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CHAPTER 1


Evander

 

London

 

My happy place has a street address.

It’s 22 1/2 Savile Row, Mayfair, the home of Anglin & Harte Bespoke Tailors. I’m standing on the step riser as the most talented hands on the planet adjust the hem of a pair of worsted wool trousers in my preferred shade of smoky dark blue.

I’ve been told the color complements my eyes.

The expert hands are those of my personal tailor, Julian Henry, a man I would trust with my life. Of course, I would. I trust him with my suits, don’t I?

It is no small feat to custom-fit clothing for a man like me. I’m overly muscular, six-foot-four, two-forty, and pathologically particular.

That’s the term my oldest brother, Cal, uses to describe me, anyway. He’s not wrong, and I’m not ashamed to admit it.

I’ve been called much worse.

“And how about now, Mr. MacLaine?” Julian stands.

I examine my reflection in the huge mirror, the shop’s rich polished mahogany and sparkling glass shelving behind me.

“Perfect,” I say.

With the slim, modern cut of this suit, the trouser should hang just at the top of my Italian loafers, with no break in the fabric. Which it now does.

“Thank you, Julian.”

“Of course, Mr. MacLaine. It’s always a pleasure.”

A few moments later, I make arrangements with shop personnel to have my new wardrobe shipped home to Yosemite Ranch. I’ve purchased two autumn/winter-weight worsted wool three-piece suits, one in dark charcoal and one in the blue; a pastel gray summer weight suit in merino wool twill; a custom fitted seersucker suit jacket I can wear with jeans; one pair of corduroys; three pairs of navy slim-fit casual trousers; three pairs of heavyweight denim jeans for ranch work; nine shirts of the finest cotton—two pale blue, five white, and two pinstripe—one blue and one gray.

I’ve also purchased six silk ties, ten pairs of custom socks, ten pairs of custom boxer briefs, and ten undershirts, all of the highest-quality materials money can buy.

My baby brother Kevin—or Special K, as we call him—once said I’m better groomed than a best-in-show French poodle.

Again, I see nothing wrong with that assessment.

Yes, I’m a former Navy SEAL, like all my brothers. But these days, I’m also an attorney. I represent my family’s business interests in the States and abroad, for both ranching operations and our wildly successful tech company.

I hardly think I should be out here negotiating billion-dollar deals while sporting shit kickers and overalls.

My next oldest brother, Finn—who’s about to get married—says I need to find a happy medium somewhere between George Clooney and Chris Farley. And my next youngest brother, Declan, tells me I’m an obsessive-compulsive fashionista.

Those two bug the shit out of me. Always have. Always will.

For good reason.

I’m the middle son, squeezed in between Finn and Declan as tight as human biology will allow. They’ve been up my ass my entire life.

It’s true that they invented the surveillance tech that’s made us all billionaires, so I suppose I should cut them some slack. Fine. But that doesn’t change the fact that they’re assholes. Plus, they don’t know how to dress.

I dated a PhD psychology student while I was in law school. Over Chinese takeout one night, she told me I suffered from a classic case of middle-child syndrome. She called me an ultra-over-achiever determined to avoid mediocrity. She said my biggest fear was that I’d blend into the woodwork.

I told her she was wrong. That I’m not afraid of anything. Not death. Not mediocrity. Not woodwork. Nothing.

She broke up with me soon after.

Her loss.

I pay for my wardrobe, aware that I could buy a new dually pickup truck for what I’m spending here. I search for Julian and find him tidying up the fitting area. His next client is already waiting.

I always make sure to thank my tailor properly. So when I shake his hand, I slip him four-thousand pounds sterling in bank notes. He smiles up at me.

I know how difficult it is to get an appointment with this man. I’ve heard it was flat-out impossible back when Prince Phillip was alive because Julian had been at the old chap’s beck and call for thirty years.

I’m not glad the prince is dead. Not at all. I don’t wish ill on anyone.

But the old guy’s exit was my entrance. By the time I became a newly-minted billionaire, Julian was available.

“You are too generous, Mr. MacLaine,” he now says, discreetly sliding the cash into his trouser pocket.

I laugh, resting a friendly hand on his shoulder. “As we both know, there’s no such thing as too generous on Savile Row.”

With that, I’m off to my mani-pedi appointment and then to my business meeting. I haven’t come to London just to spoil myself. It’s not the only reason, anyway.

[image: ]

Two hours later, I’m seated at the gleaming conference table in a secure facility inside the British Ministry of Defence. Already assembled are military and intelligence officials from Australia, New Zealand, Canada, and the UK. I’m sandwiched between a US Army general and a British admiral of the fleet.

I’m here to discuss potential new applications for StellaR Tech capabilities. Finn and Declan have come up with something so promising and revolutionary that the Joint Cybersecurity Task Force wants it launched immediately. It’s my job to determine if we really have what they need and if we can spin up fast enough to create a usable product by their deadline.

