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      The Official Recipe for Nathan Benson: 

      

      2 cups cockiness 

      1 mouth that's far sexier when it's shut

      1 huge ego that can't fit in the damn mixer 

      1 BIG, HARD co—Well, you get the picture …

      

      As a pastry chef, I can tell exactly what a man is made of the moment he walks through my shop’s frosted glass doors.

      So, the moment Nathan Benson showed up over half an hour late to our blind date (with no explanation), caught the gaze of every woman in the diner with his panty-melting smile, and said, "I personally don't think we should waste any more of our time sitting here talking," after only five minutes of conversation, I knew he was one of the rudest concoctions ever created. I also knew there was no way in hell I was going to see him again.

      Or so I thought.

      Days after I abandoned him on our first date, he tracked me down with one hell of a way to get me to agree to a second one. (And a third, and a fourth.) I swear, if it weren't for the fact that I was being blackmailed by the sexiest man I’ve ever met, I would've reported him to the authorities a long time ago. 

      Then again, holding out for a few late-night kisses (and maybe a bit more) from his mouth of perfection may not be a complete recipe for disaster after all ...

      This is a steamy, contemporary romance novella.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        For the cast of A Christmas Prince & The Princess Switch …

      

      

      

      
        
        Thanks for making me laugh again.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CHRISTINA

      

      

      

      message from Michael: Happy Holidays, sexy. Been thinking about your body lately. Want to come over to watch Netflix and chill? (We can even bake if you like)

      message from Austin: Happy Holidays, Kelly. Just remembering how much I enjoyed fucking you under the mistletoe last Christmas and I think we should do that again…

      message from Austin: Shit, I meant “Christina.” You know how autocorrect is. I really wasn’t cheating on you last Christmas. 

      message from Blocked Number: Happy Holidays, Babe. I miss you so much. Just so you know, I’m willing to do that “thing” you always wanted in bed if you’ll take me back (& remove the restraining order) this season…I mean, I still don’t think real men should put their faces anywhere near a woman’s vagina, but I’m willing to put my face on yours.

       

      Ugh!

      I tossed my phone across the room and held back a scream. 

      I wasn’t sure why the start of every holiday season triggered a series of texts from ex-boyfriends, old flings, and guys I barely remembered, but today was the fourth day in a row that I’d woken up to the type of messages I hated to receive.

      I made my way to the kitchen and pulled out the one thing that always made me remember exactly why each ex would forever remain an ex.

      My late grandmother’s cookbook. 

      Inside the perfectly preserved pages, she’d left me a recipe for everything—leaving out the typical “Sweet & Sticky Cinnamon Buns” and “Grandma’s Favorite Chocolate Chip Cookies.” Those were bullshit.

      Instead, she penned things like “When Motherfuckers Let You Down Shortcake” (don’t you dare share a single slice), “Worst Sex of My Life Cannoli” (use only four inches of dough), and my personal favorite, “Cinnamon Cheater Croissants” (bake two dozen and leave his ass). 

      I flipped to the page for Caramel “Cut Them Off” Truffles and pulled out my pan. I’d followed this delicious recipe dozens of times, just like I followed all of her others.

      There was only one recipe in her entire three hundred treat collection that I’d never had a reason to make, one recipe that I preferred to leave unmade forever. 

      It was a concoction called, “Please Strangle This Cocky Bastard Pie.”

      Even though I still dated my fair share of liars, cheaters, and assholes, I was grateful that I’d never dated a man who drove me to bake that particular treat. 

      As a matter of fact, I swore I would never make it unless I met a man who was so full of himself that he couldn’t see past his own damn ego. A man who was capable of pissing me off and turning me on at the same time—all while keeping a smack-able, sexy smirk on his perfectly chiseled face and acting like he could get away with anything.

      I turned on my oven and hoped like hell this holiday season wouldn’t bring a man like that anywhere near me.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            “Run, He’s A Bum” Bonbons

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        4 cups confectioners' sugar

        3 cups semisweet chocolate chips

        2 tablespoons shortening

        1 cup ground pecans or walnuts

        ½ cup plus 2 tablespoons sweetened condensed milk

        ¼ cup butter, softened

      

        

      
        CHRISTINA

      

      

      “So, just how wide do you think your mouth can open?” The half-shaven guy sitting across from me smiled and licked his lips. “I’ve got something really thick to show you once this is over. If you’re interested in tasting it, that is.”

      Beep! Beep! Beep!

      “Alright, it’s time to switch!” The speed dating coach turned off the alarm just in time, saving me from my ninth dud of the night.

      I immediately moved from my spot, not bothering to answer that jerk’s question. I made my way to the table that was next to the fireplace, in front of a man I’d been checking out since this event began.

      He was the only guy in the room who wasn’t wearing one of Cedar Falls’s infamous ugly red holiday sweaters. He was wearing a black and grey suit, and he’d brought a bouquet of red roses—one for each of the women who was here tonight.

      With his low cut black hair, almond-colored eyes, and infectious smile, I’d stolen glances of him during all of my dates the moment they went awry.

      He seems so damn perfect.

      “Five seconds before I reset the time, everyone!” The coach called out right as I sat down. “And go!”

      “Good evening,” Mr. Perfect said, offering me a rose. “I’m Kevin.”

      “Christina.” I blushed as his fingers brushed against mine. “Are you new to Cedar Falls?”

      “You can say that. I’ve only been here for about five months. I live on the southern, touristy side. How about you?”

      “I was born and raised here.” I realized that the rose was fake, made of cheap paper. “I left for college and culinary school, but then I came back to open my own business.”

      “You own a business? What type of business?”

      I smiled, silently reminding myself to keep it simple, since I could wax poetic about my bakery all day. “Well, it’s called Sifted Perfection, and it’s a—”

      “I like an independent woman,” he said, cutting me off. “A woman who can pay her own bills, handle things in her own way. That’s very impressive.”

      “Thank you …” I wasn’t sure whether to pick up where I left off or not.

      A waitress set two cups of hot chocolate between us, and after we both took sips, Mr. Perfect motioned for me to continue.

      “Well, like I was saying, it’s called Sifted Perfection and I’ve been running it for a couple of years.”

      “That’s very impressive, Christina. Do you live alone?”

      “What?”

      “Do you have your own house?” he said, giving me his perfect smile—a smile that suddenly looked a lot creepier.

      “Um, yes. What does that have to do with anything?”

      “I suddenly feel a real connection between us right now.” He reached over the table and clasped my hand. “A beautiful, once in a lifetime connection.”

      I blinked.

      “I think you’re pretty as hell, you have great conversation, and if you’re making enough to live in Cedar Falls on your own and run a business, I think you’re the one for me.”

      “I’ve said less than ten sentences since I met you, four minutes ago.”

      “That’s the whole point.” He smiled wide, caressing my knuckles. “With some people, it only takes a few seconds to know if you’re a match. We’re a match.”

      “Um …”

      “I need to move in with you as soon as possible,” he said. “I’m not a fan of the in-between dating thing. I’m all in, right now. You also look pretty fertile, so I think we should discuss the number of babies we want to have together.”

      What the fuck? “I barely know you.”

      “But you will soon.” He leaned closer, lowering his voice. “I have all of my things in the car outside, and if you feel what I feel, let me stay with you.” He paused. “There are only two more rounds of dates left, and I don’t think you’ll like the guys that are left.”

      I looked over my shoulder, at the only guys I hadn’t spoken to yet. One was a salt and pepper haired man who’d been rude as hell to the wait staff all night. The other was a magician.

      “I’m not looking for anything serious right now.” I pulled my hand away from him. “I’m just here looking to make new friends.”

      “That’s not what your button says.” He pointed to the red, tell-tale “Speed date” button on my coat. Red meant “looking for love,” blue meant “just testing the waters,” and yellow meant “only looking for new friends.”

      I looked at the sleeve of his jacket and noticed he’d pinned ten red ones.

      “See?” he said. “I know you better than you know yourself already.” He looked out the window. “I’m afraid I’ll need an immediate answer as to whether you feel the way that I do or not. If you don’t, I’ll need to hide my car before the loan company repossesses it again.”

      “Again?”

      “Yeah.” He groaned. “Can you believe my ex-girlfriend stopped paying my bills once we broke up? Selfish bitch.”

      Beep! Beep! Beep!
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      I walked out of the lodge empty handed and annoyed at the end of the night, upset that I’d wasted another two hundred dollars and another two hours of my time. The only productive thing that came out of tonight was my purchase of extended life batteries for my vibrator.

      This can’t be real life.

      Ever since I moved back home to Cedar Falls, I’d realized just how different the dating scene was from Seattle. The town was always made up of half-tourists, half-residents, but the visiting men worth meeting were hardly ever single. And the ones that were? They were only interested in having sex with as many women as possible before returning to their hometowns.

      Online dating was out of the question ever since meeting a man who told me he had a “pretend” murder fetish, and right before the guy who told me that he wanted to “suck the dirt from [my] toes.”

      With my thirtieth birthday looming near, I was tempted to throw in the towel on finding anyone anytime soon.

      Stepping onto the next trolley, I took a seat near the back and sent my younger sister a text.

      

      Me: Soooo, Speed Dating Session #100 is over …

      Her response was immediate.

      

      Amy: Wutttt? Did you find someone fuckable? (Anyone who finally knows how to use his mouth in the only place it counts? **wink wink**)

      Me: UGH! Why is everything always about SEX with you?

      Amy: Yes or no? **smiley face** (Scott Johnson went down on me twice today by the way. TWICE! For over an hour each time. #dontbejealous)

      Me: NO. (He’s unemployed and still lives in his parents’ basement. #imneverjealous )

      Her name crossed my screen via phone call, and I turned down the volume before answering.

      “I’m on the trolley, Amy,” I said. “Please don’t say anything crazy right now.”

      “Do you think I should let Scott go down on me a third time?” She giggled. “He just asked me again.”

      “Okay, I’m hanging up now.”

      “I’m kidding! I’m kidding!” Her laughter was even louder. “I’m calling because I just had a brilliant idea about your dating dilemma.”

      “I’m listening.” I braced myself for a dose of her insane logic. The last time she had a “brilliant idea,” I ended up on a date with a man who “forgot” to tell me that he had three kids. And a wife.

      “I think you should stop looking for a serious guy and have fun for the rest of the winter,” she said. “Like, focus on the physical and let the rest fall into place, if it’s meant to be.”

      “You mean, I should be more like you?”

      “Ha!” She snorted a laugh. “No, you’re too guarded to be like me. I mean, you should just go out with an attractive guy, hit it off, and have hot sex without the expectation of all that romance.”

      “I’m not twenty-four anymore, Amy.”

      “You’re not eighty-four either, but you damn sure act like it sometimes.” She scoffed. “A few rounds of pounding are exactly what your body needs right now.”

      “Do any of your friends know that you talk like this?”

      “We all talk like this.” She laughed. “Anyway, I think it’s time to put a stop to the speed dating thing for a while and try something different.”

      “Tinder and OkCupid aren’t happening.”

      “I wasn’t talking about those.” She started clacking away at her keyboard. “Let me see if I can find this local thing Hannah was telling me about earlier.”

      “I’m not interested in dating any of your friends’ exes,” I said, getting off at my stop.

      “My friends’ exes would never date you.” She laughed. “Trust me.”

      I started to head toward where I’d parked my car, but I couldn’t resist stopping by my bakery. As Amy’s fingers continued to clack against the keyboard in my ear, I walked up the white and pink steps that led into Sifted Perfection.

      All of the kitchen counters were set for tomorrow morning—every measuring cup, utensil, and bowl perfectly placed in front of the staff members’ assigned recipes.

      “Please don’t tell me you’re about to spend the rest of tonight baking.” Amy groaned as I turned on the oven. “I can hear the clicking of the stove.”

      “Of course not.” I lied. “I stopped by to make sure the staff put everything away properly.”

      “Um hmm. Anyway, after we go to The Wish Tree next weekend, I’m going to take you to The Blind Eye Dating Service. It’s downtown and both Hannah and Alice landed sexy guys after their first time using it. They did a good job matching personalities, too.”

      “Sounds amazing.” I rolled my eyes. Every speed dating event I attended promised the exact same thing, and apparently all of my best matches were assholes.

      “They have a section on the personality form about how often you like to receive oral on a scale of one to ten,” she said. “I’m going to write in twenty to make sure you have the best chance at finally experiencing that.”

      “What?”

      “This is going to be a lot more fun than I thought,” she said. “I’ll fill this out for you by next weekend, since I don’t trust you to do it alone. Have a good night baking!” She hung up before I could tell her that I was more than capable of filling out my own form.

      Sighing, I unlocked the cabinet that held my late grandmother’s cookbook—hoping for the perfect recipe to end the night.

      I flipped through her wise pages, caught sight of “Run, He’s a Bum Bonbons,” and put on my apron.

      Another one bites the dust.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Almond Cloud “Get Me Out of Here” Cookies

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1 ¾ cups almond paste

        2 large egg whites, lightly beaten

        1 cup sugar

        1 teaspoon almond extract

        ¼ teaspoon salt

        confectioners' sugar, for dusting

      

        

      
        NATHAN

      

      

      Cedar Falls, Colorado, was a perfect example of what happened when a group of wealthy idiots decided to build a holiday-themed town. A cross between Park City and Aspen, it was home to a multi-million-dollar tourist industry and the most overbearing holiday traditions I’d ever witnessed.

      To the residents, “winter” wasn’t just a season, and a holiday wasn’t just a holiday. It was something that needed to be adored and talked about for hours on end.

