
   [image: ]


   
      
         
            [image: ]

         

      

   


   
      
         [image: ]

         
            Begin Reading

            Table of Contents

            An Excerpt from A Kiss to Build a Dream On

            Newsletters

            Copyright Page

         

         

In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher constitute unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

      

   


   
      
         
            For Kate and Jenn who give generously, laugh uproariously, and make the world so much more interesting and better. Jenn, thank you for fighting fires and keeping the rest of us safe. You are my hero.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Acknowledgments

         

         Christmas in White Pine has arrived thanks to the Santa-like magic of my amazing editor, Michele Bidelspach. Thank you for leaving the gift of insight and expertise under this writer’s tree. That sounds dirty, but it’s not, I swear. Thanks as well to my agent, Susanna Einstein, who has expertly steered this series and my writing in general.

         I am continually grateful for the wisdom and support of Alex Kourvo. Thank you for having my back. Always. And Rhonda Helms, thanks for getting as excited as I did that this book shared a title with a Bruce Hornsby song. We’ll always have the mandolin rain, sister.

         When I was first imagining this story and thinking about how to bring a firefighter to White Pine, the awesome crew of Dearborn, Michigan’s Station One let me ride along on their calls and ask questions and learn about the profession. Many thanks for your patience and help and, above all, for your service to the community. You put your lives on the line every day, for which I can never say thank you enough.

         Finally, three cheers to my husband, Rob, who helps me tweak the hot dish recipes, who plies me with coffee and chocolate when I’m writing, and who played a firefighter himself in the hit student production found only on VHS, Trial by Fire. That workout sequence was amazing, dude.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER ONE

         

         Casey Tanner had never before had colleagues who played practical jokes. She was used to a corporate watercooler over which smiles were rarely traded. She’d once been so startled when a receptionist cackled loudly while watching an online video about grandmas smoking pot that she’d spilled a nonfat latte across her keyboard.

         So it was only slowly, over many long, uncomfortable moments, that Casey wondered if she’d been had. If she’d been punk’d, for lack of a better word.

         Because surely the intern with the wide eyes and trembling chin was joking about having just called 911.

         “Tell me once more why you thought this was necessary?” Casey asked the young girl—Ellie, if she was remembering the name correctly—whose cropped ginger hair was in disarray around her head. The poor thing could barely be more than a first-year in college.

         “The carbon monoxide detector in the basement was screaming. We should open windows or get everyone out of here right now.”

         The girl’s words might have been a tinge dramatic, but her face was stone serious. If Casey had wanted this to be a hilarious prank, it sure wasn’t turning out that way. Cold fear crawled along her spine, but she focused on Ellie and worked to stay calm. Ellie already looked like she might pass out.

         “All right,” Casey said, “easy does it. I want you to take a deep breath and—”

         “I don’t want to breathe deeply if the air is poisoned!”

         Casey pressed her lips together. She had only just started at Robot Lit, a youth literacy nonprofit, two weeks before. She was still trying to figure out where the extra copier paper was stored, never mind what do to in a carbon monoxide emergency. Ingrid, their director, was out taking her ten-year-old daughter to the doctor, which meant Casey was probably the most senior person in charge. Never mind that she was the newest.

         At that moment, though, none of it mattered. If the building was filling with carbon monoxide, she had to get her colleagues out safely. Without causing a panic. Her mind raced.

         “Okay, Ellie,” she said after a moment. “Most everyone should be on the third floor here. So I want you to calmly—very calmly—let people know that we are being extra careful about our carbon monoxide levels, and folks should stand outside for a bit while the fire department gets here. While you’re doing that, I’m going to make absolutely sure the rest of the building is clear. Does that make sense?”

         Ellie nodded, her eyes enormous in her small face.

         “Don’t forget to check the restrooms, okay?”

         “Yes.”

         “And no freaking out, right?”

         “Right.”

         “Say it with me,” Casey said, grabbing the young girl’s hand. “We’re being what?”

         “Extra careful.”

         “And what should folks do?”

         “Stand outside.”

         “Should they panic?”

         “No.”

         “Good. Go tell them.”

         Casey breathed a small sigh as Ellie walked away, grateful that Robot Lit had only six employees. And there weren’t any kids here at the moment. For once, their small staff would be an asset.

         Casey grabbed her coat, her eye catching the white of a snow-covered day outside her window. At least if she had to spend time in the cold she’d get to look down Main Street and see all the holiday lights twinkling.

         She heard sirens in the distance as she wound her way down to the conference rooms and kitchen on the second floor, looking for anyone as she went. The rooms were empty, so she headed into the lobby on the first floor. All clear. Through the door’s wavy glass she spotted Ellie along with the other Robot Lit employees outside, clustered in a small circle. She knew she should join them. Instead, pushing aside a prickle of unease, she descended into the belly of the old warehouse on Main Street, all the way to the basement.

         She wasn’t going to just let firemen rumble into Robot Lit without knowing what was the matter. It was her job, after all, if Ingrid wasn’t there. She would simply find out if the carbon monoxide detector was really going off, or if it was something else entirely.

         Careful, a small inner voice cautioned. It was this need to know everything—and, okay, maybe control everything—that had come close to unraveling her life a few short months ago. Casey had screwed up so badly that she’d left a high-paying job in a Minneapolis suburb for a chance at a new start in White Pine and to be closer to her sister, Audrey. Now, she was working at Robot Lit for a fraction of her former salary and living in a creaky Cape Cod instead of her sleek city apartment.

         It was all worth it, of course. Casey would do just about anything to atone for her past. She grimaced as she remembered how selfishly she’d acted just a few short months ago, nearly ruining Audrey’s chance at true love.

         She wasn’t about to make that mistake again. She figured she could, however, spare five minutes to figure out what was happening in the basement.

         Shrill beeping pierced her ears as she flipped on a small overhead bulb. She inhaled the dank air of dim space. Carbon monoxide was odorless—she wouldn’t be able to smell anything—but she took an inventory of her breathing, of her vision, of any pains in her head that could signal toxic levels. At her body’s first sign of symptoms, no matter how tiny, she’d be out of there.

         Unless she collapsed in a clueless heap first.

         Hoping for the best, she followed the beeping to a small box on the wall. The sirens were louder now. The firehouse was just up the street, and the firefighters would be here in no time.

         A light was flashing, strobe-bright in the dim space. Head fine, vision clear, she thought, accounting for her every breath and movement. Using the flashlight app on her phone, she trained a blaze of light on the panel. There were three lights—green, yellow, and red. But only one of them was flashing.

         Yellow.

         Service.

         The damn thing was low on batteries.

         Casey groaned as the thunder of heavy boots came down the stairs. Three firefighters swept into the room, their tanks and gear making them seem like giants. They weren’t wearing their oxygen masks, meaning she could see their faces. Two men and a woman.

         “What are you doing down here?” the tallest of the two men asked. His hazel eyes were sharp. The bridge of his nose was slightly crooked, like it had been broken in a fight.

         “I just wanted to check and make sure things were all right,” she said. “I was looking—”

         “You should be outside with the others. This is a potentially dangerous situation.”

         “I know,” Casey said, feeling small and silly, “I was trying—”

         The fireman shined his flashlight into her eyes. She blinked. “Do you have a headache? Nausea?”

         “No, this is all a misunderstanding. The detector is—”

         “Did you make the call?”

