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          Ellie

        

      

    

    
      “You’re gonna be late to the party, aren’t you?” Gene, the owner of Blitzen’s Burger’s, looks down at me, a big tray balanced on one big hand and one eyebrow quirked.

      I’ve lost myself a little bit in the red plastic booth. Made myself a little too at home. In fact, I’ve got a little nest going on with my parka draped over my lap and my book balanced on a menu holder. This is how I spent most days after school—reading or doing homework with a five-dollar burger and fry combo meal.

      So, fine. It’s less typical now that I’ve been out of college for four years.

      And it’s Christmas Eve Eve. That’s right—two eves. The night before Christmas Eve.

      The night my parents have their biggest event of the year. Most of the people in Mistletoe are invited, though there are lots of other competing parties. That doesn’t make a difference to my mom. She likes to deck the halls and wow with holly. Merriment and joy for everyone.

      “I’ve got time.” I put on my biggest, most winning customer-service smile.

      Gene knows better. “Your folks have been planning this all year. They’re going to want you as the main event. And you don’t want to be late. Remember what happened two years ago?”

      I snort, straightening up out of my parka blanket. “That’s so nice, Gene. It’s really nice. They do put a ton of planning into this. So I don’t see why they need me there.”

      “You’re the main event,” he insists. “Want some more cocoa?”

      “A Diet Coke would be great.”

      “Coming right up.”

      I’ve still got an hour before Blitzen’s closes. An hour before I’ll have to make an entrance at my parents’ party. Yes, I am indeed putting it off. For as long as humanly possible.

      And not because of the noise or the crowd or the intense merriment. I love all of those things. What I don’t love is showing up there alone. And I really don’t love the comments I’ll get from my mom when I’m by myself.

      I know—it sounds pathetic. I should be used to it by now. The last time I brought a boyfriend to my parents’ party was in high school. It was a bad idea. He was perfectly polite. Everyone loved him. But we broke up before Valentine’s Day. This party gives everything in its glow an impressive sheen.

      Things that normally wouldn’t be so important take on new weight.

      Sure, sure. My parents will say it’s just an opportunity to gather our friends and family near, but it’s more than that. It’s always been more than that. Engagements are announced at the party. Pregnancies, too. Weddings. All of those things bask in the silver and gold of tree lights reflecting off ornaments. Especially the barely veiled judgment of anyone whose life path hasn’t taken them straight to the altar or a more high-profile job.

      Back to my book. The book is a fantasy novel. It’s the farthest I can get from reality.

      Gene comes around with the Diet Coke and I sip at it, trying to get my thoughts to lose themselves in the words on the page. It should be easy enough. I’ve been what my mom would call an obsessive reader since I was six.

      Maybe that’s why the party is so hard.

      It’s not that the gathering itself has so much significance. It’s that I want to have that kind of significance, too. It’s just not going to happen while I’m single. And so single. No recent dates. Not even a breakup to blame.

      I spend my days working at the New York Public Library, and I spend my nights in a tiny apartment with my roommate, and I genuinely love that part of my life.

      It’s only when I come back to Mistletoe that it all feels...wrong.

      I nurse the Diet Coke for a cool thirty minutes before the true pressure starts to set in.

      Gene is right—the party will be in full swing by now, and my presence will be missed.

      Will I miss the party? No. In fact, I shouldn’t have come back to Mistletoe at all. And if you’re thinking it’s because I don’t love Christmas, you’re wrong. I love the whole aesthetic. I love the holly and the tinsel and multicolored lightbulbs. I love the star twinkling at the top of the tree and a fine dusting of snow on shop windows. My kingdom for the perfect cup of cocoa on a brisk winter’s night.

      It’s the party that’s the problem.

      More specifically, it’s my parents who are the problem.

      Not all ornaments are created equal. Not every shiny thing dangling from a tree branch has a heart of gold. Not every person bathed in Christmas lights has the spirit of giving and joy at its core.

      All that glitters, and so forth.

      So while my parents’ house might be one of the main attractions in town tonight, the light spilling out the windows only gives the illusion of warmth.

      I stand up from the booth and put my coat on. I tuck my book into one of the oversized pockets. I tip Gene 100% for keeping the diner open on Christmas Eve Eve and go out into the night.

      It’s five blocks from Blitzen’s to my parents’ house.

      My feet feel heavier with each step I take.

      I’m going to be sinking through the concrete by the time I get there.

      Why do I keep doing this to myself? Year after year, I come back to experience the magic of the holidays and end up experiencing the understated menace of parents who are perpetually disappointed in my life choices.

      Namely, the choice to work in a library and not date every eligible bachelor in Manhattan. Never mind that it’s an amazing library, and I love my life—I love my life. I am a confident, well-adjusted adult, and it does not matter what my parents think.

      Oh, god. Should I really have to put on armor to go to their Christmas party? Should I have to gird my loins like I’m going into battle?

      No. The answer is no. The answer is an easy no. And furthermore, I should get a ride to the airport and get on the first plane out of Montana.

      I wheel around to put this plan into action and run face-first into a carved chest covered in an expensive wool overcoat.

      “Where are you going?”

      The voice is deep and even and intoxicating.

      It’s also familiar.

      Very familiar.

      “Ry, what are you doing here?” I pull my best friend in the entire world, Ryan Olsen, into a huge hug. “I thought you weren’t getting in until tomorrow.”

      “I got an early flight.” He hugs me back, and it’s impossible not to notice that he has been working out. Notice it again, I mean. Ryan started working out when we were seniors in high school and it was like he transformed overnight from lanky, lean best friend to outrageously hot best friend, with abs like a washboard and biceps that could bend steel.

      But my best friend nonetheless.

      “I’m sorry we can’t spend more time together.” Ryan or no Ryan, I’m getting out of here. I’ll be much better off working on the book I’m writing in the airport. “I was just leaving. Got a long night of edits to keep me busy.”

      He laughs, and it sends hot-chocolate pleasure down my spine. “I’m not falling for your tricks, Ellie. You and I both know you’re going to the party.”

      “I’m not.” My breath goes out of me in a whoosh. “I’m done, Ry. This is it. I’m skipping town and I’m never looking back.”

      He narrows his blue, starlit eyes. “And miss out on the chance to show them up?”

      “Show them up?” It’s honestly not going well for me on the snort front tonight. “I’m basically a walking, talking disappointment to them. I’m not going to show them anything.”

      “Listen, Ellie. We both know what’s going to happen at that party. Your parents are going to do what they always do—make you feel like you’re never going to measure up.”