      In this town, the days between November through March were to be cherished with endless hot cocoa and sweets in front of overly expensive lodges, shopping sprees for new winter wardrobes that cost thousands of thousands, and calls to my office about utter bullshit.

      “Officer Benson, do you think you could be a fill-in judge at my kid’s holiday costume contest tonight? It’s an emergency.” “Officer Benson, what do you think about that new restaurant on The Square? Do you think it’ll still be open next Christmas?” “Hey, Officer Benson, I know you said to stop calling you, if it wasn’t a real emergency, but I just wanted to say it’s good to have someone like you in charge. Would you mind being my guest at my kid’s winter play?”

      Christmas was celebrated twice a year—once on actual Christmas day, and again in July. On the days that it wasn’t being celebrated, the front page of the town paper made special room for a “What We’re Looking Forward to Next Christmas” section to ensure that the holiday season was always at the forefront of residents’ minds.

      I’d only been here six months, and in my time here I’d realized that the word “crime” took on a whole different meaning than it did in my previous cities of Seattle, Chicago, and New York.

      At first, the quiet nights were a great change of pace, a much-needed break from the gritty and dangerous offenders I once lost weeks of sleep over. It was also nice not having to deal with overzealous prosecutors and bloodsucking reporters who crossed ethical lines to get their stories.

      Yet, after months of silent shifts and sexless nights, I realized that I missed the adrenaline that came with investigating hard cases, the heightened rush of satisfaction that came from catching a criminal in a twisted web of lies.

      There was none of that in this town, and the shit was finally starting to get to me.

      “A 10-37 on the Main Street Bridge, 10-4,” The rookie I was training spoke into the radio as we coasted in my squad car. “10-4 … 10-4?”

      “They heard you, Officer Harlow,” I said. “You don’t have to keep saying it.”

      “Got it.” She cleared her throat. “Is there any reason why you’re not going any faster?”

      “A 10-37 is code for a suspicious, parked car. No need to rush.”

      “What if the passengers in that suspicious parked car are in the middle of a drug deal?” she asked, sounding genuinely concerned. “Like, what if they’re just sitting there waiting for the other car to arrive and we miss it? I’d hate to miss out on collaring my first criminal.”

      I rolled my eyes and pushed the pedal to eighty miles an hour.

      Snow lashed my windshield as I weaved through the roads, and the rookie clung to her seat with every quick turn.

      Once we arrived at the bridge, I slowed and pulled into the emergency lane, right behind a red and black pickup truck.

      “See?” she said, pointing as the truck’s interior lights flickered on and off. “That’s a signal of some sort. They’re waiting for someone to bring them money for the drugs. I saw this on Law & Order before.”

      I gave her a blank stare. “It’s not a drug deal.”

      “How do you know for sure?”

      Because we live in fucking Cedar Falls. I opened my door and stepped out. “Stay here unless I signal for you.”

      “Would you like me to call for backup?”

      “You are my backup.”

      “Right, right.” She looked straight ahead—slightly trembling, and right then and there, I knew that this was the only town in which she’d ever qualify to be a cop.

      I shut my door and moved closer to the truck. The rear window was foggy and handprints were smeared across its glass.

      As I approached the driver’s side window, the truck rocked back and forth. Soft moans sounded from the inside, and then the sound of harsh, low grunts came next. Moans that sounded more pig-like than human-like.

      “You’re my fucking animal,” a deep voice said. “Act like you’re my animal, babe.”

      “Ahhh …” the female replied. “Oink! Oink! Oink!”

      “That’s it,” the guy whispered. “Keep oinking me as I fill your pussy with this big bacon stick.”

      Jesus Christ.

      I tapped the driver’s side window, hard as hell so I wouldn’t have to hear any more of this.

      No use.

      The car rocked harder. The “bacon stick” was served with another round of questionable sounds. A hand smacked and smeared the steamed window.

      “Fuck …” The guy said. “Can’t wait until I press my balls against your snout.”

      I knocked on the window hard enough to damn near break the glass, and the truck finally stopped shaking.

      “I need the driver to roll down the window,” I commanded.

      “Oh, shit!” the female said. “I think it’s a cop!”

      “Damn. Well, if we sit here and don’t make any noise for a while, I’m sure he’ll go away.”

      I shook my head. “Roll the window down now.”

      There were a few seconds of shuffling and “Oh my god” mumbles, and then the window rolled down at a snail’s pace, revealing what looked like two college students. Two bare-ass naked college students.

      “Um. He-he-hello.” The guy stuttered. “How are you doing tonight, Officer?”

      “License and registration, please.”

      “Are we in trouble, sir? I can explain.”

      “License and registration, please.” I repeated, shining my flashlight into the car. “And put on your goddamn pants.”

      Red-faced, he leaned over the seat and opened the glovebox. He pulled out a small folder and handed it to me. “Just so you know, I don’t normally do things like this.”

      “I need you to put on your pants before you start talking to me.” I looked at him. “Do it now.”

      He swallowed and struggled to pull his jeans over his legs. The woman across the seat pulled a large sweatshirt over her chest, her cheeks turning redder with every second that passed.

      I looked over his license and paperwork, declining to run the information through the system in my squad car.

      “Mr. Morin, your license says your home address is 758 Red Fern Lane,” I said. “Is that up to date?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “That means your house is literally up the street.” I looked at him. “Did your truck run out of gas?”

      “No, I just proposed over dinner.” He smiled. “She said yes.”

      “I can literally see your house from right here.” I pointed to it. “Why couldn’t you just drive all the way home?”

      “We wanted to have sex on the bridge,” his girlfriend said softly. “It’s in direct view of the pig farm, so we thought it would enhance our sex.”

      I said nothing, unsure of how to respond to that. I debated whether I should give them a ticket, whether this was worthy of paperwork or not.

      “I’m going to let you off with a warning tonight,” I said. “However, if I happen to pull either of you over within the next six months for something as insignificant as going one mile over the speed limit, I’ll be sure that you sit in jail for an entire weekend. You got that?”

      “Yes, sir,” they said in unison.

      “Good.” I stepped back. “Get out of here.”

      He started rolling up the window, but then he paused and rolled it back down.

      “I have a quick question, Officer.” He tapped his chin. “Does your warning mean we can pick up where we left off right now, and the next time I sit in jail, or do I need to drive off at this moment?”

      “You’ve got thirty seconds to drive the hell out of my sight or I’m arresting both of you.”

      He climbed over the seat and fastened his seatbelt, cranking the engine and pulling onto the main lane.  He drove for all of thirty seconds before pulling into a driveway up the street.

      I returned to the squad car and took a long sip of my coffee, wondering just how long it would take to forget every “oink” I’d heard.

      “Wow.” Officer Harlow handed me a donut. “Two intense calls back to back in one night. This is kind of like being in those big cities for you again, huh?”

      “Cedar Falls is nothing like any of those cities.”

      “Because it’s ten times better, right?”

      I didn’t answer that. “Let’s go over some things for your final test next month.”

      I cranked the engine and pulled onto the street. Before I could ask her to tell me the proper protocol for discharging a weapon—a rule I was certain she’d never use in this town, a call came in from dispatch.

      “Officer Benson?” a light voice said. “Are you finished with that distress call on Seventh Avenue?”

      “You all have no idea what ‘distress call’ means.”

      “What was that, sir?”

      “Yes,” I said. “I’m done with the distress call.”

      “Good. We have a 10-5 at 71 Maple Avenue. Three years old, male.”

      “A 10-5, 10-4.” Officer Harlow shot me a look. “A missing child.”

      “We’re prepping an Amber alert,” the voice said. “Other officers are in route.”

      Stunned, I sped toward downtown, weaving though lines of tourists’ cars. When we finally arrived at the scene, the sirens of other squad cars were blaring, and a few of my fellow officers were surrounding a crying woman in a pink bathrobe.

      Her hair was frazzled, and she was pacing the sidewalk.

      “Ma’am,” I said, pulling out my notepad. “I understand how difficult this is for you, but I need to ask you a few questions. Okay?”

      She nodded, tears falling down her face.

      “When did you last see your child?” I said. “Can you tell us what he was wearing?”

      “I have pictures,” she said, pulling her phone from her pocket. She held it up to me, showing me pictures of a grey and white Siberian Husky.

      What the fuck? “You told dispatch that your dog was a missing child?”

      “He is my child!” Her eyes went wide. “He’s been gone two hours and I’m sure he hasn’t eaten!”

      “Ma’am …” I was seconds away from losing my shit. “This is exactly why we have a separate, highly-qualified pet rescue team. I do understand what it’s like to lose a pet, but telling dispatch that—”

      “He’s not a pet! He’s not a fucking pet!” Her eyes nearly bulged out of her skull. “He’s family!”

      Okay, to hell with it. “Do you have any idea how many expensive resources we’re wasting right now?” I pointed up at the helicopter that was now roaming above the town. “Any idea how many unnecessary officers are about to punch the clock for this?”

      “None!” She screamed. “You’re not wasting anything, and I need all the help I can get.”

      “I agree with that latter statement one hundred percent.”

      “Well, then.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “If that’s how you feel, I would like for you to stop talking to me, if you’re not serious about helping me find my baby.”

      I shut my notepad and stepped back. “I’m done for the day, ladies and gentlemen. Officer Harlow, ride back to the station with one of your associates.”

      “Wait.” She called after me. “You don’t want to help us find the dog?”

      “No, I want to find my relocation request papers…”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            “Double The Trouble” Vanilla Cupcakes

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1 1/2 sticks unsalted butter

        1 ½ cups sugar

        1 ¼ cups milk

        ¼ teaspoon salt

        2 eggs

        2 ½ teaspoons baking powder

        2 teaspoons vanilla extract

        2 ½ cups flour

      

        

      
        NATHAN

      

      

      Days after I ended my latest shift, and hours after being forced to sign off on a new “Cedar Falls’s Pets are Part of Our Family” policy, I stared at an updated relocation form. No matter how many times I filled it out, there were two questions that prevented me from turning it in.

      1. Have you ever been seriously injured during your career in law enforcement? (Please provide details)

      2. Did you finish completing the required psychological evaluations (past the mandatory minimum)?

      My answers were, 1. Yes, twice. Shot in my chest during an armed robbery the first time. Shot again six months later in my stomach during a “payback” ambush. 2. Hell no.

      I knew those answers all but guaranteed an extended stay in Cedar Falls, and deep down, a part of me actually believed that was for the best. A very small, insignificant part.

      “So, are you planning to say anything to me?” The brunette sitting across from me blushed, knocking me out of my thoughts. Her intrusion reminded me that we were sitting in the middle of a restaurant, courtesy of a blind date.

      “I mean, I’m totally fine staring at you for the rest of tonight, since you’re sexy as hell,” she said, blushing. “But there must be something on your mind, something the two of us can talk about?”

      She twirled her tongue around a thick milk-shake straw a few times and winked. “Anything?”

      Hmmm.

      I smiled and looked at my watch. 9:08.

      Like usual, my phone buzzed in my pocket and I pretended to answer it, saying the same fake lines I’d said on these dates ever so often.

      “Well, can you make it quick?” I always struggled to keep a straight face as I spoke.  “I told you I had a date with someone really special tonight and I’ve already spent the first part of my date wondering if you’d call me with these details.”

      The woman swooned over this staged performance—as usual, and then I ended the call.

      “Give me a few minutes,” I said, standing to my feet. “I need to step outside to finalize this call, but I guarantee when I get back that I’ll be a lot more talkative.”

      “I hope so.” She lowered her voice. “After we get acquainted, I’d love to show you my favorite way to use my mouth.”

      I stared at her, contemplated whether I wanted to stay put or not, but this date wasn’t mine. It belonged to someone else.

      “I’ll be right back,” I said, leaving the table and heading for the side exit. I walked to the alley, and there, as usual, was my identical twin brother, Tristan.

      “So?” he asked. “What’s the assessment?”

      “Brunette with green eyes, curves in all the right places, and wants to show you a few things she can do with her mouth.”

      “She sounds absolutely perfect.” He smiled. “Thanks for vetting another one for me.”

      “You could always vet them yourself and cut the date short if you’re not attracted to them.”

      “I could, but then you wouldn’t have a social life. I do this for you.”

      “Right.” I rolled my eyes as we switched coats. “You know that you won’t be able to get away with this for too much longer, right?”

      “Why not?”

      “Two reasons. One, I’m finally going to be introduced as the new deputy via the town paper in a few weeks. In my interview, I specifically say that I have an identical twin brother who lives here. Two, this is my last time doing this shit for you.” My brother was the only reason I’d taken a job in this town in the first place, and he was the only one of us who was happy about it.

      “Fair enough.” He laughed. “How was your shift today?”

      “Thrilling. I have no idea how I’ll ever get a good night’s sleep here. I mean, between all the nothingness that goes on, I’m pretty exhausted.”

      “So, you’d prefer getting shot?”

      “That’s not what I mean.”

      “That’s what it sounds like.” He motioned for me to swap watches with him.

      “I know why you’re not enjoying this place as much as the other cities,” he said. “When’s the last time you got laid? Six years ago?”

      “Six months ago.”

      “Same thing.” He shook his head. “A couple rounds of random sex with a stranger is all it’ll take for you to see that Cedar Falls is actually the best place to be, and then you’ll appreciate your easy workload. There are so many new tourists from week to week, that it’s practically a buffet of easy lays. You know what else?”