Two chairs directly across from me remain empty, and I notice that we’re missing the US Naval Intelligence contingent. Just then, the conference room door opens behind me. I hear apologies offered. Two officers sit down.

Oh, shit.

Directly across from me is Captain Harper Dunn-Spence, the woman I once thought would become my sister-in-law. She dated Special K for more than two years. Why they ended it remains a mystery.

She looks up. I watch her face turn stony as she recognizes me. I smile and tell her it’s nice to see her again. She says the same and turns her attention elsewhere.

She’s exactly as I remember her. Not a blond hair out of place. Service dress blues, crisp and neat, white collar starched, and black necktie centered. Textbook badass Naval officer.

And once my presentation starts, I watch her slam down scones and clotted cream like she hasn’t eaten in a week.

It’s a productive meeting, and I leave knowing that we’re on the cusp of another huge contract. It’s mind-boggling how far we’ve come in under three years. Out in the foyer, I look for Harper, but she’s already disappeared. I hear the stairwell door slam and suspect she took the stairs to avoid me.

I make a stop at No. 6 Cavendish for a cigar, and then head to Heathrow. An hour later, I’m on the StellaR Tech private jet and on my way home. I’ve got my shined shoes propped up on the leather footrest. I’m raising a crystal glass of single malt whisky to my lips as a reward for a job well done.

My phone rings.

“Get home immediately,” Cal says. “It’s an emergency.”

 



CHAPTER 2


Evander

 

Cal’s tone of voice assures me that there’s no real emergency.

In an actual crisis, his voice becomes as sharp as a switchblade. Not the kind of pitiful whining I’m hearing right now.

“Where the hell are you?” he complains.

“In the air, going about five hundred miles an hour.”

“Well, hurry the fuck up, man. You’ve gotta save me. Finn’s got me assembling these little baggies made out of some kind of mesh fabric. He’s making me tie them up with ribbons, and I’m not sure life’s worth living anymore.”

“Tulle?”

“Huh?”

“Tulle. The fabric.”

“Yeah, I think that’s what Finn called it. But that’s not the worst part. He’s got me shoving all these little blue oblong things inside the bags. I think they’re some sort of nuts dipped in candy, but they look like Papa Smurf’s balls if you ask me.”

“They’re Jordan almonds.”

After a beat of silence, Cal says, “Of course. Jordan almonds tied up in festive tulle, you complete freak.” 

I laugh. “It’s a standard party favor, Cal. It’s not my fault that you’re not civilized enough to know what Jordan almonds are.”

“Just get back here before I off myself, dude.”

I take a sip of my single malt and feel the smooth heat coat my throat. “I’ll do you one better—I’ll hurry back and off you myself. Is Special K with you right now?”

“It’s just Finn, Declan, and me at the moment, but he’s around here somewhere. Want me to get him?”

“Uh, no. But put me on speaker.”

“Do we need a secure line in the conference room?”

“Nope. I’ll tell you about the substance of the meeting once I’m home. This is something else. Let me know when everyone’s within earshot.”

I wait a minute, hearing Finn complain that he doesn’t have time to chat, but soon, all three are gathered around Cal’s phone.

“This better be good,” Finn says.

“Guess who Naval Intelligence sent to the meeting? None other than Captain Harper Dunn-Spence.”

“Wait,” Declan says. “That’s the babe who Done-Dispensed with K’s fat ass, right?”

“That’s the one, yes. But she prefers the term ‘Captain’ over ‘babe’ because she’s an active-duty superior officer, dumbshit.”

“Was it weird?” Finn asks.

“Hell yes, it was weird. I haven’t seen her since she stomped on Kevin’s heart and squashed that sucker flat. That was about three years ago now, right?”

“What’d she say?” Declan asks.

“Nothing much. Just ‘nice to see you’ and then we got to work. I could tell she was pretty rattled sitting across the conference table from a MacLaine, though.”

“Yeah, since she almost was one,” Cal says.

“Is she married now?” Finn asks.

“Hell if I know. I didn’t see a ring, and I didn’t ask.”

“Should we tell K that you—”

“HELL NO!”

Finn, Cal, and I shout our answer to Declan in unison, the exact same words at the exact same decibel level.

“What’s going on?” I hear Special K walk into the room.

“Oh shit,” Declan says.

“It’s Evander on speaker,” Finn says.

“So?”

“He’s on his way home from London.”

“And?”

Cal clears his throat. “He saw Harper at the meeting.”

I hear nothing for several long seconds. Then Special K says, “Cool.” I hear his footsteps in retreat. “I’m headed out. Gonna take the flatbed to Tahoe to pick up the snow-making machine you want for the wedding, Finn.”

“You don’t have to do that right now,” Finn says.

“No time like the present, right?” I hear Kevin slam the door.

“Yikes,” Finn whispers.