         Frustration needled her. The man hadn’t let her finish a sentence yet. “No, that’s what I’m trying to tell you. An intern called when she thought something was wrong. But the thing is out of batteries. That’s all.”

         She stepped aside so the massive firefighter could take a closer look at the white box on the wall. Underneath the smoky, chalky smell of his gear, Casey detected a scent like wood chips and cinnamon.

         The other firefighters stayed a few feet behind, sharing a look that signaled to Casey this wasn’t the first time they’d had a false alarm on a carbon monoxide detector.

         “Write it up, Lu?” the woman asked. Her dark eyes were striking in her pale face.

         The man’s name was Lou, Casey realized. It seemed an odd name for him—like calling a bulldog Fluffy.

         “When was the last time this device was calibrated?”

         “I’m sorry, I have no idea. Lou. Or is it Louis? Louie?” Casey figured she’d better get on this man’s good side, and fast.

         “Lu is short for lieutenant,” he replied, eyes sparking with irritation. Underneath the visor of his helmet, the lines of his face were granite hard.

         “Oh.” She could feel her cheeks redden. “I’m sorry. Look, I just started here a couple weeks ago.”

         The lieutenant trained his jaw at the ceiling. His flashlight beam slid down an old copper pipe. “You got a sprinkler system installed?” he asked.

         Was he not listening to anything she said? She was a brand-new employee. What good was grilling her? It may have been her imagination, but Casey could swear the other two firefighters had just groaned quietly.

         “I don’t—I couldn’t tell you,” she stumbled. She checked the time on her phone. The employees had been standing outside for a while in the Minnesota cold, and she figured she ought to herd them down the street to the Rolling Pin and buy them all hot chocolate for their trouble.

         “Are we settled here? Can I go back upstairs to the others?”

         The lieutenant tore his eyes from the copper pipe and looked around the basement—past the boxes of stationery and the old phone books and an oddly placed plastic Hula-hoop.

         “I want to take a closer look at things,” he said. “Quinn and Reese, you two head upstairs, check and see that the smoke detectors all have working batteries and the fire exits aren’t encumbered. I’ll be up in a few.”

         Casey watched the female firefighter open her mouth, think better of what she was going to say, and close it. Together, the two firefighters tromped back up the steps in their heavy gear.

         “So…can I go?” Casey asked, unsure what she was supposed to be doing. The lieutenant frowned, a motion that bunched the chiseled lines of his face. He’d be handsome, Audrey thought, if he wasn’t so completely abrupt about everything.

         “If you would, I need you to answer a few questions.”

         Casey shifted, feeling suddenly like she was under investigation. She quickly texted Rolf, their program coordinator.

         All clear inside. Take everyone to Rolling Pin. Buy hot choc. I’ll be there in a few.

         She hit send as the lieutenant made a low rumbling in his throat. The noise involuntarily sent goose bumps up and down her arms.

         “You have a smoke detector down here?” he asked, making his way deeper into the basement. He flipped on buzzing overhead lights as he went.

         “I don’t know,” she replied, trailing in his wake.

         The lieutenant made the low rumbling in his throat again, and it struck Casey that the sound was of disapproval. Her jaw clenched with irritation. Why were they still down here if this was just a case of low batteries?

         Casey tapped her toe on the scuffed cement floor. She watched the lieutenant scan the pipes and boards all around. She caught a flash of blond under his helmet. The lock of hair looked thick and wavy in a way that had her fingertips itching to touch it—at least until he made the low rumble in his throat a third time.

         “Can’t find a single smoke detector down here. You’ll want to change that.”

         Yes, Your Highness, she thought.

         “I’ll talk to the director,” she said instead.

         “And a fire extinguisher. You’ll want one of those, too.”

         “I’ll add it to the list.”

         “What’s your name?” He was staring at the pipes on the ceiling again. As if he couldn’t be bothered to take time from his all-important inspection to focus on her.

         “Casey Tanner.”

         “What brought you to Robot Lit?”

         It’s complicated.

         “Job change,” she said. “I moved down here from Eagan.”

         She pictured the bare walls of her new house, the naked wood floors, and the stacks of boxes she needed to empty, and held back an overwhelmed sigh. The mountain of work ahead of her was daunting, made more so by the fact that she was desperate to find her Christmas decorations. It was December first already, and not a single ornament was in place, no matter that she had taped a label on every box and listed the contents in Sharpie. But the boxes she’d identified as “Holiday”—inventoried with bullet points like “fake snow, tinsel, Rudolph figures,” and more—simply couldn’t be found.

         “Are you a tutor at Robot Lit?” This time the lieutenant looked straight at her, and for a brief moment the strict lines around his mouth and eyes relaxed. Casey’s breath caught unexpectedly.

         “I’m an accountant,” she managed. “They brought me on to help get their finances in order. And keep them that way.”

         She left out the part about taking a huge pay cut to come here and trying to rebuild her relationship with her sister. In other words, the part where she was blind and selfish and in need of a shakeup.

         She squared her shoulders, trying to seem more confident than she felt. The lieutenant might have rugged good looks, but she didn’t want him knowing anything about her. The way he found every flaw in this building probably translated to finding flaws in people. And Lord knew she had plenty for him to uncover.

         She glanced at her phone as a text message from Rolf came in.

         Everyone at Rolling Pin. Text when you can.

         “Almost finished?” she asked, reading the text message again so she didn’t linger too long on the almond shape of the lieutenant’s eyes.

         “For now,” he said. “On our way back up, let’s take the elevator. I want to see how the emergency call button is functioning.”

         Casey blinked. She didn’t even know Robot Lit had an elevator. Which was just as well. Small spaces always caused her heart to pound and her head to hurt.

         She tamped down the lump of worry. It wasn’t as if they were shooting up to the top of the Empire State Building, for crying out loud.

         Nevertheless, her throat was dry as she followed the lieutenant into the elevator. Above the collar of his fireman’s coat, she caught a glimpse of his neck. The skin was golden enough to have her picturing droplets of honey on a sunny day.

         When the doors slid shut behind them, the lieutenant hit floor three, then punched the brass button with the fireman’s cap on it. The elevator jerked into motion. He kept his finger on the panel, waiting for some kind of response. To take her mind off the cramped space, Casey studied the fine blond hairs on the back of the lieutenant’s enormous hand. They looked so delicate in contrast to the rest of him. His spicy smell was back, so much so that her head was all but filled with it. She told herself the pounding in her chest was from the enclosed space.

         The lieutenant pressed the fire call button again and again. No response.

         “Has anyone used—” the lieutenant began. But the words died on his lips when the elevator squawked to a halt, and they were plunged into darkness.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Casey couldn’t breathe. The blackness was thick and all-consuming. Blinking, she swiped at the heavy nothingness, as if to push it away.

         “Help!” she cried, pawing at emptiness. “Help us!”

         Strong fingers wrapped around her forearm. She looked down, but couldn’t see even an outline of a hand. “Easy there,” came the lieutenant’s deep voice. “It’s okay.”

         His unrelenting grip should have offended her. What right did he have to touch her? But instead, it grounded her reeling mind. Fragments of logic pierced through. I’m in an elevator. This man is a firefighter.

         Still, her breath was ragged. She couldn’t get enough air. The space pressed against her. She was aware she might be panting.