      I leaned against the wall and tuned out his words. Sometimes I had to remind myself that I was only twenty seconds older than him and not twenty years. In my previous cities, I’d been just as reckless as he was, jumping from one night stand to one night stand, focused on only sex and work. And although that was still appealing as hell, most of the women I’d met in this town so far were taken. I also didn’t think they’d take too kindly to their new deputy fucking his way through as many women as possible.

      I think I may need something different this time around …

      “Are you listening to me, Nathan?” Tristan said.

      “Not at all.”

      “Here.” He laughed as he handed me a business card. “Go there tomorrow and tell them you’re interested in trying their blind dating services.”

      I flipped the card over and blinked in confusion.

      

      
        
        The Blind Eye Dating Service

        Personalized & Serious Matches Guaranteed!

      

      

      

      “Don’t worry,” he said. “Most of the women I’ve met don’t really want anything serious, especially since I made sure to answer all of those annoying survey questions honestly. Ninety five percent of the time, we talk for a few minutes over a drink or two, have sex, and go our separate ways.”

      “Noted.” I checked the time. “Anything else?”

      “Actually, yes. I need you to do me one last favor.” He pulled a small, sealed red envelope from his coat pocket. “The Wish Tree is in the building next door to the agency, so can you turn this in for me when you go?”

      “I’m sorry, the what?”

      “The Wish Tree.” He suddenly looked sheepish. “Don’t judge me.”

      “Too late. What the hell is The Wish Tree?”

      “It’s a Cedar Falls thing.” He tried to appear nonchalant, but he was failing miserably. He looked like he was a twelve-year old boy all over again.

      “It’s a holiday tradition for all the residents,” he said. “Everyone seals their top ten wishes inside a glass ornament, and then they hang it wherever they want on the big tree. Right before Christmas, the billionaire heirs who built the town pick ten, ten thousand dollar winners who also get a free week at the top resort here. Everyone else gets a smaller prize for participating, and we also get to keep whatever glass ornament we placed the wish into, since that alone is worth a hundred dollars. I’ve heard good things about it.”

      I crossed my arms. “You’re a multi-millionaire and you already own one of the top resorts here. Why do you need to participate in something like this?”

      “Because it’s about winning and fucking holiday cheer,” he said. “Hell, you should do it and wish for the stick to be removed from your ass.”

      I laughed. “I’ll pass, but I’ll hang yours.”

      “Appreciate it.”  He moved toward the side door. “Thanks again for stepping in for me.”

      “You’re not welcome.”

      Through the windows, I watched him return to his “blind” date, watched them talk for all of three minutes, and suddenly they were both standing and heading for the door.

      Hmmm. Interesting…

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            “Don’t Play Games” Chess Cake

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        2 ½ cups yellow cake mix

        ½ cup margarine

        4 medium eggs

        1 teaspoon vanilla

        8 ounces cream cheese

        2 cups confectioners’ sugar

      

        

      
        NATHAN

      

      

      Subject: Insufficient Survey Answers

      Dear Mr. Benson,

      We are writing to inform you that we have received your initial survey results for our Blind Eye Dating Service. Unfortunately, we cannot pair you with any potential matches until you answer all three hundred personality questions with well-thought-out answers.

      Although we appreciate you submitting a picture of yourself with your application, it’s not necessary, as this is blind dating.

      For your reference, we are attaching a one-page file with an example of how some of our former clients answered their questions. We are also copying and pasting a few of your previously submitted answers below, so you can know that these will not be accepted.

      Best wishes & thank you for using Blind Eye Dating!

      

      **Your Answers to Our Questions That We Will Not Accept**

      

      1. Why do you think a woman would be attracted to you?

      Your Answer: Look at my picture.

      2. Have you ever been turned down after asking a woman on a date in person? (Please tell us why.)

      Your Answer: No. Look at my picture.

      3. If you had to sum up your best qualities in four words, what would you say?

      Your answer: Look at my picture.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            “Please Strangle This Cocky Bastard” Pie

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        4 cups chopped rhubarb

        1 1/3 cups white sugar

        6 teaspoons all-purpose flour

        1 tablespoon butter

        1 double crusted pie

      

        

      
        CHRISTINA

      

      

      Subject: Your Match & Blind Date Location

      Dear Christina,

      We are pleased to inform you that you and your upcoming match are the first perfect pair in Blind Eye Dating Service history! Provided that you have answered our personality questionnaire with complete honesty, you and your match have a 99.9% chance of sparking a great friendship and/or romantic acquaintanceship.

      Per your submitted availability, your meet time and location are below.

      
        
        Starry Nights Café

        Sunday @ 7:30 p.m.

      

      

      Please bring a book and a rose to place on the table so that your match, NATHAN, will be able to spot you easily. We have sent him the same message and encouraged him to wear a red scarf.

      Best Wishes & Thank You for using Blind Eye Dating!

      

      I reread the message for the umpteenth time, and the same two thoughts ran on a loop in my mind. 1) How the hell could two people be a “perfect pair” based on a fifteen-page questionnaire? 2) If we were such a perfect match, why was he already twenty minutes late? Especially when one of the questions was, “How important is being ‘on time’ to you?” My answer was, “Extremely. I’m never late.”

      I ordered a second cup of coffee and looked over my outfit again. Per Amy’s suggestion, I was wearing a lacy black dress with matching lingerie set underneath. My dark brown hair was coifed to perfection in long, cascading curls that fell over my left shoulder, and I was wearing red stilettos that complemented my earrings.

      In addition to getting my makeup done by one of Cedar Falls’s top artists, I left my bakery early yesterday morning and allowed the junior staff to run it on their own, so I could get my hair styled by a professional. I even used some of my Wish Tree wishes on this, hoping to experience a page straight out of a romance book.

      Boy meets girl, boy charms girl, boy gives girl earth-shattering orgasms, and they fall in love.

      The bell over the café door suddenly sounded, and I looked up—catching sight of a man in a navy-blue coat and red scarf. An attractive guy with dirty-blond hair, he looked around the room, and then he waved to a group of guys near the bar.

      Ugh.

      I watched the door for several more minutes, glancing at the clock as the time hit eight fifteen.

      Forty-five minutes?

      He wasn’t coming, and I was done waiting. I signaled for the waitress to bring me the check.

      As I was standing to my feet, the bell over the door sounded once more, and a chorus of hushed whispers and “Oh my god” gasps filled the room.

      I looked over at the guy who was sauntering in, at the dark red scarf draped over his grey coat. He looked around the room, his deep dimples on full display as he smiled a perfect set of pearly whites.

      His beautiful blue eyes met mine, and his lips slowly parted as he eyed my dress. He shifted his gaze to the rose and book on my table, and then he took a step back.

      “Haven’t we seen him around town before?” The woman at the table across from me whispered to her friend.

      “Not that I can remember, but I’ll be sure to fix that if he’s here alone.”

      His eyes met mine again, and every brain cell in my mind told me to get up and walk away immediately. From where I was sitting, I could already tell that he was the type of man who was capable of playing the lead role in all my future fantasies, the type of man who could get away with saying, “I want to fuck you right now,” and get any woman to go home with him.

      I tried to force my feet to move toward the door, but all I could do was retake my seat.

      As he made his way over, the whispers from the surrounding tables continued, culminating in a “Lucky bitch,” once he stopped in front of me.

      As if he was right on time, he took a seat and gave me a closer view of his smile.

      Damn …

      “Hi,” he said. “I’m Nathan. Your name is Christina, correct?”

      I didn’t say a word.

      “Um, hi.” The waitress stepped in front of our table, and her cheeks flushed bright red. “Can I get you something to drink, sir?”

      “I’ll have whatever drink my date is having,” he said.

      “Which one would you like?” I asked. “The one I ordered at seven thirty, seven forty-five, or eight o’clock?”

      His lips curved into a smirk. “The one she ordered at seven-thirty.”

      “Would you like something to eat to go along with that?” the waitress asked.

      “No, thank you.”

      “Would you like my phone number, then?” she said softly, scrawling her number onto a napkin before walking away.

      Nathan took off his coat, revealing a white button-down shirt that clung to his chest muscles in all the right places. He stood up briefly, to adjust his belt, and I caught sight of a barely concealed six-pack.

      The other women in the café were still staring at him, and I could tell that he was enjoying every second of their attention.

      He took his coffee from the waitress and took a slow sip, keeping his eyes on mine.

      “Your name is Christina, correct?” he asked. “You have yet to answer that question.”

      “Probably because I was waiting for you to apologize for being late, or for you to ask me to give you a chance to finish this date.”

      “There was an important situation,” he said. “And you clearly want to give me a chance, seeing as though you sat here waiting for forty-five minutes.”

      Strike one. There’s no way in hell we’re a 99.9 percent match.

      I brought my coffee to my lips and took a long sip.

      “What do you do for a living?” he asked, finally.

      “I own a—” I paused. I wasn’t trying to make this date any longer than it had to be. “I run a small business, and you?”

      “I’m honestly not sure anymore.”

      Strike two. He’s unemployed!

      He stared at me, not saying anything, turning me on against my will.

      “Are those all of your questions?” I asked. “Nothing else you want to say?”

      “I want to say that you’re sexy as fuck,” he said, his voice low. “And I personally don’t think we should spend any more of our time sitting here talking.”

      My jaw dropped. “Did you seriously just say that?”

      “I did.” He smiled. “Would you like for me to repeat it?”

      I blinked.

      “I can ask you a few more questions if you like,” he said. “But seeing as though we’re supposedly a 99.9% match, I think we both know there’s no need for that.”

      “Is this how you normally operate on blind dates?”

      “This is my first one.”

      “How fitting,” I said under my breath. “I think this is my last one.”

      “What was that?”

      I cleared my throat. “You know what? You’re absolutely right about us not needing to spend any more time talking.”

      “Your place or mine?”

      “Let me think on that,” I said, forcing my best smile. “Will you watch my coat while I run to the restroom? I’ll have an answer for you once I get back.”

      “Fair enough.” He gave me another panty-melting smile, and for a split second, I actually considered giving in to my exploding ovaries instead of my brain.

      “If I were you, I wouldn’t plan on going to work tomorrow,” he said, looking me up and down again. “You probably won’t be able to walk when I get finished with you.”

      Nope. The brain is definitely winning this round.

      I made my way to the hallway, walking past the restrooms and through the private staff exit.

      Rushing to the parking lot, I ignored the pain from my stilettos and made it to my car. I cranked the engine and sped the hell away from the café, right onto the winding road that led to my side of Cedar Falls.

      The second I crossed the Main Bridge, I called my sister via speakerphone.

      “No worries!” she answered on the first ring. “I knew you’d forget the condoms, so I tucked some into the bottom compartment of your purse. Two of them are even peppermint flavored.”

      “There is absolutely no chance that sex will ever be happening between me and that asshole, Amy.” I hit the gas pedal even harder. “I refuse to believe that he and I are a ten percent match, let alone a ninety-nine percent one. I also owe you a new coat, since I left yours in the café.”

      “Wait, what? Back it all the way up. You were there for an hour, and there were no sparks?”

      “He was only there for five of those minutes, Amy,” I said. “He was forty-five minutes late, and he didn’t even apologize!”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “Not in the slightest. He even had the audacity to say that we should just leave and go have sex.”

      “So, he was cocky?”

      “Cocky isn’t even the word.” An image of his sexy smirk crossed my mind, and my body betrayed me with a blush.

      “Well, was he at least attractive?”

      “Yes.” I couldn’t lie about that if I tried. “He was definitely attractive. Beyond that, even.”

      “But not attractive enough for you to have one round of meaningless sex? It might’ve been super-hot.”

      “Never. If I never see him again, I’ll consider that a win. As a matter of fact—”

      The rest of my sentence stalled on my lips as the blaring sound of a police siren came from behind.

      I looked in my rearview mirror and saw flashing blue and white lights.

      Shit.

      “Amy, I think I’m getting pulled over. I’ll have to call you back.”

      “You better!”

      I ended the call and slowed down, steering my car to the emergency lane.

      Sighing, I put the car in park and pulled out my papers to save time. I clicked the “last speed known” button on my digital dashboard and blinked a few times to make sure I saw the numbers correctly.

      I was only going fifty-six miles an hour.

      I heard a soft tapping sound against my window and rolled it down.

      “Officer, I’m not sure why you—” My jaw dropped as I came face to face with Mr. Cocky Bastard from earlier. He was glaring at me, looking as if he was torn between arresting me and fucking me on the spot.

      He’s a police officer?

      “Are you unaware of the fact that there’s a restroom inside the damn café?” He narrowed his eyes. “I’d hate to assume that you’re abandoning me on our date.”

      “No need to assume, Officer,” I said. “That’s exactly what’s happening.”

      He raised his eyebrow, and then a slow, sexy smile spread across his face. “License and registration, please.”

      “For what? Leaving a date is not a crime.”

      “Driving over the speed limit is.”

      “I was only going fifty-six.”

      “The speed limit is fifty-five.” He held out his hand. “If I have to ask you for your license and registration again, I’ll have to arrest you for disobeying a lawful order from a police officer.”

      I debated speeding away, but the way he was looking at me made me lose my train of thought. I gave in and begrudgingly handed him my paperwork.

      “Hmmm.” He shone a flashlight over my license. “Well, at least I now know that your name is Christina and you weren’t using an alias.”

      As he looked over my registration, I held up my phone and connected to Facebook Live, hoping that one of my fifteen social media friends would witness his ass-holery.

      “Officer, could you kindly remind me why you’ve pulled me over tonight?”

