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            Chapter One

            Mistletoe, Maine

         

         Lucy Marshall straightened her glasses and peered out the window of the Free Library of Mistletoe. As head librarian for the past four years, she had gazed at this same view of the town square hundreds of times. But this was the very first occasion she’d been spying on the man who had broken her heart into a million little pieces. Some folks might find her boycotting the parade an act unbefitting of a librarian, but for Lucy, staying inside was her only option. She had her pride after all, and she had no intention of letting bygones be bygones.

         At least she had a fantastic view of the unfolding spectacle. And she wasn’t freezing her buns off outside. As the sun set, the sky lit up with glorious shades of pink and orange.

         The entire town of Mistletoe, Maine, was decked out in tinsel and candy canes and shiny ornaments to herald the arrival of Christmas in four weeks. Six-foot-tall nutcrackers stood at the entrance to the town hall across the way, providing a dose of holiday cheer. Mugs of peppermint hot cocoa were being served around the clock at the Starlight Diner. Every shopwindow in town was decorated in keeping with the holiday season. Normally it was her favorite time of the year, but she wasn’t feeling very merry at the moment.

         Her past had risen up to greet her like a scene from A Christmas Carol. The Ghost of Christmas Past and all that. Bah humbug!

         Lucy couldn’t remember the last time she had seen such a commotion in her hometown. Hordes of people had gathered in the town square to welcome the hometown hero who’d made good in Hollywood—Dante West. Action-star extraordinaire. One of the highest-paid actors in Tinseltown. Townsfolk held banners and posters bearing Dante’s likeness. Flags with his face and form on them were being enthusiastically waved by dozens of kids. One teenaged girl held up a sign asking, WILL YOU MARRY ME, DANTE? Everyone appeared to be giddy with excitement. She was probably the only person in town who wasn’t in attendance at the celebration. Even though it made her feel like a four-year-old, she stuck her tongue out at the scene unfolding before her eyes.

         A moment later she felt thankful no one was paying any attention to her childish gesture, since it would probably make her look petty. Everyone’s interest was focused on the return of the hometown hero. She couldn’t really blame them. From where she was standing, Dante looked pretty eye-catching. With his warm brown skin, striking features, and an athletic physique, he was smoking hot, pure and simple. On more than one occasion, Lucy had found herself getting lost in his deep-set, russet-colored eyes. But that was a long time ago. If she was being honest, sometimes it felt as if it had been yesterday.

         She rolled her eyes and folded her arms across her chest. For good measure, she let out a ragged sigh. It annoyed her to no end to see so much hoopla directed toward Dante simply because he’d become a superstar in Hollywood. Humph! It wasn’t as if he had been awarded a Pulitzer Prize, cured cancer, or run into a burning building to save people. He acted in action movies and dated empty-headed starlets.

         Hadn’t she just seen him plastered all over one of the scandal-rag tabloids with Missy North, the famous reality star? That in itself spoke volumes. Missy was known for being as deep as a kiddie pool. She happened to be drop-dead gorgeous, Lucy conceded. She imagined most men would jump through hoops to be the special someone in Missy’s life.

         Even though Dante had been a big celebrity for at least five years now, Lucy still couldn’t believe he’d come back to their hometown to film his next movie. It was probably one of those action flicks with a testosterone-laced name like Maximum Overdrive or Total Impact. Lucy had done her best to tune out all the fanfare surrounding Dante’s return, a near-impossible feat in a town that had gone crazy over Mistletoe’s golden boy.

         Mistletoe wasn’t exactly a happening place like Los Angeles. And, to her knowledge, he’d avoided his hometown like the plague ever since leaving for the big lights of Hollywood. He’d only come back briefly for his father’s burial. Lucy had gotten a glimpse of him that day at the cemetery. It had been easy to avoid coming face-to-face with him since she’d deliberately remained in the background and skipped the reception.

         Dante West! Movie star. Mistletoe’s favorite son! Her former BFF. The only man she’d ever truly loved. She felt a little pang in her heart as his face flashed before her eyes. Lucy squeezed her eyes shut, reminding herself that she’d buried their relationship firmly in the past. Revisiting it only brought her pain. Seeing the town of Mistletoe celebrate the man who’d ripped her heart to shreds felt like a betrayal. After all, she’d been a loyal resident while he’d made a life for himself far away from the shores of Maine. Celebrity was a hard thing to ignore, Lucy realized, and she shouldn’t expect an entire town to harbor resentment against Dante for the way he’d treated her.

         She remembered all the mayhem that erupted a few years ago when Dante landed on the cover of People magazine’s Sexiest Man Alive issue. Every red-blooded woman in the United States had been drooling over him. Sure, he was eye candy, but he didn’t have a loyal bone in his body. The way he’d turned his back on his family and his hometown didn’t sit well with her.

         And you, a little voice buzzed in her ear. Don’t forget the way he treated you.