“Yikes is right,” Cal says. “Our poor, helpless baby brother is driving to Tahoe because Finn wants at least seven inches of pristine, white snow on the ground in order for it to qualify as a Winter Wonderland. And since there’s no snow in the forecast, he wants a snow machine on hand.”

“It’s not what I think, it’s what Emma wants,” Finn snaps. “She wants a Winter Wonderland, not a dried-out dust bowl, so it’s my job to give her exactly that. Now get back to making my fucking party favors!”

I hang up, shaking my head. Finn’s lost his damn mind.

And as much as I like the visual of take-no-shit Special K serving as the wedding gopher, I don’t like that he’s still hurting over Harper. He’s never said a word about it, of course, because he doesn’t talk about anything. But we know.

Because we know him.

I close my eyes to get some rest. It’s an eleven-hour flight, and with the time difference, I’ll be landing at about nine a.m.

Oh no.

My eyes fly open as I realize my error. If I get back that early, I’ll be at Finn’s beck and call all day long.

I’m tempted to ask the pilot to take the long way around the globe.

 



CHAPTER 3


Phoebe

 

Day 1

December 17

 

I adjust my reindeer antlers again, but it’s no use. They keep slipping down over my eyes.

And since I don’t want everyone on the pediatric unit to suspect that Rudolph’s been hitting the holiday sauce, I slam the felt-covered wire headband into the top of my head, take a deep breath, and pick up where I left off with my song-and-dance routine.

“And if you ever saw it….”

The antlers skate down my nose and cover my lips, muffling the lyrics. This makes the kids and their families scream with laughter. At least someone’s enjoying this complete fustercluck.

I shove them back into place.

“You would even say it glows!”

A few minutes later, my performance comes to a merciful end, which means I can return to a job I’m more suited for—handing out candy canes and gifts to the pediatric patients stuck here over the holidays.

My heart breaks for the little ones and their parents. I can’t imagine how hard it would be to have to pretend to celebrate at a time of so much worry.

It’s not fair.

I feel a tug at the fake fur sleeve of my reindeer costume. “Nurse Phoebe?”

I look down to find one of my favorite sights in the world, the upturned, hopeful face of tiny Glennis Turley, who’s going through her second round of chemo. Somehow, this little girl has smiled through all of it.

She’s one of the strongest, bravest people I’ve ever known.

I drop to my knees and lower my voice into reindeer range. “I’m sorry, little girl, but you must have me confused with someone else. I’m Rudolph, and I have a very shiny snout!” I press my thumb against the button hidden inside my fake-fur paw, which lights up the battery-powered red ball covering my nose.

Glennis giggles. “Okay, Rudolph, but I made a present for Nurse Phoebe, so would you give it to her when you see her?”

“Of course!” I light up my nose once more as I accept the oddly shaped gift that’s wrapped in equal parts transparent tape and green tissue paper. I see that my name is written in crayon on the little gift tag, and it’s spelled “Fee-bee.”

I don’t know whether to laugh or cry. “You made this all by yourself?”

She nods proudly.

“Can I have a hug?” I open my arms, and she falls against me. I cradle her, careful not to knock loose the IV at the top of her hand. I remember how darn near impossible it was to get that critter started in the first place.

As I hug her, I look up at Glennis’s parents. Her mom’s eyes fill with tears, and her dad’s jaw is tight as a drum. I smile at them.

“Could you give this one to Nurse Phoebe, as well?” The mom holds out a small box wrapped in sparkly foil holiday paper. “It’s just a very small gift of thanks for being the wonderful person she is.”

Glennis’s father gently peels the little girl from my embrace, and I stand. “You didn’t have to do that,” I whisper.

“I know, Rudolph,” she tells me. “And Phoebe didn’t have to be as sweet and generous as she is with Glennis, so we’re even.”

I accept the gift, blinking away the tears I feel welling in my own eyes. We wish each other a happy holiday, and I watch the Turley family walk away.

“You’re the best, Phoebe.”

I turn to see Ginny, my nursing supervisor, standing next to me, smiling. “You’re our Christmas angel again this year, and I can’t thank you enough for all you do, and for staying late after your double shift.”

“I wouldn’t miss it for anything!” She knows I mean it too, since I’ve told everyone a million times how I learned all I know from the master, my mother, the one and only Izzy Travis, Queen of Christmas.

That woman has always been over-the-top with the holidays—baking, decorating, shopping, more decorating, planning, wrapping, and did I mention decorating? As the only daughter in a houseful of boys, she feels it’s her duty to ensure I can one day carry on with the above-and-beyond traditions.

That’s why every year, I look forward to decorating the pediatric unit for Christmas. I arrange lights and ornaments on the tree. I hang red velvet bows and jingle bells from every hallway and waiting room light fixture I can reach. And I drape evergreen boughs anywhere they’ll let me.

One of my favorite things to do is set out tins of homemade cookies for the hardworking hospital staff, everyone from the custodial team and security guards to the nurses, doctors, and administrators.

