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          HOLLY

        

      

    

    
      In front of the stage, men called out numbers in a rapid back-and-forth I couldn’t keep up with. The first bachelorette of the evening, Hanna Roberts, swayed on her feet.

      Was it too hot on the stage with the spotlights?

      When her eyes rolled back, someone shouted a warning. Heath moved from his spot in the shadows and dropped to his knees with his arms held out in front of him, catching her before Hanna’s head could hit the floor.

      Sebastian leapt onto the stage and knelt beside her.

      Heath eased Hanna into Sebastian’s arms, who pleaded, “Hanna, wake up.”

      The crowd quieted, everyone waiting to see if Hanna would respond.

      Sebastian bowed over her body, his mouth brushing a kiss over her forehead as he whispered something I couldn’t hear from where I stood.

      A second later, her eyelids fluttered, and Sebastian’s shoulders lowered.

      “Is it over?” Hanna asked in a soft voice, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

      “The auction? You were only the second person to go,” Sebastian said as he shifted her to a seated position.

      Her forehead creased. “Am I done?”

      Sebastian stood and held his hand out to Hanna. “Let’s get you out of here and get you something to eat.”

      Marley stepped to their side and rested a hand on Hanna’s arm. “Are you okay?”

      Sebastian helped Hanna off the stage, and the three of them moved toward the door.

      All I could think about was that I was next on the auction block. I almost wished I could feign light-headedness so that I could escape with Hanna.

      When Marley returned, her cheeks were flushed as she held the clipboard to her chest.

      “Do you think we should cancel the rest of the event?” I asked her hopefully.

      Marley attempted to smile at me, but it was brittle. “Absolutely not. Hanna is fine and in good hands with Sebastian.”

      I briefly wondered why Sebastian had bid on his best friend, but I brushed it away because I was more concerned about my predicament. In a few short seconds, I was going to stand in front of a room of eligible bachelors while they bid money to go on an elaborate date with me.

      Marley fixed her gaze on me. “Remember, this is for a good cause. We’re raising money for the farm and a local animal shelter.”

      I scanned the crowd to see if there were any men I could be interested in. Having grown up here, I knew most of the men in the barn. But my gaze snagged on the dark figure in the back. The one leaning against the wall, his shoulders lowered, his stance casual, but his gaze was fixed on mine. “What’s Talon doing here?”

      Marley smiled as she glanced at her clipboard for the hundredth time. “All the Monroes are here to support the event. You know that.”

      Now my stomach was tightening for a different reason. We’d dated in high school, and it had ended badly. Talon hadn’t wanted to break things off, but I didn’t have a choice. Everything was my fault, and I couldn’t see past the guilt. I couldn’t subject him to that, so I’d let him go, and I’d regretted it every day since.

      When I started working for the Monroes on their Christmas tree farm, creating hand-painted ornaments for their holiday shop, we’d run into each other a few times. We’d even danced at Marley’s holiday party at the inn, but we hadn’t spoken of the past. It reminded me of the homecomings and proms we’d attended in high school, making my heart ache.

      Back then, it had been easy between us. Our relationship was a natural progression, and we quickly fell in love. It was the summer after senior year when real life set in and everything fell apart.

      At some point, I’d have to talk to him. But if I could put it off for some time in the future, I was more than okay with that.

      Marley stepped up to the podium and gripped the microphone, sending my heart racing. “Sebastian is taking good care of Hanna, and she’s doing great after her fainting spell. So, we’ll move on to our next eligible bachelorette.” Marley swung her arm in my direction, and I took it as the prompt to step forward. I’d opted for a red dress that was soft and comfortable and had the added effect of looking amazing against my skin.

      I hadn’t dated in what felt like forever, and I’d never put myself out there like I had with Talon.

      A fan had been pulled from somewhere and was now pointed in my direction. The air cooled my heated cheeks and molded the dress to my frame.

      “Holly is an amazing artist. She created the beautiful hand-painted ornaments that you’ll find in the holiday shop in the red barn. She’s also been a friend of our family for many years.”

      I swayed on my feet, wondering if I was going to faint like Hanna. Unfortunately, I was all too aware of the lights on me, the stares, and the whispered conversations. I wondered if they were talking about my ill-fated relationship with Talon.

      “Holly enjoys reading and painting⁠—”

      I sounded like a crazy cat lady minus the cat. Would anyone want to bid on me? Panic gripped me. That was something I hadn’t considered before now.

      There was a crowd of men near the stage, but they could have been interested in one of the other bachelorettes.

      Marley grinned at the men. “Remember, the hot tub date is still up for grabs.”

      A ripple of anticipation went through the crowd.

      “Let the bidding begin,” Marley said. She pounded the gavel on the podium, sparking a headache. “We’ll start at five hundred dollars.”

      I hadn’t paid attention to the numbers for the last two auctions because I was so nervous about standing on the stage. But now that I was in the spotlight, time seemed to have slowed down. I licked my lips, forcing myself to look at the men bidding on me.