      “Measure up to who? I’m their only child.”

      “And that’s not the worst part. The worst part is that you start to believe it. For a whole month, maybe two, you walk around with your head hanging because you let them mess with you.”

      “All the more reason not to go to the party.”

      Ry steps closer, and there’s an understanding in his gaze that warms me from the inside out. He’s always understood me, obviously, or we wouldn’t still be best friends after all these years. Still. I’m not used to this kind of look from the men in Manhattan. Their sexy librarian fantasies are short-lived and easily forgotten. “You’re going to the party. I’m coming with you.”

      For a moment I can’t speak.

      The confident edge in his voice is new. But how new? We video chat two or three times a week and have since we graduated college. Did it sneak up on me? Probably.

      I’m thinking that it did indeed sneak up on me.

      “Ry, you can’t just tell me what to do.”

      “The hell I can’t.” He takes me by the elbow and turns me around. “We’re going to the party. You’re going to walk in there like you own the place. In and out. Fifteen minutes. And if you want to leave after that, we can. I’ll be there by your side the entire time.”

      “And if I want to stay?” I’m not going to want to stay. Not even for fifteen minutes.

      “Then I’ll stand by your side all night.” Sure, Ryan.

      Out of the corner of my eye I scan his outfit. Business casual with an overcoat that’s to die for. He looks like he’s just walked out of a men’s fashion magazine, all long, gorgeous lines. He doesn’t slow his pace until we’re both clambering up the front steps of my parents’ house. It’s always a race, in the end. Neither one of us can resist the habit.

      He reaches the doorbell first and slaps his big palm over it. “Merry Christmas, Ellie.”
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      I’ve been watching Ellie’s parents belittle her and dismiss her and insult her for all of her twenty-five years. As her best friend it was my place to commiserate. I told her they were wrong. I told her she was the most special girl I’d ever known, which didn’t mean a whole lot coming from a guy who’d never left Mistletoe at the time.

      The door opens, revealing a splash of colorful lights and raucous sound. Ellie’s mother looks like an older version, her edges harsher, her smile brittle even on this occasion. She gives us both a shrewd look, her gaze narrowing when she sees me. “Ellie. I see you brought Ryan. Of course we always love seeing your little friends, but I did ask you to bring a date this time.”

      I was part of the problem. I’m from the wrong side of town. Quite literally across the train tracks, outside of Mistletoe’s city limits. My father was a drunk, my mother skipped out when I was ten, and I got a handful of shoplifting arrests on my juvie record. Ellie being friends with me was the best part of my life. I wasn’t willing to give that up, not even to make her life easier.

      “Mrs. Morrison,” I say, giving her a nod and a small smile. “Then I’m sure you’ll be thrilled to know that Ellie did bring a date. That’s me.”

      Ellie stiffens against me, and I rub gentle circles at the base of her back. Surprise. No one expected pretty, sweet, shy Ellie to end up with a bastard like me. I certainly never expected it. Five years spent building my import/export business in San Francisco has made me into a different man. I’m not cowed by the Morrisons anymore. I would never have stepped foot in Mistletoe again if it weren’t for Ellie.

      “He is,” Mrs. Morrison says, her eyes bulging. She glares at her daughter for confirmation.

      Ellie lifts her chin. She may like to please her parents, but she always stood up for me. Even when it got her in trouble. “Why not? Ryan’s a great guy. Honest, hardworking, kind.”

      An icy smile is the response. “I see. Please come in, both of you.”

      There’s a general shuffling of scarves and coats as we enter the foyer. Then Mrs. Morrison is called away on a pie emergency, and we’re left in relative solitude amidst a small town party in full swing. I brace myself for Ellie to demand an explanation for the date comment.

      Instead she covers her mouth with a giggle. “Oh my God, did you see her face? I think she almost had a heart attack at the idea that we were dating.”

      “What an idea,” I say, my voice dry. I don’t tell her that this is a real date, at least for me. Her. Me. This party. Why wouldn’t she date me? I’m not that bruised, hungry boy from fifteen years ago. I get my share of interested women, but I don’t want them. I want her.

      She frowns. “I shouldn’t have let you come here. I know you wanted to support me, but they’re just going to be rude and insulting the whole time.”

      “They’ll do that whether I’m here or not,” I say, steering her to the heart of the party. “The difference is that I’m going to stand up for myself now.”

      I’m going to stand up for her. It felt like shit not being able to defend her from them. That changes now. I don’t care that much what they think about me, but I’m not going to let them say shit about her. Not while I’m here. And I intend to stay glued to her side.

      Her brown eyes soften as she looks up at me. The Christmas lights twinkle in her gaze, and my throat tightens. It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell her how beautiful she looks, but I know it won’t stop there. I won’t be able to pretend to be her friend anymore. Hell, I don’t know how I did it as a teenager. We’d play in the lake during the summer, and I’d go home and rub one out in the shower. We’d hang out in bed looking at comics, and I’d have to take a long walk in the snow to cool off. Whatever restraint I had is gone now.

      “Come on,” I tell her. “Your fifteen minutes made it down to fourteen, and I’m definitely not leaving here before we have some of that cranberry pie.”

      We make small talk as we work our way toward the food tables. Everyone’s face lights up when they see Ellie. She has that effect on people. They close up when they see me. You steal a few cans of creamed spinach when you’re starving, and you lose that trust forever. I’ll always be Mistletoe’s fuckup. I know that. I’m not trying to change it. I’m only here for her.

      The food spread at these parties is always top notch. Mrs. Morrison isn’t my favorite person, but the woman knows how to cook. She works for weeks before the event, prepping and freezing things so that she can feed fifty people in a single night.

      Ellie gets roped into talking to Kyla Parkins about the bonfire tomorrow night, so I grab a plate and get started. A little bit of cranberry pie, a little bit of pumpkin pie. Some chocolate pie with a thick meringue on top. A few of the cookies, but no gingerbread. When Ellie joins me I hand her the plate, and her face lights up. “You remember.”

      “That you’re a nibbler? Absolutely. You want to try a little bit of everything.”

      I grab another plate and load up two slices of cranberry pie. I’m not really one for Christmas. We didn’t celebrate in the Olsen household. There was no tree, and more often than not, no food. Seeing all the decorations is just a reminder of what I never had. But I can’t really resist the cranberry pie. It’s just the right amount of sour and sweet to make me crave more.