         She shook off the bad thoughts, determined to focus on the things that truly mattered for the duration of Dante’s stay in Mistletoe. She’d built a nice life for herself—one she could be proud of. Her job as a librarian fulfilled her. It meant so much to her that she’d spent every waking hour trying to find a way to save it from town cutbacks and a downturn in donations. In addition to loving her career, she also had great friends and family. Sure, her family was a bit all over the place at times, but when push came to shove they stood together as a united front. Which was why it was somewhat surprising to see her parents, Walt and Leslie, along with her little sister, Tess, standing in the throng outside hailing Dante as a conquering town hero. Lucy sputtered at the sight of her close friend Eva Langston bundled up in a pink parka and matching hat.

         “Traitors one and all,” she whispered. “Trust me, he’s not that special.”

         Problem was, he had been. Once upon a time, Dante had been the sun, moon, and stars in Lucy’s life. She knew she was being petty, but it hurt to remember how things had been before he’d hightailed it off to Hollywood without a word of goodbye. At certain times it seemed like she’d dreamed it all. But Lucy knew she hadn’t made up all the memories she couldn’t seem to shake—sledding down McArthur’s Mountain, splitting peanut butter and jelly sandwiches with him in school, or their first kiss on Christmas Eve out at the lake. Or his promise to take her with him to California. That one hurt the most. He’d bailed on Mistletoe and left her in the dust. After only a few years, he’d achieved megastar status in Hollywood. In the end, he’d soared without her in his life. She couldn’t ignore how badly it still stung.

         Hiding in the library while the town celebrated Dante was an act of self-preservation if nothing else. She didn’t want to know if being in his presence still made her weak in the knees. It wouldn’t be good for her psyche.

         “I knew I’d find you in here.”

         Lucy turned around at the sound of her sister’s honeyed voice. Stella stood there with her hands on her hips, gazing at her younger sister with a sympathetic expression etched on her perfectly rounded face. With her long brown hair, full lips, and mocha-colored skin, Stella was a beautiful woman who turned heads everywhere she went. Somehow she never seemed to be aware of her huge appeal to every male in Mistletoe who had a pulse.

         “Hey, Stella. Why aren’t you outside with the rest of this town?” Lucy asked.

         Stella wrinkled her nose as she walked toward Lucy. “I’m not really into ticker tape parades.”

         Lucy let out an indelicate snort. “One would think they were giving out gold bars or something, judging by all the commotion.”

         “I wanted to make sure you were all right.” Her sister’s eyes radiated compassion. Lucy didn’t want pity, not even from her sister. Stella’s good heart made moisture well up in her eyes.

         Lucy’s throat felt as dry as sandpaper. Her older sister knew her better than anyone else in the world. Separated by only a year, the two of them had been as thick as thieves their entire lives. Stella knew more than anyone what Dante’s return meant to her. “I-I’m fine. Don’t worry about me, sis. I put my big-girl panties on this morning. I’ve known for weeks this was coming.”

         Stella patted her back. Ever since they were kids, her older sister had been taking care of everyone in her orbit. She was the most nurturing person Lucy had ever known. No wonder she’d followed her heart and become a second-grade teacher. Lucy wanted to be just like Stella when she finally grew up.

         Stella’s voice softened. “I know this can’t be easy for you, Lucy.”

         Lucy shook her head. “It’s fine,” she said in a clipped tone. “I’m all right.” The very last thing she wanted was to be an object of sympathy. Been there, done that. And she’d vowed never to go down that road again.

         Stella eyed her with visible skepticism. “There you go again, shutting down your feelings. It’s okay to admit you’re a bit rattled by Dante coming back to town. It’s been a long time since you’ve seen him. The two of you were besties for so many years. Not to mention the period when you were romantically involved. It’s bound to sting a bit.”

         Even though she knew Stella had picked up on her discomfort over the Dante situation, Lucy didn’t want to acknowledge it. Perhaps if she could mask her feelings, it wouldn’t bother her so much on the inside. Perhaps it wouldn’t feel as if her hometown had turned into enemy territory. Maybe the ache inside her would ease up a little bit so she could breathe normally again.

         Lucy squared her shoulders and stood up straight. “I’m not upset. And I’m not hiding out in here either. I just think it’s silly to close down the library simply because Dante finally decided to come back home.” She sniffed. “Everyone here in town is acting as if he’s giving out wads of cash or something.”

         “You have to admit, it is kind of a big deal,” Stella said, shifting from one foot to the other. Her sister’s expression was sheepish. “He’s really famous now. I was just reading an article about him in Us Weekly. He’s one of the—”

         Lucy held up her hands. “I don’t want to hear it.” She shook her head vigorously back and forth. “I’m already sick and tired of hearing Dante’s name.”

         Stella made a face. “Sis, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but you’re going to have to go live under a rock for the next few weeks if you can’t bear it.”

         “Why should I have to go hide? So what that he’s making a big-time movie here? Mistletoe is my hometown. He’s the one who left! He’s the one who turned his back on everyone.” Stella’s eyes widened at the sharp sound of her voice. Lucy winced. Her tone sounded strident and biting to her own ears. Normally, that wasn’t who she was at her core. She hadn’t meant to sound so bitter, but all these feelings were bubbling up inside her, and it was becoming nearly impossible to hide them. Here it was, a few weeks before the most wonderful time of the year, and she was filled with angst and hostility. It wasn’t who she wanted to be, especially at Christmastime.