      There was Brad from high school, who was maybe a year or two ahead of me. He’d been a jock and not someone I’d spoken to at the time. Why was he bidding on me? I hadn’t drawn his attention back then. But then again, I only had eyes for the soft-spoken Talon, who wasn’t in the academic classes. He spent all his time in the tech buildings.

      Then there was Brian, who was tall and lean. I remembered him going into some kind of science field. There was a third man, who was big and brawny. I recognized him as one of the Calloway brothers who ran Pine Valley Farm, possibly the eldest, Teddy.

      I refrained from wiping sweat from my brow as Brian, Brad, and Teddy volleyed ever-increasing numbers like it was a tennis match.

      My ears were pounding, and my stomach rolled. I didn’t particularly want to spend time with any of them. They were attractive, but I preferred the dark and broody type. I preferred Talon Monroe, and nothing in the past ten years had changed that fact.

      Another voice rang out from the back of the room. “Five thousand dollars.”

      Sweat trickled down my spine. Was it Talon?

      Marley motioned him forward.

      When Talon stepped closer, his gaze was fixed on mine, and it reminded me of when he’d communicated silently in school with just a look. I’d always interpreted it to mean something akin to I’ve got you.

      I let out a breath, hoping he was doing this to save me. I shouldn’t want that, but I did. I couldn’t imagine slipping into a hot tub with Brad or Brian. I didn’t know either of them well enough to wear a bikini with them on a first date.

      Brian and Brad stepped back, but Teddy’s jaw tightened, and he bid higher. The back-and-forth went on for a few minutes, and I wished I could sink into the floor. I hated being the center of attention. I couldn’t think of anything worse than two men fighting over me.

      The crazy thing was, I wasn’t even sure one of them wanted me. Talon was just trying to save me from an intimate evening with a man who was a stranger to me.

      Then Talon said ten thousand, and the room quieted. He raised a brow at Teddy as if challenging him to go higher.

      I bit my lip. Please let this be over. Ten thousand was an insane amount to spend on a date, but I was positive Talon wasn’t doing it because he wanted to rekindle our relationship. I’d broken things off when we were eighteen and hadn’t provided any opening for a reunion.

      After a few tense seconds, Teddy finally shook Talon’s hand, congratulating him. Had Talon just spent ten thousand dollars to go on a date with me?

      Talon moved toward us, stepping easily onto the stage between me and Marley.

      Talon placed a hand on my lower back and pulled me closer, effectively claiming me in front of everyone. I am his for the night.

      A tingle ran through my body. I used to revel in being his girl. In high school, he’d pick me up in his Monroe Christmas Tree Farm truck every morning and drive me to school, where we’d hold hands while walking down the hallway and steal kisses in dark corners.

      Talon glanced down at me, and something flashed in the depths of his brown eyes, concern and something else. Before I could place the emotion, he’d pulled me to his side, and I placed a hand on his chest to steady myself. His heart beat a steady rhythm under my palm.

      Despite the years we’d spent apart, it was like no time had passed. I reveled in the feel of his strong arm as it wrapped around my waist, the heat of his body, and the faint smell of evergreen that lingered on his clothes.

      Marley was saying something to us, but I couldn’t focus on her words. Talon guided me off the stage and toward a side door. He opened the door, and I sucked in the cool air.

      When I felt a little steadier, I turned to face him. “Why did you bid so much to go on a date with me?”

      His jaw tightened. “It’s to raise money for⁠—”

      “You could have bid on anyone. Why me?” And why so much money? I knew Talon had been successful with his metal designs, having been featured in several prominent architectural and design magazines over the years. But it was crazy to spend so much money to go out on a date with your ex-girlfriend.

      Heath handed Sebastian a map. “Take the carriage to the date location and enjoy your evening. Don’t ask why, but Cole snagged the hot tub date with Daphne. I think he threw in more money to get it.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. I wasn’t ready to be in a hot tub with my ex. I wasn’t sure how he felt about me, but it couldn’t be good.

      Heath’s tone was stilted, and I got the feeling he wanted to ask us if this was a good idea, but he didn’t.

      “Are you two going to be okay?” Heath asked.

      My lips twitched. “I’m not going to faint, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      Heath’s concerned gaze swung from me to Talon.

      I wrapped my arms around my body to ward off the cold. In my haste to get out of the barn, I hadn’t grabbed my jacket. “We don’t have to do this.”

      Heath frowned. “Talon bid a lot of money on this date.”

      “It was too much.” And I couldn’t fathom why he’d want to go on a date with me. Not when we’d had our chance, and I’d ruined it. There were many times over the years when I wanted to explain my reasoning to him, but every time I thought about it, I dismissed the idea. It was over and done with, and there was no point in rehashing the past.

      When Heath and Talon exchanged a glance, I said, “I’ll just grab my jacket from inside.”