But most of all, I’m honored to do whatever small things I can to see these kids happy, if only for a short time. I may not be able to perform a Christmas miracle for them, but I can provide a bit of joy.

Even if it means wearing these goofy antlers.

When I finish with the after-party cleanup, I say goodbye to Ginny, grab my coat and bag, and head for the car. The sun is up, and the sky is clear, and I take a moment to be grateful for this beautiful December morning.

The temperature may be frigid, and the wind may be brisk, but this whole day now stretches out in front of me, opening the door to all kinds of unexpected fun.

I have a feeling that today will be full of wonderful surprises.

 



CHAPTER 4


Phoebe

 

And boy oh boy, do I know how lucky I am. I’m lucky in more ways than I can count. But I decide to review the list in my head, anyway.

I’m blessed that Dad’s pain is under control and that his spirits remain high.

I’m fortunate to have my health and the health of my mother and brothers, all five of them. I’m lucky to have my family, my home, my job, my art projects, my cats, dogs, and horses, my friends, and my coworkers.

I’m so glad my oldest brother, Jake, came home yesterday. This year, his hockey team is giving the players ten whole days off for Christmas. Kyle isn’t in the Super Bowl this year, so he’ll be home soon too. Ryder, Bo, and Mason are already back at the ranch.

On top of all that, I’m in for a special treat on my way home. Today’s the day I’ll swing by the boutique to pick up the dress I had made for Finlay and Emma’s wedding next week.

I unplug my Rudolph nose from the battery pack and yank it off my face. I turn from the medical center parking lot onto the state highway, laughing at how out of character this whole dress adventure has been for me.

When was the last time Phoebe Leeanne Travis got a fancy gown?

Never.

When was the last time she asked a seamstress to create a one-of-a-kind vision in velvet, just for her?

Again, never.

And when has this mild-mannered rancher’s daughter ever wanted a dress designed for seduction? A dress to make a man—one particular man—weak in the knees, unable to resist her feminine charms?

Another never.

I continue driving toward Sweetbriar’s downtown, asking myself for the hundredth time why I suddenly decided to take my shot. My answer never changes. I know the truth.

It’s now or never.

If I don’t at least try to get Evander MacLaine to see me as more than sweet little Phoebe from next door, I’ll always wonder what might have been.

He’s been back at Yosemite Ranch for more than two years now. When he broke his leg in the spring, I helped care for him. Something changed between us. I could feel it, and I think he could feel it too.

Sometimes I’d catch Evander looking at me. I’d see a flash of interest in those sexy violet eyes and an unasked question on his face.

He’d always look away.

And when he healed enough to be up and around again, I didn’t have an excuse to spend additional time with him. He certainly didn’t need me hanging around the way he had when he first came home from the hospital. So I wished Evander well and went on my way.

I couldn’t stop thinking about him, though. It was so bad that I knew I had to break it off with Rick, the doctor I dated when I lived in Arizona. Things had gotten pretty serious by the time I moved home last year. He even asked me if I’d consider marrying him someday. 

We’ve tried to make it work long distance.

But when I met up with Rick in Tahoe for a romantic weekend just a few months back, it didn’t go well. More than once, he asked me if something was wrong. I seemed distant, he said.

On Sunday afternoon, I told him the truth. I told him that the long-distance thing wasn’t working for me. I told Rick that he’s a good man and that he deserves far more than I can give him.

He looked shocked. “Is there someone else?”

I said no, which is the truth. Because anything happening with Evander is unfolding in the privacy of my thoughts and in my secret heart of hearts. Not in the real world.

It was enough, though. I told Rick it wasn’t fair to string him along if I knew I couldn’t return the intensity of his feelings for me. We broke up. I hated to see him devastated like that, but it was the right thing to do.

And that’s when I decided I needed a killer dress. One that would make Evander sit up and pay attention. Because it’s Evander I want, not Rick, and I have to give it my best shot. 

I’ve imagined the moment a thousand times. I’ll walk into Finn and Emma’s wedding in my curve-hugging red velvet masterpiece and Evander will glance my way.

He’ll go back to his conversation only to do a double take, his attention snapping right back to me.

He’ll stare. He’ll walk my way, helpless to resist. He’ll ask me to dance.

As we hold each other close, Evander will no longer be able to avert his gaze. That flash of interest will grow into something more. Something hungry and intense. All his questions will disappear. He’ll finally see me for who I am.

I giggle.

Hey, a girl can dream. And fantasize, apparently. 

I find a parking spot and pop into the shop. My dress is hanging by the door, steamed and protected in a fancy cloth garment bag.

“You’re gonna knock ’em dead in that dress,” the seamstress says to me. “And I expect all the details before New Year’s!”

I swing the garment bag over my shoulder. “You bet!”

“But honey, you might want to ditch the antlers.”

“Huh? Oh.” 

I reach for the felt-covered wires sticking from the top of my head and laugh, then look down at myself. I’m a crazy person, roaming the streets of Sweetbriar, Nevada, in a reindeer costume. “You might be right about that! Thank you, again!”