         “Maybe it does bother me a little bit,” she confessed, lips trembling. Try as she might, she couldn’t seem to put a lid on her emotions. “I can’t believe I’m letting him get to me after all of these years.”

         Stella reached out and wrapped her arms around Lucy, pulling her sister into a tight hug. Lucy nestled against Stella’s comforting embrace. “It’s understandable. You never really had any closure with him. He was here one day and gone the next. Dante made you a lot of promises he didn’t keep. And he never gave you any real answers. Believe me, I know how you feel.”

         Stella was probably one of the only people in her orbit who could relate to her situation. Lucy hated that her older sister had also been jerked around by someone she loved.

         “No, he didn’t. After he left town I didn’t hear from him for months,” Lucy admitted, her lips trembling with emotion. “By the time he finally reached out to me, I didn’t want to hear a single thing from him. What could he possibly say at that point anyway?”

         Lucy reminded herself to breathe. What was wrong with her? She hadn’t allowed herself to vent about Dante for such a long time. She’d worked hard over the past eight and a half years to become a strong, independent woman. Time hadn’t stood still, and she was no longer crying herself to sleep over Dante West.

         “Why don’t we get some ice cream at the diner? That’ll make everything better,” Stella suggested with a wide grin.

         Lucy sniffed back tears and dabbed at her eyes. “That sounds scrumptious. You always know what I need to put a smile on my face. Let me close up the library. We can head out the back entrance so we don’t get swallowed up by the crowd.”

         “Sounds good,” Stella said, shooting Lucy an encouraging smile.

         As Lucy turned away from Stella, she found herself blinking away more tears. A sharp pang of loss seized her. She pressed a hand against her chest and inhaled a deep breath. She could do this! Lucy could hold her head up high and act merry and bright. She could smile and act as if Dante West was nothing more than a memory. It wouldn’t be too hard to pretend as if she hadn’t missed his friendship. She’d been doing it brilliantly for the last eight and a half years.

         They didn’t call her Little Miss Sunshine for nothing. Planting a smile on her face, she turned off the main computers and began flicking off the lights. Lucy ushered Stella out of the back door of the library, then let out a surprised sound as cold wet flakes began to fall on her face.

         “Ugh. More snow,” Stella said with a groan.

         “It’s fantastic, isn’t it?” Lucy asked, ignoring her sister’s annoyed expression.

         “If you like slipping and sliding all over the roadways,” Stella grumbled. “One of these days I’m going to spend the winter in Hawaii.”

         “Hawaii is beautiful, but Maine is magical,” Lucy said as she performed a pirouette.

         An unexpected snowfall was the best thing to turn Lucy’s mood around. She loved snow almost as much as she adored the Christmas season itself. There was something about the white fluffy stuff that instantly took her back to the joys of childhood. Sledding. Tubing. Skating. Making a snowman in the backyard and drinking steaming mugs of hot cocoa. Growing up here in Mistletoe had been idyllic.

         Lucy turned her face toward the heavens and twirled around as fat snowflakes began to drift down from the sky. For the moment, at least, she could rejoice in the simple pleasures of a New England winter and not dwell on Dante’s return. There would be plenty of time for that in the hours between darkness and dawn when she tossed and turned in her bed and battled thoughts about the man she had once adored like no other.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Dante West stood in the town square and looked around him with awe. He was finding it hard to wrap his head around the fact that his hometown was treating him to a full-on celebration. There had even been confetti and streamers. And there was a huge cake with his likeness on it. He felt like a conquering hero. When he’d left Mistletoe eight and a half years ago he’d never imagined this would ever happen.

         Growing up he’d always been the mischievous kid who’d been up to his ears in trouble, from skipping school to go crabbing at Blackberry Beach or joyriding in his grandfather’s Buick before he had a license. No one back then would ever have predicted his triumphant return. Not even himself. He had to admit it felt really good to be here despite his reservations about coming home.

         There were so many ghosts in this town, ones that threatened the peaceful existence he’d built for himself during his years in Los Angeles. But he knew in order to move forward he had to deal with the issues he’d been trying to bury for so many years. He needed closure.

         He felt a huge grin overtake his face as he spotted familiar faces in the crowd. Laura Jean Samuels, his elementary school crush. Mrs. Scarborough, his third-grade teacher. She looked exactly the same, except her hair had turned completely white. Matt Delacroix, who’d been a fellow Boy Scout in his troop. From the looks of it, he was a father now. The little boy he cradled in his arms bore an uncanny resemblance to Matt.

         Dante felt a pang of regret slice through him. Even though Dante knew he’d never even been close to tying the knot with anyone, he found himself wishing he was that type of guy—one who could have the white picket fence, a house full of kids, and an adoring wife. He’d strayed so far away from those ideals. His life had been focused on his acting career and nothing else for years.

         From the moment the limousine had deposited him at the town square, Dante had been scanning the crowd in search of big brown doe eyes and a heart-shaped, tawny-colored face. He felt a stab of disappointment. Lucy was nowhere in sight. After the way things had ended between them, he was foolish to think she’d show up. She didn’t owe him a single thing.