         “Casey, listen to me.” The lieutenant had stepped closer. She could feel him acutely. “I want you to close your eyes and count to ten.”

         “We need to get out of here. I have to leave. Why won’t the door open? It’s time to go.” The words were a tangle. The darkness was in her lungs, fighting with all the air. She was beginning to get light-headed.

         His grip vanished. She was unmoored, reeling and lost in the smallest space possible. Come back, she thought wildly.

         Then a flashlight beam sliced through the inky blackness. The lieutenant held it, even as both of his hands came to rest on her shoulders. Heavy and strong. “I’m going to take that breath with you,” he said. “Both of us. We’re going to do it together.” The flashlight cast strange shadows around his eyes. It reminded her of face paint at a carnival.

         The hand that wasn’t holding the flashlight slid palm-down from her shoulder, along her biceps, all the way to her fingers. He pulled her hand through emptiness until it came to rest on his chest. “Now you’ll know if we’re breathing together. You’ll feel it. In and out, okay? Just like me.”

         He held her hand tight against his sternum. His heartbeat was there, too, steady underneath his fireman’s gear. “In and out,” he said. “Easy does it.” The rise and fall of his chest was like the waves on Lake Superior—great swells that rolled along, one into the next. She squeezed her eyes closed. She pictured the lake, concentrated on matching her breathing to his.

         “Good,” he said. The rumble of his voice was so near she could feel it. If his chest was a rolling wave, then his voice was rich sunlight full of heat. “You just keep breathing like that, and I’ll keep holding your hand. I’m going to use my other hand here to set down this flashlight, then I’ll call for help on my radio. The rest of the fire crew can get us out in no time. I need you to speak and tell me you understand what I’m telling you.”

         “I understand,” she managed. He squeezed her hand. In the cramped space, it should have made her more claustrophobic to be this near to a stranger, touching like this. Yet she wanted to close the last bit of distance between them.

         The radio was on the lieutenant’s shoulder. He turned his head as he spoke into it.

         “Dispatch from unit sixteen, we have an elevator entrapment. It’s a single elevator, and we’re between floors one and two.”

         “Dispatch copy. Do you have any injuries on scene?”

         “No injuries. There are two other firefighters here also from unit sixteen, responding initially to a carbon monoxide concern. We don’t need a cruiser—just an elevator tech.”

         “Unit sixteen, message received. We’ll get a technician en route.”

         “Copy. Thanks.” A pause, then: “Lieutenant to firefighters and unit sixteen, go to channel two.”

         A crackle of static. “Yeah, Lu. What’s up?” It sounded like the female firefighter.

         “I’m in an elevator entrapment situation. I called dispatch; they have an elevator tech en route.”

         “You doing okay?”

         “Yeah. Just try to get the stupid elevator going from your end if you can. And somebody wait outside for the elevator tech, help them get to the scene.”

         “Copy that, Lu. We’ll get you out in no time.”

         “Copy. Thanks, Quinn.”

         The conversation was over, apparently. The flashlight beam was a tiny lamp in an ocean of black.

         “They need to call the elevator company to get those doors open,” the lieutenant said. “They’ll get a tech out here, and we’ll be out in no time.”

         How long? Casey trembled, wondering if she’d suffer for minutes or hours.

         “My name is Abe Cameron,” the lieutenant said after a moment.

         Casey’s brain fumbled, trying to process how to respond. Where were her manners? She couldn’t remember how or what to say. All she knew was that she couldn’t think past the four walls pressing so close around her.

         “I used to spend a lot of time at Robot Lit,” he continued when Casey didn’t say anything. “I was tutored here. When I started, I was in fifth grade and could barely read.”

         The idea had emotion swelling in her chest, though she had no idea what to do with it. “My teacher, Mrs. Wills, brought me to Robot Lit after school one day. They had time to spend with me that she didn’t. She really helped. This place really helped.”

         The clouds in her mind broke enough for her to wonder if that was why Abe had been such a stickler in the basement. Because he cared about the place.

         For some reason, the idea of Abe being gruff because of affection for Robot Lit calmed her. Moment by moment, Casey became aware of the present, of what was right in front of her, which included Abe’s skin against hers. She could picture the blond hairs on his forearms, the tiny pores, the blood warm underneath. His breath was so close. Every exhale was a whisper of reassurance.

         Abe’s fingers were steady and firm. A working man’s hands, Casey thought. Not like the hands of all the other accountants at her last job.

         “You’re doing great,” Abe murmured, leaning forward and speaking the words into her hair. Casey’s breath nearly vanished again, but not from fear. It was the fact that his lips felt mere inches away.

         She wasn’t used to being this near anyone, let alone a firefighter. She tried to recall the last time she’d been kissed—been held—but the fog of time was too thick. She couldn’t glimpse through it.

         Casey was suddenly grateful for the darkness so Abe wouldn’t see her grimace of shame. There was a word for women like her, she knew. Spinster. It might not be the 1800s, but the label fit. Spinster even had the right sound to it. The spitting, biting consonants were the perfect reminder that she’d been living a prudish, uptight existence for far too long, batting back the part of her that secretly wanted to break free and live with abandon. With adventure, even.

         “Easy now,” Abe said. “Just keep relaxing. The tech is coming.”

         Casey stilled, figuring she must have tensed up just then and Abe had felt it.

         “I’m—I’m doing okay,” she replied. Her voice sounded small and tinny.

         Abe shifted, his leg grazing hers. An unexpected jolt shot through her nerves. There was so much of him, Casey realized. He must be at least six foot four, whereas she was barely five foot five. Unlike her sister, Audrey, she didn’t have an athlete’s body underneath her clothes. All she had was her medium brown hair and her average figure from being a normal office worker for the past decade.

         Here in the darkness, though, maybe it didn’t matter. She shifted just slightly, inching closer to Abe. She couldn’t be sure, but she thought she heard a soft grunt from him.

         Time either slowed way down or sped up. Casey couldn’t tell. She had no idea how long she’d been pressed against Abe when there was a scuffling sound from above them. Casey jerked, wondering if the elevator ties were finally going to give way and they were going to go plunging downward.

         “That’s just Quinn and Reese working with the tech to open the doors on the floor above us. While they do that, I want you to tell me about a place that you love,” Abe said. Was it her imagination, or was he clutching her more tightly? “We’re going to picture it together. You’re going to tell me all about it.”

         Tears prickled her eyes. Surely it was the claustrophobia jerking her emotions from one extreme to another. That’s why she was getting so worked up over a silly question.

         And yet her chest ached as she tried to think about a place she loved—as she tried to think about anything she loved, frankly.

         There was her sister, of course.

         Audrey was generous and kind and beautiful, and Casey had loved her so ferociously it had almost ruined their relationship. Casey’s stomach twisted at the memory of how she’d driven a wedge between Audrey and the man Audrey loved, Kieran Callaghan. She’d done it out of fear, out of a need for control, and it had been terrible. Ruinous, even. Fortunately, Audrey and Kieran were married now, and Audrey had forgiven Casey. But Casey wasn’t sure if she had yet forgiven herself. She wasn’t sure she’d earned it.

         Then of course there was Christmas. Since she was a little girl, Casey had adored Christmas with its sparkling tinsel and glittering streets and freshly cut trees and warm cookies and spiced cider.

         So, yes, there were things she loved—but a place she loved?