      Talon touched her shoulder, stopping my movement. “I’ll get it.”

      “It’s on the chair by the stage,” I said as my stomach filled with dread.

      When Talon disappeared inside, Heath said, “I don’t want him to get hurt.”

      The familiar shame and guilt wrapped around me. “I never wanted to hurt Talon. I wanted to protect him.”

      Heath’s brow furrowed, but before he could respond, Talon was back. He helped me put on the jacket, and I held it to me.

      “Have a good time,” Heath said with one last tip of his head, and then he disappeared inside.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” I repeated when Talon held his hand out to me.

      “It feels like the right move to me,” Talon said simply, making my heart rate pick up.

      My hand trembled as I rested it in his, and I stepped into the carriage.

      He climbed in and sat next to me, picking up the reins as if he’d done this a million times before. With a flick of his wrist, the horses were moving.

      I wanted to ask the questions that were swirling in my head. Why did you bid on me? Why did you spend so much money? But I couldn’t seem to form the words. I had a feeling he wouldn’t answer me anyway.

      “Heath said something to me when you were gone.” I concentrated on the way I could see my breath in the cold night air.

      Talon shifted on the seat bench and glanced down at me. “Oh?”

      “He doesn’t want you to get hurt. I don’t want to hurt you either. That’s why I don’t understand why you bid on me and why we’re riding in this carriage together.” Each step the horses took felt like we were heading down a path we never should have taken in the first place.

      “We should have talked a long time ago.”

      “I don’t want to rehash the past.” I’d come to terms with us a long time ago. I’d pushed him away and couldn’t go back and fix it. It was too late to beg for his forgiveness. I’d resigned myself to being the bad guy in this situation.

      Talon shook his head. “I’ll talk to Heath. He shouldn’t have said anything to you.”

      “He’s concerned about you. I hurt you, and he doesn’t want me to do it again. If me working for the farm is a problem, I can leave.” I’d been working to get another gig that paid as well, but it was a small town, and the neighboring tree farms didn’t want to carry the same inventory as the Monroes.

      Talon reached over and covered my hand with his. “We have a history, and I’m determined to figure out what went wrong.”

      “You didn’t do anything.” I was the one who’d screwed up, who couldn’t handle the real-life problems that were thrust at us. I wasn’t sure any relationship could have survived what we went through.

      Talon gave me a look. “I wanted to be there for you.”

      “I pushed you away. You didn’t do anything wrong. It was all me.”

      Talon pulled the horses to a stop on the lane. He shifted so that he was facing me on the bench seat. “I have a problem with that. Because we went through something that was devastating. We both did. And we never got any kind of closure.”

      “Is that what you want? Closure?” I asked him.

      “I don’t want things to continue like they are. Everyone walks on eggshells around us, as if they’re afraid of upsetting one of us. But no one knows what happened.”

      My shoulders stiffened. “I don’t want to talk to anyone about it now.” It would only bring everything up again, making it fresh and real. I wanted to bury it down deep where I didn’t have to think about it.

      “But it wasn’t your fault,” Talon said gently.

      I couldn’t respond to his statement because I didn’t believe it. I’d taken the most precious thing in the world and lost it.

      “I never blamed you.”

      I let out a disgusted breath. “You had every right to because I blamed myself.”

      Talon sighed, his hand still resting on mine, warm and comforting. “That’s the part that always bothered me. It wasn’t anyone’s fault.”

      I shuddered, hating the idea that something so horrible was fated.

      Talon sighed. “I didn’t mean to get into this tonight.”

      “If you wanted to talk, you could have just asked me instead of bidding ten thousand dollars in front of your family and the town.” Everyone knew that we dated in high school, and I was positive the rumors were already flying.

      Everyone would be waiting for me to screw up again. I couldn’t handle the pressure of that. It was easier not to feel anything.

      There was a comfort to the numbness. Unfortunately, I couldn’t maintain that state of mind when I was with Talon.

      “I know this isn’t what you want, but I hope that you’ll give me this chance.” His eyes were soft and pleading.

      I sighed. “I’ll give you tonight.”

      It was all I had to give him. I’d let him have closure, and then we’d go back to how things were. We’d continue to tiptoe around each other. One day, Talon would find a woman who deserved his love. He’d marry her and have a couple of kids and live together in his cabin on the farm.

      Because that person wasn’t me. I’d screwed up everything a long time ago. I’d ended us, and there was no coming back from that.
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          TALON

        

      

    

    
      My stomach churned when she finally placed her hand in mine and let me help her out of the carriage.

      Marley had assured me we’d have privacy for the entire night. I hoped Holly would give me time.

      She’d never let up on her decision to end things between us. She’d been adamant that I deserved someone better.

      It sliced like a knife when she said that because I loved her. I’d never met anyone since that made me feel the same way she did. Even though we were young, I couldn’t escape the sense that we were meant to be.

