirt. It wasn’t going to win me any great awards in the looks department, but I needed to feel like myself for this evening to go as planned.

      Downstairs, Hanna had turned on the gas fireplace and was standing by the bare tree. “You didn’t decorate?”

      She’d changed into soft-looking red pajamas with white trim. Her hair looked freshly brushed, and her face was devoid of the makeup she wore at the party. I wondered if she was wearing a bra underneath.

      I moved closer to her. “We haven’t had time, and honestly, I’m not a fan of the holidays. The farm, the shop, all of it turns me off from the season.”

      Hanna frowned. “Doesn’t Ember want to decorate?”

      “She does. I just haven’t felt like it with the move and then working long hours on the farm after my regular job.” I felt the weight of the season on my shoulders, and instead of trying to give Ember what she wanted, I’d shied away from it.

      Hanna smiled, and it was so bright it hit me square in the chest. “I can help you decorate tomorrow.”

      I felt some of the tension release between my shoulder blades. “Ember will love it, and I’d appreciate your help.”

      “I was hoping I’d catch some of the magic of the season by living here. I’ve heard Ireland, Sarah, and Marley talk about how much they love the farm. It gets my mind off the reality of being homeless.”

      I brushed a strand of hair off her shoulder. It was a move I never would have done before, but I was doing things differently. I couldn’t get the picture of her and that other man talking out of my head. She could be dating someone else very soon. I didn’t have much time. “You’re not homeless. You can always stay with me.”

      I meant that literally. I didn’t see why there would be a rush for her to move out and get her own apartment. Not when she was comfortable here.

      “Are you sure?” She turned slightly until we were standing close, too close for friends.

      “I wouldn’t have said it if I didn’t mean it.” My heart picked up the pace inside my chest.

      She swayed toward me slightly as she looked up at me. “You’re too good to me.”

      “I wouldn’t say that,” I murmured, wondering if she would mind if I lowered my lips to hers. I’d finally know how she felt about me. If there wasn’t any chemistry, then I’d know once and for all. Standing this close to her, I felt electrified, as if her skin was giving off little sparks, and mine wanted to get closer to spark a flame. I had a feeling we could be explosive together.

      Anytime I felt this way in the past, I shoved it aside, thinking I wanted something to be there that wasn’t. What could be more convenient than falling in love with your best friend?

      “Did you want to watch a movie?” Hanna broke the intimate moment by stepping around me and toward the large sectional.

      “Sure,” I said, trying not to feel disappointed that I’d missed the perfect opportunity to test the waters.

      I tried to remember what occurred in those Hallmark movies Mom always had playing on the TV at her house. Someone was always drinking hot cocoa, and I had the fixings because Mom made sure we were stocked with that and decorations for the holidays. “Would you like hot chocolate?”

      “I’d love some.” Hanna followed me into the kitchen, and I couldn’t help but feel like she belonged here, in her pajamas, with her hair loose around her shoulders. And it wasn’t because she’d always been in my life. She fit here. I’d never felt the way I felt for her with someone else. Not even Ember’s mother, who was more of a one-night stand that turned into several.

      I filled a pot with milk and turned on the heat. I grabbed the bag of hot chocolate mix out of the pantry and measured out what we’d need into two mugs.

      “I’m so happy for Marley. The party was amazing. I think the inn reopening is going to be great for her and the area.”

      “I think so, too. For a while, Heath and Knox wanted to buy it, mainly to stop any development. I wasn’t sure we could afford to buy it, much less renovate the inn and reopen it. This is the best-case scenario. Marley revisited her past, made peace with it, and is now reopening her family’s legacy. She also reconnected with Heath.”

      “It sounds like Marley reopening the inn was for the best.” Hanna leaned against the counter, the soft glow of the light illuminating her tan skin, making her blue eyes brighter, almost as if she were lit from within.

      “It brought her and Heath together again, and that’s worth everything.” My voice felt rough with emotion. Ever since my father had had a heart attack a few years ago, I’d found myself wanting to be closer to my family. To cherish every moment with them. You never knew how long you had. I wanted Ember to experience what it was like to grow up in a big family, since I hadn’t been able to give her any siblings.

      Hanna tipped her head to the side. “You think so?”

      “You don’t?” I asked, curious to understand what she thought about love and relationships. It was a topic I’d avoided over the years. Occasionally, Hanna had confided in me if a date had gone bad, but otherwise, we didn’t discuss it.

      “I didn’t realize you were such a romantic,” she said softly.

      “I’m—” I almost said I’m not, but then I realized she liked what I’d said. I needed to show her more of that side of me, the one who wanted to be close to my family and was happy for my brothers for finding the love of their lives. “I guess I am.”

      Her lips twitched. “I had no idea. I kind of like it.”

      It wasn’t a declaration that she liked me, but it was a start. I knew I had a long way to go, but I’d take advantage of every opportunity to draw her closer. “I was overwhelmed with everything involved in raising Ember on my own, but now I can see that meeting their significant others was the best thing that could have happened to them.”

      They’d mentioned several times that their women were drawn to the farm and the magic of the holiday season. Since we were a few weeks away from Christmas, I could use that knowledge and Hanna’s desire to enjoy the season to my advantage.

      “Can you spend the day with us tomorrow? I make pancakes on Sundays, and then we spend the day in our pajamas.”