         The answer seemed impossible. She’d never traveled much outside of Minnesota. Her life up until now had been composed of getting places, of ensuring a specific course on a road to success. She’d never stopped much along the way.

         “You’re awfully quiet,” Abe said. She could hear the smile on his lips as he tried to lighten the moment. As if he somehow understood what a battle this question was.

         “I don’t…” The words faded into less than a whisper. She had no answer.

         “It’s okay,” Abe said. His hand was on her shoulder again, the other still clasping her fingers against his chest. This man was stronger and steadier and calmer than anyone she’d ever met.

         There was a shout above them, and a scraping noise. Casey cringed.

         “The place I love,” Abe said, “is a little German town called Freiburg. The British messed it up in World War Two, gutted it with bombs. But the town was rebuilt with these efficient, logical roads and bike paths that you can take anywhere. There’s also a train, and it always runs on time. Always. And there’s all this green technology through what are called passive houses. They don’t require any kind of furnace or device to heat them. They essentially heat themselves. It’s efficient. It’s incredible.”

         Casey thrilled at how thoughtful and ordered it sounded. Until a small inner voice reminded her that being logical and ordered was what had almost ruined her life. A straitlaced existence had nearly been her undoing, and she wasn’t about to repeat the pattern. She’d moved to White Pine to do the opposite, in fact.

         “When were you there?” she managed to ask.

         “Never. I’ve only read about it. I’m saving up to go, but—well, it’s a long story.”

         And based on the shouts and noise above them, there wasn’t any time to tell it.

         Abe’s radio squawked. “Crew to lieutenant. Elevator tech is here. He’s going to come in from the top. We’ll get you out with the ladder.”

         “Message received.”

         “They’re coming in through the fire access panel above us,” Abe said. “The elevator door to the first floor is just a foot or so away, so they’re going to pull us out of the top of this thing, then pull us onto the first floor. Does that make sense?”

         “Yes.”

         Abe’s stubbled cheek pressed against hers. The rough feel of it had her muscles weakening. “You’re almost there,” he said. “Just a few more minutes.”

         Before she could gather her next thought, Abe dropped her hand and stepped away, just as the panel in the ceiling above them opened. A flashlight beam pierced through, brighter than a hundred camera flashes. Or so Casey thought as she squinted against it.

         “There are better places for a party,” said the firefighter above them. “This one is kind of hard to get to, and I’m not sure the DJ would fit.”

         “Get a ladder down here now, Reese.” Abe’s voice was back to being razor sharp. Casey wrapped her arms around herself, thinking she’d liked it much better when he’d murmured.

         The flashlight beam bounced as a ladder was lowered into the elevator car. “Reese will hold it from above,” Abe said. “I’ll grab it down here. Go ahead.”

         Casey took in the firm set of Abe’s lips, the rugged edge of his jaw, the hardness in his eyes. His kindness, his gentleness, was seeping away—that is, if it had ever been there in the first place.

         Not that she was about to stay in the elevator one second longer to wonder. She grasped the sides of the ladder and hauled herself up the rungs until Reese helped her stand on top of the stalled car. Golden light poured onto them from the open doors just a few feet above. Inside the wide doors was the female firefighter.

         Casey gulped air, relieved to be away from the confines of the elevator’s four walls.

         “You hardly have to move now,” Reese said, smiling a lopsided grin. “You just raise your arms and Quinn is going to pull you up.”

         If she had any doubts that Quinn was strong enough, they were gone within seconds. Before she knew it, strong hands had lifted her into the safety of the building. It was all she could do to smile and thank her rescuers. She wanted to collapse onto the floor and kiss the solid ground beneath her feet.

         “Casey!” Her director, Ingrid, was racing down the wood-planked hallway to get to her. “Oh my God, Rolf called me just as I was dropping Heidi back off at school. I got here as soon as I could. I was so worried!” Whole sections of Ingrid’s white-blonde hair had come loose from her ponytail. A number-two pencil was tucked behind her ear, its yellow wood indented with teeth marks.

         “I’m fine,” Casey managed. “I just don’t like small spaces much.”

         “What an ordeal. Take the rest of the day off. Please.”

         “I’m sure I’ll be all right.”

         “Just do it, okay? It’ll make me feel better, anyway.”

         She hugged Casey just as Abe’s voice sliced through the commotion. He was directly behind her. “Get the ladder hauled up. Talk to the mechanic. I want it logged in.”

         “Yes, Lu.” The firefighters scurried to get their tasks finished.

         “Abe!” Ingrid said, waving at him. “You saved our girl here. Thank you.”

         Casey was momentarily confused as to how these two were acquainted. Abe had been tutored at Robot Lit years ago. Had he stayed in touch with the staff?

         “You guys know each other?” she asked dumbly.

         “Abe’s a good friend to this place,” Ingrid said.

         Recognition dawned. Casey hadn’t been around nonprofits very much, but she was beginning to understand that friend meant donor.

         Abe smiled at Ingrid—big enough to show two rows of gloriously straight white teeth. Casey’s heart jerked. “Happy to help,” he said. “You two take care.”

         He started off, radioing more commands. He wasn’t leaving, was he? The thought had her stomach clenching unexpectedly. Casey gave Ingrid a hang-on-a-minute gesture.

         She trotted after Abe. “Thank you,” she said, sliding in front of him to stop his forward march. “You kept me calm down there and I’m grateful. You were great. Are great, I mean. At your job, that is.” Her brain still felt tangled, her words twisted into each other.

         Oh, God, what was she doing? She should have just let him go. She was making an ass of herself.

         If Abe minded her babbling, he didn’t show it. In fact, his eyes flashed with emotion and, if Casey didn’t know better, she’d say that look was filled with warmth. Maybe even something hotter—a light closer to flame.

         “Happy to help.” Then he tipped his helmet at her and walked away, barking orders at the other firefighters. The sound of his fireman’s boots on the warehouse’s wood floors grew more and more distant.

         The connection she’d felt between them stretched thin as he retreated, like taffy pulled too far apart. She felt a pang of hollowness, an unexpected disappointment. Did he really have to walk away like that? He’d been so comforting, so calming, in the elevator, telling her about Robot Lit and the German city he loved. Underneath all those layers of fireman’s gear, she thought she’d glimpsed his tender side, and it left her wanting more.

         She thought maybe he’d seen something in her that he wanted more of, too. The way he’d pulled her close, the way he’d murmured into her hair.

         Apparently he was just doing his job.

         She pulled in a breath. It was just as well. Abe Cameron was a stranger to her. In her frazzled state in the elevator, she’d simply contrived a connection to a man she barely knew. Even worse, she’d turned him into something he clearly wasn’t—gentle, caring, even sexy, a hero—and when the hard light of day hit her again, she’d been left staring at something that had never been.

         It’s all for the best. She wasn’t looking for someone whose lifelong dream was to visit an orderly German town. Practicality was not on her list of sexy attributes. She had enough of that in her own life, thank you very much.

         Which reminded her…

         She pulled out her phone and typed an e-mail to herself, a note to get a new fire extinguisher for the basement tomorrow and a new set of batteries for the carbon monoxide alarm. Plus a smoke detector.

         She couldn’t always shed the responsibilities that seemed to follow her around like a pack of stray dogs, but by God she could shed them when it came to a man. If it came to a man, that is.

         Which was a big if, considering this was White Pine, and the bachelor selection wasn’t exactly brimming.