      My family insisted I needed closure, and I felt that things were unfinished. None of what happened was her fault. I couldn’t understand why she insisted on punishing herself and me in the process. I intended to make sure she understood that.

      I led Holly through the woods on the path that had recently been lined with twinkling lights. The path gave way to a clearing by the pond, where lights had been strung around the perimeter. There was a nest of blankets and pillows with a basket of food and even champagne on ice.

      “We’re supposed to watch a movie?” Holly nodded toward a projector and the screen.

      “Marley didn’t explain any of the details. She just told me where to go and said that we would have privacy for the entire evening.”

      I didn’t have a lot of time to convince Holly to talk to me. This was the longest stretch we’d spent together since we were eighteen. I worried she’d bolt at any minute. My only saving grace was that we were too far to walk to the main house, and we’d taken a carriage here.

      “Are you hungry?” I was grateful we hadn’t won the hot tub date. We weren’t ready for that level of intimacy.

      The best I could hope for was that she’d sit down, eat some food, and give me a few minutes of her time before she asked me to take her back.

      “Sure.” Holly sat on one of the large pillows, arranging a blanket over her lap.

      I opened the basket to find fried chicken, cole slaw, and still-warm mashed potatoes. There was even an apple pie. The label read Daphne’s Pies, and I wondered if it was the woman Cole had bid on.

      “This is amazing. Marley went all out,” Holly said.

      “Ever since she reconnected with Heath, she’s been on a mission for all my brothers to find their happily ever afters.”

      Holly’s lips twitched. “They have, though, right? Everyone but you.”

      “I’ve been in love before.”

      She winced, and I quickly added, “I’m sorry. It wasn’t my intention to make you feel bad.” I put a bit of everything on a plate, then handed it to Holly.

      I held a slight advantage on this date. I knew Holly better than anyone. She might have changed over the years, but I believed she was the same person at her core. That I could ease my way back into her life and remind her of all the ways we were good together. But that would be getting ahead of myself.

      Over the years, I’d experienced success in my career but not in my personal life. It was time to make a change. If my family was right, I needed to talk to Holly before either of us could move on.

      I balanced the plate on my lap. “You asked why I bid on you.”

      She bit into a chicken wing.

      “I’d like to move on with my life, and I can’t do that with so many unresolved issues between us.”

      Her shoulders stiffened. “I was clear about my feelings.”

      “You shut me out. You wouldn’t let me be there for you.”

      Her hands dropped to her plate. “I couldn’t⁠—”

      “I read a lot about the things you might be going through back then. I just wished you’d let me in. But tonight’s not about making you feel guilty.” My stomach knotted. I wasn’t sure what I was hoping to accomplish, but rehashing our past was only going to make things worse.

      I took a big bite of my chicken. “This reminds me of Friday nights when Dad would bring home a bucket of chicken just like this. We’d fight over the best pieces, and it would be gone in a few minutes. Dad would complain about how much we ate, and Mom would smile.”

      Holly smiled. “That’s a good memory. I was present for quite a few Friday night dinners.”

      It seemed like good reminders of our history would be welcomed.

      “This tastes good. I wasn’t able to eat much today,” Holly admitted.

      My brow furrowed. “Why couldn’t you eat?”

      Holly shook her head, a wry smile on her lips. “I was worried no one would bid on me. That I’d be standing up there alone.”

      I gave her a look, remembering the frustration that had built in my chest when I saw how many men were interested in her. “That wasn’t an issue.”

      “It’s because you were so determined to win me. You created a sense of urgency, driving up the bids.”

      I gave her a disbelieving look. “I don’t think that was it at all.”

      “I get that you’re successful, but why would you bid so much money?”

      “I want to support Marley and my family, the farm and the business. But I bid on you because I wanted this time with you. It’s worth all the money to have this chance to talk.”

      She let out a breath. “If it will help you move on, I’m willing to talk about it.”

      I smiled, relaxing for the first time all evening. “First, let’s finish eating.”

      She flashed me a smile before eating the coleslaw. “Memories of Friday night dinners at your house were good ones. But your dad was so gruff. I was always worried he’d get tired of seeing me at the table, and he’d tell me it was time to go home.”

      I shook my head. “He liked you for me. I think he was worried I’d fall into a bad crowd.”

      Holly frowned. “Why would he think that?”

      Being here with her tonight reminded me of all the times we’d talked late into the night in the back of my truck, staring up at the stars, and wondering what our future would bring. I never thought she wouldn’t be in it. “He didn’t like that I took all those shop classes. He was worried I wouldn’t make enough money in a career where I’d be using my hands. I think he was picked on growing up because he lived on a farm. He wanted our help on the farm but thought we should go to college and get an office job. He wanted us to have security.”

      “All your brothers work with their hands. Emmett makes furniture, Knox runs a landscaping business, and Heath is in construction.”

      “He didn’t know that back then. I was the only one who was obsessed with learning a trade in high school. I’m so grateful my shop teacher encouraged me.”