I walk to my car and carefully hang the dress on the rear seat’s suit hook. I put the car in reverse, put my foot on the gas, and back up. Just then I remember to take off my antlers. I reach up. 

And the rear wheels of my car slide out from under me. I’m whipping around. My car ends up facing the opposite direction and sliding downhill. Right into the path of an oncoming SUV. 

I stomp on the brakes. Big mistake. I miss the other car but bash into the curb.

 



CHAPTER 5


Evander

 

Anyone who drives like that has no business visiting Sweetbriar in December. Overflow tourists from Tahoe might be good for the local economy, but dealing with these idiots on the roads is a pain in my ass.

At least this driver wasn’t going fast enough to injure themselves. I didn’t even see the airbag deploy.

I get out from behind the wheel of my Genesis G460 and walk across the street. I open the driver’s side door and lean in. “Hey, are you—?”

It takes my brain a few seconds to register what I’m seeing. It’s Phoebe Travis. But she’s wearing antlers and what looks like a fake fur chipmunk onesie. 

Also, she’s pretty shaken up. 

“Come on out. Let me help you. Turn off the ignition first, okay?” I offer her my hand and she nods, sniffling, and climbs out of the car. The front left panel of her Ford is banged up, but she looks fine. Except for the tears. And the trembling. 

And the antlers. 

“Hey. You’re okay, Phoebe. It’s going to be all right.” 

Only then does she look up at me. Those golden eyes of hers fly wide and her mouth opens. “Evander?” The antlers slide down her nose and hitch on her lips. 

I can’t help myself. I laugh. I’ve always appreciated that the untouchable Phoebe Travis had a nice rack—because I’m a man with two functioning eyeballs—but not this kind of rack. 

I gently remove the headband from her face and toss it into the passenger seat. I run my hands along her furry upper arms. 

This girl cracks me up. My guess is she was dressed up for something at the hospital. She’s always doing something extra for her patients, including me. 

“Do you feel any pain? Did you bang your knee against the dash?” It might be days before she knows whether her neck or back got jolted. 

Phoebe shakes her head and looks away. I think she’s embarrassed. But there’s no need to be. We’ve known each other since we were kids, though she’s a few years younger than me. 

Besides, this is the same woman who sliced off my pants in the emergency room. She’s probably seen me naked more times than I realize. Maybe she’s worried that I’ll see her as less than professional.

“Hey, come on. It’s gonna be fine.” 

I pull her into me and feel the weight of her soft body press against my chest. 

“I hate it that someone had to rescue me, since I’m the one who’s usually doing the rescuing.” She mumbles this as she sniffs directly into the vest of my three-piece suit. I don’t mind. I plan to take it to the cleaners tomorrow, anyway.

“Shit happens, Phoebe.” 

“I think black ice happened,” she says. 

“You’re probably right.” I look up and down Main Street. We had a thaw while I was out of the country and now we’re seeing a refreeze. 

The sun is out, but it’s cold as penguin pussy this morning.

“Thank you, Evander,” she whispers. 

I’m jarred by the sound of my name on her lips. Her voice is sweet and husky. 

And then I get a whiff of her scent. It’s something mellow and feminine, but nothing meant to draw attention. It got mine, though. 

Next, I become aware of the warmth of her curvy flesh. I’m not sure what to do with my arms and hands. Do I pull her closer? Pat her back in a brotherly way? Pick her up and crush my mouth against hers? 

What the fuck? 

Where did that come from? 

“Uh…” I gingerly remove her from contact with the front of my body and guide her up onto the sidewalk. “Wait here. Be right back.” 

I walk to my SUV, grateful for a moment to get my shit together. I open the trunk and grab the crowbar from my toolbox. By the time I get back to Phoebe, I’m in control of myself.

I’ve willed the blood flow to reroute from my junk to my brain. I’m thinking straight again. I use the crowbar to pry the dented panel from the wheel. The tire isn’t punctured, fortunately. 

I set the crowbar down and brace the heel of my loafer against the curb, then push her car into the street. Next, I check the rest of the vehicle to make sure it’s safe to drive.

Then I glance her way. 

Phoebe has wrapped her chipmunk arms around her torso, hugging herself tightly. Her chin is lifted and she’s looking down the street to avoid my gaze. 

I’m simultaneously in awe of her and angry with her. How strange.

She’s too pretty, I decide. Since when did she get too pretty?

Those messy brown waves are pulled back from her angelic face. A sprinkle of freckles are scattered across her nose. Her mouth is a soft pink pout. 

She makes a seriously cute gerbil, even if she’s supposed to be a reindeer. 

Snap out of it, MacLaine.

Why am I suddenly seeing little Phoebe Travis so differently? Why am I allowing myself to see her as a beautiful woman? I’ve only ever seen Phoebe in one of two ways. Either as the kid from the next ranch over or the competent nurse with the reassuring smile.