         “I hope those are Abe’s digits you’re typing into your phone,” Ingrid said, standing beside her once more. Ingrid was smiling like she could read every single thought about Abe Cameron that had passed through Casey’s brain in the past hour.

         “Just the opposite. I’m going to make sure the basement has all the equipment we need so I don’t have to see him again.”

         “Huh. I thought maybe there was a spark there. A little flirty fun, perhaps?”

         Casey didn’t have the heart to admit she’d thought that, too. For a moment, anyway. Instead, she grabbed Ingrid’s arm and plastered on a smile. She reminded herself that this was a fresh start. Maybe she could learn to shelve her responsibilities for a few minutes and get to know her colleagues. Perhaps even develop a friendship here or there.

         “We both missed out on the Rolling Pin’s hot cocoa this afternoon,” she told Ingrid. “How about we pop down for some now. My treat.”

         “You sure? By the time I’m done asking for extra whipped cream on mine, the up-charge is, like, eight bucks.”

         Casey grinned. “Maybe I can find a way to file it as a tax deduction.”

         Ingrid patted her sides. “Maybe I can find a way it won’t all end up on my hips.”

         Laughing, Casey followed Ingrid down the warehouse’s hallway toward the main entrance. She gave herself an imaginary high five. Her colleagues didn’t have to know she’d been a stick in the mud for years. They didn’t have to know about the embarrassing things she’d done. Not if she worked to show them a different side of herself, anyway.

         And when it came to a man, well, Casey knew that she was going to have to find a guy who was her complete opposite. Fun-loving, carefree, adventurous—everything she wanted to be.

         She stepped out into the darkening afternoon, the snow swirling and the holiday lights twinkling, and reminded herself she was back in White Pine to change. To be better.

         She walked alongside Ingrid to the Rolling Pin and faced the truth.

         A man like Abe Cameron would be nothing but trouble.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         The morning sun crested over a snow-covered hill, igniting the icy limbs of the cedar trees in a fiery orange glow. Abe Cameron gulped down the cold air, lungs burning as his hiking boots trundled through the fresh powder on the trail. His hands clutched at the straps on his backpack. Sweat dripped down his neck in rivulets that froze almost as soon as they formed.

         Three miles in. Five to go. Eight miles every other day along this trail, rain or shine, carrying a backpack filled with weights and a rock or two from along the path, when he felt like throwing them in.

         It was the hardest workout Abe could think of. It was also the only one that made sense to him. Because if something was challenging, you did it. It if was tough, you tackled it.

         Abe shifted the backpack slightly, ignoring the ache in his shoulders and neck. He’d long ago stopped asking himself how he felt about things. If he focused on the pain, the hurt, the desire to stop, he’d never do anything.

         He’d never run into a flame-engulfed building.

         He’d never hold the hand of a car-crash victim and tell him to hang on.

         He’d never breathe air into the lungs of a drowning victim, willing himself to bring her back.

         In White Pine, fire and rescue were wrapped into one, meaning he could get called on everything from a house fire to a sprained ankle. Doing both meant he’d seen his share of broken bodies and tragic situations.

         He pushed himself down the trail harder, as if trying to outrun the memories of the middle-of-the-night calls when someone stopped breathing, and the pain in the family members’ faces as they helplessly watched him work.

         An icy wind blasted his face. He turned into it, welcoming the raw cold. His job should have made him grateful for every day he was alive and healthy. Oddly, it had done the opposite. It had numbed him, in a way, to his life. It could all get taken away so easily, so why get invested?

         It was part of why he kept himself cordoned off from any relationships that got too deep or too heavy. He often thought of his love life like those confetti cannons that fire at concerts. They went off with an explosion that took your breath away, and had you thinking the whole world was shimmering—only to realize that it had just been crumpled, wrinkled paper the whole time.

         That’s just the way it is, he thought—then immediately wondered how he’d gotten so jaded. He didn’t much like the hardened cynic who stared back at him every morning from the bathroom mirror.

         What might be altogether worse, though, were the ways in which the reflection was cracking—the ways in which he had to accept that his parents weren’t going to be around forever. His dad, especially. It was impossible not to see the fissures in his façade when he thought about it, and to feel as though he might rip apart like a fault line during an earthquake.

         He stumbled, nearly losing his footing. He threw out his arms, fighting for balance. When he righted himself, he took a deep gulp of the crystal air. His thoughts were too heavy, too coarse. He knew it. All this existential clamor about feelings was useless. It wouldn’t change a damn thing. He should stop right now.

         But at the same time, he felt a heavy weariness he couldn’t shake. God, but it was exhausting work, living with this reality that life was tenuous, even delicate. It could all end—poof!—in a single moment. A fire. A misstep. A piano falling from the sky.

         This truth had kept him on the on the edge of his own existence, in a way. It had given him his nickname at the station: Ninety-Eyed. “Eyed” was a homophone for IED. Every relationship he’d ever been in blew up within ninety days. Ninety-IED. He did it. He pulled the trigger and he knew it. The guys at the station knew it. And the parade of women through his life certainly knew it—if not at first, then certainly by the time they’d dusted off the rubble and gotten over the shock.

         For years, he’d enjoyed the nickname because he’d been happy. Hot sex for a while, then an explosion before things got complicated. But now he was beginning to wonder if he wasn’t happy as much as he was…indifferent. It was hard to be too bummed about anything when nothing really mattered.

         He grunted, straining under his pack. For the first time in memory, he was experiencing feelings he didn’t want to bat down. A tiny spring bubbled inside him every time he thought about Casey Tanner, and he was barely doing a half-assed job of damming it up.

         The memory of her soft hand inside his while they were trapped in the elevator had his heart pounding more than it normally would along this section of the trail. He followed a fork to the left into a cluster of birch trees, ducking amid low branches.

         If he’d been put off by her reckless decision to go down to the basement when they’d first showed up, he’d warmed to her when she said she was an accountant. He respected the logic of numbers. And then to find out she was working at Robot Lit was an added bonus. The place had been able to teach him to read, had emphasized the wonder of books when most of his teachers had simply shrugged off his struggle for literacy, saying the words would be there when he was ready. Robot Lit mattered to him, and he liked meeting people who felt the same way.

         It also didn’t hurt when those people had thick auburn hair and wore form-fitting sweaters that emphasized just the right curves.

         A pheasant took flight from nearby brushes, startling him into a full stop. His lungs heaved as he watched the bird warble into the air, snow falling like stars from its wings. An ache pressed behind his sternum, and he instinctively brought his gloved hand to his chest.

         What the—?

         Chest pain. He stilled, trying to pinpoint the source, but he couldn’t do it. The soreness was too broad. Surely it was just a little bit of heartburn, he thought. He brushed it off. After all, the call yesterday had scared him more than he wanted to admit, and he was probably worked up as a result. He’d been extra gruff when his crew arrived because the thought of anyone on the Robot Lit team being in harm’s way made his stomach twist. Secretly, he felt bad for turning a low-battery warning on a carbon monoxide detector into a full-blown inspection, especially when that wasn’t even his job. Ty Brady was White Pine’s fire inspector, and Abe knew he had no business stepping on Ty’s toes. That was why Quinn and Reese were irritated about the whole call, though they’d dutifully checked out the building even when they didn’t want to. He didn’t blame them for being miffed. But he wasn’t going to pass up a chance to make Robot Lit as safe as he could.