      A smile spread over her face. “I already promised to help with the tree. That sounds nice.”

      I’d keep her involved with me and my family, and she wouldn’t have any time to peruse dating apps. At least not until after the holidays, and hopefully, by then, I’d have made progress. But just the thought of telling Hanna how I felt had my heart thumping in my chest. I’d lived in fear of losing her, and that hadn’t gone away. If anything, it had only intensified. The stakes were high, but I didn’t want to lose my chance with her.
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      I woke up slowly, reveling in the soft flannel of Sebastian’s guest room sheets. For someone who didn’t like the holidays, he’d outfitted the bed in a festive holiday print. Although, I had a feeling it was his mom who’d provided the linens.

      As long as I’d known Sebastian, he’d been apathetic about the holidays. He did what he needed to for Ember, but he maintained that working on the farm sucked all the excitement for the season out of him.

      I could understand that, but I wanted him to remember what it was like to be a little kid opening presents on Christmas morning again, the anticipation, the excitement, the joy when you got exactly what you asked for.

      I rolled over and tucked my hands under my cheek. I’d wanted Sebastian Monroe for as long as I could remember. I’d been asking for him under my tree since we were teenagers, but my wish hadn’t come true.

      I sighed. Would this finally be my year to find someone who could love me back? I felt pathetic pining after a man who’d never see me as more than his friend. But on the other hand, he’d been so sweet last night. The memory of him ushering me out of the ballroom and onto the balcony, giving me his jacket, and holding me while we watched the snow fall made my heart squeeze.

      When I’d mentioned how nice it would be to have lights on his tree, Sebastian had immediately agreed to grab them, and we strung them on the branches together. He didn’t think Ember would mind missing out on that task, since he normally did it when she was sleeping.

      I’d appreciated that he’d done it for me, and not just Ember. It meant he was willing to open his heart to the season. If he was willing to do that, maybe he’d see the unwrapped present that was right in front of him.

      I’d promised myself I’d make a good-faith effort to find someone who felt the same way about me that I felt about them. It was time for me to move on from this ridiculous crush.

      My door flew open, and Ember jumped on the bed, her curls bouncing in the air. “Wake up, sleepyhead. We’re making pancakes.”

      I heard heavy footsteps on the stairs. “Ember, I told you not to bother Hanna. She’s sleeping.”

      “I was awake,” I said to Ember as she came to a stop on her knees at the foot of the bed.

      “See, Daddy, she was already awake,” Ember said as he came into the room and leaned a shoulder on the doorjamb, his lips twitching into a smile.

      “Even if that’s true, you can’t just run into someone else’s room. You have to knock first and ask if it’s okay for you to come in.”

      Ember tipped her head to the side, and her curls fell over her shoulder. “Miss Hanna, is it okay if I come in?”

      I couldn’t help the laugh that slid out. “Of course.”

      “It’s a little too late now,” Sebastian mumbled as Ember jumped off the bed and ran out of the room.

      “Don’t jump off the bed. You could get hurt. You want to have a broken leg for Christmas?” Sebastian called after her.

      I had a feeling he said that line to her often, and it had little to no effect on her.

      Sebastian shook his head. “I’m sorry about that.”

      I sat up in the bed, and his gaze dropped to my white tank top, where my nipples were probably visible. I’d forgotten I’d taken off the flannel top sometime during the night because I was hot. I reached for it and drew it over my shoulders, buttoning it. “I was already awake when she flew in here.”

      Sebastian shook his head, and I wondered if it was to rid himself of the vision of my chest, or if he’d noticed it at all. “Let me try again. Would you like to come downstairs and help us make pancakes?”

      I smiled. “I’d love to.”

      “Please take your time getting ready. You’re a guest here. I don’t expect you to cook or hang out with us all the time.”

      I untangled myself from the blankets and stood on the soft carpet in front of him. “I’d like to join you for breakfast. It sounds like you have the perfect day planned. Pancakes, pajamas, and Christmas tree decorating.”

      He scowled. “I forgot about the tree decorating.”

      “We don’t have to if you don’t want to.”

      He sighed. “Ember will love it.”

      “I’ll just freshen up and be down. It’s pajama day, after all.”

      He grinned, and his dimple popped. “Sounds great.”

      I’d made it my mission to make him smile as much as possible because I adored his dimple. He was the only Monroe brother who had one. He said his father had one, too, but I didn’t see it often. Larry was a gruff man, who was firm with his boys and sweet to his wife.

      Sebastian pushed off the doorway and stood straight. He paused for a second as if he wanted to say something, his gaze scanning the room, and then he shook his head again and turned to leave.

      For the first time in a long time, I was looking forward to a Sunday. My roommate spent all her weekends with her boyfriend, now fiancé, and I took advantage of the quiet to grade papers. It was a good life, but I was lonely.

      I washed my face, brushed my teeth and hair, then slipped on my slippers and a bra before heading downstairs.

      I loved Sebastian’s new cabin, the home he’d created for his daughter. It was warm and inviting, and despite his grumpiness over the holidays, I was positive I could get him to see how amazing the season could be.

      Last night, Sebastian’s home appeared to be neat and organized, but this morning, the counter was covered in flour.

      “We’re making pancakes.” Ember beamed from her seated spot on the counter. She was mixing the ingredients, and more flour was escaping than staying inside the bowl.
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