      We move to the edge of the room, near a window that radiates cold air. Icicles form pretty designs on the other side of the glass. Ellie shivers, and I move closer to her. It’s so tempting to put my arm around her. To pull her close to my chest. To lift her chin and kiss those full lips. To claim Ellie Morrison in front of God and everyone in Mistletoe.

      Instead I shift so she’s closer to the fire, and I’m by the window.

      “Sooo,” she says, taking a bite of a chocolate chip cookie. “How did that meeting go?”

      Ellie and I have been best friends for fifteen years. That hasn’t stopped even when she moved to New York City and I moved to San Francisco. We talk on the phone every day. Text messages. Voicemail. Zoom calls. Is it the same? Fuck no, but I knew I had to find my own way if I wanted to be worthy of her. Besides, I want more than friendship.

      “Not bad,” I say. “A lot of bullshit for an hour. Some hemming and hawing about prices. But I told him, if you want your phones to line the cargo hold of Somalian pirate ship, go with the lowest bidder. Olsen Freight charges a fair rate for exceptional work.”

      She takes a bite of pumpkin pie and grins. “You won the contract.”

      “Hell yes I won the contract.”

      A squeal. Our plates barely find footing on the side table before she throws herself at me. Her arms circle my neck, and before I know it, I’m breathing in her sweet minty scent. I stand there, shocked, turned on as hell, before wrapping my arms around her back and squeezing. I know it’s wrong. I know she’s only hugging me because it’s the biggest contract that Olsen Freight has ever signed, but I press my face against her temple. I place a barely-there kiss, wishing I could do more, but taking more than I’ve ever had before.

      “Well, if it isn’t that Olsen boy all grown up.”

      Ellie whirls in my arms, standing as if she’s going to defend me in some battle. Oh hell no. Not this. Not anymore. I’m the one who protects her. I take her by the shoulders, very gently, and move her aside so that I’m facing Thomas Morrison. The Sheriff of this town for decades. I heard he was replaced, but he was personally responsible for every single one of my arrests. When he wasn’t busy booking my dad for being drunk and disorderly.

      “Good evening,” I say, my voice hard. “And merry Christmas.”

      It’s a reminder that however the two of us feel about each other, we’re standing in the middle of a goddamn party. I don’t want this to be a scene, but only for Ellie’s sake. Otherwise I’d punch the smug son of a bitch for every time he left teenaged me in lockup with grown-ass men.

      He glares at me. Apparently he doesn’t give a shit about how hard his wife worked on this party. “You had your hands on my girl. Don’t care if she thinks it was innocent. A man knows.”

      “A man knows what, Morrison?”

      “That you wanted her. That you always have wanted her.”

      There are fifty pairs of eyes watching us right now. Christmas music hangs in the air, the jolly strains at odds to the tension in the room. No one’s even pretending not to talk to each other or eat. The cranberry pie doesn’t stand a chance against this show.

      I glance at Ellie. Her face looks white. Her eyes are stressed. “Daddy, stop,” she says, her voice trembling but sure. “You leave him alone. He never did anything to you.”

      “Never did anything to me? He stole from the good people in this town.”

      “Because he was hungry—”

      “That’s okay,” I tell her gently. Then I turn to Morrison and the rest of this town. Merry as fuck except when someone’s starving outside the city limits. “You’re right, Tom. I do want her. I always have wanted her.”

      Fury lights his eyes. The crowd bursts into surprised chatter. I don’t give a damn about any of them. I only have eyes for Ellie. She looks up at me with confusion. I should have had the balls to tell her my feelings sooner. I shouldn’t have done it at her parents’ Christmas party. She looks… hurt. As if maybe keeping a secret wasn’t a favor I was doing her.
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      The only reason I survive this moment is because my mom sweeps back out of the kitchen dragging the church pianist behind her. Usually she springs for someone fancier—a guy in a suit with fast fingers and flirty nothings for all the guests.

      This year she’s gone with Mike. Mike is about to put on the greatest performance of his life, and I tear my eyes away from Ryan and burst into frantic applause.

      I’m too early and my mom shoots a not-very-subtle glare at me as she takes her spot next to the piano in the corner. It’s a baby grand and her favorite thing in the world.

      How can a girl compare?

      She cannot. Especially when her very own best friend has just dropped the meanest bombshell in all of history.

      I didn’t think he would take it this far.

      When he said he was my date, I thought we’d do some playacting. Hold hands by the light of the tree. Stand close together at the food table. You know—the things you do at a Christmas party when you’re wild about each other but not wanting to make a scene.

      Ry has made a scene.

      It’s a scene just for me, because obviously he doesn’t mean this.

      Always wanted me?

      No.

      I’m the one who always wanted him. Not that I would ever admit it. Admitting that you think your best friend is the hottest person ever to walk the earth is a surefire way to send that friendship careening off the side of a mountain. So I never admitted it.

      But if I had admitted it, I fantasized that he would admit it back to me.

      With the same look on his face that he was wearing when he said it to my father. As if he meant it.

      Mike settles at the piano and stretches his fingers above the keys. This is the moment my mother waits for all year long. It’s the moment that she sings Have Yourself A Merry Little Christmas in front of everyone at the party. After two verses, everyone else joins in, and it’s a magical moment.

      You’d think she had been a performer on stage.

      It’s ridiculous, how much I still want her to like me. That’s underneath all the other layers, though. The layers that want to make her royally uncomfortable by the fact of me pretend-dating Ryan. Maybe I could have forgiven her for all the insults to me, but not all the things she’s said to Ryan over the years.

      My mom tilts her face up so she’s bathed in the light from the tree and closes her eyes, waiting as Mike plays the first notes of the song. This is a special arrangement that my mom had commissioned just for her. It takes several bars for her to start to sing.

      I feel like a live wire. Like any of the hammers in the piano could strike me and I’d vibrate myself right back to New York City.

      Ry’s hand on my back is a soft touch. My whole body responds to his fingertips on my shirt. For an instant I’m shocked back to summer ten years ago, his hand in that same place before we jumped off the floating dock out on the lake. It was a thrill then. It’s a thrill now. Even though I’m really pissed at him.

      “Really, Ry?” I can’t be too loud without my dad noticing. He’s probably ready to stroke out. I don’t dare look at him. I can’t meet anyone’s eyes in the room.

      The murmur floats to me over the strains of the piano. “I meant it.”

      My mom is fully into the song now, and I would give anything in the world to not have this conversation against the backdrop of her show carol. “You didn’t.”

      “I did.” He sounds so sure, so casually sure.

      “You’re taking it too far.” It’s hard to breathe, my heart pounding. “We’re just on a date.” Remember? Remember the game we’re supposed to be playing right now?