      Looking amused, he stared directly into the camera. “You were going eighty miles an hour, and I received several calls about your reckless driving from the carolers on Fifth Avenue.” He laughed and gently took the phone from my hands, turning it off before returning it to me.

      “Let me know what happens after you show that to whoever you planned on showing it to,” he said. “I’m sure that’ll make an interesting conversation for us.”

      “I don’t plan on seeing you again so that ‘interesting conversation’ is going to be pretty impossible.”

      “Actually, you will see me again,” he said, his dimples deepening. “I think you owe me a date, a real one.”

      “The only thing I owe you is a slap across the face.” I snapped, unsure of why my heart was suddenly beating a new, unfamiliar rhythm—why this man was turning me on so damn much. “The second you write me this unnecessary ticket, I’m going to file a complaint.”

      “Did you just threaten to assault a police officer?”

      “It was a metaphor.”

      “You should’ve picked a better one. Get out of the car.”

      “What?”

      “I need you to get out of the car.” He opened my door. “After a threat like that, I need to make sure there’s no need for backup.”

      I sat still for several seconds, certain that he had to be joking, but he repeated his wicked command.

      Slowly stepping out of the car, I leaned against it and shivered. “Do you feel threatened, Officer?”

      “Not at all.” He smiled and took off his coat, covering my shoulders with it. “Wait here.” He walked to his car and pulled my sister’s coat from the back. He tossed it onto my passenger seat before returning his attention to me.

      “Like I was saying earlier,” he said, stepping closer, “you owe me a date.”

      “With all due respect, I don’t think you know what the word ‘date’ means. Hint: They typically last for at least one hour.”

      “I’ve always lasted longer than one hour.”

      I ignored that comment, feeling my cheeks warming. “I also refuse to believe that you filled out that personality form with real answers because there’s no way you’re that high of a match for me. I made it more than clear that I’m interested in the romantic type.”

      “What makes you think I’m not the romantic type?”

      “Because you didn’t even try,” I said. “You didn’t bring flowers.”

      “I wasn’t sure if you were allergic to flowers.”

      “Were you sure that I was allergic to you showing up on time?”

      He laughed and stepped even closer. “I had to respond to an incident.”

      “That still doesn’t excuse you from wanting to cut our conversation short and jump straight to sex. You shouldn’t have been thinking about sex.”

      “If you didn’t want me to think about sex, you should’ve worn a different dress.” He looked me up and down for the umpteenth time, forcing butterflies to flutter around my stomach. “I personally think I deserve a second chance.”

      “I don’t.”

      “How’s next Friday?”

      “I’m working.”

      “Saturday?”

      “I’m watching Netflix.”

      “Sunday?”

      “I’m free, and I’ll consider it.”

      That sexy smile crossed his lips again. “Same place and time?”

      “Fine. By the way, I’m not allergic to flowers next time.”

      “I’ll be early next time.”

      “I still have to finish considering this.”

      “Only if you want to make things more difficult.” He looked as if he wanted to say a lot more, but he held back. “I’ll see you Sunday.”

      “Maybe,” I said. “Am I free to go now, or should I wait for the ticket?”

      “No ticket.” He motioned for me to get back into the car. “Although you do deserve one for the broken tail light. I suggest you get that fixed by the next time I see you.”

      I slipped into the car and took off his coat, handing it to him.

      “Have a good night.” He shut my door. “See you in a few days.”

      I looked him over one last time and cranked my engine, pulling onto the road to contemplate what the hell just happened. I couldn’t deny that he was the sexiest man I’d ever met in my life, or that the tension between us was ten times thicker than what I felt between me and any of the other men I dated. Hell, the very thought of feeling his lips against mine was enough to make my knees weak.

      That said, I was not going to give him a second chance. If he was forty-five minutes late and bold enough to suggest sex within five minutes; he’d probably expect a blowjob on the spot if he was early.

      I didn’t need to waste my time on his cockiness, and I wasn’t going to allow him to make me want to cancel my remaining blind dates for this week either. The second I made it to my bakery, I was going to find the perfect recipe to help me forget that he ever existed.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            “No Seconds Allowed” Crumb Cake

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        4 cups confectioners' sugar

        3 cups (18 ounces) semisweet chocolate chips

        2 tablespoons shortening

        1 cup ground pecans or walnuts

        1/2 cup plus 2 tablespoons sweetened condensed milk

        1/4 cup butter, softened

      

        

      
        NATHAN

      

        

      
        *The next Sunday*

      

      

      “Where can you buy the best what?” My brother laughed over the line. “Please repeat that because I’m sure I misheard you.”

      “You definitely heard me the first time, Tristan.” I groaned. “Where can I buy the best fresh cut flowers?” I looked down at the roses I’d purchased from a street-side florist, certain that they weren’t going to cut it. The petals were already shedding.

      My brother was still laughing.

      “I’m ending this call now,” I said. “Thanks for your help.”

      “No, wait!” He cleared his throat. “The best flower shop is on Folsom Street. It’s called Sterling Stems, and it’s expensive as hell.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I take it that your first blind date went well after all?” he asked. “No sex, but flowers a week later?”

      “I told you it’s a make-up date since I was late.”

      “Interesting. What’s her name?”

      “Christina Ryan.”

      “Christina Ryan of Sifted Perfection Bakery?”

      “No idea. We never got that far.”

      “Well, if it’s that Christina, I’ve never seen her in person, but her picture is always featured in the tourist magazines for her bakery. I’ll give it to you. She’s definitely sexy. Well, not hundred-dollar flowers sexy,” he said, laughing. “But then again, no woman truly is, right?”

      I ended the call and headed toward Sterling Stems.

      As far as I was concerned, Christina was million-dollar flowers sexy, and the moment I saw her sitting in that booth at Starry Nights Café, I knew she was bound to run through my mind for a long time. I also knew that I was canceling the other three dates the agency scheduled for this week.

      As a matter of fact, once Christina’s hazel eyes met mine and her cherry coated lips started moving with a similar sense of sarcasm and humor, I knew it was a sealed deal. Since then, I’d mentally replayed every word that rolled off her tongue, and I was up to four cold showers a day.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about the way her lacy black dress clung to her curves, how her sexy little scowl made me forget that I was that damn late. All thanks to a man who locked himself out of his grain silo and couldn’t remember any phone number other than 9-1-1.

      Nonetheless, considering we’d only shared one encounter, my thoughts about her were out of control. I’d envisioned her thighs locked around my waist as I fucked her against her car, her fingers clawing at my neck as I demanded full control. Her screaming my name as I devoured her pussy.

      Contrary to what she said, I’d filled out the survey honestly, and I was determined to make this second date far more memorable than the first.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        A few hours later …

      

      

      I eyed the clock as I sat in Starry Nights Café. It was now eight o’clock, and Christina had yet to show.

      Tapping my fingers against the table, I figured she was paying me back and making me wait the same amount of time that she waited for me.

      Fifteen more minutes passed. Then twenty. Then thirty.

      Is she standing me up?

      “Sir?” A waitress stepped in front of me. “So that you know, we’re closing a bit early for the holiday.”

      “What holiday?”

      “Wish Tree Day.” She smiled. “Last day to sign and seal your ornaments before the Christmas Eve drawing.”

      “Thank you for making me regret that question.” I downed rest of my coffee. “Can you bring me the check?”

      “Ten steps ahead of you.”  She placed it on the table, and then she clasped my hand—lowering her voice. “I saw the way your date left you last week. It was so sad.” She caressed my wrist. “Now you’re being stood up by someone else. For the record, I would never do that to you. I’ll be by your side, all the time.”

      “You’re wearing a wedding ring right now.”

      “My husband doesn’t have to know about us.” She looked into my eyes. “It can be our little secret. What do you say?”

      Silence.

      I pulled my hand away and put a twenty-dollar bill on the table. “Thank you for the coffee.” I stood to my feet and walked to the exit before she could say anything else.

      All I could think about right now was Christina.

      I slipped behind the wheel of my car—half pissed, half aroused, and thought long and hard about what my next move with her needed to be.

      I’d spent all week reading romance novels for better insight on what to do after we finished our coffee at the café. I’d read my way through hundreds of pages of “throbbing members” and “hard, wet cocks” to come up with a way to create what I thought would be a perfect, romantic date night.

      No point in keeping those reservations now.

      Clenching my jaw, I called two other restaurants, a winery, and a private town car company to cancel everything.

      I thought back to Christina saying she would “consider” coming. How the blush on her cheeks kept appearing every few seconds, how she definitely noticed my cock hardening in my pants when we were standing in front of her car.

      There was no point in her denying that she was as attracted to me, as I was to her, and I was definitely going to get her back for this shit.

      I immediately called my brother.

      “I’m only talking to you if you’ve come to your senses,” he answered on the first ring.

      “I want you to tell me everything you’ve heard or know about Christina Ryan and Sifted Perfection,” I said. “I also need your help with something illegal tonight.”

      “On a scale of one to ten, with ten being the highest, how worried should I be about what you have planned?”

      “Zero,” I said, smiling. “There’s only one person who needs to be worried.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Peanut Butter “Payback” Pie

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ½ cup confectioners' sugar

        16 ounce (thawed) whipped topping

        16 chocolate covered peanut butter cups

        ½ cup peanut butter

        8 ounces softened cream cheese

        1 graham cracker crust

      

        

      
        CHRISTINA

      

      

      If there was ever an exact moment in my life that made me want to stab my own eyeballs, I was sure that right now more than qualified.

      “You sure you don’t want to touch them and see for yourself?” My final blind date for the week, Carlton, ran his hand through his hair. “It’s Mother Nature at work, and you get to experience it firsthand.”

      “I’m sure,” I said, shuddering. “I don’t want to touch your bunnies.” I stared at the poor, dirty-coated rabbits he’d brought along in a glass case. They’d spent the past fifteen minutes humping each other, making every patron in the bar shoot embarrassed glances in my direction.

      “I’m sure you’ll warm up to them eventually,” he said. “Now that you’ve seen my parrot, snakes, and gerbils, I guess I’ll return these guys to my condo upstairs. I’ll be back in a few seconds.” He carried the glass away from the table, and I knocked back a much-needed glass of gin and tonic.

      How the hell our once promising date had devolved from him picking me up with fresh flowers, engaging in great conversation about how he also loved baking, to bringing me to his condo’s café and showing off his fucking animals (no pun intended) was beyond me.

      As if those things weren’t awkward enough, he didn’t seem to understand my brand of sarcasm, and he’d managed to make every topic about his ex-girlfriend, who he was “totally, one hundred percent over.” He also had a strange way of inserting cringe-worthy innuendoes whenever we encountered a few seconds of silence. (“I promise I’m not this silent in bed—my ex-girlfriend can totally attest to it.” “Can you hear that? It’s the sound of our bodies quietly aligning for what’s to come later.” & “The only reason we’re not talking right now is because I’m sure we’re both thinking about all the things we want to do later. I bet there are a lot of things.”)

      I didn’t want to admit it, but I regretted standing Nathan up the other night. Images of his perfectly chiseled face invaded my thoughts all week, and no matter how many “No Seconds Allowed” Crumb Cakes I made, I couldn’t stop fantasizing about him burying his head between my thighs. Couldn’t stop pressing my vibrator against my clit in the middle of the night as I imagined him owning my body with his cock.

      “What are you smiling about?” Carlton returned to the table. “Missing me already?”

      “Um, no…” I shook away the thought of Nathan bending me over a kitchen counter. “I was just thinking about work.”

      “Sure, you were.” He winked at me. “Anyway, sorry if I took a little too much time to show off my friends. I figured I should be upfront about my love for animals. Let’s talk about what’s really important now. You.”

      “Sure.” I vowed to get up and leave within the next half hour. “What do you want to know?”

      “Why are you still single? You seem too good to be true, so I can’t believe I haven’t run into you before.”

      “I spent most of my twenties trying to get my bakery off the ground, and when I finally did—”

      “My ex-girlfriend wanted to open a bakery once.” He interrupted. “She said she wanted it to be for the both of us. We wanted to call it Two Toasted Hearts. How creative is that?”

      I gave him a blank stare.

      “Are you looking at me like that because you’re ready for me to invite you up to my place?” he asked. “After we talk for ten more minutes, I’ll happily show you exactly where my rabbits learned all their moves.”

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Wait right here.” He stood up from the table and walked over to the barista.

      I pulled out my phone and sent Amy a text.

      Me: Call me with an “emergency” as soon as you see this.

      Me: Amy?

      Me: AMYYYYYYY!!!!

      No answer.

      Carlton returned to the table with two new drinks, scrap paper, and a pen.

      “Let’s play a little game,” he said. “I’ll say something I like in bed, and you’ll write it down.”

      “How is that a game?”

      “Shhh,” he said. “We’ll both win at this in the end.”

      As he was tapping his chin, a whoosh of cold air blew in from the open café doors.

      I looked over and saw Nathan walking inside, making the first woman in his line of sight blush all over. He scanned the room, stopping when he saw me. Raising his eyebrow, he looked between Carlton and me.

      Unbuttoning his coat, he locked his blue gaze on mine, and I couldn’t help but think that the slow, deliberate way that he was undressing was intentional. Wearing his full navy-blue uniform, he looked even sexier than the last time we’d met.

      “Your cheeks are red,” Carlton said. “Am I turning you on already?”

      I didn’t respond. I kept staring at Nathan as he ordered a cup of coffee, as he clenched his jaw the moment Carlton rubbed my arm.

      The moment he received his drink, he walked right over to us.