         From what he’d heard over the years, she was the head librarian at the Free Library of Mistletoe. He looked over at the ornate, colonial-style building, imagining Lucy sitting at a desk inside or digging through the stacks trying to locate a book. It wasn’t hard to imagine, although he hated the thought of her stuck in a building all day. Someone like Lucy needed to be out in the world spreading her special brand of sunshine and good cheer.

         The town mayor, Wilhelmina “Billie” Finch, held up her hands and motioned for the crowd to settle down. “Good afternoon, everyone. Thanks for coming out today to give one of our own a rousing welcome.” She turned toward Dante and flashed him a pearly grin. “Or should I say welcome back? We are truly delighted by your return to Mistletoe and overjoyed that you’ve decided to pump some money into the local economy by making your next film here. In deep appreciation, we are extending to you a key to the town of Mistletoe in the hopes that you won’t be a stranger in the future.”

         Dante grinned at Mayor Finch and nodded in her direction. “Thank you, Mayor, for welcoming me back with open arms. I can’t wait to start filming in my hometown and catch up with friends and family. It’s great to be home!”

         The mayor patted him approvingly on the shoulder. “We’re happy to have you here, Dante. And now, without further ado, I’d like to introduce Mimi West, Dante’s mother, so she can present her son with the key to the town of Mistletoe, a place we all know and love.”

         Dante felt a tightness in his chest at the sight of his mother standing offstage. He’d missed her terribly and seeing her in person caused his emotions to rise to the surface. She’d expressed such joy and pride upon finding out he was being honored in their hometown and that he would be back in Mistletoe to film his next movie. Having you back will be such a gift to our family. The words she’d spoken to him a few weeks ago washed over him. Family was important, and he intended to make his a priority.

         He would bet his last dollar that his brother wouldn’t be in attendance today. Too much water had flowed under that particular bridge. His sisters, Melanie and Abbi, no longer lived in Maine, so he knew it wasn’t likely they’d flown home for his hero’s welcome. He would have to wait until Christmas to see both of them.

         Suddenly, his mother was being ushered onto the makeshift stage. She walked toward him, her shoulders shaking with emotion, tears sliding down her face. Words couldn’t express what it meant to him to be in her presence again. He didn’t consider himself to be an emotional person, but tears welled up in his eyes at the sight of her. Her long, dark hair had been cut into a pixie style. With her sepia-colored skin and almond-shaped eyes, his mother was an attractive woman who looked years younger than her actual age. It was nice to see her looking so well after losing his father. For better or worse, they had been married for almost thirty years. High school sweethearts. Despite their issues, they’d loved each other deeply.

         Dante stepped away from the microphone, not wanting their conversation to be broadcast to the crowd. Once his mother reached him, she threw herself against his chest, all five foot two inches of her. “Dante! Pinch me. I can’t believe you’re actually here. I’ve been praying and dreaming about this day for months.”

         “Mama,” he said, choking out the single word. “It’s so good to see you.” The last time he’d seen his mother had been at his father’s funeral a little over a year ago. Two years ago he’d flown her to Los Angeles for a lengthy visit and they’d been able to spend precious moments together. That had been before his father’s leukemia diagnosis and quick decline. Being back in Mistletoe would provide them with quality time to hang out and reconnect.

         “My son,” she whispered, wrapping her arms around him in a tight embrace that seemed to go on for an eternity.

         When they finally separated, Dante reached out and wiped away the tears from his mother’s face. “You know I hate to see you cry,” he said, trying not to think about all the times he had seen her crying in her bedroom when he was a teenager, courtesy of his father’s ill moods and sharp tongue. John West had been a difficult man at times. Loving yet implacable.

         “These are happy tears,” she said, pressing a kiss against his cheek. The mayor motioned them to come back toward the center of the stage. Once they reached Mayor Finch’s side, Mimi stepped up to the microphone. “Here it is, son. The key to the town of Mistletoe.” She held the key up high and then pressed it into his palm. The crowd roared with approval. The key felt solid and reassuring in his hand. Despite all his shiny awards and movie contracts, Dante had never felt a sense of validation from his hometown until this moment. His own father hadn’t ever wanted to give him accolades or acknowledge his success. The truth was, he’d never really thought it was possible to be honored in Mistletoe, not after the way he’d left.

         It humbled him to realize that despite his mistakes, there was a chance at redemption. Truth be told, it was the main reason he had decided to film his next movie here in Mistletoe. He could have finagled deals to shoot his movie anywhere in the world. At this point in his career Dante had major pull in the industry. He was box-office gold, and he’d paid his dues in the business. Although his agent hadn’t understood why he wanted to film his movie in “some backwater New England town,” Dante had insisted.

         It was all part of his personal journey. Mistletoe was a huge chunk of him. He needed to do this. This film was deeply personal for him, and it had been years in the making. More than anything else he’d ever been a part of in the movie industry, this project spoke to his truest self. It would be like drawing back the curtains and revealing himself for all to see.