      “Your dad wanted the best for you.” Holly’s hands lowered, her chicken forgotten.

      I took his concern for what it was; he wanted to make sure I was going down the right path. “I was clear from the beginning that I wanted to live on the farm. I had no desire to leave.”

      “I loved that about you. That you were so strong and steady.” Holly’s voice was soft and introspective.

      I wanted to ask her why she pushed me away. I remember her father being in and out of her life and how excited she was when he visited. “Even when high-end clients commissioned my work, I didn’t travel to them. If they wanted me, they could come here. I was just confident enough, or maybe grumpy enough, to take that chance. And it paid off.”

      Holly smiled softly, the lights reflecting on her face. “You were always so confident. I admired that about you.”

      My heart ached. I never wanted her to feel less than. Art was just as important to her.

      “I love how your family takes care of each other.”

      I sobered. “I think that was a result of our dad dying unexpectedly. It impacted all of us.”

      Holly covered my hand with hers. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you when it happened.”

      “We weren’t together at the time.” I would have welcomed her comfort. I never would have turned her away. She was my one weakness.

      Holly smiled sadly. “I wanted to be there for you.”

      “I appreciate that.” I turned my hand so I could squeeze hers, then quickly removed it. Being here with her like this was making me think all sorts of irrational thoughts, like couldn’t we just pick up where we left off? Sure, we had history, but couldn’t we work through that?

      That wasn’t the point of this evening’s date, so I pushed those thoughts to the back of my mind.

      We finished eating, and I cleaned up our garbage. “Do you want dessert? Or should we watch the movie?”

      “Do we get to pick the movie?” Holly asked.

      I stood. “I have no idea. This is all Marley’s creation.”

      “Let’s see, then,” Holly said with a smile, and it reminded me of when we were dating. When one smile from her was all it took to have my heart beating faster in my chest. Nothing had changed. She still had that power over me.

      But then again, I hadn’t let anyone in over the years. It felt like my heart had always belonged to her.

      We made our way over toward the projector. Sure enough, there were several movies in the box next to it.

      Holly laughed softly. “They’re all romances.”

      “Are you ready for your Hallmark night?” I asked her as I randomly chose one and popped it into the projector.

      “The entire evening has been magical. From the carriage ride to dinner, and now this.” Holly’s eyes glowed from the reflection of the twinkling lights hanging all around us.

      Marley had created an intimate and romantic setting for us.

      We used to watch a lot of movies when we were dating, and whenever I’d let her pick, it was a romance or a romantic comedy. Holly was a romantic at heart. She may have been protecting herself over the years, but I knew she had a soft heart underneath.

      I moved the blankets and pillows closer to the screen, and we sat close together but not touching.

      A few minutes into the movie, Holly said, “It’s a good thing we didn’t get the hot tub date.”

      My lips quirked. “You don’t think it’s romantic to be half-naked with someone you just met?”

      She fidgeted with the edge of the frayed blanket. “We’re familiar with each other, so it wouldn’t have been awkward.”

      My skin heated. If she was in a bikini, I wouldn’t be able to resist touching her to find out if her skin was as soft as it used to be. I’d want to know if she reacted the same way to my touch. We’d both grown up and matured. We’d been torn apart by life and patched back together. We wouldn’t be as carefree as we were back then. But I couldn’t help but think it would be more intense.

      Holly chewed on her lower lip, drawing my attention to the motion. “Maybe a date like that would spark something. You’d know right away if you had chemistry.”

      Since we’d met so young, ours had started out innocently enough, with passing notes and waiting by her locker to walk her to class. It had naturally evolved into more as we’d gotten to know each other. I couldn’t help but think things would be different now.

      We wouldn’t have to sneak time in the bed of my truck or on the phone late at night. We’d have a bed and all the time in the world to rediscover each other. I was game to give us another chance, but Holly wasn’t there, and I wasn’t sure she’d ever be.

      Today was supposed to be about gaining closure and healing. Instead, I was wondering about how I could get another chance at a relationship with her.

      Holly’s lips curled into a smile. “You’re saying that something might come from Cole and Daphne’s date?”

      “Ireland ran from her wedding and ended up staying the weekend in Emmett’s cabin.”

      Holly’s lips curled into a smile. “And now they’re married.”

      I shrugged. “Stranger things have happened.”

      Holly turned slightly so she could see my face. “But Cole and Daphne?”

      “Emmett and Heath won’t want them hooking up, even if it’s just a fling. Her family’s our competition.”

      “Her family owns Pine Valley Farms?”

      I nodded. “I don’t know how their farm is run, but here, all of us have a say in the business. We get paid for our time and contributions, and our opinions matter. In the past, Emmett’s opinion was given more weight since he’s the eldest and the one who monitors tree growth. Now that we all live on the property and are invested in creating a business that will sustain our family for generations, I’d say we’re equal. But I don’t contribute as much as the others.”

