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      To those who never wanted to return home, but did. May you find the one who makes waking up in the morning worth it all.

      Happy Holidays!
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      Some loves are worth fighting for. Some homes are worth returning to.

      

      Aaron Ridenour fled Hallelujah Crossing, Tennessee, and its painful memories years ago, vowing never to return. But a scandal in New York leaves him no choice but to seek refuge in the small, Christmas-obsessed mountain town to hide. There, he's instantly met by Rosie Breckenridge, the woman he'd "always loved" but left behind.

      Rosie, juggling multiple jobs to care for her grandfather, has no time for the intensely protective Aaron, but it’s not in her nature to say no when asked to help. Plus, he is still her Aaron, even if he behaved as if she wasn’t a factor when he bolted the first time.

      Amidst small-town gossip and the backdrop of a festive Christmas, Aaron and Rosie find themselves drawn into a romance that challenges his fear of the past and her relentless self-sacrifice. Can a forced Christmas homecoming, initially sought as a hiding place, finally lead two weary hearts to healing the old wounds and the realization that love has always been their true home? Or will the past repeat itself?
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      The train moved slowly up and through the snowy Great Smoky Mountains. Aaron Ridenour sighed and rested his head against the window. Not a lot of people traveled this way anymore, even fewer during the winter in the mountains. Christmas wasn’t that far away. A few weeks.

      He didn’t want to drive, hadn’t done so in years. And these mountains weren’t the place for amateurs.

      Fuck. Hadn’t needed to drive myself in years. Not since I made it big. Big for him, for the small town boy who had grown up in a tiny room with nothing.

      In New York City, he had a driver to do this for him, there hadn’t been a need for him to slide behind the wheel. But when he was suspended from work, all that wasn’t necessary. All he needed to do was get out of the city and away from the allegations. No, that wasn’t right. He’d been let go, not suspended.

      Where does a man who values his privacy go when the world he knew turns its back on him? He goes back to the one place he swore he wouldn’t ever return to and never, never spoke about.

      Hallelujah Crossing, Tennessee.

      His childhood. Good, bad and the ugly, it was what it was. Nestled deep in the Great Smoky Mountains it was home of year-round Christmas. Honestly, he’d forgotten about the Christmas aspect until his plans were already in motion to return there. Home of nauseating holiday cheer and people who never failed to know your business. And if they didn’t know it, wait five minutes and they would be caught up and probably be able to inform you of what was going to happen. Busybody matronly types who knew him since he was a boy—and disapproved—as well as the men who made up their minds.

      They moved around a corner and unbidden a smile tugged up his lips. It truly was a beautiful view, especially after the one he’d been surrounded by for years. Concrete jungle not nature. Here the thick flakes of snow fell fast and heavy, pristine white, not muddied up by smog, smoke, and god knew what else. He could see the piled up snow resting in substantial fashion on the branches and trees from the lights inside the train. There weren’t a lot on as most of the passengers were sleeping on the train, but he could see out, especially when they moved through a meadow that was completely covered by snow. He didn’t doubt there were animals out there but he couldn’t make out any shape due to the snow.

      A pang in his heart had him rubbing his hand over his chest.

      Longing.

      What the hell? I haven’t longed for anything in years. At least not that he would admit to. All childish and childhood dreams were squashed first by his father and further by his grandfather.

      He grumbled under his breath and shook his head before deliberately looking away from the picturesque view. Memories were trying to resurface and he refused to allow that to happen. Metal screeched and he lifted his gaze once more as they left the brief meadow space, to once again get enclosed by towering pines and massive oaks which would cover them as they rode up into higher elevations where he knew the trees would switch over to groves of spruce and fir.

      The wheels slipped a bit and he inhaled sharply before settling. This wasn’t an uncommon run and the engineer knew his job.

      Still, a bit of panic settled in his chest. It wasn’t a cakewalk route, nothing about the Great Smoky Mountains in winter was safe.

      May as well get a bit of sleep before we roll into Hallelujah Crossing.

      Bundling his coat to serve as a pillow between his head and the icy cold window, he shook out the blanket that had been plastic wrapped and on his seat, covering himself with the soft but thin blue material. A deep sigh before he closed his eyes desperate to get some rest before he came face to face with the childhood he so desperately tried to erase. Or in the very least, forget.