         Coming back home during this most festive time of the year had been a choice, one he hoped would bring him closure, not just with his relationship with Troy and his father’s death, but with Lucy, the woman who still owned a large piece of his heart.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Once Lucy and Stella settled themselves into a booth at the Starlight Diner, Lucy began to feel much better. Now she was no longer forced to witness the crowd that had gathered to welcome Dante to town or hear their cries of enthusiasm. That had been pure torture. Thank goodness for the diner and the lure of mocha chip ice cream.

         She had to give it to Dean Granger, the owner of the establishment. He really knew how to bling the place out in keeping with the holiday season. Every single booth had a sprig of holly hanging above the table, while there were candy canes and white roses as centerpieces. Christmas music flowed from the jukebox—Nat King Cole’s soulful voice sang of chestnuts and open fires. The counter was adorned with tinsel and garlands. All of it made Lucy’s soul soar.

         The smell of burgers and fries emanating from the diner’s kitchen caused Lucy’s stomach to grumble noisily. She hadn’t eaten since this morning when she’d grabbed a muffin and some granola. Because she loved her work so much, Lucy had a tendency to lose all sense of time and work straight through her lunch hour. Thanks to Dante’s return, Lucy had temporarily lost her appetite. Clearly, it had come back with a vengeance.

         “Mmm,” Lucy said with a groan. “I think I’m going to order a lot more than ice cream. I have a sudden hankering for a bacon cheeseburger with the works.”

         “That sounds great,” Stella said, practically drooling as she looked over the menu. “Knock yourself out. It’s my treat.”

         “Thanks, Stella.” She looked across the table at her sister. “I honestly don’t know what I’d do without you. Whenever I’m down you manage to lift me up.”

         “Thankfully you’ll never have to worry about that. We’re in this for life,” she said, reaching out and extending her pinky to her sister. Lucy linked her own pinky finger with Stella’s and grinned. “Till we’re old and gray and sitting in our rocking chairs.”

         Lucy wiggled her eyebrows at Stella. “I don’t know about you, but I plan to dye my hair until I’m well into my nineties.”

         Stella smiled knowingly at Lucy. “I can totally see that.”

         Within minutes the girls had placed their order with their waitress, Bonnie. Two orders of bacon cheeseburgers and fries with Diet Cokes. Once their food arrived, Stella made Lucy clutch her stomach with laughter as she did spot-on impressions of various townsfolk. Being a schoolteacher provided Stella ample opportunity to study people in the Mistletoe community. By the time their plates were cleared away and their ice creams were brought over to the table, Lucy felt one hundred times better than when they’d walked through the door. The combination of her sweetheart of a sister and mocha chip ice cream served as an elixir for the soul. She was flying high on a sugar rush.

         All of a sudden, Stella’s eyes bulged and her mouth hung open.

         “What’s with you?” Lucy asked, taking a huge spoonful of ice cream into her mouth. She groaned and gripped her head. “Brain freeze.” She choked the words out as pain hit her forehead like a sledgehammer.

         “Lucy, please don’t freak out.” What was Stella talking about? Hadn’t she ever had brain freeze? This was not a freak-out by any stretch of the imagination.

         “What do you mean? I can’t help it. Didn’t you hear me? Brain freeze.” She placed her hand on the bridge of her nose and massaged it, praying the agonizing sensation would subside. She’d once heard about placing a penny on your forehead to cure brain freeze, but who had time to reach into their purse to find a penny? It felt as if her face had been submerged in ice cubes.

         Stella shook her head. A pinched expression was etched on her face, and her gaze wandered to a point beyond Lucy. She couldn’t seem to look away from whatever was behind her.

         “What are you looking at?” She felt a prickle at the back of her neck. Lucy glanced over her shoulder. Whoosh. Time seemed to stand still for a moment as she watched Dante standing at the entrance to the diner, surrounded by an entourage, including his mother and Mayor Finch. She quickly turned back around, hoping he wouldn’t spot her and Stella. She scrunched down in her seat and reached for her winter hat, jamming it onto her head.

         “Please, please, please,” she said, repeating the words over and over.

         “Stop fidgeting, Lucy. You’re just drawing more attention to yourself. You look like you’ve got red fire ants in your pants.”

         “What do you want me to do? I feel like I’m about to break out into hives.” Lucy began scratching at the side of her face.

         Stella gasped. “Oh my stars! He’s coming over here!”

         “You have got to be kidding me,” Lucy hissed. “If you’re joking, Stella, it’s not very funny, and I will exact revenge. And it will involve spiders. Lots and lots of spiders.” Stella had a serious phobia regarding the leggy creatures.

         Stella’s stunned expression spoke volumes. “I’m not kidding,” she said through clenched teeth. “Five. Four. Three. Two. One.”

         “Hey, Lucy. I thought that was you sitting over here.”

         Suddenly, Lucy felt goose bumps popping up on her arms. Even though Stella had warned her, the sound of Dante’s deep voice caused butterflies to flutter around in her belly.

         Lucy swung her gaze up and away from her ice cream sundae. Gawking out of the library window at Dante hadn’t fully prepared her for his up-close-and-personal masculine appeal. Her chest tightened. It was no small wonder he was a bona fide movie star. He was Idris Elba and The Rock all morphed into one glorious human being. He was the type of man who could cause a woman to lose her train of thought just by looking in his direction. Being this close to him sent adrenaline racing through her veins.