      “No. I’m not taking it far enough.”

      Goosebumps rise on the back of my neck. “Did you pregame before this? Is that what’s happening? I have got to stop letting you fly first class. It goes to your head.”

      “I’m as sober as I’ve ever been in all my life.”

      God help me. I can’t help leaning into him. My whole body pulls toward him even while I try to resist that pull. He’s warm and solid and so damn sexy I almost self-combust in a room full of people who’ve known me since I was a baby.  “Then what are you saying?”

      This is so close to the things I’ve fantasized about that I worry it’s a dream. If that’s true, then it’s more than a little sad. My parents can’t even be nice to me in dreamland. But my mom goes flat on one note in her song and—damn. I know it’s not a dream. It’s real. The wait between my question and Ryan’s answer is as big as the Grand Canyon.

      “I’m saying, there are better games than pretending to be dating.”

      My breath catches. “I don’t know. This is pretty fun.”

      He traces those small circles on my lower back and laughs. I’ve heard that laugh so many times in my life. It happens sometimes in my dreams.  “Let’s play truth or dare.”

      “Dare.”

      Normally, dare would be the courageous choice. Dare means taking action. It means doing something. It means leaping all the way outside your comfort zone by design. I have always chosen dare when Ryan and I play. It’s not because I’m really a person of action. It’s always hard for me to do the dares. But I choose dare anyway.

      Because...

      He could ask me for a truth I’m not willing to give.

      It’s too hot in the room but I don’t want to step away from him.

      One move, and our whole house of cards will come tumbling down. I cannot, under any circumstances, interrupt my mother’s song.

      The Christmas spirit smiles on us and everyone else in the room starts singing.

      I’ve always found this part of the song to be the most disconcerting. No one else can see how pretend it is, clearly. They’re all watching her with a familiar warmth in their eyes. That food pantry collection basket near the entrance? They don’t know that she pulls out the name-brand stuff for her own pantry before she takes it to the shelter. Or maybe they do know, and they don’t care.

      Ry leans down and murmurs near my ear. “I dare you to date me.”

      “We’re already dating,” I grumble. It’s not fair of him to say it. Not here in front of everyone. This is as close as I’ve ever gotten to being with Ryan the way I secretly want to be in my heart of hearts, and it’s an illusion just to make my parents mad. Goal achieved. We could quit any minute now. The fifteen minutes I said I’d spend at the party are almost gone.

      “No, Ellie. I dare you to date me for real.”

      I turn in his arms, ready to laugh at how ridiculous he’s being, how absurd, how Ryan. I’m expecting to see the joke in his eyes and a forgive-me smile on his lips.

      But no.

      His blue eyes are dead serious.

      They’re as serious as that time junior year, when he told me that there was no way in hell I’d be going to the winter prom alone. Ryan didn’t have any money back then but he meant it. He meant it, and he somehow, somehow, came up with a suit and tie that made me fall in love with him.

      Oh my god.

      He’s going to kiss me.

      And even though my father is six feet away and scowling I’m leaning into his touch. We’re inches apart. If this happens, I’m going to ruin the party. If this happens then my parents will never forgive me, not ever. Not for dating Ryan.

      Not for kissing him in front of the entire town.

      I’m never going to forgive myself.

      My heart is a winter bird, a caged thing that’s flapping its wings and disturbing all the nearby snow. All the sweetness from the plate Ryan brought me clouds my mind. My thoughts are a Christmas carol on an endless loop.

      My mother stops singing.

      There’s something else.

      It’s something that supersedes the party, the holidays, my parents. It’s a burning flame at the core of me that won’t go out. It’s basically the heart of my adult integrity. Does that sound weird? Well, it is. But it’s also true. The one touchstone that’s never failed me. Not in high school, not in college, never. I have gotten on planes for this principle. I’ve skipped study hall. I’ve gone on scavenger hunts from one end of New York City to the other.

      I’ve never turned down a dare from Ryan.
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      “Time’s up.”

      I don’t know who I’m saying it for—me or him. What I do know is that my dad is a ticking time bomb. He might say Ryan’s all grown up, but if Ryan kisses me here, he’s going to get dragged out by the collar of his shirt.

      Ryan raises an eyebrow. “You want to get out of here?”

      “I tried not to come here in the first place, remember? This was your idea.” I keep my voice low to avoid being overheard by everyone crowded around us. Ryan lets out a breath.

      “Just one of the many excellent ideas I’ve had tonight.” He kisses my hand again and the heat of his lips to my skin is flame to a candle wick. Oh, holy night.

      I go to hug my mom, who is busy accepting praise for the one song she can sing. She does not linger over the hug. Distracted before it’s over. Small blessings, right?

      My dad is still scowling in the center of the crowd and I throw my arms around his middle and hug him tight. I was a daddy’s girl once, before he was hellbent on being an asshole to Ryan at every possible opportunity. I like to remind him of that.

      “Merry Christmas, Daddy.” His arms tighten around me. I can tell he’s having delusions of kicking Ryan out and grounding me right now. But then he lets go.

      Someone else is reaching in.

      Ryan. “Nice to see you, Mr. Morrison. Happy holidays.”

      My dad grits his teeth. He’s always been big on politeness. About shaking a man’s hand when he offers it. About arresting kids who are just trying to survive. Every person is such a contradiction. He’s as red-faced as I’ve ever seen him when he shakes Ryan’s hand. “You’re not leaving already?”

      “Gotta go,” I sing. “We have a date tonight.”

      Ryan says something else that I can’t hear over the rush of blood in my head. I’ve never, never, taken a stand on the issue of the Christmas party. Two years ago I didn’t arrive until two hours after the party had started. My mom’s frozen stare could have killed me. It almost did kill me. Ryan had to listen to me fret about it for weeks afterward.

      But this is not two years ago, and he’s already helping me with my coat, already steering me down the front steps and onto the sidewalk.

      “Blitzen’s is closed,” I tell him. It’s a cold, crisp night with a million stars.

      He shoots me a look that makes me laugh. “I’m not taking you back to a diner. If we’re dating, we’re going somewhere nice.”

      “Where?”

      “You’ll see.”

      Forty minutes later, Ryan pulls up in front of the nicest hotel that I’ve ever seen. Not personally, just on Instagram. It’s a historical building that’s been renovated to a high shine. I looked up the prices for a night here once.

      Wow.

      Ryan gets out and tosses the keys to a valet, then offers me his arm to go in. It’s four stories of white and window, all of it lit up for the holidays.