      Holly shifted her position so that she was turned slightly toward me. “All your brothers have a business on the side.”

      “Yeah, but they work more hours on the farm than I do. I like to work by myself in my workshop. I don’t enjoy selling trees or working in the shop.”

      Holly gave me a wry smile. “I don’t think Emmett and Heath do either.”

      I let out a breath. “But they do it. I use my work as an excuse.”

      Holly touched my hand. “I don’t think anyone is upset with you. They understand that you get lost in your work.”

      “Am I the subject of conversations around the farm?” I asked, even though I didn’t want to know what my family was saying about me.

      Holly’s forehead creased. “They worry about you. But I think it’s done from a place of love. You’re lucky to have them.”

      My heart pinged because Holly hadn’t had that same affection from her father. His attention was like direct sunlight, and his absence hurt her. “I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful. I just don’t want them to worry about me. I’m fine.”

      “Are you really?” Holly asked, and my stomach twisted. I didn’t want her to worry about me either. It stirred up feelings I thought I’d buried long ago.

      “I will be.” I focused on the movie playing on the screen in front of us. Just being around Holly had settled something deep inside me. The hole in my chest didn’t feel quite so big.

      We watched the rest of the movie with the occasional comment about how quickly the couple was moving, but it was typical in a story like this. There might only be a few weeks and then they were declaring their love and getting engaged.

      When the credits rolled, I didn’t want the night to end. I hit play on the playlist on my phone. I stood, letting the blankets fall to the ground, and held my hand out to her.

      “Would you like to dance?”

      She smiled and placed her hand in mine, letting me pull her to her feet. “I’d love to.”

      I pulled her close to me, and she immediately settled in my arms, her cheek against my chest and her hand in mine. It reminded me of the dances in high school when we couldn’t stand to be apart, and the one dance we shared at Marley’s holiday party.

      Her hair tickled my chin, and I breathed in the smell of her lavender shampoo. I wondered if she could feel the beat of my heart under her cheek.

      “This is nice.”

      I squeezed her a little tighter to me. Being with her like this felt right. It was like all the years of regrets had given way to this. For the first time since she walked away, I felt hope. It was dangerous, but I let myself give in to the feeling.
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      I couldn’t believe I was dancing with Talon. This wasn’t the way I thought my evening would go. I figured I’d be stuck trying to make small talk with a guy I knew from high school, or even worse, a stranger. I figured it would be awkward, and I’d be counting down the minutes until I could end the date.

      But this was so much more. Talon managed to play the music over speakers that Marley must have installed on the lighting poles for the evening. We were alone out here. For a little while, I could pretend we’d never broken up. That this was our life.

      “Is this what it’s like to go on a date with you?” It was romantic, and I knew Marley planned the dates, but Talon was the one who asked me to dance.

      “You should know. I dated you once upon a time.”

      “Yeah, but we were kids. We’d dance at homecoming and prom, but never like this.” Not an impromptu dance in the middle of a field that had been lit with twinkling lights and, if I wasn’t mistaken, mistletoe.

      “I don’t think it’s fair to judge me on my romantic abilities when I was a teenager.”

      “You’re right. It’s not.” I was grateful he didn’t mention that our demise was my fault. I didn’t need the reminder. I knew where I stood in this relationship, and it wasn’t good. “I’m sorry for everything.”

      Talon stopped his movement. “No more apologies.”

      My forehead creased. “Are you sure? I feel like I owe you an explanation.”

      Talon dipped his head slightly so that his face was inches from mine. “I understand more than you think. I know you.”

      A tingle ran down my spine. No one knew me like Talon. He was there when my father swooped in with his charm and presents, then the inevitable crash when he left just as quickly. Talon held me through my tears more times than I could count. “This seems too easy.”

      “I already forgave you for what happened back then. I’m not looking for an apology or an explanation. I think I know what happened, and I’d like a chance for us to move forward. Everyone seems to think that we’ll both be stuck unless we can work through this somehow.”

      “Is that what this is?” Why had my heart thought this could be something more? I should have known there was too much painful history between us. He might have forgiven me, but that didn’t mean he wanted another chance at love.

      “I’d like to heal and move on.” His face was inscrutable.

      I let out a breath. “I’d like that, too.”

      It might have been my imagination, but I swear he pulled me tighter to him. I reveled in the feel of his arms around me, the warmth of his body against my cheek, and the comforting rhythm of his heart beating. Talon was my friend and my lover at one point, and as much as I’d never gotten over him, I would like to put the past behind us.

      He rested his cheek against my head. “Friends?”

      I nodded. “Friends.”

      I wasn’t sure I could be friends with Talon. But for the sake of our family and friends, we needed to get past this.

      We danced for a few more songs, then Talon suggested we watch another movie while we ate our pie.

      As soon as he moved to grab the basket, I rubbed my arms, missing the warmth of his body.

      Talon nodded toward the pillows. “Get under the blankets. I’ll throw more logs on the fire.”