         At approximately six feet tall, his body was rugged and toned. She knew from having seen publicity photos of him that he was ripped to perfection underneath his shirt. With skin the color of burnished wood and soulful brown eyes, Dante was serious eye candy.

         She sucked in a deep, fortifying breath and tried to speak past the huge lump in her throat. Embarrassingly, no words managed to come out. Lucy hoped she wasn’t drooling at the sight of him. Surely her sister would give her the high sign if she was.

         “This was always your favorite booth. Some things never change,” he said, the corners of his mouth tilting upward into the same glorious smile that had graced dozens of magazine covers. His smile hit her squarely in her solar plexus.

         “Dante. It’s been a long time.” Somehow she pushed the words out of her mouth without stammering. She deserved a gold star for being somewhat articulate.

         “Eight and a half years to be exact,” he drawled.

         Something about the way he said it made Lucy want to scream. Humph! He sounded mighty proud of it. It had been eight and a half years since he’d fled Mistletoe as if a pack of wild dogs had been chasing him. Eight and a half years since they’d spoken. Eight and a half years since he’d walked away from her and their hometown.

         “Congratulations, Dante,” she murmured. “You’ve really done some great things since you left town.”

         “Thanks for saying so. I’ve been pretty blessed,” he said with a nod. He turned toward her sister. “Stella. You haven’t changed a bit.”

         “I’ll take that as a compliment,” Stella said, “considering how much things do tend to change with time.”

         Ding! Ding! Her sister was giving Dante a subtle warning about her. Lucy wasn’t the same soft touch she’d once been. If Dante pushed her buttons he would soon realize she’d changed in the years since he’d been gone. She was way tougher than the sweet-natured girl who’d rarely challenged him. His movie-star status didn’t intimidate her one bit.

         Lucy turned her eyes toward her ice cream. It was so creamy and messy and gooey.

         “Lucy. Don’t,” her sister said in a pleading voice. Her brown eyes were filled with caution.

         How was it possible that Stella could read her mind? After a lifetime of togetherness and sharing bedrooms and secrets as kids, Stella knew where all the skeletons were buried. She knew Lucy like the back of her hand. The good, the bad, and the ugly. At the moment Lucy was struggling with the ugly.

         All Lucy could see was Dante’s too-handsome-for-his-own-good face. And that annoying smirk!

         Really? What exactly did he have to smirk about? He’d come back to town as if he hadn’t snuck out of it like a thief in the night. Pompous idiot!

         Lucy imagined how good it would feel to dump her ice cream sundae all over Dante’s head. She would probably have to stand on the booth to do it, but it would be so gratifying. It would definitely give her a feeling of accomplishment. Perhaps then she wouldn’t have this tight little ball knotted up inside her chest at the very thought of him.

         She felt a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth as she imagined the ice cream trickling down his face and chest. It would be a huge mess. For once he wouldn’t be so smug and perfect. Maybe then he would realize what a jerk he’d been to her.

         “Lucy. You’re the town librarian. You have a reputation to uphold.” Stella’s voice cautioned her to be sensible. She now had two angels sitting on her shoulders—one good and one very bad.

         Dante looked back and forth at the two sisters and frowned.

         “Am I missing something?” he asked, scratching his jaw. “An inside joke?”

         Lucy’s fingers were itching to do something naughty. It was such a strong impulse. Normally she was very restrained. Calm, cool, and collected at all times. Over the years she’d perfected the art of pretending as if she didn’t have a care in the world. It allowed her to nurse her hurts on the inside and not become an object of pity. She’d mastered the art of holding her head up high.

         There had always been something about Dante that made her want to walk on the wild side. He’d been the devil sitting on her shoulder and tempting her to veer off course.

         Before she could give in to temptation, she stood up abruptly from the table, grabbing her coat and purse in the process. The only way to resist was to get as far away from Dante as her legs would take her. Escape was her sole option.

         “I-I have to go,” she blurted out, dragging her gaze away from Dante. “I’ll call you later, Stella.” Before she changed her mind, she darted toward the exit and pushed the door wide open. Once she got outside, Lucy took a deep, cleansing breath of fresh wintry air. Snow was falling all around her. For a moment she closed her eyes and lifted her face up toward the sky. This type of weather always gave her a feeling of serenity. Breathe, she reminded herself.

         “Wait, Luce!” She heard Dante’s voice calling after her, using the old nickname he’d uttered a million times in the past. Lucy didn’t stop walking. Why should she? It had taken him all this time to even remember she existed. Not once had he tried to explain things in person. Nothing he could possibly say to her mattered in the slightest bit.

         Suddenly, Lucy felt herself slipping and sliding in her boots. Strong arms gripped her, preventing her from wiping out on the snow and sludge. “I’ve got you,” Dante said, holding her up by her arms. Lucy waited until she had both feet solidly on the ground before pushing him squarely in the chest, managing to make him stumble. Dante’s quick reflexes saved him from falling over.

         Dante narrowed his gaze as he stared at her. “That wasn’t very friendly of you, especially considering I just stopped you from landing on your butt.”