      “My apologies for interrupting your afternoon,” he said. “I’m Officer Benson with CFPU. May I ask you two a few questions?”

      “Of course, you can, Officer.” Carlton nodded. “What’s going on?”

      “There was a robbery last night.”

      “What? Where?”

      “The tourist plaza,” he said. “A couple of men broke into The Wish Tree and stole a few things, but I managed to recover everything by this morning.”

      “Impressive.” Carlton smiled. “But if you’ve already recovered everything, what exactly do you need our help with?”

      “Well, one of the wish ornaments was too damaged for me to figure out who it belonged to, and I’d hate for this person to miss out on his or her chance to win ten thousand dollars. I figured some other residents would be able to help before I posted about it in the paper.”

      “Well, here’s a real game for you, Christina.” Carlton leaned back in his seat. “I know a ton of people in Cedar Falls, so I’ll probably be able to guess who it belongs to. Detective Carlton Lewis and Detective Christina Ryan are at your service.”

      “Good to know.” He pulled a glittery red envelope from his pocket, and I held back a sigh as I inhaled the scent of his addictive cologne.

      “Wish Number One,” he said, looking at the notecard.  “I want to finally meet a man who is worthy of my goddamn time, one who won’t look at me crazy when I tell him what I want in bed. And for the record, what I want is for him to devour my pussy for hours (sometimes without me asking), control my body with the strokes of his tongue, and beg me to come in his mouth.”

      Oh. My. GOD!

      I felt my entire body heating, felt every nerve running wild.

      Get up and leave right now, Christina. Right now.

      “Why would someone ever write a wish like that?” Carlton shook his head. “That is … That is absolutely filthy, and I’m saying that as the king of dirty talk. I don’t think I know anyone who would write a wish like that, Officer.”

      “What about you, Miss Ryan?” He looked at me, his lips curving into a smirk. “Do you know anyone who may have written a wish like this?”

      Son of a bitch. “No, and I’m not sure why anyone would break into The Wish Tree Plaza and steal some ornaments, let alone break them just to read people’s private thoughts. A real criminal would surely break into one of the actual stores instead.”

      “Yeah.” Carlton scratched his head. “Isn’t there twenty-four-hour surveillance on the entire plaza?”

      “The criminals did their due diligence in advance.” He smiled as he pulled out a chair and sat between us. “That’s why I’m focusing all of my attention on this far more important element of the investigation.” He looked at the card. “Wish Two. For once, I would like to be fucked out of my mind—so recklessly and passionately, that it takes me a while to recover. I also want it to happen someplace other than a bed, and I want it recorded, so I can watch it over and over again. I want the romance before all of this happens, of course.”

      “Ha!” Carlton scoffed. “This person doesn’t want romance at all, Officer. I think we have an aspiring porn star in our midst.”

      Nathan smiled and looked at me. “What do you think, Miss Ryan?”

      “I think there are plenty of other investigations you could be spending your time on right now.”

      “There really aren’t,” he said, lowering his voice. “I think I should make it my mission to satisfy this particular one until the very end.”

      “What happened to people asking for simple, sweet things?” Carlton asked. “Is there any of that on there?”

      “The person did ask for a few of those things.” Nathan looked over the card. “A new standing mixer, new pajamas and slippers, a chance to see Cedar Falls through the eyes of a tourist, and lastly, late-night kisses down there.” He looked up. “You know, I’m starting to see a not-so-subtle pattern for what this person really wants for Christmas.”

      “Me, too,” Carlton said. “Are you thinking that the late-night kisses “down there” may be an allusion to a foot fetish?”

      Nathan gave him a blank stare.

      “I don’t think either of us will be of any help to you during your investigation, Officer Benson,” I cleared my throat. “I’ll be sure to ask some of my friends about this later today.”

      “No need for that, Miss Ryan.” He sipped his coffee. “I’m going to place the entire list in the town paper’s ‘Lost and Found’ section tomorrow morning. I know how important The Wish Tree tradition is to everyone here, so whenever we figure out who the list belongs to, I’ll be sure to post an update with the person’s picture on the front page, so everyone will know that this whole unfortunate thing was sorted out.”

      My mouth fell open.

      “Wait.” Carlton stood to his feet. “After thinking about it, I have a feeling some high-schoolers may be behind this, so let me make a phone call. This whole thing may be their big prank for the year.” He headed toward the door without another word, and I shook my head at Nathan.

      “You know,” he said, returning the envelope to his pocket, “I think I’m far more offended at the fact that you’re out with a guy like this, than the fact that you stood me up.”

      “I stood you up because you deserved it.” I couldn’t believe this shit. “You also sent me a ticket for a busted tail light yesterday.”

      “I told you that you had a week to get it fixed.” He smiled. “Then again, I can easily make that go away if you agree to give me the make-up dates I deserve.”

      “Dates, as in plural?”

      “I believe I’m owed at least four at this point.” He paused. “Unless you do want me to post your list in tomorrow’s paper, that is.”

      “You wouldn’t dare …”

      “I wonder how Sifted Perfection’s customers would feel knowing that the owner wants to get fucked against the same kitchen counters where she makes all of her pastries,” he said. “I also wonder if the daycares and schools you have under contract would be okay knowing that their favorite baker spends more time thinking about getting her pussy eaten than crafting new recipes.”

      “That last part is only your assumption.”

      “I’m willing to bet it’s not.”

      “You honestly think that you can blackmail me into going out with you?” I crossed my arms. “You can’t, and just so you know, what you did by stealing from the tradition-worthy contest tree is pretty unforgivable in this town. To be honest, I’m pretty tempted to pull out my phone and call—”

      “The police?” He smirked. “I’ll wait.”

      I stalled, my cheeks redder than they’d ever been. “You shouldn’t have to blackmail someone to get them to go out with you.”

      “Is it really blackmail, if the person knows damn well that she’s interested in going out with me?”

      I said nothing as he moved his chair a bit closer to mine, as I leaned even closer to him.

      The two of us stared at each other for several seconds, until I finally shattered the silence.

      “I’m not sure how to feel about the town’s deputy cop being a criminal mastermind.”

      “If you’re trying to change the subject, it’s not working,” he said, smiling. “I’m not kidding about posting these in the paper, and since I just saved you from one hell of a disaster date, I think you should be far more willing to agree to the dates with me.”

      “This date was going amazing until you showed up.”

      “Is that so?” His lips brushed against mine, and my nipples hardened. “Be honest.”

      I couldn’t think straight with him so close, and a part of me wanted him to kiss me right here and now.

      “I thought so,” he said, looking toward the window where Carlton was now pacing the sidewalk as he talked on the phone. “From the looks of things, I doubt he’s capable of giving you any of the things you’ve written on your wish list.” He returned his gaze to me, looking at my lips. “I’ll pick you up at eight tomorrow night.”

      “I have a catering function until nine.”

      “Then I’ll pick you up at ten.”

      “Ten thirty,” I said. “You should ask for my address.”

      “You circled it when you sent back the words ‘FUCK YOU’ on your tail light ticket this morning.” He smiled. “Speaking of which, how exactly would you like me to do that?”

      “I wouldn’t.” I bit my lip. “It wasn’t meant to be taken literally.”

      “Tell me you haven’t had one thought about me fucking you since our first date and I’ll believe that.”

      I couldn’t bring myself to lie.

      “That’s what I thought.” He smiled and stood to his feet. “I’ll see you tomorrow at ten thirty.”
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        2 tablespoons butter or margarine

        2 tablespoons brown sugar

        ¼ cup whole wheat flour

        ¼ teaspoon ground cinnamon
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        **The next day *

      

      

      The best two parts of being a pastry chef were always the same for me year after year. Number one: Having a front seat view and a hand in the creation of a concoction from start to finish. Number two:  Seeing the smile on the customer’s face once they devoured it and asked for more.

      Unfortunately, the client I was baking for tonight was giving me more scowls than smiles, and she was making my short-handed staff feel as if they were walking on eggshells.

      I couldn’t wait to get the hell out of this hotel’s kitchen, and I was sure that a night with Nathan would make me forget all about it.

      “Can you make these raspberry tarts any sweeter?” The client, my ex-best friend from high school, pursed her lips. “I mean, they’re good, but not as good as the ones from Tinsel Bakery.”

      I bit my tongue. Tinsel Bakery didn’t make raspberry tarts, and their baking skills were nowhere near the league of Sifted Perfection.

      “I’m also not sure how I feel about these dessert towers,” she said, walking over to the six-foot display of mistletoe-inspired cupcakes. They were in the exact formation that she’d requested—a replica of the Eiffel Tower where her current fiancé (my first serious boyfriend who she stole) took her when he proposed last summer.

      “I’m sure they taste amazing, but …” She frowned. “Can you add some of those pretty brown crumb layers onto them? What are those called?”

      “Streusel.” I felt my blood boiling. “If I add those, then the cupcakes won’t be gluten-free, which is specifically what you requested. I’ll also have to make new cupcakes as the streusel has to be baked directly onto them. I’ve made plenty of other sweets with streusel that I’m sure your guests will enjoy.”

      “Well, isn’t there such a thing as gluten-free streusel?” She gave me her best ‘I’m going to make this night a living hell for you’ smile. “Can’t you just whip some up? You are standing in a state of the art kitchen, after all.”

      “We only brought alternative flour for the things on your original invoice.”

      “Well, I suggest you go get some more from your little bakery, huh?” She picked up a cupcake and took a bite. “The customer is always right, after all.”

      I stood still, glaring at her, resisting the urge to pick up something sharp. She’d booked this job under a different name, knowing damn well that I would’ve refused to bake anything for her and my cheating ex-boyfriend. If it weren’t for the fact that she’d invited most of Cedar Falls’s elite and some of my best clients to her over the top holiday party, I would’ve bailed hours ago.

      “My fiancé also wants to add two dozen strawberry soufflés, since we plan on holing up in a pretty nice suite for the rest of the week.” She held out her gaudy diamond ring and stared at it. “You can have that done by ten, right?”

      I said nothing.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” she said, stepping back. “By the way, thank you and your staff so much for doing away with the silly chef uniforms and complying with the black dresses and skirts like I asked. It makes you all look more elegant, I think.”

      I waited for her to get the hell out of the kitchen and looked up at the clock.

      Nine fifteen…

      There was no way I could make all of those adjustments in time to go out with Nathan at ten thirty. I ordered one of the junior chefs to get to work on the additional soufflé order, sent out my newest hire to get the gluten-free flour, and then I took off my apron and walked outside.

      Leaning against the bricks, I sighed as snowflakes fell over me. I pulled out my phone and scrolled to Nathan’s name, grateful that he’d insisted on us exchanging numbers.

      I let out a breath and hit call.

      It rang once. It rang twice.

      “Hello?” he answered, his voice deep. “Hello?”

      I hesitated before answering, caught off guard by how sexy his voice was. “Hi.”

      He let out a low laugh. “Hi. Is your event over early or something?”

      “No, um …” I let my words rush out in a ramble. “I need to reschedule our date. I know you’re going to think I’m doing this on purpose, but I promise I’m not. I’m really stressed about my current event at The Cedar Lodge—more stressed than I normally am about these things, and there’s no way I’ll be done in time to go out with you, so thanks for understanding.” I ended the call and turned off my phone, so he couldn’t call me back.

      Returning to the kitchen, I prepped the counters for the batch of cupcakes I was best known for, cupcakes that were completely unworthy of being made for this bullshit event.

      Double honey fudge “BFF” cupcakes.

      “Sarah? Lori?” I called out once I finished mixing the batter. “Can you two handle fixing these up for me? I need to be alone for a few minutes.”

      “Of course, Miss Ryan.” “Absolutely.”

      I walked to the other side of the kitchen, right into the oversized pantry and shut the door.

      I sent my sister a long series of “WTF” text messages, knowing she wouldn’t see them until later tonight, but it didn’t calm me in the slightest.

      You can finish this event, Christina. You can finish this.

      Several minutes later, the door to the pantry opened, and I held back a groan.

      “Give me a few more minutes, guys,” I said. “I’ll check on everything in fifteen.”

      The door opened a bit wider, and Nathan stepped inside.

      “You didn’t give me a chance to respond to what you said over the phone.” He shut the door.

      “I didn’t think there was anything for you to say.”

      “I beg to differ.” He stepped closer, looking sexier than ever in a white T-shirt and dark jeans. “What exactly are you stressed about?”

      “A certain police officer stalking me.”

      “I was down the street,” he said, looking genuine. “I was planning to ask a follow-up question over the phone, but you hung up in my face.” He leaned forward and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, instantly setting all of my nerves on fire. “Between you doing that, abandoning me on the first date, standing me up for the second, and now rescheduling, I’m starting to think this attraction is one-sided.”

      “That may be true.”

      “I doubt it.” He tilted my chin up with his fingertips. “Tell me why you’re stressed.”

      “This event is for my ex-best friend and ex-boyfriend who are together now,” I said. “They booked it under a different company name and made all their requests via email, so I was blind-sided the second I got here.” I paused, unsure of why my heart was beating like it was about to jump out of my chest. “They’ve been rude as hell to me since this started, and I know they’re doing it on purpose. Only half of my staff is here today, since the rest are starting their holiday vacations, and I’m a full hour behind the serving schedule. I’m never behind schedule.”

      “Is that it?”

      “No.” I sighed.

      “What else?”

      “I have another party tomorrow night—the Cedar Falls Festival, and my staff will be even shorter.” I shook my head. “Not to mention the fact that I’ll need to prep a few things here for that party if I want to make up for the lost hour.”