      

      “I don’ told you, boy, drawing is for sissies. This ain’t gonna do nothin’ for you but get your ass kicked by me and every other man. No woman is going to want a limpdicked pussy boy!”

      The sketch pad left behind a painful cut in the web between his thumb and index finger as his father ripped it from his hand. Gulping hard, he forced himself not to react. The old man preferred him fight back. Ignoring the welling blood, he wiped it off on his torn, dirty, holey jeans.

      “It’s like you’re a fucking mute then you go ahead and draw fucking cartoons. Bad enough I had to come here and live with your grandparents after that selfish bitch up and left me.”

      His mother died, but sure, let’s make it out to be she just walked out. Not that he would blame his mother for such an action, had she done that. Two years she’d been gone and since her passing he and his father had relocated from a large city to this small mountain town.

      Filthy hicks, his father referred to them as. Didn’t stop him from fucking the women he could or fighting with the men. They shared a tiny one bedroom cabin behind his grandparents house. And by shared, he meant, he got the closet while his old man took the bedroom.

      “Get up.”

      The two words were uttered drenched in contempt. He listened even though he knew what was coming. He’d not been careful enough to put away his art before his father had come home and was about to pay the price. He stood and lifted his chin watching the man who claimed parentage.

      An ugly sneer contorted his father’s face before the first strike fell. There was no point in fighting back, so Aaron collapsed and allowed the blows and kicks rain until darkness overtook him.

      “Shhh, baby. You’re safe here. Don’t move.”

      Aaron slowly cracked open the one eye that would work and saw a pale face sprinkled with a dotting of freckles watching him. Her gray hair fell forward over one shoulder as she watched him with soft gray eyes.

      “I know you,” he mumbled from behind his split lips. “Rosie’s grandmother.” He used his tongue to wiggle a loose tooth.

      She nodded as she wrung out a cloth and placed the warm rag on his face, wiping it with slow, gentle strokes. “I am. She found you and came to get me.”

      He tried to move and she clucked her tongue, eyes sharpening to warn him to stay put. “No moving. I kicked her out, she didn’t need to see you like this more than she has already. Your father did this.”

      Aaron shrugged, he hated the bastard but he wasn’t about to go pointing fingers. He was ten. Getting beaten by his old man wasn’t new. Had been going on since the first drawing he’d done.

      Her expression softened, filling with sympathy and love. “I wasn’t asking, Aaron. I know it was him.”

      Fear lanced him. “I didn’t say anything.”

      She didn’t respond to his fear, merely continued cleaning off his face. “I know, he was drunk at the bar and admitted it. He’s in jail.”

      The uncertainty exploded. What was going to happen to him?

      “Your grandparents are going to take you in.”

      He sat up, wincing at the pain. Both inside and out. For a foolish moment, he thought maybe he could stay with her. And experience more of her kindness. As it fell away bitterness took it’s place.

      “Understood.”

      She opened her mouth only to close it and back away as he swung his legs over and tried to control his dizziness.

      “We’re about to have supper. I’ll set a place for you.” She walked out, bowl of water in hand, every motion elegant and gentle, like the woman herself.

      If only he had that in his life.

      Swallowing, he didn’t bother scanning the room for his shoes, they barely wore them unless it was winter. He slid until his feet were on the cool floor. Confident he could stand on his own and not faceplant, he made his way to the door.

      His body yelled for him to crawl back into what had to have been the softest bed he’d ever lain in. He didn’t. Aaron didn’t even look back. He slipped out the back door and slowly made his way down the four steps to the fertile Tennessee ground.

      “You’re leaving before dinner.”

      He whipped around and saw Rosie standing there. Plump, hair a mess of dark waves pulled back in a haphazard ponytail. Her dark skin a harmonious blend of her heritage—Black, Cherokee, and Scottish. The blue tank top and red shorts were well worn but clean. Like him, she wore no shoes. Two fading scars were on her left leg.

      She was nearly a year younger than him but they were in the same grade.

      Aaron scowled at her. “Didn’t ask for no damn charity.”

      She moved closer, unperturbed by his behavior. The closer she got, the easier it was to see freckles across her upper cheekbones and bridge of her flatter nose.

      “Wasn’t offering any, Ridenour.” Her tone held the same contempt his had. She held out a hand that had been behind her back. A turquoise bandana with something inside it based on the knot at the top and the lumps contained within.