         For a moment she felt badly about shoving him, but it had been better than bombarding him with ice cream. If he only knew how close he’d been to getting up close and personal with an ice cream sundae.

         He folded his arms across his chest and regarded her. “So back there in the diner I had the strangest feeling you were thinking bad thoughts about me. Am I right?”

         Lucy avoided eye contact with Dante. Now that the moment had passed, it seemed really childish. What was it about this man that brought out the teenaged version of herself? “I might have had a passing thought about dumping my ice cream on top of your head,” she confessed, looking down at the ground rather than gazing into his intense brown eyes. “But I thought better of it.” Thank goodness for smart older sisters and cooler heads prevailing.

         “Something tells me you’ve been waiting a long time to do something like that.”

         “You have no idea,” she said, lifting her gaze to meet his. Seeing Dante brought back all the hurt and sleepless nights, the tears and recriminations. To this day he had no idea how badly he’d wounded her. She wasn’t sure he even cared.

         “Okay, maybe I had that one coming,” Dante admitted, making a face. “Maybe I have a lot of things coming.”

         “Maybe?” She let out a frustrated sound and turned away from him. They had planned to leave Mistletoe together and he’d left without her. In her eyes he was no hero.

         “Lucy, wait! Please. Talk to me.” His voice trailed after her.

         Lucy stopped in her tracks. She felt Dante’s gentle touch on her arm. He turned her around so they were facing each other. She shrugged off his touch, knowing she was defenseless against him. Lucy didn’t like the churning in her stomach or how it made her feel to hear the rich timbre of his voice as he said her name. And he was standing way too close to her for comfort.

         Being in Dante’s orbit was dangerous to her equilibrium. He was like a fiery comet blazing across the sky. It was hard not to be mesmerized by him. And before she knew it, Lucy would be scorched by his flame.

         “Don’t, Dante. It’s all water under the bridge.” His deep-set brown eyes were intense as they gazed into her own.

         “Is it? Because it doesn’t feel like it. We never had closure. Not really.”

         “Whose fault is that?” she asked, throwing her hands in the air.

         He made a frustrated sound. “It’s mine, Lucy. All mine. I was the one who left, who ran away without telling you goodbye face-to-face.”

         “Yes, Dante. It was all you! I can’t believe the first words out of your mouth to me weren’t an apology. Back there in the diner you acted as if we parted on good terms.”

         “If you remember, I tried to apologize to you back then, but you refused to take my calls or see me.” He massaged the bridge of his nose. “You’re right. I should have pulled you aside and apologized. I owe you that.”

         “What bothers me the most is you blowing into town as this megastar who’s done no wrong. And the whole town is ready to fall at your feet.”

         “I don’t view it that way. I’m making a film here and they’re grateful for the boost to the local economy.”

         “I just hope you keep your promises to the town,” she said, jutting her chin out.

         Dante made a frustrated sound. “What are you angrier about, Lucy? Not getting an apology or the fact that I achieved superstar status?”

         Lucy’s mouth hardened. Nothing had changed between them. Dante still didn’t get it. He was still the same selfish, entitled jerk who had broken her heart all those years ago. He had no idea how devastated she’d been after his abandonment or the way in which it had wrecked her self-esteem. Perhaps he had just been toying with her the whole time. Maybe she really hadn’t meant anything to him. That knowledge hurt her more than it should. After eight and a half years, Dante should be nothing more than a faded memory. A footnote in her life story.

         “I see you haven’t changed,” she said through gritted teeth. “Someone should have told you to check your ego once you hit the town limits.”

         She turned on her heel and stormed away from him, muttering under her breath the entire way. This time Dante didn’t call after her, nor did she expect him to. He had shown her his true colors when he’d bailed on her and Mistletoe. Not one single thing had changed, except that he was now a movie star, one who seemed to hold the entire town in the palm of his hand. From the looks of it, she was the only one who didn’t think Dante West walked on water.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Dante watched Lucy as she stormed away from him. She was making her way gingerly, as if she was worried about slipping again. He wanted to run after her, but he realized there would be no point in doing so. He would probably just make things worse. She was so angry at him he could practically see steam coming from her ears. So much for coming back to Mistletoe and making things right with Lucy.

         Why did he always put his foot in his mouth with her? Old habits died hard, he supposed. During his years in Hollywood, Dante had learned the fine art of being charming. It had helped him immensely in the business of becoming a movie star. But something about Lucy made him revert back to the lanky teenaged boy who’d allowed nerves to take over in social situations.

         Dante muttered angrily to himself. He should have told her why he’d left town all those years ago. But in order to do so Dante would have to tell her about his fractured relationship with his father. Growing up in the West household had taught him to keep family matters inside the West home. He didn’t like to talk about their falling out or the regrets he had about not coming back to see his dad before he’d passed away. Lucy had grown up in an idyllic household, so he’d never imagined she could relate to his situation.