         He started back down the trail, his breath puffing white in the cold. He’d been high-strung about the call to begin with, which was probably why Casey Tanner was affecting him more than she should. They’d shared several minutes in a dark, confused space, and Abe knew better than anyone that trauma could forge bonds with people that normal situations didn’t. That was why he’d pulled her closer than he should have, why he’d let his guard down for a few minutes, speaking into her hair and letting his cheek graze hers briefly.

         He might like the ladies, sure, but he’d never crossed a professional line. If that was, in fact, what you called what had happened in those twenty minutes he and Casey were in the elevator together.

         The problem was, he was still having trouble erasing the picture of her in his mind. Especially when she’d thanked him after it was all over. She’d still been pale and shaken, but her golden brown eyes had been clear and focused. She hadn’t felt sorry for herself or milked it for drama. She’d been gracious and grateful and he’d stomped away. Like an asshole.

         He didn’t want her to know how much he’d enjoyed being trapped in that space with her. Because it was dangerous, this blade of emotion that was pressed against his insides. It hadn’t been there with Kaylee, the dance instructor from Burnsville, or Zoe, the freelance photographer who’d texted him some very artful pictures. And he’d liked them both just fine. Zoe had even made it just past the ninety-day mark—she’d gotten to ninety-two—and he hadn’t felt it with her, either.

         He shook his head, wishing the raw wind could just blow away his thoughts. It would be so much easier that way.

         Instead, he pushed himself up a small incline that deposited him into a wide clearing. Above him, the windswept sky was patterned in pale blues and pinks. Ahead, a snow-covered field stretched for miles until it ended in another cluster of woods. He flexed his numb fingers and toes, trying to work more blood into his extremities. He grimaced as a spasm tightened the area underneath his rib cage.

         He wondered if he should get it checked out. Chest pain was no joke. Then again, this was probably nothing. Just stress or an overreaction to yesterday’s elevator situation.

         In the meantime, he blew breath onto his gloved hands and stamped his feet. He’d welcome some warmth to his limbs, all right, but his emotions needed to stay frozen. Abe knew firsthand how dangerous feelings could be. They could cloud your judgment; they could make you think that you had any control at all over this life.

         He thumped his chest once. Hard. A warning shot to his heart. Do your job, he wanted to say, and nothing more. Abe was a confirmed bachelor, he didn’t get worked up about women ever, and he certainly wasn’t going to start with Casey Tanner.

         If there was a prickle of disagreement from deep within, Abe ignored it. He focused on the last few miles to his Jeep, the snow and ice as cold as he willed his insides to be.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The tortillas were burned to a crisp, and the green chili sauce was a mushy mess that Casey Tanner wouldn’t feed to a dog. And yet here she was, about to serve up her Mexican casserole at the weekly Knots and Bolts recipe exchange.

         She stared across the wide red table at the other women gathered in the cozy, eclectic space behind the local fabric store. Her sister, Audrey, was sipping a white prosecco that sparkled as brightly as the Christmas lights strung along the window behind her. If Audrey had been pretty before, she was stunning now, flush with a bone-deep contentment inspired by her love-filled marriage. Next to Audrey was Willa Olmstead, who ran the White Pine Bed and Breakfast with her husband, Burk. Her swollen feet were clad in reindeer slippers and propped up on a small ottoman. She was passing around pictures of her latest ultrasound. Her first baby, a girl, was due in just a few short weeks on December 30, and she was radiant with expectation.

         Nearby in the small kitchenette was Betty Sondheim, who was humming “Jingle Bells” off-key. She had married the local Lutheran pastor, but this hadn’t curbed her tendency to speak her mind freely—or swear. “Who took the damn oven mitts?” she hollered, her carol forgotten. “My cornbread is going to overcook if I don’t get it out.”

         “Try the refrigerator,” replied Stephanie Munson. “I think I put them in there.” The redheaded mom of twins was often scattered, but she also packed more into a single day than most of the other women accomplished in a week.

         “If it gets toasty, we can crumble it up into my homemade flan,” Anna Palowski said. Her desserts were often the highlight of the recipe exchanges—as were her stories about her daughter, Juniper, whose recent drum lessons were beating away Anna’s sanity.

         Casey swallowed, keenly aware she was the only single one in the group. Not to mention the worst cook. The women politely took bites of what she brought each week, but they never slid her leftovers into Tupperware containers the way they did Anna’s or Betty’s. Even Willa, who supposedly couldn’t make a hot dish to save her life when she returned to White Pine after more than a decade, was making casseroles that had the whole group spearing the pan for seconds.

         Casey sipped her merlot, frustrated that she wasn’t better in the kitchen. It should be easy, really, considering it was following basic steps in order—something her rule-prone mind enjoyed. But somewhere along the line she always got tripped up, whether it was using the wrong kind of cheese (white cheddar and Swiss were decidedly not the same, as it turned out) or putting the hot dish on the wrong oven rack so it charred the first three layers. Her food was an embarrassment tonight next to Betty’s golden cornbread and Willa’s homemade refried beans and Audrey’s fresh guacamole and Stephanie’s arroz con pollo.

         It wasn’t just the food, though, that made her shift uncomfortably in the cozy room. It was how far she felt she had to go in order to fit in with these lovely, beautiful women. They were exceptional wives, great cooks, incredible moms, close friends. And Casey was…none of those things. She wouldn’t even be here if she wasn’t such a mess. It was pity, most likely, that had them inviting her into the group in the first place. She certainly didn’t fool herself that it was because of her sunny personality or her bubbly charm. It was because of Audrey, no doubt.

         Audrey had let these women into her heart ages ago, and had kept the fires of their friendships kindled no matter what. Casey felt a stab of envy at how easy it seemed for these ladies, how they pointed out food in each other’s teeth and wore stretch pants and laughed so hard they cried—or even passed gas. Just one of those things would have Casey sprinting for the door, red-faced with mortification.

         Or it would have had the old Casey sprinting, anyway. She thought about her cocoa with Ingrid and her determination to change. Yes, she was trying, but cripes, it felt like work sometimes. It made her muscles tired. Her bones. She looked around the room at the smiling, relaxed women and wondered why it was so hard for her to be like them.

         Not that Casey wasn’t grateful to the group. She was. She’d grown up quickly after her parents had died, taking responsibility for Audrey and working hard at getting ahead. It was just that somewhere along the line she’d lost track of what she was working for. She’d forgotten to value happiness, to value others. As a result, this group was the closest thing she’d ever had to a circle of friends, and she wasn’t about to turn her back on such a gift. She just hoped it would get easier, and that one day she wouldn’t feel like such a toad among princesses.

         “Heard you had some excitement yesterday at your job,” Betty said to her, ladling her plate with food as the dishes were passed around. Betty’s curly blonde hair was aglow in the soft light.

         “False alarm, as it turned out. Just low batteries in Robot Lit’s carbon monoxide detector.”

         Casey silently gave herself props for following through earlier in the day on replacing the detector’s batteries, and also buying two smoke alarms and a fire extinguisher.

         “I meant the part where you got stuck in an elevator with a fireman,” Betty said.

         The other women around the table stilled.

         “You didn’t tell me that!” Audrey said, her brown eyes wide. “And you hate small spaces. Are you all right?”

