
New Year’s Eve

“You have one hour to get ready before I pick you up.”

“Wait,” Natalie said, pausing the opening credits of the movie she and April had just

settled down to watch. “You said you couldn’t get work off for New Year’s.”

“I may have lied.”

“Lying is bad.”

“So is having to go this long without seeing you.”

Her mouth twisted in amusement. How could she be mad after he laid on the charm like

that? “It’s only been a few days,” she teased, but she was already handing April the remote and

pushing off the bed.

“Well fine, guess I’ll just turn around and drive back to Denver then.”

“Hold on, cowboy, let’s not do anything drastic.”

“You mean like making fun of your boyfriend for his grand romantic gesture?”

Natalie laughed, pulling her hair out of its messy bun and picking at her sweats dismally.

Grand romantic gesture or not, he wasn’t giving her much time to transform from

hide-from-acquaintances-in-the-grocery-store Natalie to date-night Natalie. And that

transformation generally took a good amount of time.

“Hey, your time is down to 57 minutes. Better get a move on.”

Ack! “Okay, okay, I’m moving. Where are we going?”

“It’s a surprise.”

“You sure are being helpful. How am I supposed to get dressed if I don’t know what

we’re doing?”

April snickered from Natalie’s bed, and Natalie glared at her.

April snickered louder.

“I’m sure whatever you have on now will work.”

Natalie rolled her eyes. Spoken like a true man. She put a hand to her hip, though Cade

couldn’t even see her. “What if I’m taking a bath? Huh?”

“Even better.”

April must have heard him through the phone because she burst out laughing. Natalie

scooped up one of her pillows and chucked it at her.



“Cade!” Natalie reprimanded. Now he was laughing at her, too.

“Wear something fancy,” he said between laughs, “and you’re down to 55 minutes.”

Then he hung up.

Natalie stared at the phone.

“Well, I’m guessing movie night is over?”

Natalie looked up, “Oh crap, April, I’m sorry!”

April tucked her legs underneath her and grinned, “No, I’m sorry. You’re the one who has

less than an hour to get ready and you look like…” She pressed her lips together, stopping the

rest of the words.

Natalie gasped. “April Miller! I didn’t know you were capable of insulting someone!

Honestly, if I weren’t so offended right now, I’d probably be impressed.” Natalie spoke while she

walked to her closet.

There was a beat of silence. “Sorry. I’m just jealous you get hottie Mr. Cade as your New

Year’s kiss and I just get to watch fictitious men.” She gestured to the screen. “Stupid, socially

inept fictitious men.”

“Don’t you dare insult Mr. Darcy.” Natalie pointed an accusing finger at April. The stern

effect was somewhat ruined by her holding about three dresses with the same hand, though.

“You’re right. He’s all I’ve got.” April sighed dramatically, “I’m sorry, Fitzwilliam.”

Natalie laughed, laying the dress options on the bed. “You really don’t mind that I’m

ditching you tonight? I was kinda looking forward to our Jane Austen marathon…”

April waved her off, jumping to her knees and crawling over to the dresses. “Are you

kidding? One of us has to get some action tonight, and Darcy already has Elizabeth so I’m out

for the count.”

“Well… if you’re sure.” Natalie wouldn’t say so, but she was worried about April. Ever

since their double date, she’d been more pessimistic than usual. And for someone who used to be

a serial dater, she was suddenly quite sparse on the date nights. Sparse as in nonexistent.

Granted, it had only been a couple weeks. But still.

“I’m sure. But I’m also sure none of these dresses are from this decade.”

Natalie looked at her options and grimaced. “You’re not kidding. I’m going to kill Cade

for not giving me more notice. Doesn’t he realize I’m not a ‘fancy’ kind of girl? I’m pretty sure

these are all hand-me-downs from my mom.”



April made a face, “You can’t have a sexy New Year’s kiss in mom cast-offs.”

Natalie blew out a breath, racking her brain for another option.

“Oh! Oh! I have an idea!”

April’s enthusiasm made Natalie wary.

“Halloween!”

Natalie scoffed. “What? My costume? When we were two of the Sanderson sisters? I’d

look even stranger being just Winifred than we looked without Sarah.”

“No one did understand who we were without her. Too bad we don’t have more friends.

And Em wouldn’t--nevermind. No, not your Winifred costume--the year before that! I still have

it in a box! I could be back in fifteen minutes!”