      “You’re this rich?”

      “No. I’m just trying to impress you.” Heat rushes across my face. Odds are he’s joking. But then again...maybe not.

      We go inside the huge, warm lobby to a cozy bar off the back. A long strip of windows looks out over a snow-covered courtyard with stone benches and a wrought-iron fence. Ryan chooses the two seats at the bar closest to the fireplace and orders us drinks. “Is this what it’s like, then? You do this for all the ladies?”

      Ryan sips at his drink and looks at me over the rim of the glass. “I’ve been known to buy a drink or two for a person. It’s not usually like this.”

      “Why?” I mean, look at him. He could date any person he wants to. He doesn’t have to dare me to go on a date with him.

      “I’ve never been that interested in other dates.”

      He’s ordered me a 7&7, which is my favorite thing, but it’s not the whiskey that sets me on fire. “It seems like maybe you forgot to mention that for fifteen years.”

      “You’re right, El. I did.”

      I can feel him looking at me but I don’t turn toward him. If I do that now I’ll just fall into his arms and that will be that. We’ll never be able to go back to the way we were. It won’t even be an option.

      “Why?”

      “Probably the same reason you didn’t say it to me.”

      Now I do glare at him. “You’re calling me out on this?”

      The smile that curves his lips is so intoxicating it might as well be another drink. Down the hatch. I’m drunk. “Am I wrong?”

      This is it—this is the moment when I could turn back from this precipice we’re at. I could laugh. I could deny it. I could hurt him, and I could guarantee us a few rough months followed by a gradual reckoning.

      I can’t be that person. Even if it hurts me to admit it. The shame of it is so hot and uncomfortable that I wish we were still out in the snow. “No. You’re not wrong.”

      Is that relief I see in his eyes? It’s there and gone again in a single blink.

      “You could have asked me out.” There—the thing that’s making a knot in my throat. “You could have asked me any time.”

      Ryan covers my hand with his. “When? While your dad was busy stalking me all over the city?”

      “You could have told me.”

      “I’m telling you now,” he says. “Doesn’t make it right, what I did, keeping this from you...” His eyes search mine, and damn it, I would forgive him anything. That’s the thing about having Ryan Olsen as your best friend. He looks at you with those eyes and that face and there’s just no other option but to love him. “How can I make it up to you?”

      I clear my throat and blink away the last remnants of this old, stupid pain. “It’s my turn. Truth or dare?”

      “Dare.” He doesn’t hesitate.

      “Which, by the way, it’s bullshit that you dared me to go on a date with you.”

      “I did not.”

      I turn the full force of my skepticism on him. “You didn’t?”

      “No. I didn’t dare you to go on a date with me. I dared you to date me. That means more than one date. Now, go ahead. It’s your turn.”

      He’s having too much fun with this. If it weren’t for the color in his cheeks and the brightness to his eyes, I wouldn’t think I had any effect. But I do have an effect. He’s just trying to play it cool.

      Two can play that game.

      “Your dare.” I pretend to consider it while I finish my drink. My pulse beats hard in the side of my neck. The old me would never have thrown down a gauntlet like this, but it’s almost Christmas. We’re already in this. “I double-dare you to take me upstairs to your room and have sex with me.”

      I’m pretty sure Ryan’s brain shuts down. He watches me like I’ve spoken a language he doesn’t understand.

      He swallows.

      He’s very, very still.

      Maybe I should be worried. This can’t be a good reaction. Fresh embarrassment stings my eyes and I’m ready to take it back, ready to call this whole thing off, when Ryan shifts on his barstool.

      The movement draws my attention down to the front of his pants.

      “What you’ve done is very wrong,” he says. He signals the bartender and puts an enormous tip on the bar. “Unfair, Ellie. It’s not in the Christmas spirit.”

      “I think that’s up for debate.”

      “We can talk about it upstairs.”
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      Ellie sticks close to my side in the elevator, her arm hooked around mine like she’s afraid I might disappear if she lets go.

      That’s the last thing on earth that’s going to happen. I wouldn’t leave her right now if an angel swooped down in front of me to tell me that Christ was born. Not a damn chance.

      “You look so serious,” she whispers.

      “I’m trying not to fuck you in the elevator, El.”

      Ellie turns bright red at that, which makes it even harder to wait for the doors to option.

      The elevator lets us off on the top floor of the building. There are two suites up here, separated by a wide lobby. I guide Ellie to the door on the right. Open it. Take her inside.

      And I’m expecting for her to comment on the suite. On the fact that it has a big living room, a separate dining area, a full kitchen. Two large bedrooms. I have a tour offer on my tongue. A way to get her from the doorway to the bedroom. A way to slow things down in case she’s having second thoughts.

      We’re three steps inside the suite when she pounces.

      Literally pounces, leaping onto me, crashing into me. I catch her in my arms and kiss her.

      The world is gone. It’s lost in a soft explosion of her lips and her tongue and even nips from her teeth. In the sounds she makes when I test the inside of her mouth with my tongue, the way I’ve always wanted to. Always.

      I’m furious at my coat, and more furious at hers. Why did we put these on again? The coats are the reason I have to put her down so we can both wrestle ourselves out of them. When we’re finished she rises on tiptoe and kisses me again, her hands working at the buttons of my shirt.

      “We could ease into it,” I say into her mouth. “There’s no reason to rush this, El...”

      “Shut the hell up.”

      Message received.

      Teamwork is always better when it comes to taking clothes off, and she’s quite skilled at freeing me from mine. I take off the sweater she’s wearing, the tank top and bra underneath, and then I get down on my knees and tug her leggings down over her hips. Lower. I’m not a human man anymore. I’m an electric charge of want and the only way I can survive is to fuck her.

      It’s so wrong, to want to fuck your best friend. It’s so wrong.

      I don’t care.

      She’s wearing red panties.

      I run my thumbs over the fabric. She’s been wearing lacy, taunting things like these panties all the time and I never knew. She probably wears them while she sits at her desk at her library job, her glasses on when she doesn’t want to wear contacts.

      “Ry, what are you—”

      I’m very rude. I don’t give her time to finish the sentence before I lick her through red lace.

      Her knees wobble.

      I do it again.

      Part of me wants to be a gentleman and lay her back on the floor—or, Christ, a bed—but the other part of me isn’t willing to stop this for anything. Certainly not chivalry.

      On the third lick her legs shake so hard I have to catch her ass in my hands to keep her upright. I’ve got my palms full of her and she’s barely hanging on, her nails digging into my shoulders.

      “Not fair,” she gasps. “Not fair.”