      “Then what is that?” His stomach growled as the smell of food reached him.

      Rosie didn’t speak just tossed it at him and reflexively he caught it. Then she was up the steps and closing the door behind her with a soft click.

      He limped away as he undid the knot. Fried chicken, hushpuppies, a large piece of cornbread and one corn on the cob.

      Charity or not, he wasn’t going to toss this, he’d not had a good meal in a while. Moving through the woods, he found a secluded spot and sat on the closest tree trunk before stuffing his face. After he finished and wiped off his licked clean fingers, he shoved the bandana in his pocket and continued on his way home.

      His father wasn’t there but it didn’t stop his caution. And rightfully so. When he came back from using the bathroom and washing out the bandana his grandfather was there.

      “Get your things.”

      “Why?”

      “Aaron!”

      “Mr. Ridenour.”

      He blinked rapidly as his dream fell away, chest pounding with the memories and throat closed up from keeping the cry buried deep.

      “Mr. Ridenour.”

      One of the attendants stood near.

      “What?” He cleared his throat and sat up, the blue blanket sliding to his lap. His jacket slipped down the glass to his side, he grasped it automatically and held it up, allowing the wrinkles fall out.

      “Your stop, sir. We’ve reached Hallelujah Crossing.”

      He turned his head and swore as he found himself looking at his hometown. Decked out for Christmas, the twinkling lights punched through the falling snow with a determination he expected from this town.

      “Thank you.” He rose and reached for his carryon. “My other bags?” He tossed the blanket over his shoulder and cracked his neck.

      “By the porter outside, sir. Merry Christmas.”

      He forced a small smile. It wasn’t this man’s fault he was a fucking grouch. “Same to you.” Clutching the handle of his wheeled graphite gray bag, he made his way to the door and steps outside. The freezing snow slapped him as he descended onto the platform.
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      Rosie Breckinridge climbed out of the straight truck and popped the door closed with her shoulder, only to swear and yank it back open in order to swipe her much needed coffee.

      Eyes scrunched against the blowing snow, she made sure her coat was zipped up all the way as she sipped and walked—more like shuffled—through the deep, unshoveled snow of the train station.

      Why isn’t it shoveled? Oh, that’s right because it’s one-freaking-thirty in the morning and most people are in bed at this time, allowing the snow to pile up before we get up and start our day. Except…for me.

      This was what working multiple jobs was like and it was catching up to her. Right here and now, it didn’t matter if she had a scowl on her face or felt like breathing fire and burning down everything around her and punching the next person who told her to smile. This time of the night, even though she wished more than anything she could be home sleeping, and warm, don’t forget the warmth, she could forgo the fake smiles, the upbeat attitude and just…well, be.

      She’d watched the train pull in, pleased it made it but Marv Holcomb had been driving that train as long as she had been alive and aware of it. The man had been a fixture in this town forever.

      She hopped up the step to the platform and walked toward the train car which held the mail and her reason for being out at this time of night. Holidays always brought on more mail and for a town that made it’s living in dealing with Christmas it was a lot more.

      “Morning Rosie.”

      Stanley Mitchner opened the door and pushed out two mail bins.

      She grunted and saluted him with her drink, grateful for the covering to protect a bit from the snow. On the railing there was a spot for her drink and she settled her travel mug in it before tugging up her gloves and grabbing one of the two canvas bins he moved.

      Waiting with a hand on each as he hurried up into the train car, she angled her body away from the swirling snow best she could. Wedging a boot against a wheel, she tugged her Predators beanie down a bit more to protect her ears.

      “Here it comes.”

      She looked up as two huge bags of mail dropped into the first bin she held, the weight getting it to move a bit. Straining, she held it still as he loaded more into the other. Stanley hopped down and shook his head.

      “How many?” she asked as she grabbed onto the side of one and flexed her muscles to get it moving. These damn things were heavy as fuck. The wind and the accumulating snow didn’t help but she had been doing this for years and had the muscles.

      “About four.”

      Every muscle in her exhausted body ached and she swallowed it down, barely. Rosie grunted and threw her weight into moving the first tub she had, grateful for the break in the blowing snow as she cut through the covered passage to the dock where she’d backed her truck up to. By the time she opened the straight truck, Stanley was behind her with another.