I need to go back to that. 

Because I absolutely don’t want to see what I’m seeing. It pisses me off.

She’s not my type. Not that I have a type. But if I did, she would definitely not be it.

Phoebe Travis is the most cheerful human being I’ve ever known. She’s freakishly perky, really, and I’ve never understood how someone can go through life the way she does, or why they’d even want to. How does a person stay this damn positive all the time? 

If I’m pathologically particular, then she’s pathologically pleasant. 

It would never work. 

Of course, it wouldn’t. Why would I even think that? What the hell is going on with me right now? 

I have to get out of here.

“Are you okay to drive?” 

She returns her attention to me and nods. “I’m fine. Sorry that your shoes got all messed up.” 

She doesn’t look fine. She doesn’t sound fine, either. She’s not her usual self. And that’s not okay. I don’t like that shit one bit. 

I’m suddenly overwhelmed with the need to protect her, bring her back to her baseline level of happiness, even if it’s abnormal for most of us mere mortals. “Let me drive you home.” 

“No. I’m good. Thank you for all your help. I hope my carelessness hasn’t stopped you from getting wherever you were going.” She steps off the curb and slides into the driver’s seat. “Sorry, Evander.” 

“Sorry for what?” I hold the edge of the car door while she starts up the engine. “Stop apologizing. And put on your seatbelt.” 

The hurt in Phoebe’s eyes tells me I was a little too brusque with her. And now I’m the one who should apologize. But I don’t, because this encounter has knocked me off balance so badly that I just want it to end. 

I close the car door and make sure Phoebe gets safely turned around and on her way. I watch her slowly apply the brakes as she approaches the stop light. 

I need to apply the brakes, too. 

When I head across Main Street to my SUV, I see someone walking my way. Ah, shit. It’s Melissa. And she’s smiling like a woman who’s about to reel in a big fish. 

“Well lookie who decided to bless us common folk and come into town,” she says. Her smile doesn’t spread to her eyes. She’s angry. Fine. 

I keep walking and make sure my voice remains neutral when I reply. “Nice to see you, Melissa. Sorry, but I’ve got to head out.” 

She spins around on the heel of her boot and follows me. “You said you’d call.” 

Inside my head, I groan. This is my fault. I know better than to hook up with anyone within a hundred-mile radius, even if that someone is a hard-bodied party girl like Melissa. 

But one night a couple of months back, I let the isolation get the better of me. After a few beers at the bar and grill, I went home with her. 

Old habits and all.

I admit that I was a real horse’s ass back in high school, and I made the rounds of the available female population—including Melissa. I earned my reputation for being a “hit-it-and-quit-it” douchebag. 

I’m not that guy anymore. In fact, women are few and far between for me these days. I keep myself busy with the ranch and StellaR Tech and that’s pretty much it. 

I might want a relationship someday, someday far off into the future. I’m in no hurry. And anyway, any partner would have to be okay with living out here in the foothills of the Sierra Nevadas, which certainly whittles down the number of eligible bachelorettes. 

I reach the door of my SUV and pull it open. “I apologize for not calling,” I tell her. “I’ve been traveling a lot for work. And to be completely honest, I’m not interested in starting something right now.”

She laughs. “You seemed plenty interested when you were pushing me up against the refrigerator and screwing my brains out.” 

Ouch. 

I turn to look at Melissa. She’s a year older than me, and life hasn’t been easy for her. The last thing she needs is more bullshit put in her path. I’ve hurt her, and nobody deserves that. “Please accept my apology, Melissa. It won’t happen again.” 

I slide into the driver’s seat, close the door, and continue on my way. 

In the rearview mirror, I see her flip me the middle-finger salute as she yells, “You’re damn right it won’t happen again, asshole!” 

 



CHAPTER 6


Phoebe

 

I’m a Grade-A loser. 

I let myself get so distracted with the fantasy—how my fancy-schmancy dress will seduce my make-believe Evander—that I almost crashed head-on into the real one!

And now he thinks I can’t drive. And that’s just not true. I’m a very good driver. My dad taught me how to deal with any condition, in any vehicle. 

Ice. Snow. Rain. Flood. Landslide. Mudslide. Blizzard. Avalanche. Dust storm. 

Car. Pickup. Tractor. ATV. Flatbed. Snowplow. Combine. Hay baler. Snowmobile.

After all, I’m a freaking rancher’s daughter! 

Evander just laughed at my costume. I can’t say I blame him. Sporting a head-to-toe reindeer ensemble screams, get a load of the goofy neighbor girl!

That’s not exactly part of my plan.

Because I want him to look at me and think, How can I resist this beautiful woman? I must make hot, passionate love to her immediately! 

Or something. 

Maybe my fantasizing still needs some work. 

“Ugh, Phoebe,” I say aloud. “You have no idea what you’re doing.” 

I turn down the state highway and toward home, suddenly perking up. 