      “So, that’s it?”

      “Yes.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “That is it. Are you about to tell me to breathe, and that everything is going to be just fine?”

      “No.” He smiled. “I wasn’t going to say anything.” He pressed his lips against mine, catching me off guard with a long, passionate kiss. A kiss that made me forget every other kiss that came before it.

      I couldn’t focus on anything work-related anymore, just the feel of his tongue slowly sliding against mine. The feel of his hands running up and down my sides.

      Shutting my eyes, I moaned as he pinned me against the wall with his hips, as he gently bit down on my bottom lip.

      “Shhh…” He slid his hand under my dress, pausing when he felt my stockings. He let out a low laugh against my mouth, and then I heard the sound of them tearing. Before I could react, he slipped his hand under the thin band of my lace panties and ripped them off.

      I opened my eyes when his lips briefly left mine, catching sight of him stuffing the panties into his back pocket.

      Breathless, I tried to speak, but he covered my mouth with his again, kissing me even harder than before and making me lose my train of thought.

      Whispering words I couldn’t understand, he pressed his hand against my stomach and slowly slid it lower.

      “Ahhhh….” I moaned as his thumb pressed against my soaking wet clit, as he began rubbing it in a slow and tortuous rhythm. “Fuck…”

      He silenced me with another bite of my bottom lip, and I looked into his eyes as he slipped a finger deep inside of me.

      “Wait…” I managed. “Wait…”

      “For?” he asked, adding a second finger, making me cry out in pleasure. “Wait for what?”

      I couldn’t answer if I tried.

      Keeping his eyes locked on mine, he moved his fingers in and out of me, bringing me closer and closer to the edge.

      “Do you want me to stop?” he asked, using his other hand to caress my breasts.

      “No …” I breathed, feeling his cock harden against my thigh. “No…”

      “Good.” He continued kissing the hell out of me, taming my tongue with his, preventing me from interrupting our kiss with words again.

      I could only moan in pleasure, could only accept everything he was giving me without question.

      My legs began shaking as he put more pressure against my clit, as his fingers deftly worked deeper inside of me.

      Before I could tell him that I was about to come, I cried out—muffling my screams into his shoulder.

      He held me steady for what felt like forever, not letting me go until my breathing returned to normal.

      When he was sure, he stepped back and looked at the hole he’d ripped in my leggings. Instead of apologizing, he ripped them all the way off my body and smiled.

      Then he tilted my chin up and looked into my eyes.

      “Are you still thinking about your ex-best friend, your ex-boyfriend, and being one hour behind?”

      “No …”

      “Good.” He smiled and pressed another kiss on my lips. “Call me if you need me to come and help you forget all over again.”
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      Half an hour past midnight, I handed my ex-bestie the final receipt for services rendered without a single word, sent a “Thank you all so much!” email to my staff, and packed up my supplies.

      The moment I placed the last box onto my passenger seat and slid behind the wheel, I felt my eyelids drooping.

      Determined to make it home, I managed to drive three blocks before pulling to the side of the road.

      I pulled out my phone and called Amy.

      No answer. She sent me two texts instead.

      Amy: Sorry! Working late tonight! Looking forward to you telling me the whole story over breakfast tomorrow! (Can you make me some chocolate “I love my sister” pancakes?)

      Amy: Wait…Did you and the officer have sex when you got off tonight? Did he go down on you??!!! (TELL MEEEEE)

      I was too exhausted to laugh. I scrolled down to my best employee’s name and shook my head. She’d already worked twenty hours overtime this week and asking her to help me get home might result in two weeks’ notice.

      I scrolled down to Nathan’s name, staring at it for a few seconds before calling.

      “Yes?” he answered on the first ring. “Are you feeling stressed again?”

      “No, the party just ended.”

      “How’d it go?”

      “It went well.”

      “Surely you can elaborate a bit better than that.”

      I smiled and leaned against my window, telling him about everything I’d made and how the guests responded. I was in the middle of explaining my cinnamon tarts when I realized I was talking to him as if he was one of my closest friends.

      He asked me a few more questions, sounding like he was intrigued, and I almost forgot why I called him in the first place.

      “Are you heading home now?” he asked.

      “No, I um …” I sighed. “I know this may be a bit much to ask, but I was calling to see if you could drive me home. I don’t think I’ll be able to drive thirty minutes without falling asleep at the wheel, and I’d rather leave my car here overnight than risk that.”

      “Hmmm.”

      “If not, I understand. Just thought I’d ask before hailing a cab or taking a few trolleys.”

      “Where are you?”

      “At the corner of Main and Sixth.”

      “I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

      “Thank you.” I ended the call and turned up the heat, trying my best to keep my eyes open.

      Minutes later, I heard a light tapping against my window.

      When I looked over, I saw that it wasn’t Nathan standing outside. It was a female police officer.

      Confused, I rolled down my window. “Yes, Officer?”

      “I’m Officer Harlow.” She smiled. “I’m supposed to drive your car to your home address, so leave the keys in the ignition and step out, please.”

      Too tired to ask any questions, I unbuckled my seatbelt and stepped outside. I looked behind my car and saw Nathan walking toward me.

      “Thank you, Officer Harlow,” he said to her, slipping his arm around my waist. He muttered something that sounded like, “Sexy as hell,” and my knees went weak at the thought of him kissing me again.

      He led me to his car, opening the passenger door.

      “Wait,” I said. “I want to warn you that my sarcasm doesn’t work as well when I’m tired. I also wanted to say thank you, again.”

      “You’re welcome. Get into the car.”

      “I also want you to know that I’m not inviting you into my house just because you’re taking me home. I don’t want you getting your hopes up.”

      He smiled.

      “I’m serious,” I said. “I mean, I’m sure sex with you is phenomenal, but—”

      He lifted me up mid-sentence and placed me onto the passenger seat. Then he buckled the belt for me.

      When he returned to his side and cranked the engine, I realized we weren’t in his squad car. We were in a decked-out Audi R8 with custom white and red trimmed seats.

      “They must pay cops a lot of money in Cedar Falls,” I said softly.

      “It’s triple what I made in any of the metro cities,” he said, smiling. “Which is quite ironic since I do three times less work. I also own twenty percent of the stock in my brother’s tourism company, so that helps.” He leaned toward the backseat, picking up a bouquet of white and red tulips, my favorite. “I bought these five minutes before you called me to cancel.”

      “Thank you.” I blushed as I pressed my fingers against the petals. I said nothing as he drove through the snow-covered lanes, keeping my gaze forward, even though I could sense him looking over at me whenever we approached a stoplight.

      The sexual tension between us was thicker than it was hours before, and I wasn’t sure how to address it.

      It wasn’t until we were a few minutes away from my house that I thought of something to say.

      “Do I still owe you four dates?”

      “You’re now up to five.” He looked over at me. “At the rate you’re going, you’ll be up to twenty by the end of the week.”

      “Well, since the party I’m catering tomorrow doesn’t require me to stay the entire time, I think I can go out with you around seven. Since I’m being forced to date you, that is.”

      He laughed. “Let’s aim for eight, just in case.”

      “Fine. Since I have to see you multiple times, can you admit that you made up most of the answers on your personality test? Might as well tell the truth at this point.”

      “You don’t think we have anything in common?”

      “Besides living in Cedar Falls and loving sarcasm, no,” I said. “I don’t typically go for guys like you.”

      “That’s probably why you’re still single.”

      I rolled my eyes as he turned onto my street. “For one of my answers, I wrote that I loved to read books.”

      “As do I.”

      “I read mostly romance books.”

      “And?” He smirked. “I’ve read plenty of those. Eight in the past week.”

      “Did you read them for help in the sex department?”

      “I’ve never needed help with that,” he said. “For the record, I like all books, and a real reader can appreciate any genre.”

      “I wrote that my ideal Saturday was staying in bed while watching Netflix and drinking tea.”

      “My ideal Saturday is not being bothered, so that’s the same thing. Anything else?”

      “I’ll print out my answers and bring up more tomorrow.”

      “I’d rather you didn’t.” He parked in my driveway and looked at me. “I’m extremely attracted to you and vice versa. You want someone to make you come while devouring your pussy finally, and I’m going to enjoy every second of that. Just like I’ll enjoy making you scream out my name while I’m fucking you against something other than a bed.” He pressed a finger against my lips. “Before you claim that these things don’t count, tell me the name of any other guy who was willing to chase you down for a second chance.”

      “You mean, blackmail me for a second chance,” I whispered.

      “Same thing.” He raised his eyebrow. “Name one guy.”

      I couldn’t.

      “I thought so,” he said, stepping outside. He opened my door and pressed his hand against the small of my back as he walked me to the steps that led to my front door.

      He stepped back onto the porch landing, making it clear that he wasn’t expecting an invitation.

      I fumbled for the key, pushing it into the lock.

      “There’s a reason I can’t invite you in,” I said softly, wanting to do the exact opposite. “As a fellow romance reader, you should know that the couple has to go on at least one date before sex.”

      “I do know that.” He looked amused. “But just so we’re clear, finger-fucking the heroine on her job and letting her know she won’t be able to walk after I finish owning her pussy with my mouth is fine. Correct?”

      My cheeks reddened, and I struggled to get a single word out. I could only nod.

      “Well, seeing as though you’ve only read about these things in the fictional world instead of experiencing them in the real one, I don’t think we should rush, but I also don’t think we should use the romance books as a guideline.”

      He didn’t give me a chance to respond to that. He stepped closer and covered my mouth with his, kissing me as I’d never been kissed before. He didn’t pull away until I was damn near breathless until I was seconds away from begging him to come inside anyway.

      “The hero is allowed to do that at this point, right?” he whispered.

      I nodded, still struggling to catch my breath.

      “Good.” He planted one last, toe-curling kiss against my lips. “I’ll see you tomorrow at eight.”
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        6 egg yolks

        6 tablespoons white sugar

        ½ teaspoon vanilla extract

        2 ½ cups heavy cream

        2 tablespoons brown sugar
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      I rolled over on my mattress the next morning, taking a few more seconds to revel in thoughts of Nathan kissing the hell out of me the night before.

      “The hero is allowed to do that at this point, right?”

      When I finally opened my eyes, I caught sight of my alarm clock and screamed.

      The “morning” was long gone, and it was already three o’clock in the afternoon. Eight hours past the time when my alarm was supposed to sound, and six hours past the time I was supposed to be setting up for the annual Cedar Falls Festival.

      Panicking, I stumbled out of bed and took a quick shower. I dressed in an oversized sweater and leggings, not caring that they didn’t match.

      Grabbing my purse, I pulled out my phone and saw dozens of text messages from my top baker.

      Lori (Top Baker): The bakery is locked. Where are you?

      Lori (Top Baker): Are you on your way????

      Lori (Top Baker):  Mayor just called asking about some changes. Can you answer your phone?!

      Lori (Top Baker):  WHERE ARE YOUUUUUUU???!!!!!

      Shit. Shit. SHIT!

      I rushed downstairs to find my car keys, and saw Amy sitting at my kitchen table. Looking as unbothered as ever, she was stuffing a piece of pancake into her mouth.

      “I could’ve sworn we had a deal,” I said. “Whenever you come over and spend the night on the eve of my important events, you’re supposed to make sure I’m awake on time. I know you worked late last night, but you still promised to wake me up at seven.”

      She blinked.

      “Like, you know how important today’s event is for me,” I said, forcing my feet into boots.

      “Oh, I do know.” She smiled. “I put condoms, mints, and a change of clothes in your car already. I’m looking forward to hearing all about your night with the officer. I bet he’ll make you come more than once. What do you think?”

      I didn’t have the energy to tell her what I was talking about. I grabbed my coat and keys from the rack, stepping outside on the porch.

      It took me all of two seconds to realize that my car wasn’t here.

      What the hell?

      “I thought you said you placed stuff in my car.” I stepped into the house again. “Where is it?”

      “It’s at the festival already.” She placed her hands on my shoulders. “No need to panic, Christina. I got you.”

      I gave her a blank stare. Whenever she said, “I got you,” that meant shit was seconds away from hitting the fan. I grabbed her car keys from the rack and jumped into her Honda, speeding all the way downtown.

      I parked her car in the loading zone—right under an array of twinkling lights, and sprinted to the courtyard where the event was taking place.

      I braced myself for chaos and confusion, for angry glares and harsh words from my staff, but when I opened the doors, I saw them laughing around a colossal chocolate fountain.

      The oversized gingerbread men were already frosted and standing guard on the adorned sweets tables, the candy-colored lights were strung high above the completed ten-foot dessert towers, and the custom beverage bar we’d designed months ago was all set with holiday rums, hot chocolates, and endless blends of coffee.

      As my staff took turns dipping strawberries into the chocolate, a small group of police officers carried cakes to the center table.

      “Good thinking, Miss Ryan.” My top baker patted my back. “I’m really sorry about all the text messages I sent. I didn’t know you’d already asked some of the cops to help us with this.”

      I didn’t … “What’s left to do?”

      “Chocolate drizzle on the welcome candies, but you always insist on us doing that an hour or so before the event begins so …” She tapped her chin. “Nothing, I guess. Oh, and here you go.” She handed me my car keys. “We only got the supplies we needed out, so no worries.”

      “Thanks. What time did the cops start getting here?”

      “Right after I sent you a few texts.” She lowered her voice. “The new deputy—Officer Benson, I think, took charge and let me direct whatever we needed to get done. Between you and me, he’s the first man who’s ever made my panties wet at first sight.”

      I laughed. “Is he still here?”