      I waited while he grabbed logs and threw them on the dwindling fire. In no time, it was glowing again, making a comforting crackling noise.

      Talon returned with two slices of pie with whipped cream on top. I accepted the plate with a smile. “Just how I like it.”

      “Vanilla ice cream would be even better, but I doubt it would have kept.”

      Everything about this night had exceeded my expectations. I wanted to move on, but I wasn’t ready to let go of him. “Do you think we’ll be okay after tonight? That we can move forward as friends?”

      Talon’s face was pensive. “We might have to work on it. Maybe we could spend more time together.”

      “What are you suggesting?” I ate a bite of the still-warm apple pie, the fruit bursting on my tongue, and the hint of cinnamon lingered.

      “I’d love to show you what I’m working on in the shop, and Sebastian installed a temporary ice rink for his date with Hanna. Maybe we could check it out before it’s removed.”

      “I can’t believe he had a rink brought in for her.” A pang of jealousy pierced my chest. Hanna and Sebastian had been friends for a long time. I always suspected Hanna wanted more, and this was the confirmation that Sebastian did, too.

      Talon smiled, looking so much younger. Not quite the boy I dated because he had filled out and grown more scruff on his face.

      I took another bite of the pie, moaning when the flavors overwhelmed my mouth. “I love Daphne’s pies. I order them every year for Thanksgiving and Christmas.”

      Talon chuckled as he wiped crumbs from his beard. “Don’t let my brothers hear you say that. They don’t like us buying from the competition. I’m not sure how Marley snuck the pies past Heath.”

      “She probably didn’t tell him about it. Marley likes to do things first and apologize for them later. Besides, I like Daphne.” I’d gotten to know her a bit while we were getting ready for the auction.

      “I don’t know her.” Talon’s voice was low.

      “If the Monroes don’t like us hanging out with the competing Christmas tree families, then why did Cole bid on Daphne?”

      Talon immediately sobered. “I have no idea.”

      “I hope she’s okay.” Daphne was on the awkward hot tub date with a guy she probably didn’t know well.

      Talon shrugged. “Cole would never hurt her. Maybe they were friends in school. Marley and Heath secretly dated in high school and none of us had any idea.”

      “It didn’t sound like she was looking for anything long-term because she’s a single mother.”

      “Cole’s a good guy. I don’t think he’d intentionally do anything to hurt Daphne,” Talon repeated as he moved to the projector to choose the next movie.

      This time, we laid down on the blankets. I resisted moving closer to him. My heart seemingly remembered everything about him and was eager to latch onto him again.

      I couldn’t do that. Not when I didn’t know how Talon felt about us. He said he wanted to heal. That wasn’t the words of a man who wanted to rekindle a relationship. It was the sign of a man who wanted to move on to someone else.

      If it was what he needed, I owed him that much. I hate that I’d hurt him back then. But I’d only wanted to protect myself.

      “Come here,” Talon said, lifting his arm so that I could rest my head on his chest.

      “Are you sure?” I didn’t want to confuse things or fall back into him again. I had a feeling it wouldn’t take much.

      “Never been surer about everything.”

      My heart beat a staccato rhythm under my rib cage as I moved closer to him, the heat of his body enveloping me as I rested my cheek on his chest and my hand on his stomach.

      After a few heart-stopping seconds, Talon said, “It’s just like old times.”

      We’d spent hours watching movies in this position when we were teens. But this didn’t feel quite as innocent as it had back then. I was all too aware of the position of my hand and how it wouldn’t take much for me to move it lower. My heart rate picked up as I thought about what his skin would feel like under his shirt. “Kind of.”

      “Tonight, there are no rules. It’s just you and me. We can do whatever feels good.”

      My heart contracted at his words and his willingness to forgive me. “That’s pretty open.”

      His arm tightened around me. “I didn’t mean that. I just don’t want you to feel weird about this.”

      “I don’t.” Not the way he meant. He was concerned that I’d fall for him when, in reality, my imagination was in overdrive. I wanted so much more, things I shouldn’t even be thinking about.

      I thought I still had feelings for Talon, but I wasn’t prepared for the desire to still be there, bigger than before.

      Talon kissed my head as if we were friends, and I should have reveled in it, but I wanted more. He’d said there were no rules, no boundaries or expectations. Was I brave enough to go after what I wanted?

      Everything he’d said tonight gave me the friend vibe. There was no way I’d put myself out there unless I knew he was on the same page as me.

      Instead, I settled into his warmth and closed my eyes. I woke much later to the screen frozen on the credits, fat flakes falling around us, and the fire out. I sat up.

      The ground was covered in a thin layer of snow.

      “Talon. Wake up.”

      He rolled and huffed a breath before finally opening his eyes. “We fell asleep.”

      “It’s snowing.” I couldn’t stop the excitement from filling my voice as I held out my hand in an effort to catch a flake.