      Nothing else in the truck as they’d sent her here specifically for this pickup, so she shoved the tubs in and secured them.

      Stanley’s four morphed into six and she slammed down the rolling door with a grunt. So much for getting any decent sleep tonight. Walking with him through the passage, she stopped at the end watching a person climb down from one of the passenger cars.

      “Who’s the rider?”

      “No fucking clue. I have to lock some things down so Marv can get on his way.”

      She swallowed back her frustration but nodded, not letting it show. “Of course, thanks for the assist.”

      He walked away and her gaze drifted back to the person who, well, seemed lost. There was a bag waiting on the platform, two perhaps, and he carried one as he stepped down, movements slow and hesitant.

      She had no clue who it was. Stepping out from the passage, she turned up the collar of her coat once more, needing more warmth now that she wasn’t lugging around thousands of pounds of mail.

      A glance to the parking lot showed no cars. No pickup from the inn. As she approached him she glanced at the window of the train and saw a sleepy blond boy staring out and waving. She returned the gesture as his expression lit up like she’d given him the best present of all.

      The sharp whistle pierced the early morning, haunting and yet familiar as the steam engine began to move the train on to Marv’s next stop.

      Pulling her no longer so warm drink to her lips she nearly choked on the coffee when the man she neared turned. It may have been years and they were no longer pre-pubescent children but she would never, never not recognize Aaron Ridenour. She’d crushed on him long before she found him unconscious in the woods.

      She’d watched him from afar, yes, probably the beginning stages of her stalker career as he would hide and sketch. His father had moved him here when he was seven—she’d been six at the time—and the whole town knew the man was bad news. Sorry part was, people didn’t stick their nose into his business enough for Aaron’s father beat him. Often.

      There was something special to her about the quiet boy who loved to draw. Her crush evolved as they grew older. He was the one she dreamt about, he was the one she imagined for her first kiss, first, well, everything. He’d been her person until the day he upped and left their small town.

      “Aaron?”

      A glacier could have moved faster. And probably would have been warmer. His entire body stiffened before he ever so slowly pivoted a bit to face her. His features, sharp and chiseled, spoke of exhaustion. Not that she had room to talk because she knew there were well developed circles under her eyes. But his was blank. Emotionless. No, not true. Colder than the snow blowing around them.

      Nothing in his gaze showed the slightest bit of recognition. Am I wrong? Is this not Aaron?

      No way.

      She knew him better than she knew herself and she would bet her life it was him.

      Feet moving before she could talk herself out of it, she hurried to him and wrapped her arms around him, holding tight.

      “It’s been so long,” she said. “You came home, finally.”

      On the frigid air that hurt her lungs with each inhale was the deep, warm scent of sandalwood, teak and a hint of something intrinsically masculine. Why am I getting lightheaded? Why does he smell so damn delicious? And why am I holding onto a man who has made zero attempt to hug me back?

      Pushing an exhale through her mouth, she dropped her arms and stepped back. While she wanted nothing more than to hide her face and shudder in humiliation, she pasted that unpleasant for her, smile she wore all the damn time to hide how much she longed to scream and rage. Instinctively she curled her shoulders to make herself smaller, then forced herself to stop. She cleared her throat and fisted a hand to keep from rubbing it over her tightening chest.

      “Didn’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable. Welcome home.”

      His gaze raked over her and she locked her knees to keep them from giving away. Rosie knew what he saw, what everyone saw.

      The chubby girl who never said no to anyone but had zero prospects in her future that took care of her own relative. A people pleaser. Someone who would run herself ragged so she didn’t disappoint you.

      Angling to the parking lot she scanned it. “Do you need a ride somewhere?” She didn’t see a vehicle other than her truck and Stanley’s. “I’m heading toward the post office but am happy to drop you off at your house.”

      He didn’t say anything and she did her best to tamp down the pain of being ignored again. A causal shrug and she walked away without a word. What was the point? He hadn’t said a single thing to her thus far.

      Such a shame for her, life loved pissing on her. She hit a patch of ice and her feet flew out from under her, however, when she landed it wasn’t on the hard, cold ground. No, don’t get her wrong, it was hard. But it was warm. Hot even.

      She lay sprawled on top of Aaron Ridenour.

      And man, had he grown up.
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