Wait. 

Maybe that was a laugh of appreciation from him. Maybe Evander’s got a thing for fuzzy costumes. I’ve heard some people do. I can’t imagine that’s the case, but how can I be sure? 

I’ve known about Evander MacLaine all my life, but the truth is, I don’t really know him.

Except that he’s honorable. Stubborn. Decent. Smart. Hard-working. Loyal. Prefers fancy clothes. And has a high pain threshold. 

Also, he’s as hot as Satan’s six pack.

“Phew!” 

It may be cold as a meat locker outside, but I’m sweating inside my fake-fur prison. I crack the driver’s side window as I make my way into the valley and toward Travis Ranch. 

I eventually pull into the ranch lane, smiling to myself. I see there are some recent additions to the giant decorative blow-up wonderland my mother has created at the intersection. Swaying in the breeze is a new stack of festively wrapped gifts and yet another Frosty the Snowman.

I think my mother is singlehandedly responsible for the success of the inflatable décor industry. 

Which reminds me… shoot! 

Before we broke up, I’d invited Rick to come to the ranch for Christmas. But I never uninvited him! And knowing the kind of black-and-white thinker that he is, I should make certain he knows it isn’t a standing invitation.

I make a mental note to take care of that as soon as I get inside. I’ll send him an email. Or maybe a text would be more polite. Actually, I might call him, though I don’t want to give him any false hope that we might get back together.

Ugh. Seriously. Being polite is freaking exhausting. 

I pull up to the main house, seeing that Jake has been roped into helping my mother string more garland along the porch railing. He turns to me, his eyes flashing, help me! 

Jake Travis is a star NHL center. He can defend himself just fine, on and off the ice.

He meets me at the bottom of the porch steps and loudly says, for our mother’s benefit, “Let me help you carry everything in, little sis!” 

I roll my eyes, grabbing my boutique garment bag from the backseat hook. Jake snatches my coat, purse, and antlers from the front and follows me up to the porch.

“What happened to your car?” Jake asks.

“Nothing. Just scraped the curb. Hey, Mama!” I say.

“How was the party, sweetie?”

“Great!” 

“Jake, get your butt back here,” Mom says. “Once we’re done with this, you need to hang more of the solar-powered lights along the roof of the west loafing shed and fence.” 

“Ryder can do it.” 

“Ryder, Bo, and Mason are hanging lights along the east property-line fence.” 

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll be right back.” 

I smile to myself. I always find it funny how Jake can start bloody brawls in a hockey rink but surrenders whenever Mom tells him to do something. All my brothers are like that, actually. 

We walk into the foyer and Jake shuts the front door behind us. We stomp on the waterproof rug, knocking off old snow and slush from the bottom of our shoes before we step inside. 

“Their electric bill must be thousands a month,” Jake mumbles.

“Good thing all of their sons are well-paid professional athletes.”

I hang the garment bag on the coat tree and start peeling off my reindeer suit. 

“Did the kids like your costume?” 

“They loved it. Seems I was very entertaining.” 

Jake gestures to the dress bag. “What’s in there? Another costume? Mrs. Claus, maybe?” 

I decide to tell Jake the truth, even though I know I’ll be stepping in it. “It’s the dress I’m wearing to Finn and Emma’s wedding next week.” 

“You spend too much time over there.” 

I turn to him and sigh. “It’s been months since I even set foot on Yosemite Ranch.” 

“I just don’t think it’s smart to be around the MacLames.” 

“First of all,” I smooth down my nursing scrubs. “I’m a grown woman. And second of all,” I pause to take off my nursing clogs. “Two of the MacLaines are married or are about to be and the others aren’t even aware that I exist. Happy?”

Jake scowls at me, his dark eyes serious. “It’s Evander I’m most concerned about.”

I ignore him and head into the kitchen. He follows, watching me while I put the kettle on for tea and get out what I need to make myself an omelet. I’m starving. All I’ve had to eat in the last twelve hours is candy canes. Too many of them.

“I’m worried that you spent too much time with him after he broke his leg. I remember how giddy you seemed when I visited in early summer.”

I open the bread bag and shove two slices into the toaster, then I slam my hand against the lever.

“I just don’t want you to get your heart broken. Evander is--”

“Good heavens!” I cut him off and spin around, seeing that he’s perched at the kitchen island, scowling. “We certainly can’t have Phoebe being too happy, can we? Or giddy, for crying out loud! Absolutely not!”

“That’s not what I—”

“You don’t approve of me attending our neighbor’s wedding while wearing a nice dress, is that it?”

“That isn’t—”

“Oh, so you’re opposed to me providing medical aid to a man with a compound fracture of the femoral shaft?”

He winces. “All I’m say—”

“Well, listen up, Jake Travis. You are hereby officially released from your duties as protector of my womanly virtue! You no longer have to worry about what I’m wearing or whose injury I’m treating or what names are on my dance card. Sound good?”