“I’m not sure how I feel about being the Wicked Witch of the West on my date

tonight…”

April waved her off, already slipping a coat over her faded t-shirt that had a picture of a

cat in a Santa hat saying ‘Meow-y Christmas.’ “If we take the cape off and don’t paint you green,

I think that black dress will be stunning! I’ll be back!” And she disappeared into the kitchen.

Natalie stood in the middle of her room for a full 60-seconds before she caught sight of

her clock. She only had 34 more minutes left before Cade would be here. And she was wearing

sweats and no makeup. There wasn’t time to dwell on whether it was weird to wear a Halloween

costume when it wasn’t Halloween--she needed makeup--stat!

Twenty-five minutes later, because April was never right when it came to time

management, her friend came running back into the room. Natalie had managed to put on

makeup and curl half her hair.

“I’ve got it and it’s perfect!” April pulled a long, black dress from a bad and swung it

through the air.

“Okay, okay, let me finish my hair really quick.”

It took five minutes to complete the curls. They weren’t her best work, but it was better

than nothing. And, after one more glimpse through her closet to remind herself she had no other

option, she took the dress from April and slipped it on.

April stared at Natalie when she lifted her arms for her friend’s perusal.

“Well? Do I look witch-y?”



“No. It’s perfect.” April walked slowly around Natalie. “Seriously, I’m amazed. We

bought this at a thrift store?”

“Yup. Here, let me see.” Natalie walked around her bed to look in her full-length mirror.

Her jaw fell.

“I know, right?” April had followed her and was grinning over her shoulder into the

mirror. “Cade’s gonna die.”

The dress was long-sleeved with exposed lace lining the neckline. Natalie had been upset

that it wasn’t more straight-laced when she found it, since the delicacy of the top wasn’t very

‘wicked-witchy,’ but now she was thrilled. It was tight through the hips but hung straight past her

knees and to the floor. And without a cape and a green face, no one would ever know this was a

Halloween costume.

Natalie spun and hugged April at the same time the bell above the inn’s door rang.

“Thank you--you’re a genius!”

“I know,” April said smugly. “Now, go! I’ll listen for the phone and door.”

“I owe you big time.”

“Yes, and I won’t forget it.”

Laughing, Natalie left her room, walking through the kitchen. Strangely, nerves pinged

around in her stomach and chest. She hadn’t seen Cade since three days after Christmas when

he’d had to leave to go back to work. That had only been a few days ago, and they’d Facetime’d

every day since… but somehow seeing him again was causing a flurry of nerves that rivaled the

snow outside. She paused just outside the door to the entrance hall.

***

Cade shifted his weight and pulled out his phone. Nat might not have heard the door, so

maybe he should call her? Or go back and get her?

But then the door opened. And his jaw dropped clear to the floor.

“I really hope that’s not a bad reaction.” She stood just out of reach, looking slightly

uncomfortable.

“Are you kidding?” He closed the distance between them, slipping his hands around her

waist. “I changed my mind. I don’t want to go to the ball anymore.” He pulled her close to him.

“Ball?” She pulled back a little. Or tried to. His grip was pretty firm; there was no way he

was letting go of her all night.



“Doesn’t matter,” he said, leaning in for a kiss. “We aren’t going.”

“I guess we could join April and watch Pride and Prejudice.” She shrugged, a smile

tugging on the corners of her mouth.

He stopped a breath from her lips. “April’s here?”

“Yup. Sprawled across my bed and using half the pillows by now, I’m sure.”

He groaned, then brightened. “Hey, you run an inn. There have to be plenty of rooms for

us to find some privacy.”

She smacked him in the chest. “I resent the implication that all my rooms aren’t full.”

“Well… are they?”

She hesitated. “No. But still.”

He laughed, pulling her close again and pressing a kiss to her lips. Then another because

it had been three days since he’d seen her. And to think, he’d survived four years of separation.

Clearly, his resiliency had tanked since finding her again.

“So, you were saying something about a ball?”

He pressed one last kiss to her lips. For now. “If you won’t let me rent a room, then yes. I

have tickets to the New Year’s ball in Woodcastle. And we’re going to be late if we don’t go

soon.” His eyes drank her in. “You look amazing, Nat, in case that wasn’t clear.”

“Thank you,” she said primly. Then her lips twisted to the side. “Though you probably

don’t want to know the last place I wore this dress.”

His eyebrows raised. This wasn’t a dress she’d bought for another guy, was it? Granted,

he could probably forgive her for wearing it even then, since he got to look at her now.

“Not what you’re thinking,” she laughed. “This is my Halloween costume from last

year.”