      “No, but he’s close.” She pointed to the side exit doors. “He’s across the street at Hard Screw. Do you know if he’s seeing anyone by chance? Like, is he available?”

      “No, he’s dating someone right now,” I said, heading for the exit. “Text me if you need anything else.”

      I made my way across the street and into the only hardware store in town. I walked through rows of wrenches before I saw Nathan standing in front of the salt and pepper haired manager.

      “Do you know what 9-1-1 is for, Mr. Clarkson?” he asked. “Like, do you have any idea what calling that number means?”

      “It means that a percentage of my money pays for the cops’ salaries and I can call it as many times as I want to.”

      Nathan rolled his eyes and handed the man a pair of reading glasses. “Glad I could help you find these and save you from the potential ‘emergency’ of you making a mistake on the cash register.”

      “I appreciate your heroics, Officer.”

      “Are there any other emergencies?” he asked. “Is your toilet clogged?”

      “Yeah, it is. You want to help me fix that, too?”

      Nathan shook his head and looked away from him. Then he smiled as his eyes met mine.

      “Please hesitate to call if you lose your glasses again,” he said to the store owner before walking over to me. “Something wrong?”

      “Not at all.” I’d never wanted to fuck someone on the spot so badly before right now. “Did one of my junior staff call you about helping with the setup?”

      “No, your sister did.” He slipped his arm around my waist and led me outside. “She called an emergency when you wouldn’t wake up.”

      “What?”

      “Your sister said you’d kill her if you missed setup, and even though we tried to wake you up, we couldn’t. So, I decided to help.” He paused, laughing. “It was the closest thing to a real ‘emergency call’ I’ve received since I started working here.”

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      He gave me a look that let me know that he wasn’t.

      “Well, thank you for everything,” I said, noticing that he wasn’t leading me back to the festival but down the sidewalk. “If there’s ever a way I can pay you back for this, let me know.”

      “There is.” He smiled, stopping in front of his squad car. “Since the setup is done and you don’t need to be here when the event starts, you can start paying me back the fifteen dates that you owe me.”

      “We’re up to fifteen dates now?”

      “If you fight me on this, we’ll be up to twenty-five.”

      “Shouldn’t I put on some decent clothes first?”

      “No.” He ran his fingers through my hair. “You won’t need clothes at all ...”
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      Three hours later, Nathan parked his squad car near the top of Cedar Mountain, right next to one of the luxury ski-resorts that overlooked the town. He turned off his headlights as a steady snow fell over the buildings, as the Christmas lights twinkled in the distance.

      From here, the town looked like a perfect, picturesque postcard, and for the first time, I understood why someone would spend two thousand dollars a night to see it in person.

      “So, per your inappropriate wish list,” Nathan said, pulling my red card out of his pocket. “This is the first thing most tourists see when they come to Cedar Falls.”

      “Did you bring me up here to try to convince me to fuck you tonight?” I said. “I must admit, all the small, romantic touches you’ve done so far are almost making me consider.”

      “First of all,” he said, looking over at me, “I’m definitely going to fuck you tonight. Bringing you up here has nothing to do with that. Second of all, for someone who claims she still needs to consider it, why has your hand been rubbing my cock through my pants for the past half hour?”

      Laughing, I blushed as I moved my hand away. I picked up the newest set of flowers he’d bought for me from his dashboard.

      During the three-hour drive, he’d stopped at several of Cedar Falls’s top tourist sites and walked through them with me. We admired the seventy-five foot Christmas tree that rivaled the one in New York’s Rockefeller Plaza, took a quick stroll through Christmas Tree Lane, and much to his annoyance, ate dinner at Christmas Every Day, the number one diner right outside of town. (Well, he wasn’t annoyed until residents started walking up to him and asking about some type of “Pets Are Part of Our Family” thing.)

      We even stopped at a few upscale stores where he bought the four hundred dollar standing mixer that was on my wish list, along with six sets of designer pajamas, new lingerie, and slippers. He refused to let me pay him back.

      As more city lights twinkled below, I unbuckled my seatbelt and stepped out of the car, moving closer to the red rails that surrounded the edge of the mountain.

      “Can you take a picture of me with the town in the background?” I held out my phone as Nathan stepped out of the car.

      “Of course.” He stepped back and snapped a few shots.

      “Would you like me to get both of you in the picture?” A passerby stepped behind Nathan. “

      “I won’t post it on my personal Facebook page,” I said softly. “Don’t worry.”

      “It wouldn’t matter if you did post it.” He smirked. “You only have fifteen followers.”

      I laughed, and the stranger snapped the shot right then and there.

      “Thank you so much,” I said as he returned the phone to me. I flipped to the picture and smiled at the final frame: Nathan looking as if he was about to kiss me mid-laugh.

      “Any other pictures you want to take?” Nathan asked once the stranger walked away.

      “No, this was it.”

      “Good.” He smiled. “Go get in the back seat of my car.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me.” He trailed his finger against my bottom lip. “Now.”

      I stood still staring at him, not making a move.

      A slow smile spread across his face, and he laughed as he picked me up and tossed me over his shoulder. He carried me to the car and opened the back door, placing me onto the seat.

      Moving next to me, he shut the door and kissed my lips—rendering me utterly speechless.

      “Take off your clothes,” he whispered, pulling away from my mouth.

      I took off an earring, still not thinking straight, and the sound of his low, sexy laughter filled the car.

      Sliding closer, he grabbed the hem of my sweatshirt and pulled it over my head, tossing it to the floor. He traced the lace lines on my red bra before unclasping it, then he leaned forward and sucked my right nipple into his mouth, caressing my breast with his other hand.

      Kissing his way up to my neck, he whispered into my ear. “Do I need to help you take off your pants, too?”

      “No…” I moaned as he tugged at the string on my leggings, shutting my eyes as he asked me to take them off again.

      As if he knew I was still too stunned to function, he positioned me on the seat—my back flush against the leather, and slowly pushed my pants to my ankles.

      He yanked off my panties in one smooth motion, tucking them into his back pocket like he did before.

      Keeping his eyes on mine, he unbuttoned his shirt—tossing it to the floor. He slid his hands against my thighs and draped my left leg over his shoulder.

      “So,” he said, pressing a soft kiss against my inner thigh. “Tell me the top thing that was on your wish list again.”

      “I believe there was a standing mixer and a pair of new slippers.”

      “Stop fucking with me.”

      “There was also lingerie on there.”

      “You know what I’m talking about.” He blew a kiss against my clit. “Say it.”

      “I want someone to—”

      “No.” He pressed another kiss against my thigh. “Say it like you’re talking to me.”

      I let out a breath as he gave me a “Don’t fuck with me” look.

      “I want you to devour my pussy for hours—”

      “Without you asking…” He finished the sentence of my first wish. “And what else?”

      “Control my body with the strokes of your tongue.” I paused. “And beg me to come in your mouth.”

      “Good girl.” He draped my other leg over his shoulder, and looked at me one last time. “Please come in my mouth….” He buried his head against my pussy without another word, sucking my clit between his lips, making my back arch off the seat.

      I tried to pull back, but he tightened his grip on my legs as I helplessly writhed against his mouth.

      “Oh my god…” I moaned as he kissed my pussy like he was kissing my mouth, slipping his tongue as far as it could go and tasting all of me.

      He groaned as I tried to sit up and grab his hair. Then he slapped my ass hard, making me give up.

      I clawed the seat as my body continued to writhe against his mouth, screaming his name each time he brought me closer and closer to orgasm.

      I felt intense tremors building and begged him to slow down, but he kept kissing me with his perfect, reckless rhythm.

      “Nathan…” I tightened my legs around him. “Nathan…”

      He answered me with more of his mouth, and I lost what little control I had left. Screaming out his name, I shut my eyes as my entire body shook, as I experienced the most intense orgasm I’d ever felt in my life.

      I kept my eyes shut as my body continued to shake, as Nathan released my legs from his grip. When I finally recovered and opened my eyes again, he was smiling at me.

      Pressing a few kisses against my breasts, he slid his hand under my body and helped me to sit up.

      When I looked him over, I realized that he’d taken off his pants. As if he knew I noticed, he pulled the band of his briefs forward.

      “Take it out,” he commanded.

      I obliged, and slipped my hand into his briefs, slowly freeing his cock. My cheeks heated, and I felt my eyes widening when I saw how huge he was.

      Kissing my forehead, he pulled out a condom and took his time rolling it over his cock.

      I waited for him to move so I could lay on the seat again, but he had other plans. He pulled me into his lap and lifted me slightly, positioning my dripping wet slit right over the tip of his cock.

      Never breaking gaze with me, he lowered me onto him inch by inch—not letting my hips go until he was completely inside of me, until he was certain I’d adjusted to his length.

      “Ride me,” he said, moving his hands to cup my ass.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck and moved up and down his cock, crying out at how damn good he felt inside of me.

      “Oh, god…” I rode him with reckless abandon, never wanting to stop. I moved faster, getting closer and closer to another orgasm, but he suddenly gripped my hips and pulled me off him.

      Flipping me over so I wasn’t facing him, he slapped my ass.

      “Put your hands on the window,” he said.

      I pressed my hands against the fogged glass, and within seconds, he slid into me from behind. Without warning, he threaded his fingers through my hair and pulled me back, fucking me like I’d never been fucked before.

      “Ohhh fuck…” I couldn’t control my moans anymore. “Fuck…”

      “Christina…” His deep voice was in my ear as he pounded into me. “You feel so fucking good…”

      I shut my eyes as he fucked me harder, as he continued whispering my name against my neck.

      “Oh my goddddd…” I cried out as he alternated between slapping my ass and filling me deep. “I’m going to…Going to…”

      I couldn’t get another word out.

      All I could do was scream in absolute pleasure.

      My legs shook all over again, and a far more intense orgasm than the one I’d had minutes ago coursed its way through my body. Nathan tightened his grip on me as he reached his own release seconds later.

      When we both came down from our highs, he pulled out of me and pushed me onto the seat. We sat still for several minutes, sweating and utterly speechless.

      “Hey.” He pushed wet strands of hair out of my face. “What are you thinking about?”

      “I’m wondering if this is a one-time thing.”

      “The sex?”

      “The dates.”

      “Hmmm.” He tilted my chin up with his fingertips. “You do owe me fourteen dates after this, but I’d prefer not to limit the number, especially if you can agree not to stand me up again.”

      “I won’t,” I said. “As for the sex …”

      “What about it?”

      “Any chance we could go into this resort and see if we can get a room for round two?”

      “No.” He smiled. “But only because I already made the reservation.”
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        16 ounces softened cream cheese

        2/3 cup sugar

        1 cup sour cream

        5 large eggs

        1 tablespoon vanilla extract

        ½  cup heavy cream
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      “Fuck, Christina …” I threaded my fingers through her hair as she took my cock into her mouth.

      Taking it all the way down her throat, again and again, she twirled her tongue against me in a way that made me beg her not to stop.

      She kept her eyes on mine as she pleasured me, and I groaned each time her mouth left me for more than a second.

      As she picked up the tempo and sucked me harder, the muscles in my legs tensed.

      “Wait …” I breathed. “I think you need to move …”

      “Why?” She moved her head back, still teasing the tip of my cock with her tongue. “Are you about to come?”

      “Yes.” I expected her to move away and sit up, but she took me into her mouth again, bobbing her head up and down until I came in her mouth.

      Then she swallowed. Every last drop.

      Okay, I’m never letting you out of this room .

      Completely stunned by her performance, I lay back against the pillows and briefly shut my eyes.

      Today was the fifth day in a row we’d spent locked away in a luxury resort. It was also the first time I’d willingly used my “sick days” in my entire decade-long career, and the first time she allowed her staff to run the bakery without her for more than a few days in a row.

      Although our sexual escapades felt incessant since the moment we checked into the room, we’d managed to spend hours talking on the balcony, ordered gourmet room service for every meal, and shared time in our suite’s private hot tub.

      I didn’t want to admit it, but I felt as if I’d known her for years, not days. I also didn’t want our time together to end, since every second seemed perfect. There was never an awkward silence, never a moment of discussion that didn’t end in laughter or her mouth attaching to mine.

      “Do you have plans for this Christmas?” she asked, resting her head against my chest.

      “Nothing except being on call for emergencies.” I opened my eyes. “You?”

      “My sister and I are hosting our parents for a few days. We’re going to go ice skating, spend a night walking down Christmas Tree Lane, and have a huge holiday dinner at my place.” She looked at me. “You’re more than welcome to join us for any of it. Your brother can come, too.”

      “Don’t you think it’s a bit too early for me to meet your parents?”

      “Well, no, I—” She blushed. “I didn’t mean it in that way, I meant if you didn’t have any plans … And I would introduce you to them as my friend.”

      “Hmmm. I’ll consider that.” I rubbed my hands against her bare back. “Since I’ll be working during the holiday, my brother and I are going on a vacation to New York to see some old friends for a few days this weekend.” I looked into her eyes. “You’re more than welcome to come.”

      “Don’t you think it’s a bit too early for me to meet the people in your life?” She mocked me.

      “No.” I smiled. “I’d rather introduce you as my girlfriend, but since you’ve already called me your ‘friend’, I think we might have our first problem …”

      “I’d love to go,” she said. “What do I need to bring?”

      “Nothing that we can’t discuss later.” I sat up slowly and moved off the bed, grabbing her hand. “It’s time to pick up where we left off.”

      I led her over to the lounge area that faced the panoramic windows. Pushing her against the glass, I reached down, untied her red-bowed panties, letting them fall to the floor.