      I press a teasing kiss to that lace and look up at her. “What’s not fair?”

      “I’m going to fall over if you keep doing that.”

      “Fall, then.”

      It takes surprisingly few licks after that for it to happen. Ellie comes in a burst of little moans and she really does start to sink to the carpet. I catch her on the way down.

      Now for the chivalry.

      A king-sized bed waits for us in the main bedroom and I tip her onto it.

      She reaches for me.

      I don’t know what I’ve been so fucking nervous about all these years.

      I strip her panties off, and for the second time in the last hour, my thoughts skip a beat.

      Jesus Christ.

      She’s perfect.

      Every inch of her is perfect. Intellectually I’ve known this for a very long time, but now, seeing it with my own eyes—it’s a goddamn revelation.

      “Well?” Ellie arches back on the bedspread, wriggling her hips like she can’t stand the wait. “What are you waiting for?”

      I was waiting for you, I want to say, but that’s not entirely accurate. I should have gone after her years ago. I should have admitted it during any one of our thousands of phone calls and video chats. I should put a stop to all this right now and confess everything.

      My cock demands otherwise.

      I crawl between her legs and dip my fingers into her folds. Wet. Ellie watches me while I suck my fingers clean, her pupils blown out and her cheeks pink. I lean down and kiss her where she’s blushing. I’m mid-kiss when her hand on my cock freezes me in place.

      “Now. God, Ryan, don’t make me wait.

      So I don’t.

      I notch myself against her entrance and drive in and in and in until Ellie’s squirming beneath me and I’m balls deep in paradise.

      She’s so tight. So wet. So soft. Perfect perfect perfect. There’s never been another woman on the planet who fits me this well. Goddamn it, I’m going to need more time. A lot more time. How am I supposed to leave this place and go back to my life? Best not to think about that. The thought short-circuits when she bucks her hips up against mine.

      It’s every dream I’ve ever had about her. Our bodies pressed together, mine poised above hers. She’s soft and I’m hard and she yields to everything I give her. In this waking dream I recognize that I am going to come immediately. Too fast. Too soon.

      I kiss her again. It does nothing to take my mind off the incredible rightness of being inside of her. I must make some kind of frustrated noise, because Ellie’s hands curl around the back of my neck and pull me in close.

      “Am I wrong?”

      “Fuck no.” I look her in the eye, which is a feat considering I am still fucking her. I cannot stop stroking in and out of her. I won’t. It’s driving me right to the edge of the tiniest, best death and I don’t care. “You’re too good. I’m trying not to—” My balls tense, and I use the most intense focus of my life to stop myself from spilling inside her.

      “Come inside me?”

      The tease. The vixen. She knows exactly what she’s doing. I’m about to tell her so when she clenches around me, her eyes fluttering shut, and damn.

      “You’re doing that on purpose,” I growl into her ear.

      “You dared me.”

      “You dared me.”

      I can’t argue beyond that. I can’t do anything, because all the pent-up desire from the last decade plus of my life comes roaring out of me. I can’t hold it back any more than I could stop one of my container ships out in the ocean. An object in motion stays in motion until it’s spent. I come so hard the suite disappears. Ellie disappears. Everything but her hands on my neck and her sweet pussy still gripping me and the shivers and shakes of her coming again. With me. Around me. Everywhere.

      It takes some time to resurface.

      When I do, Ellie’s hands are in my hair and her brown eyes are soft on mine. Soft until my eyes meet hers and my cock twitches, still inside of her. She’s slicker now, courtesy of yours truly.

      There are a thousand things to say in this moment. A thousand things we could go over. Talk about. Process. Discuss. She can take her pick.

      Ellie tilts her hips toward mine. “Again,” she says.
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      There’s no reason to ever leave this bed.

      For one thing, it’s possibly the nicest bed I’ve ever slept in. The pillows are the perfect mixture of soft and firm. The sheets are a fancy microfiber blend that’s gentle on the skin when we’re sleeping.

      Ryan is in the process of abandoning the sheets for his phone. “I have to take this.” A wry grin. “Ships still sail on Christmas.”

      We have not spent much of the last thirty-six hours sleeping but you wouldn’t know it from the way he sounds on the phone. A few minutes later he ends the call and opens the curtains.

      “Was it about the Somali pirates?” I close my eyes against the light coming in through the window.

      “It was another kind of pirate.”

      “You work with pirates?”

      “If you don’t want your shipments stolen by Somali pirates, there’s only one person who can guarantee the job. Poseidon does all my important shipments.”

      “I didn’t know you could trust a pirate.”

      “Just this one.”

      There’s a long silence during which approximately a million questions crowd into my brain. Questions about pirates, yes. Such as—who hires pirates to do shipping for them? Do they draw up the contracts in blood? We’ve never gone into the specifics of Ryan’s business too deeply. Obviously a mistake. I want to know now.

      But more than this pirate business, I want to ask him other questions.

      About us.

      And what happens after we leave this hotel. I keep my eyes closed so he doesn’t see how much I want to ask these things, and also how afraid I am to say the words.

      To be extra sure he won’t notice, I pull the pillow over my head and the blankets up to my shoulder.

      “You can’t hide from this, El.” His voice comes around the bed until the mattress dips. Not very much, because it’s nice as hell, but enough so that I know he’s there before he strokes a hand over my blanketed shoulder. “It’s the best holiday of the year.”

      I make a noncommittal noise.

      “You want to go back to sleep?”

      “No.” Not really. Really what I want to do is have sex with him again and then never return to any semblance of my normal life.

      “If we leave in the next two hours, we’ll make the parade.”

      I pull the pillow off my head. Ryan’s blue eyes are sincere. It squeezes at my heart.

      The Mistletoe Christmas Parade is my favorite Christmas event. Nothing tops it. People come out of their homes for an hour on Christmas Day to gather together on Main Street and watch holiday floats go by. The City Council gives out free hot chocolate. Everyone is in their most festive outfits. It feels like world peace is possible.

      “If I get out of bed...” I swallow hard. “If I do that, then we might not come back.”

      “Why would we not come back?”

      “Because. You have your company to get back to. I have my life to get back to. They’re on opposite sides of the country and we obviously can’t live in this suite forever and you know how holidays are, Ryan. One thing leads to another.”

      He gives me a small smile. “I know how holidays are with you.”

      I sit up and kiss him. He uses the opportunity to trace around my nipple with a fingertip, and a new shiver of arousal works its way down my spine. “You can’t do that if you want me to get out of bed.”