      His eyes widened. “I can’t believe it.”

      “I don’t remember them calling for snow flurries.”

      Talon moved to a seated position. “It’s not like the weathermen ever predict the weather correctly. “

      For a few seconds, we were quiet, watching the flakes fall around us.

      Then Talon said, “The fire’s out. Should we move to my cabin? I don’t want you driving home in this.”

      “Can we watch it for a few more minutes?” I asked, hugging my knees to my chest.

      Talon leaned an arm behind me, and I sank back against him. “We can do whatever you want. This is your date.”

      I smiled. “It’s yours. No one’s ever paid so much to go on a date with me.”

      His lip quirked. “A date with you is priceless.”

      My heart squeezed at his genuine tone. “You’re sweet.”

      “I call it like I see it.” He wrapped an arm around me and pulled me into his chest.

      I snuggled closer, seeking his warmth. The world was so quiet, the flakes falling softly on the ground. “It’s beautiful.”

      “You’re beautiful.”

      I bit my lip at his words.

      Talon cleared his throat. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

      “You didn’t,” I said softly.

      “It will take some getting used to being around you and not saying things I used to.”

      “Even though it’s been years since we’d been together?” I turned slightly to face him.

      His forehead creased. “Some things are hard to forget.”

      His sweet words tunneled a hole through my heart. It would be so easy to let him in again, but he was only in this for closure and possibly friendship. I couldn’t want anything more.

      I resisted the urge to say that he was hard to forget. That I never had. That I always wondered what if. What if we’d stayed together? What if we’d gone to school together? What if we’d gotten married like we’d talked about? Would we live in his cabin together? Would we have a little girl or a boy?

      That hurt more than anything. I should be used to the pain that came with thoughts of Talon. But now that we were together, I wondered if it was possible not to feel pain when I thought of our past.

      All I had the right to hope for was friendship. Anything more was a pipe dream, and I’d destroyed ours a long time ago.

      “It looks like someone took the horses home and left a golf cart.”

      I stood and helped him clean up our trash and the blankets.

      “Marley will get the rest of this tomorrow,” Talon said as we piled a few blankets into the golf cart for the ride. “I didn’t mean to stay so long.”

      “It was nice.”

      Talon looked over at me. “Thank you for spending time with me.”

      “You don’t have to thank me.” I grinned. “You bid on me, after all.”

      “It was worth it.”

      Pleasure wrapped around my heart. Being with Talon was like coming home to a marathon rerun of your favorite TV show. It was comfortable. You remembered the familiar parts and reveled in the ones you’d forgotten. But watching the reruns never got old. You just remembered all the reasons why you loved it the first time.

      I sucked in a breath. I was in so much trouble.

      At his cabin, he parked the golf cart next to his truck. He led the way to the porch, where he unlocked the door and pushed it open. “You can sleep in the guest room. The bed’s already made, and there’s a bathroom.”

      I wrapped my arms around his waist and leaned into his hard body. “Thank you for tonight. It wasn’t what I expected, but I had a good time.”

      “Me, too.” Talon smiled, and it was like the last few years melted away.

      We’d said goodbye while he was standing on my porch a million times, and I thought we’d have forever. Our plans didn’t work out, but I was happy to have him in my life again. Maybe the pain in my chest would dissipate and I’d be able to breathe deeply again.

      “Let me show you the room so you can get some sleep.”

      I followed him up the stairs and through the doorway. The room was filled with natural-colored wood furniture and a colorful ringed quilt on the bed.

      Talon leaned over to turn on the lamp on the nightstand. “Heath made the furniture in here.”

      I ran a hand over the footboard. “It’s beautiful.”

      Talon leaned a shoulder against the doorjamb. “He does good work. Although these were some of his first attempts. I’ll just grab some towels.”

      When he returned, he placed a couple of towels in the bathroom and then handed me a stack of clothes. “So you can change.”

      When I accepted the clothes, I resisted the urge to breathe in his scent, which I was positive lingered on the clothes. There would be plenty of time for that when I was alone in bed.

      “I’ll let you get some sleep.” He started to back away, but I stopped him with a hand on his forearm. I hesitated only for a second before I lifted on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. Underneath my lips, a muscle in his jaw twitched.

      “Good night.” I let my breath ghost over his skin before dropping down to my feet.

      “Night.” His expression was carefully blank as he nodded, then he left, closing the door behind him.

      I was excited to get to know this new Talon. The one who was grown up, who’d realized his dreams and was so successful, yet was there for his family.

      Had what happened between us changed him? I hadn’t wanted that for him. I wanted to leave him unscathed. Unfortunately, I don’t think that’s what happened. We’d both been hurt. If he thought talking and spending time together would help, I’d do it.

      I tried not to think about the fact that I was getting as much out of this reunion as he was. It felt good to be around him again, to touch him. I had a feeling things would be different in the morning, but at least for tonight, I had some beautiful memories to hold on to.
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