“Your… what?”

“Halloween costume.”

“Wow.” He looked her over again. He had a feeling he’d be doing a lot of that tonight.

“Can I put in a request that you dress up in it again next year?”

“Sure,” she said, pulling on her coat. “That is, if you don’t mind green women.”

“If you’re wearing that dress, I don’t care if you’re the whole rainbow.”

“Aw. I’ve never felt so loved.”



He captured her waist again, “You are.” He pressed a kiss to her lips. And when she took

hold of his coat lapels, the kiss became longer than he’d anticipated. Not that he was

complaining.

“Okay, okay, Mr. Charmer, we’ve got a ball to get to.” She pulled away. “Huh. I never

thought I’d say something like that in my life.”

“You’re a regular Cinderella,” he responded, grabbing her hand and walking with her out

to his car.

“I think that makes April my fairy-godmother then.”

“And me your Prince Charming,” he grinned.

“Oh? That’s you?” she teased as she got into the car. “I was thinking I’d cast you as one

of the mice.”

“Do any of them ever get to kiss the Princess?”

“Nope.”

He turned the car on. “I’m not going to be a mouse then.” And to prove it, he leaned

across the car and kissed her again. Deeply enough that she agreed he could be the prince.

By the time they got to the ball, they’d missed half of the sit-down dinner. Thankfully,

they were able to slip into seats at the back of the room and wave down a waiter for their food.

After eating, there was dance instruction. No one had told Cade there would be dance instruction.

The only person in the whole room who was likely worse than he was, was Nat. Her

dancing skills rivaled his cookie-decorating skills.

“Okay, so maybe I’m not Cinderella,” she admitted once the instructor had left the guests

to mingle, dance, and enjoy bite-sized desserts. She and Cade had eaten their fill, made a few

new friends, and were now spinning slowly in a circle, the only steps either of them could

successfully manage.

Cade grinned. “Is there a princess who can’t dance?”

“I imagine Rapunzel isn’t great with all that hair.” She tucked a piece of her own behind

her ear while she spoke, then wrapped her hand around his neck again.

“No, there’s that one scene in the village where she dances. After the little girls braid her

hair.”

Nat stopped her slow revolving, causing Cade to step on her foot. She grimaced then

raised her brows at him.



“Sorry, you’re the one who stopped!”

“I’m actually just shocked you can name scenes from a Disney princess movie.”

Cade puffed his chest out. “Excuse me, I am a pretty fantastic uncle. I’ve seen pretty

much any movie a child between the ages of two and ten would like.”

She smiled, and for the first time mention of kids didn’t seem to cause her any pain. He

couldn’t have stopped his responding smile if he wanted to. As much as he would have enjoyed a

night in with her, he was grateful they’d come. The quiet music, holiday-themed ballroom

flanked with an entire wall of windows displaying the clear night, and her in his arms made for

the best evening. He’d missed so many memories with her, and didn’t want to waste any time

making more. Already, he was talking with the Woodcastle hospital about potentially hiring him.

He wouldn’t say anything until he knew for sure, but things were looking promising.

“How did I get so lucky?” she murmured, pulling him from his thoughts of the future to

his very enjoyable present. Her eyes and smile were soft as she spoke, and it made his gut clench

to realize she was his again.

“That wasn’t luck, sweetheart, it was good ol’ persistence on my part.”

Her laugh made a few couples turn. She smiled with embarrassment. “I think that just

makes me even luckier.”

They’d never restarted dancing, and now as they stood in the middle of the room, he

lifted his hands to burrow into the silky strands of her hair. “If you’re lucky, then I’ve won the

lottery,” he said before kissing her.

A countdown started, but Cade didn’t notice. His thoughts were filled with the incredible

woman in his arms.

“10… 9… 8…”

She wrapped her arms around his waist beneath his suit coat and pulled him closer.

“7… 6… 5…”

He tilted her head back, his lips moving over hers in a familiar, yet still sensational way.

It sent heat charging through him. It made him dizzy.

“4… 3… 2… 1…”

Shouts of ‘Happy New Year!’ filled the air around them, accompanied by bursts of light

and sound from fireworks outside. Cade could feel Nat’s smile against his lips. She pulled back a

breath. “Happy New Year,” she murmured.



He grinned, “Can we go back to the inn now?”

Her responding smile was too mischievous to be trusted. “Sure.” She grabbed his hand,

pulling him toward the coat check. “If we hurry we might get to watch part of Persuasion with

April!”