      “Who says I want you to get out of bed? I just don’t want you to miss the best part of Christmas.”

      It makes me laugh, a knot near my heart releasing. “The parade is not the best part of Christmas. It’s only the best Christmas event.”

      “What’s the best part, then?”

      “You.”

      This is not a fib, or an exaggeration. He has always been the best part of Christmas. In high school he’d call me late at night when it was all over. That was the best part of the day without exception.

      And now he’s sitting here, all handsome and tousled in black boxers that look more expensive than all the bras I’ve bought in the past five years.

      “Same to you.” Ryan takes my hand and rubs his thumb across the back, then looks me in the eye. “You know, I really am sorry. I should have told you that I love you a long time ago.”

      My breath catches. “Love me?”

      “Yeah.” A momentary flicker of guilt shimmers in his eyes. “I should have been honest about it in the beginning. When it first happened.”

      “When was that?”

      “Do you remember those little classrooms they had at the school when we were in the fifth grade?”

      “Yes.” Of course I remember them. The school had been undergoing renovations, and two of the fifth-grade classrooms had to be moved to a sturdy portable building by the playground. The teachers dolled it up for us with Christmas lights that year. I loved it. It felt like we had our own school, apart from everyone else.

      “Remember that day we were waiting in line for the drinking fountain, and Katie Phillips was taking a million years?”

      I laugh out loud. I haven’t thought of that day in years, or Katie. The last I heard she had left town and gone to another city. Something very hush-hush that no one in Mistletoe wanted to talk about. She’s the reason Ryan and I were standing there together. “It was the first time I ever saw you.”

      Ryan smiles again, wider this time, silent for several beats.

      “You’re kidding,” I say into the quiet.

      “I’m not.”

      “Fifth grade?”

      He shrugs one shoulder. It should actually be against the law for someone to look that sexy doing something as mundane as shrugging. “Fifth grade.”

      I smack him on his sexy shoulder. “You’re the worst. Do you know that? You kept that secret from me for fifteen years. I don’t know where you get the nerve to—”

      He takes my face in his hands and kisses me, long and deep. It makes the air seem thin. It makes the world seem bright and clean. Back in the fifth grade, he was just another boy with a look in his eyes I wouldn’t recognize until years later. He was hungry. And he was in love.

      With me.

      Ryan breaks the kiss just before I need to breathe.

      Oxygen feels good, but not as good as kissing him. “I guess I can’t be too mad at you.”

      He runs a thumb over the line of my jaw. “Why, because I saved you from that hellish party?”

      “Because I loved you too.” I drop my head back and let the old feelings come. “I had such a wild, intense crush on you. It was ridiculous. I thought it was fake.”

      “Fake?”

      “Yeah. And then you transformed.” I motion in his general direction. “Into this. And I knew then that I’d have to be content with a friendship.”

      “About that.” He runs his fingers though my hair. It must be a mess. “Are we still playing our game?”

      “The game where we have sex for another thirty-six hours and forget about Christmas?”

      “Truth or Dare.”

      I let out a breath to lessen some of the pressure around my heart. “We’re still playing.”

      He raises an eyebrow at me.

      “Dare.”

      Now it’s Ryan’s turn to take a deep breath. “Hang on.”

      I flop back on the pillow with a sigh and throw an arm over my eyes. “What you’re doing is very wrong,” I call after him while he rustles around in one of his bags. “It’s not nice to make a person wait to hear their dare. I know other people might do that, but—” The bed dips. I’m going to have to get the name of the mattress from the hotel. It’s that good. I roll over on my side, toward Ryan, and open my eyes.

      There’s a ring box.

      In front of my face.

      In Ryan’s hand.

      It’s open. The ring inside looks like a diamond on platinum.

      “I triple-dare you to marry me.”

      I scramble upright, knowing what I must look like. Thirty-six hours of sex interspersed with showers haven’t made me into a goddess. “You’re serious.”

      He says nothing. It’s all in the eyes with this guy. He is serious.

      “You had a ring?”

      “I had a ring, and I have a confession.”

      “Tell me right now.”

      “I’ve had a ring for seven years. Not this one, but...” He looks down at the box in his hand, a smile playing over his face. “I was going to propose right after we graduated. Propose dating, anyway, and then work up to the ring. I never got the chance. And after college, when things were taking off for me, I picked out a new ring. One that was worthy of you.”

      There’s nothing I want more than this. People might say it’s reckless to get engaged to a guy you’ve only been dating for thirty-six hours. Those people can shut up.

      I look Ryan in the eye through a sheen of tears. “I accept your dare.”

      He takes me in his arms, dropping the box in the process, and I don’t put the ring on until we get out of bed again.
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Ellie

        

      

    

    
      In the end, we make it to the parade.

      We make it early for the parade, actually, because Ryan insists on using the valet parking for the town VIPs. “You just want them to see you doing this, right?”

      He grins. “Hell yes I do. They’ll be talking about it for the rest of the day.”

      Everyone in downtown Mistletoe is in a good mood. We join the flow of people heading toward Main Street, and someone’s hand comes down on my shoulder. “Ellie, is that you? And Ryan!”

      It’s Rachel, a girl I knew back in school. She’s beaming at us like we were all close friends, and for a moment I’m speechless.

      “It is Ellie and Ryan,” Ryan says, and Rachel laughs, and then we’re all laughing together. The people around us are smiling too. Calm and happy. One couple has on matching Santa hats. Rachel gives us a thirty-second update and wishes us a Merry Christmas and then she’s gone, walking quickly to catch up with her sister.

      “We should have gotten hats,” I tell Ryan.

      “I would wear a Santa hat for you, if you were into it.”

      “Would you?”

      “Totally. I love you.” He leans down and kisses me, and somebody nearby lets out a whoop like they’re at a basketball game. I do not pull away from him. I’ll never pull away from him.

      “I love you, too.” I start to turn left at Main Street to go find and empty stretch of sidewalk but Ryan steers us in the opposite direction. “Where are we going?”

      “Up there.”

      “Ry, we can’t stand behind the VIP platform.”

      He looks at me as if I’ve descended from another planet. “Why would we stand behind it?” Ryan sticks a hand in his pocket and pulls out two paper tickets. “We’re sitting on the platform. I got the double hot chocolate package, whatever that means.”

      I take one of the tickets and hold it close to see the silver print on dark paper. “Are you kidding? These sold out in October.”

      “I know.” A pause. “How do you know?”

      “Because I follow the Mistletoe Holiday Committee Facebook page. Wait. You were watching these in October?”