         But he should have told Lucy the truth back then. She hadn’t been like anyone else he’d ever known. She’d been his best friend and his girlfriend all rolled into one. They had made plans to leave Mistletoe together, yet he’d blindsided Lucy by packing up all his belongings and abruptly leaving town after a huge blowup with his father. The fight had almost gotten physical, which had emotionally gutted him. He hadn’t wanted to stick around and run the risk of another volatile argument between them. All he’d left by way of an explanation for Lucy had been a brief note and a promise to stay in touch. He’d been a coward not to tell her the news face-to-face, but at the time he’d felt as if he might implode if he didn’t leave.

         Dante hadn’t lived up to any of the things he’d written to her in his goodbye letter. No wonder she thought so poorly of him.

         Dante shook his head at the grim reality of what had transpired after he’d left town and arrived in Hollywood. It had taken every ounce of his focus just to keep his head above water in Los Angeles. Even though he’d planned on keeping in touch with Lucy, it had gotten harder and harder to fulfill that promise with each and every passing day. He’d been broke and jobless, sharing a studio apartment with four other wannabe actors. Things had quickly spiraled out of control when one of his roommates had stolen the rent money and used it on drugs, leading to their eviction. As a result, he’d been homeless and sleeping in his car. He hadn’t even been able to afford a cell phone. When he had finally reached out to her months later, she’d told him off and refused to answer any more of his calls. And it had completely destroyed him.

         Losing Lucy had been like allowing a little bit of magic to leave his life. He wasn’t sure he’d ever recovered from it. If he tried to tell Lucy about his clashes with his father and his fear that he might give up on his dreams if he’d stayed, she would probably laugh in his face. After all these years, he wouldn’t blame her. It was way too late to smooth things over.

         Dante headed back into the diner. All eyes were on him as he entered the establishment. He wondered if everyone inside had noticed him running after Lucy. From what he remembered, this town had big eyes and ears. He forced himself to smile as he walked over toward Mayor Finch, his mother, and the rest of the party, who had been seated at a large table during his absence.

         Dante hated how much he cared about what people thought of him. He knew it had everything to do with his profession and the harsh glare of the media spotlight. He always had to stay alert and on his toes. It was a shame he had to feel this way even in his hometown.

         “Dante! We were wondering what was taking you so long,” his mother said, patting the seat beside her.

         “I was just catching up with an old friend,” he said as he sat down next to her. Images of Lucy flashed before his eyes. She had grown into a very beautiful woman. She’d always been really pretty, but she was an absolute stunner now. Her jet-black hair hung about her shoulders in loose waves. Her skin was the color of almonds. Lucy’s heart-shaped face showcased amazing cheekbones. Although she hadn’t smiled at him, Dante knew firsthand how dazzling it could be when she laughed or grinned. Her smile had always knocked him off his feet.

         “If I remember correctly, you and Lucy Marshall were a lot more than friends,” Mimi said in a teasing voice. His mother’s comment drew smiles and nods from the other people at the table. Small towns like Mistletoe had long memories, he realized. He felt a sudden stab of discomfort at the thought of Lucy being the object of the town’s pity all those years ago when he’d left her in the lurch. His actions back then were born out of desperation and ambition, but Lucy and his family had suffered because of them. Shame threatened to swallow him up whole at the idea of wounding so many people he cared about.

         Even though he was struggling with his emotions, Dante put on a smile. “Lucy has always been amazing.” It was the truth. She’d always been extraordinary, which was why he’d never been able to forget her or the precious moments they had shared. He felt the heat of his mother’s gaze, but Dante didn’t look at her. He was too afraid of her seeing straight through him.

         The ding of the bell heralded the arrival of more diners. Dante swung his gaze up and froze at the familiar frame entering the diner. Troy. He hadn’t seen or spoken to his brother since their father’s funeral. Dante knew he’d hurt his family by staying in town only long enough to see his father buried, but he’d been overwhelmed with guilt about not being present during his dad’s illness. He’d beat a fast path out of Mistletoe so he didn’t have to face up to his actions.

         Wasn’t that the very same thing he’d done when he’d left his hometown the first time? Running away seemed to be his signature move. Suddenly, his throat felt tight and he struggled to keep it together. He’d been in town for less than twenty-four hours and he was already falling apart at the seams. For so long he’d been ignoring the broken pieces of his life, but being back was dredging it all up again. He’d made so many mistakes with Troy. Could he ever bridge the chasm between them?

         When the man turned in his direction, Dante realized he’d been mistaken. It wasn’t Troy at all. Although they shared the same physique and complexion, their faces really didn’t favor each other. His mother reached out and tightly squeezed his hand. Her eyes radiated motherly love and compassion. She seemed to know exactly what he’d been thinking.

         Dante didn’t know what was wrong with him. Normally, he prided himself on being stoic and keeping his emotions at bay. Coming back to Mistletoe was a game changer. Suddenly his feelings were resting right on the surface.

         Dante let out a deep sigh. He hadn’t just come back to town in order to film a movie and get closure with Lucy. When he’d left Mistletoe, Dante had unknowingly fractured his relationships with his family members. And judging by the fact that his siblings hadn’t shown up today at the celebration in his honor, things were a far cry from being fixed.

         His reasons for coming home were way more personal than making a film in his hometown and receiving a hero’s welcome. He was back in town to make things right with the people he’d once wronged and to fulfill a promise he’d made to himself after nearly losing his life.
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