         “I’m fine. It was just an old elevator that stalled out.” She eyed Betty. “How did you even know about that?”

         “Sometimes I tune into the scanner. Sounded like you and the lieutenant were in there for a good long while.”

         “I—” Casey stalled, unsure what to say next. They’d been in there for what seemed like hours, even though it had probably only been twenty minutes or so. She could still feel the warmth of his hand around hers, the steady beat of his heart against her fingertips.

         “The lieutenant is Abe Cameron, right? Stewart’s older brother?” Audrey asked.

         “The serious one,” Willa said. “Stu was so easygoing and fun. I was on student council with him in high school. Abe would pick him up from school sometimes, and I remember Abe being like—one of the faces on Mount Rushmore or something. So stony and serious.”

         “The opposite of his parents,” Betty said.

         “What do you mean?” Casey asked.

         “Julia and Pete Cameron were such free spirits. They both painted, and I always loved their work. Now they live up in the White Pine Retirement Village. I hear Pete’s memory is going.”

         Casey blinked with surprise. She couldn’t imagine Abe’s parents being artists. Military sergeants, maybe. But not painters.

         Until she remembered how warm and gentle Abe had been in the elevator. He’d been perfect, really, as she’d panicked in the cramped space. Until the light of day had shone on him again, and Casey figured she must have imagined the compassion he’d shown her.

         Or had she? It was maddening to wonder what her addled brain had cooked up and what had been reality.

         “What’s that look?” Audrey asked, reading Casey all too well. “Did something happen in that elevator?”

         Leave it to her sibling to cut to the chase.

         “If it did, you’re in the clear,” Betty said. “Abe is single. At least that’s what I hear.”

         “Abe is always single,” Willa said.

         “The parade of ladies through his life is impressive,” Anna agreed. “Sam knows some of the guys down at the station and I guess he’s got quite a reputation.”

         “Is that good or bad?” Casey asked.

         “Very good while it lasts,” Betty said with a wink, “since apparently he’s quite…gifted in certain ways. But then bad when it’s over.”

         “Didn’t he go out with Maddie Fronting?” Audrey asked. “I was in a book club with her once, and I feel like she was always talking about this guy who turned her into a gymnast in bed. Twisted her up in all the best ways.” She giggled. “That was Abe, right?”

         “Probably,” Stephanie said, nodding. “He might put all that stony focus to good work in the bedroom, but at the end of the day, he’s an unreformed serial monogamist.”

         “A what?” Casey asked.

         “Someone who dates one person seriously for a while. Then breaks up with them and dates someone else—wash, rinse, repeat.”

         “Did he ask you out?” Audrey asked Casey.

         She shook her head. “No, nothing like that. In fact, just the reverse. Abe got me thinking that I should pursue the opposite of him. Someone lighter, more fun-loving.”

         “Like his brother?”

         “Stu’s a charmer,” Betty said. “Works at that winter gear store, I think.”

         “I didn’t mean Stu necessarily,” Casey said. “Just someone with similar attributes. Someone playful. Lively.” She bit her lip, unwilling to admit to her rule-bound past, which was why she was thinking about all of this to begin with.

         Betty arched a brow. “You sound like you wrote out a whole list.”

         Casey stared at her untouched casserole. The truth was, she had made some mental notes. Okay, more than a few. She had come to White Pine determined to open her heart to others, and there was a tiny ember inside her that was ready to kindle romance, too. Though romance was too nice a word for what she really wanted, which was a tumble in the sack. She’d already begun thinking in earnest about a few ways she wanted to jettison her…inhibitions.

         “Oh, you didn’t!” Audrey laughed, staring at her. “You actually made a bullet-pointed list, didn’t you!” Once again, leave it to Audrey to bare her secrets.

         “Not exactly,” she said. “I haven’t put pen to paper. It’s more like I’m thinking about what could be on it.”

         Willa chuckled. “A serious list to achieve a not-so-serious goal.”

         “It’s not a list—I haven’t written it down,” Casey protested.

         “It’s in your head, though,” Audrey said, grinning.

         “We don’t mean to poke fun,” Stephanie said, perhaps catching the frown pulling at the corner of Casey’s mouth. “We’ve just been around each other so long we’ve lost some of our verbal filters.”

         Another reminder that Casey was the outsider. She set down her fork, no longer hungry.

         Audrey bumped her shoulder playfully. “Come on. You have to admit, it is kind of ironic. A serious list so you can have some fun?”

         It wasn’t serious, though. It wasn’t even a list. More like it was a mortifying set of thoughts about wanting to get some. Casey knew she should probably be talking about finding Mr. Right, just like all these other women had. But the truth was, she didn’t want that. After a lifetime of rule following, not to mention a serious relationship with an even unhappier ending, she wanted something she’d never had before, and it sounded an awful lot like hot sex, no strings attached. Forget a ring. She wanted a fling.

         “I don’t suppose there’s any way you’d tell us what’s on your li—that is, what you’ve been thinking about?” Willa asked.

         Casey stared at the scorched lump of Mexican hot dish on everyone’s plates. It was such a mess. She was such a mess.

         I’m not like you, she imagined herself saying to the collective group. You’re all happily settled and I want to be un-settled for once.

         “It’s okay,” Audrey said, coming to Casey’s rescue after a moment. “You don’t have to share if you don’t feel like it.”

         “The hell she doesn’t,” Betty said, her gaze sharp. “We share everything here. It’s a judgment-free zone. What exactly do you think we won’t understand, Casey?”

         The degree to which I’ve screwed up my life.

         The fact that I don’t want what you all have.

         “It’s complicated,” Casey hedged. “My parameters aren’t exactly…wholesome.”

         Betty hooted. “Even better!”

         Somehow, that wasn’t helpful.

         “Here’s an idea,” Willa said, patting her round belly. “Why don’t we each say something we’ve done that’s a little scandalous. It’ll help Casey feel like she can share.”

         “Right!” Audrey said, brightening. “She hasn’t been here long enough to know things like that. Like how you wanted to be fuck buddies with Burk for a while before you guys officially got together.”

         Willa’s eyes widened. “Well. I didn’t realize you were going to put it that way, but all right. Should I turn the tables and say how you dropped your panties for Kieran Callaghan in the middle of the day and got busy on a riverbank?”

         Now it was Audrey’s turn to blush. “I think you just did.”

         “Sam and I have secret identities,” Anna said. “I’m Eva Vespertine and he’s Rock Reynolds and we meet sometimes…and role-play.”

         “Rock Reynolds?” Betty asked. “Seriously?”

         “Hey, judgment-free zone, remember? Besides, you have yet to share something scandalous about the good pastor.”

         Betty grinned. “Fine. I give him massages.”

         “That’s hardly scandalous,” Anna said, frowning. “That’s called Tuesday night.”

         “I wasn’t finished. I give Randall massages—but I don’t use my hands.”

         “What do you use?” Willa asked, her green eyes glinting with amusement.

         “Lots of other parts. Sometimes other…devices. But the rule is no hands.”

         Stephanie giggled. “Sounds like the opposite of mine. With the twins, Alan and I have had to figure out how to steal quick moments. I put my hands in Alan’s pockets all the time, if you know what I mean. Just the other day, the kids asked if I was looking in Daddy’s pockets for quarters again.”

         The group burst out laughing. Casey found herself more relaxed, grateful that these women were helping her feel at home, helping her feel like one of them.