      “Do you want me to start it now or later?” I asked, kissing her lips.

      “Start what?”

      “Recording,” I said, pointing to where her phone was propped up in the corner. “I believe someone’s wish was wanting some of the sex to be recorded, so she could watch it over and over again.”

      Her face turned bright red, and she looked speechless.

      “So,” I said, gently slapping her ass. “I’m about to fuck you against these windows. Then I’m going to sit in that chair and tell you to sit on my face, so that I can give your pussy another round of late night kisses.” I looked into her eyes. “Which part do you want to record?”

      “All of it.”
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        2 cups semisweet chocolate chips

        1 can sweetened condensed milk

        ½ cup chopped almonds

        ½ cup red candied cherries, chopped

        1 teaspoon almond extract

      

        

      
        NATHAN

      

      

      The following weekend, I stood near the windows of Cedar Falls’s private airport and waited for Christina to arrive.

      Since checking out of the hotel, we’d spent the past couple of nights talking on the phone until sunrise. Although she initially agreed to come on this trip with me, she said she wouldn’t know for sure if she could come until the day of, since she’d received a rush of last minute orders.

      Still, I felt that something was off. She hadn’t responded to a single one of my calls or texts today.

      “Boarding starts in twenty minutes.” My brother stepped in front of me and tapped his watch. “And we still have to get through security.”

      “We’re taking your private jet.”

      “I know.” He laughed. “It was a joke.”

      “It wasn’t funny,” I said. “Should I drive by her bakery and see what’s going on?”

      “Oh, yeah. Go ahead and make that hour and a half drive and make us miss this trip we’ve been planning for months.”

      “Private planes don’t have schedules.”

      “No, but they do have to fly in good weather.” He looked up at the sky. “A storm is due to roll in over the next two hours, so the quicker we can fly out, the better.” He placed his hands on my shoulders. “If it makes you feel any better, when I drove by her bakery today, the line was wrapped around the block. She also told you last night that she may not be able to make it. I think everything is okay.”

      My brother saying, “Everything is okay” all but confirmed that it wasn’t. The line was wrapped around the block the day before and she’d still texted me back. She even asked me to join her on her lunch break.

      Hmmm.

      “You just met this woman.” My brother stepped back. “I know you think she’s all types of wonderful and shit, but maybe, just maybe you were moving too fast? Maybe she’s trying to slow things down a bit, or maybe the sex wasn’t as good as you thought it was?” He shrugged, laughing. “It happens to the best of us.”

      “Why are you still talking?”

      “I’m just saying. She clearly can’t come with us this weekend.” He motioned for the flight crew to get our bags. “She’ll probably be able to come the next time. Either that, or she’s ghosting you.”

      “No.” I rolled my eyes. “I’m sure something came up.”

      I pulled out my phone and called her. No answer.

      I sent her a text.

      Several minutes passed, and there was no answer.

      There were no responses or missed calls when I arrived in New York hours later either.

      She didn’t answer me for the rest of the weekend.
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        1 cup hazelnut butter

        2/3 cup all-purpose flour

        1 large egg

        ½ cup chopped hazelnut

      

        

      
        CHRISTINA

      

      

      “Two days until Christmas!” My dad yelled out the car window. “Two days!”

      The people on the sidewalk cheered and danced at his words. One of them even pulled out a confetti gun and fired it into the air.

      “Jesus ...” He shook his head, rolling up his window. “The people in this town really are fucking nuts.”

      My mother playfully slapped the back of his head. “You’ve done that six times since we landed, George. I think that’s enough.”

      I caught sight of my father’s face in the rearview mirror, knowing that he was going to do it at least two more times before we arrived at my house.

      Since the moment they met Amy and me at the airport, I’d put on my best fake smile, deciding to hide my hurt for the rest of the holidays.

      I knew it was silly to believe that what I had with Nathan was ‘something,’ or that talking to him for hours without missing a beat was what made him a perfect match. I knew that, and I still let myself think that this was my chance to finally become a heroine who gets a ‘happily ever after’ like the girls in the romance books.

      He’d officially ruined it, and I was never talking to him again.

      I should’ve known he was full of shit when he acted like he read romance.

      “I’m excited to see my girls.” My mother gushed from the backseat. “You two make me so proud! I’m also excited to see the certain new someone that you have in your life, Chrissie. Will we get to meet him?”

      “Him who?”

      “Nathan, the guy Amy told us about.” She smiled. “She says he’s practically your soulmate.”

      “I didn’t necessarily say soulmate.” Amy shot me a quick “Sorry” look before steering the car down Main Street. “But I did say that you were supposed to act like you didn’t know anything about him until she brought him up herself.”

      “Oh, hush.” My mother laughed. “Well, I’ll wait until he comes over for dinner and I’ll size him up for myself. In the meantime, do you think he’s the one, hon?”

      I rolled down my window as we approached a group of people standing by a stop sign. “Two days until Christmas! Two days!”

      They screamed like they’d just won the lottery, and the subject in the car was immediately changed to all the things that made the people of Cedar Falls “crazy.”

      “Can you drop me off at my bakery?” I asked Amy. “I need to file a few things before we shut down for the holiday.”

      “Absolutely.”

      I kept a smile on my face until we made it to Sifted Perfection, promising not to work late after I stepped out of the car. But the moment I stepped inside the bakery, I damn near lost it.

      You can bake Nathan out of your life, just like everyone else, Christina … You can do it …

      Holding back tears, I pulled out my late grandmother’s recipe book and flipped straight to the “When Motherfuckers Break Your Heart” section.

      As I was looking over my options, the last person I wanted to see walked through the doors. Looking sexy as always in his uniform, he walked right up to me.

      “I’m not ringing up customers right now, sir.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “You’ll need to wait in line with everyone else.”

      “I’m not here as one of your customers.”

      “Then you have no reason to be here.” I hated that my body was reacting to him. “I don’t want to hear from you, see you, or deal with you. I also deleted that recording we made, so you won’t be able to blackmail me into going back to you this time.”

      He looked at me as if I’d lost my mind.

      “The door to leave is behind you, Officer Benson.” I crossed my arms. “Merry Christmas.”

      “Christmas is two days from now.”

      “Isn’t it wonderful?” A customer walked in right as he said those words, shaking the bells around her neck. “I can’t wait for it to get here!”

      We both gave her a blank stare, and one of my associates moved to take her order.

      “I need you to explain what the hell has happened between the last time I saw you and right now,” he said. “And I’m not leaving until you do.”

      “So, after I tell you, will you leave?”

      “Depends on how good your reasoning is.”

      “Fine.”

      He followed me into my private kitchen and shut the door. “What happened to you showing up for the flight to New York? To you inviting me over to spend time with your family when they landed?”

      “I’m not letting you meet them ever.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because you’re just another asshole, and I hate that I’ve already slept with you.” I opened a drawer and pulled out a glittery red envelope—tossing it to him. “After we left the resort and I bought all your bullshit about liking me—”

      “I do like you.” He interrupted.

      “Yeah, whatever.” I shook my head. “I decided that I wanted to try to pay you back for some of the nice things you’ve done for me, decided to try and be a really good friend.”

      “Girlfriend.”

      I ignored him. “So, a few days ago, I went down to The Wish Tree and stole your ornament right when they were closing. I figured I could get a few things for you, but you’ve already gotten everything you wanted. So, fuck you, and Merry Christmas.”

      He raised his eyebrow, looking confused. As he opened the envelope, I shook my head at the words I’d read several times already.

      1. Wish One. Fuck a random woman in Cedar Falls. Six months has been too long to go without fucking …

      2. Wish Two. If the sex is good, fuck the same woman a few more times, but no more than a few. (This shit can’t last for longer than a month.)

      3. Wish Three. Fuck a different random woman in Cedar Falls. Wash. Rinse. Repeat.

      He looked at the list for all of five seconds before crumpling it and tossing it into the trash. Then he had the audacity to smile.

      “You know,” he said. “This is a perfect example of the number one issue I have with certain heroines in the romance books.”

      “Not wanting to be a doormat for the hero isn’t an issue.”

      “Failing to communicate with him is.” He smiled. “You couldn’t have texted me and asked me about this? Accepted one of my phone calls and told me that this was bothering you?”

      “Are you seriously blaming me for the words you wrote?”

      “I never wrote any of those words,” he said, stepping closer. “And I know we’ve only known each other for a short while, but do I honestly seem like the type of person who would participate in a goddamn Wish Tree tradition?”

      “Yes.”

      “No.” He brushed a strand of hair out of my face. “I specifically recall us discussing how I didn’t participate when we were riding to the resort …”

      “Maybe you were lying.” I shrugged. “All types of people want to win ten thousand dollars and a week at a luxury resort.”

      “I just spent a week in a luxury resort with you,” he said. “And if I wanted to win that badly, I would’ve found a way to cheat the night I broke into the Plaza and stole your wish ornament. Don’t you think?”

      I stared at him.

      “My brother was with me when I broke in that night.” He paused. “He filled one out under my name and sealed it without showing it to me. I didn’t think anything of it.”

      “Even if I wanted to believe you—”

      “You do believe me.” He smiled. “Nonetheless, I apologize for letting him seal it without reading it first.” He clasped my hands. “But I really wish you would’ve talked to me about this instead of just ignoring me. We could’ve had way more dates by now.”

      “You’re saying ‘dates’, when you really mean sex.”

      “Yes.” He ran his fingers through my hair. “I really do like you, and I do think we’re damn near a one hundred percent match.”

      “Damn near?”

      “We’ll be a perfect match after you go a few years learning how to communicate better than the romance heroines.”

      “What makes you think we’ll last longer than one year?”

      “I can’t see myself ever letting you go,” he said, pressing his forehead against mine. “I honestly can’t.” He pressed his lips against mine, kissing me slow and senseless, making me forget why I was ever upset.

      When he let me go, I looked into his eyes. “I’m sorry I didn’t ask you about the list first.”

      “Don’t be. Am I still allowed to come join your family for dinner?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Why is it a maybe?”

      “Depends on how well the make-up sex goes.” I smiled and he pushed me against the wall.

      “I can deal with that,” he said, kissing me all over again. “Did you really delete that recording?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Would you like to make another one?”

      “Yes…”

      “Now or after Christmas?”

      “Now.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Christmas

        (No, not this Christmas. The one in July.)

      

        

      
        CHRISTINA

      

      

      “Give me one reason why I haven’t left this town yet,” Nathan said, leaning back in his seat. “One good reason.”

      “I can give you three.”

      “As long as one of them isn’t what’s currently happening in front of us, I’ll believe you.”

      I laughed and looked ahead. We were sitting in his squad car, watching a group of residents prepare for the annual “Winter Wonderland” party. The town’s founder had donated five million dollars to bring this year’s celebration to life, and for whatever reason, that meant blowing up over five hundred, six-foot snowmen.

      “Reason number one,” I said, handing him a cup of coffee, “You love a woman named Christina Ryan.”

      “She thinks I love her.”

      “You said it to her twenty minutes ago, and you said it last night—repeatedly.”

      “Reason number two?”

      “Deep down, you like all the benefits you receive from being an officer here.”

      “The only benefit is the check.” He smiled. “Number three?”

      I hesitated, trying to think of one, and a call came through from his radio.

      “We’ve got a 10-5 in the Maple District, 10-4,” the voice said.

      “10-5 in the Maple District,” Nathan responded. “I’m on my way, 10-4.”

      “Isn’t a 10-5 a missing person?” I asked. “I can get out of the car, if this is serious.”

      “It’s never serious,” he said, laughing. “I can guarantee that I already know who this missing ‘person’ belongs to.”  He motioned for me to put on my seatbelt, and then he turned on his sirens and sped onto the main lane.

      “Number three,” I said, finding another good reason. “The woman you love joins you on your ‘emergency’ calls from time to time to keep you sane.”

      He looked over and smiled at me. “Next time, start with that reason first.”

      “So, should I keep the reason list at three and not mention that expecting a child this coming Christmas Eve is another good reason to stay?”

      “Excuse me?” He pressed his foot against the brake. “What did you just say?”

      “Nothing.” I smiled. “I’m just kidding …”

      I’m totally not kidding.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        THE END

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note + Happy Holidays

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Amazing Reader,

      Thank you so much for inviting me to your bookshelf with my first holiday romance novella! I’ve always wanted to write one of these, and I can now check it off my bucket list.

      Between me and you, the holidays are the time of year when I’m always reminded that I am not allowed in the kitchen.

      My family has never been too impressed with my baking skills, but since Christina listed some of her grandmother’s recipes in this book, I think it’s only fair that I share one of mine. Here’s one that I’m more than capable of using every year.

      
        
        THE “IT’S TOTALLY HOMEMADE” CHOCOLATE CAKE

      

      

      

      Ingredients Needed: 

      Transportation

      Eighteen dollars (plus tax)

      Twenty minutes

      

      Directions:

       

      1. Go to Target.

      2. Find the candle aisle and select the “fresh baked cake” scent. 

      3. Go to the bakery shelving and pick out fully baked and frosted chocolate cake.

      4. Purchase items and return home. 

      5. Light cake scented candle and let burn for at least two hours. 

      6. Place cake on Christmas themed tray half an hour before event. (Be sure to dispose of all packaging in outdoor trash can)

      7. Place cap on cake-scented candle and hide it in bathroom closet. 

      8. Enjoy tons of compliments from your guests about your improved baking skills!

      

      Happy Holidays & F.L.Y. (Effin Love You),

      Whitney G.
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