      “September, more like. I think we have tickets four and five.”

      There are only eight spots on the platform.

      “Ryan.”

      “Yeah?”

      “You had to plan this well in advance.”

      He tugs me in closer. “My best friend loves the parade. I could have bought out all the seats if I wanted, but that didn’t seem like the kind thing to do.”

      We’re at the platform now. It’s the same viewing platform they use for the Fourth of July parade, only now it’s decked out in holly and tinsel and a huge red bow in the front. As we climb the stairs the seats come into view. Each pair of chairs comes with its own little table. All of them have a full view of the parade. Individual heaters create pockets of warm air around each of the tables.

      Ryan stops at the first one and pulls out my chair for me.

      “You can’t do this, you know.”

      “Do what?” He takes the seat opposite me and grins. “Make all your dreams come true on our first date?”

      “I think technically this is our second date. But yes. You can’t do all of this in forty-eight hours. My heart can’t take it.”

      He reaches for my hand across the table. What my heart can’t take is the way he looks at the ring on my finger. There’s pride in his face, yes, but such relief. Such love. I cannot cry at the parade platform. That would be too much.

      A shadow falls over us.

      I know who it is before I look up.

      “Hi, Daddy.” I get out of my seat and hug him. “Mom. Merry Christmas.”

      She’s already spotted it. My mom takes my hand with a grim set to her mouth. She can’t bring herself to speak.

      Then Ryan is standing there too, a winning smile on his face. “We’re so happy to announce our engagement.” He puts a hand on the small of my back.

      Three days ago I might have apologized. Made some excuse. Screw that. “Yes, Mom. We’re engaged. Do you have anything to say to Ryan?”

      This is a real pickle for them, and I know it. My dad is as red as the bow on the front of the platform, and my mom is paler than the snow. But here we are, up on the platform for the whole town to see, and what are they going to do? I’m wearing an engagement ring. People will have noticed. This is Mistletoe, after all.

      “Congratulations,” grits out my father. Then he moves past us to the table on the opposite end of the platform.

      My mother opens her mouth. Closes it. Opens it again. “Congratulations, Ellie.” She draws me in for a hug.

      Then she turns to Ryan.

      And hugs him too.

      “We’ll see you for lunch after the parade?”

      “Of course you will.” Ryan’s so sure of himself that for the hundredth time today I fall in love with him. “I hope there’s leftover pie.”

      My mom cracks a smile. It looks difficult. “There’s more than enough,” she says. “I hope you’ll be there.”

      She hurries after my dad, and as soon as Ryan blocks them from view, the sun comes out.

      The rest of the town VIPs arrive, including the mayor, who pretends to be astonished at Ryan’s nice clothes. “Just kidding,” he says, clapping Ryan on the shoulder. “I’ve been following your company. Let us know if you ever want a satellite branch. I’d put in a good word with the Chamber.”

      “Did you hear that?” I ask Ryan as he sits down again. Everybody wants to shake his hand. I was wrong before—they weren’t staring at him at my mother’s party because he’s the town troublemaker. They were staring because he’s a minor celebrity. “He’ll put in a good word with the Chamber.”

      “I don’t need a Christmas-themed shipping business,” he murmurs into my ear, and then we’re both laughing. Both happy. Both home for the holidays. “Look, the parade is starting.”

      I thread my fingers through his and he raises my hand to his lips and brushes a kiss over my knuckles. It is a Merry Christmas. The merriest one yet.
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      Thank you so much for reading His Holiday Dare! If you’re in an adventurous mood, the pirate Poseidon is the one for you…

      A modern-day pirate. An heiress lost at sea. And the treasure of a lifetime. The Devil and the Deep Blue Sea is a dangerously sexy contemporary romance that will blow you out of the water.

      One-click The Devil and the Deep Blue Sea now!

      In a holiday mood? I’ve got more of that, too!

      One-click Santa’s Broody Helper for a holiday treat :)

      Or if winter makes you crave the dark…
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      Find out what happens when innocent Persephone makes a deal with lethally dangerous billionaire Hades in KING OF SHADOWS!

      This modern retelling of the Hades & Persephone story will keep you up all night.

      "Breathtaking, intense, and scorching hot, KING OF SHADOWS is the modern myth I've been waiting for." –New York Times Bestselling Author Skye Warren

      One-click KING OF SHADOWS right now!
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      Amelia Wilde is a USA TODAY bestselling author of steamy contemporary romance and loves it a little too much. She lives in Michigan with her husband and daughters. She spends most of her time typing furiously on an iPad and appreciating the natural splendor of her home state from where she likes it best: inside.

      Need more stories like this one in your life? Sign up for my newsletter here and receive access to subscriber-only previews, giveaways, and more!

      Follow me on BookBub for new release alerts!

      Still can’t get enough? Join my reader’s group on Facebook and enter the party today!

      See you on the other side! <3
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      P.S. There’s more where that came from!

      Are you in the mood for wounded warrior heroes with huge hearts? Read BEFORE SHE WAS MINE, free everywhere!

      Do New York billionaires strike your fancy? Read about the irresistibly intriguing men of the Purple Swan, starting with DIRTY RICH, free for a limited time!

      And don’t miss my favorite sweet, angsty, hilarious single dad hero in SINGLE DAD’S WAITRESS, first in my laugh-out-loud Main Street Single Dads series! Read FREE today!
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        Dirty Rich: Kate already had a demanding boss. Then she meets Jax Hunter, the new owner of her company.

      

        

      
        Dirty Scandal: Graham Blackpool is never getting married. But when a sex scandal forces him into a fake engagement, he finds himself wanting to say I do…

      

      

      
        
        Main Street Single Dads

      

      

      
        
        Single Dad’s Waitress: Ryder isn’t looking for love, but he can’t help falling for the waitress serving him pancakes in his brand-new town.

      

        

      
        Single Dad’s Barista: Dash isn’t in Lakewood to make friends. He’s here to crush the competition… until he meets his rival and things reach a boiling point.

      

        

      
        Single Dad’s Sweetheart: Wilder is the world’s biggest rock star and a desolate widow. All of that changes when he meets the girl behind the counter at Lakewood’s best candy shop.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Copyright Information

          

        

      

    

    
      © 2020 Amelia Wilde

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means whatsoever without express written permission from the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For more books by Amelia Wilde, visit her online at www.awilderomance.com

      

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

AMELIA WILDE





images/00002.jpeg
USA TODAT BESTSELLING AUTHOR

AMELIA WILDE





images/00001.jpeg
AMELIA WILDE