I turn my back to him and crack two eggs into a bowl. I grab the whisk and go to town. The kitchen is silent except for the clicking of the toaster timer, the hiss of the tea kettle, and the swirl of the whisk.

I’m not ignorant. Despite my fantasies, I know that Evander MacLaine is out of my league and out of my reach.

And, according to my brothers, he’ll forever be out of the question.

They’ve been warning me about him since I was twelve. Thinking back on one particular conversation still makes me laugh.

I was fourteen, which meant I’d had two solid years of Evander-induced daydreaming under my belt by that point. I must not have been hiding it as well as I thought, because one day, all five of my brothers sat me down on a barn bench and stood over me, very serious.

“Evander MacLaine is a player,” Jake said.

I nodded, scanning their faces, wondering what the big deal was.

Of course Evander was a player. Everyone around here played sports. Evander had been on varsity sports teams with Jake, Kyle, and Ryder. If Bo and Mason hadn’t still been in junior high at the time, he’d be on a team with them, too.

“You mean football?” I’d asked.

Everyone doubled over laughing and then staggered off, their howls carrying through the horse barn. Everyone but Jake, anyway, who’d either taken pity on me or drawn the short straw. He sat down on the wooden bench by my side.

“He plays the field, Pea. The field of girls.” 

“Oh.” I thought about that for a moment. “With the girls soccer team? On the school practice field?”

Jake blinked at me. He tried again. “What I’m saying is that dating is just a game to the MacLaines, and girls are their playthings. That makes them players. And Evander the biggest player of the bunch.”

I remember shrugging and saying something along the lines of, “Makes sense. Evander could have any girl he wants.”

Jake had placed a hand on my shoulder and got very serious. “That is not true, because he can’t have you. Never forget that. Stay away from that dude, do you understand?”

My brothers have revisited that topic with me over the years. Once, just before I went off to nursing school in Arizona and when Evander was home on shore leave, Bo and I ran into Evander at the feed store. When we got back in the truck, Bo laid into me.

It was ridiculous.

“Steer clear of Evander? Really?” I yelled at Bo while driving us back to the ranch. “He’s a Navy SEAL headed off to yet another dangerous foreign country. I’m a recent high school graduate picking up fifty pounds of chicken feed! What’s there to steer clear of? He doesn't know I’m alive!”

Bo is a sweet guy, maybe the sweetest of all my brothers. He hadn’t expected me to lose it like that. It surprised him. He apologized.

The truth is, my brothers’ warnings were pointless when I was twelve. Pointless when I was sixteen, eighteen, and again when I was twenty-two.

Their warnings are still pointless.

Because it doesn’t matter what anyone says about Evander or how unlikely it is that he’ll ever notice me. I’ve been in love with him forever and probably always will be.

And it’s high time I did something about it.

Besides, this virginity farce is getting old. I’m the designated innocent of the Travis family. They think I’m unsullied, pure as the new-fallen snow! They’re wrong.

As if it’s any of their freaking business.

But I sure hate hearing them talk about me like I have no first-hand knowledge of the ways of the world. I’ve meant to correct them for a long while now, but at this point, it’s probably too late.

About nine years too late.

Maybe I should say something right now.

“Yo, Pea,” Jake still uses the nickname Ryder gave me when I was four. “You okay?” 

“I’m fine, why?”

“Because you’re beating those eggs like they owe you money.”

My hand stills. I burst out laughing. Jake does, too.

I spin around to face him. It’s on the tip of my tongue. I’m going to inform him that I’m not a virgin and he doesn’t need to protect me. Not from Evander. Not from anyone.

What comes out of my mouth instead is, “Are you hungry? Want some eggs?”

“I’d love some, thanks,” he says.

 



CHAPTER 7


Evander

 

I’m finally home.

I walk to my bedroom and toss my wallet and keys into the antique bureau-top tray.

I strip out of my clothes, carefully hanging my suit on the custom mahogany valet stand. I use a damp cloth to spot clean the blotches of road salt on the trouser hems, the price I’m paying for pushing Phoebe’s car from the curb.

I wipe off my vest, too, where she’d sniffled and mumbled, and then I use the cloth to wipe the salt from my loafers as well.

I smile, thinking of Phoebe. She’s cute. She’s always been cute, in a naïve, freckled-faced kind of way. That’s probably why noticing how beautiful she’s become left me feeling off-kilter today.

It happens. Girls grow into women. Boys into men. And she’s all grown up now. We’ve all grown up.

That’s a crock of shit and I know it.

It wasn’t just today that I noticed how much she’s changed. The truth is, I saw it earlier this year, when she took care of me after I broke my leg.

Every once in a while, I’d catch her looking at me with something that went way beyond professional or neighborly concern. I’d have to break eye contact with her when that happened. I’d start bitching about my cast or start arguing with her about how I was perfectly capable of going on a nice, ten-mile hike in the woods or some shit.
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