         “I appreciate the confessions,” she said after a moment. “But I’m not—that is, you all are happily married, and my ideas don’t reflect anything long-term.”

         “Who cares?” Betty asked. “You don’t need to be married to have some fun.”

         “And besides, you never know what will lead to marriage,” Audrey said.

         Casey swallowed. Technically, she supposed anything could happen. But she wasn’t pining for a forever mate. Maybe she had at one point, a long time ago. Before she knew better. “I guess that’s true,” she said, though she didn’t actually believe it.

         Audrey’s brows lifted. “Of course it’s true! You’re beautiful. You’re smart. You’re a catch. You’ll get married eventually, raise a family—the whole nine yards.”

         Except I don’t want that, she thought. But she’d never say it. Especially not to Audrey.

         When their parents had died, Casey had been saddled with the responsibility of raising her younger sister. It wasn’t Audrey’s fault any more than it had been Casey’s, but the reality was that Casey didn’t want kids or any additional responsibilities because she’d been there, done that. For a long time she figured she was simply a modern woman and she’d find a man who shared her sensibilities. They’d get married and be enough for each other.

         But she just couldn’t find a man who shared her thoughts on the matter.

         Well, to be fair, it was hard for her to find a man, period. The one she had found for a time, Miles Watson, had broken up with her when he discovered she didn’t want kids. “Don’t do this again,” he’d told her angrily. “Do your next partner a favor and tell him up-front that you don’t want everything that comes with commitment.”

         The bitterness in Miles’s words had stung with a fierce pain that took her breath away.

         “Aren’t I enough?” she asked him. “I thought it was okay, just being us.”

         After all, he’d told her he’d loved her. She’d met his parents. She’d thought his measured practicality was endearing, that it would mean he’d take care of her always. She’d never seen this cold glint in his eye, or this ferocious curl of his mouth.

         “You lied to me,” he said, shaking with anger. “It was never supposed to be just us.” The way he’d scoffed and stormed away then had forced her to realize what an anomaly she was. Long-term relationships for most people ended in marriage and kids. One right alongside the other.

         But not Casey.

         Especially lately. If there was part of her that thought she could will herself to want kids, it was getting buried under a burning desire to do the complete opposite.

         “We’ve shared our scandals,” Betty said, tapping the red table. “Now it’s time for yours, Casey.”

         “All right.” She took a breath. “Here goes. I’ve been thinking that if I could only get five presents under my tree this Christmas, what would I want?” The group leaned in. “Like, maybe I get kissed under the mistletoe.”

         Betty blinked. “That’s it? Just kissed?

         “Well, obviously it’s a really, really good kiss.”

         “All this talk of scandal,” Betty said, “and I thought you were going to give us something good.”

         “I thought that was good,” Casey said, feeling a pinch of hurt.

         “Why not spice it up?” Audrey asked. “It’s starting in a good place. Why not end it in a good place?”

         “Right!” Willa said, hand on her belly. “Like, what if you want to start out kissing under the mistletoe but finish with hot sex in bed?”

         Casey giggled. “I was leaving sex for later on the list. But I guess we could move it to number one?”

         “Or,” Anna said, “what if you make number two about a very specific kind of sex that you want?”

         “Good sex?” Casey asked. Miles had been so practical inside the bedroom and out, she’d barely even had that much. Not that she was about to open her mouth and admit it.

         “How about role-playing during sex?” Anna asked, winking.

         “Thanks, Eva Vespertine, but let’s let Casey decide what kind of sexy times she wants,” Audrey said.

         A flush crept up Casey’s neck. Did she even have an answer?

         “I guess I wouldn’t mind if it was a little…naughty.”

         “Like with whips?” Stephanie asked.

         “No beatings,” Casey said firmly. “But funky positions? Handcuffs?” The thought gave her a thrill. Neither of those things would be so bad.

         “Let’s just leave it at naughty,” Audrey said, “and you can decide what fits the definition.”

         “What else?” Betty asked. Her eyes were glinting with something like delight.

         “I was thinking it wouldn’t be so bad to have sex on Christmas Day. I mean, since it’s a holiday list and all.” Plus Christmas was her favorite holiday since everything became beautiful and bright. Plain storefronts were suddenly bedazzled with lights. Normal cardboard boxes transformed when wrapped with extraordinary paper and ribbons. Even a plain girl like Casey felt special on Christmas, felt like the world was full of possibilities. Wouldn’t it be amazing to experience that in bed, too?

         “How about lots of sex on Christmas Day?” Anna offered.

         Casey laughed. “Well, I wouldn’t say no to it. I’d also like a bunch of orgasms.” She left out the part about how she never really had that many during sex before.

         “An orgasm for each of the twelve days of Christmas, then,” Willa said.

         Twelve orgasms. The thought was overwhelming. And wonderful. “Done.”

         “Which leaves just one more thing on your list,” Betty said.

         “All good girls and boys on Christmas get toys,” Casey said carefully, “and maybe I could get a toy, too. A special toy for the bedroom.”

         “Oooh,” Stephanie said, “Alan likes those plugs that—”

         “Maybe we just leave it at toys,” Betty interrupted, “and let Casey think about what kind would make her happiest?”

         “Can we write it down now?” Audrey asked. “Make it official?”

         Casey nodded. Anna poured more wine. And in the end, Casey’s list was this:

         
            All I want for Christmas…

            Five ways I want my tree lit this holiday.

            
	I want to start out being kissed under the mistletoe, but I want to finish with sex in bed.

               	I want to be naughty, not nice, between the sheets.

               	I want 12 orgasms from sex—one for each of the 12 days of Christmas.

               	I want my stocking stuffed, repeatedly, on Christmas Day.

               	I want toys wrapped with bows—that are all for adults.

            



         “Well, no one can say it’s not bold,” Anna said, applauding. “I hope you find someone who can deliver your, ah, packages.”

         “Let’s hope it’s a big package,” Betty said.

         “You know,” Willa said slowly, “I might know who could help you with your list.”

         “Abe Cameron certainly comes to mind,” Betty said.

         “No, not him,” Casey said. “The opposite of him, remember?”

         “I was thinking of that bartender guy,” Willa said, looking at Audrey. “The one who thought Audrey was the hottest thing in White Pine until Kieran showed up and dashed his hopes.”

         “You mean Dave Englund?”

         Willa nodded. “The very same. He works at the Wheelhouse and makes asparagus beer every year. Audrey here probably would have gotten in his pants if Kieran hadn’t been around.”

         “Willa!”

         “Well, it’s true.”

         “We could go there,” Anna said. “Check him out and see if he’s still single.”

         “I’m afraid I’m not going to the bar anytime soon,” Willa said, shifting her pregnant belly in her chair, “but I fully support this mission.”

         “There’s no mission,” Casey said, feeling embarrassed at all the attention. “It’s just a list.” She thought about the twelve orgasms and realized it was an ambitious one at that. She couldn’t actually find someone who’d fulfill it—could she?

         “But you and I could hit the Wheelhouse this Saturday,” Audrey said with a playful smile.

         Casey briefly thought about protesting, but it was useless. At this point she probably wouldn’t refuse her sister anything. Not even an adventure at the Wheelhouse. Casey found herself nodding.

         “All right. Fine. We’ll go to the Wheelhouse on Saturday.”
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