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						    A Season for Miracles by
 
 Cynthia Rutledge Chapter One "I won't do it." Shannon O'Connor painted the last toenail and lifted her head to gaze at her twin. "I'm surprised you'd even ask." Erin took a sip of her diet soda and met her sister's gaze. Her green eyes narrowed. "Well, that makes us even. I'm surprised you're saying no." "I'm not going to go away with your boyfriend for the weekend and pretend to be you. You're the one who promised to go to that wedding with him, not me." Shannon twisted the cap on the pale pink polish with unnecessary force. "We're 26, not 16. Impersonating each other is kids' stuff. Besides, Jake doesn't deserve that kind of treatment." "You like the guy." Erin's lips curved up in a satisfied smile. "Of course I do," Shannon said, the image of the tall, broad-shouldered man with an easy smile flashing before her. "Who wouldn't?" Her sister had started dating Jake Kinkaid three months ago. Though Shannon hadn't seen a lot of Erin's new boyfriend, she knew he was intelligent, considerate, and treated Erin like a princess. The handsome architect had been a refreshing change from the superficial men Erin usually favored. Which made it hard to understand why her sister was willing to take a chance on throwing it all away. Especially for the likes of Dillon Clark. "If Jake finds out I'm going to Aspen with Dillon, it'll be over." "So don't go." Shannon couldn't keep the exasperation from her voice. "You and Dillon haven't been together since last summer and now, all of a sudden, you have to go away with him? I don't understand." "He says he's missed me." Erin lowered her gaze and picked a piece of lint from the sleeve of her cashmere sweater. "And I've missed him." "Last I heard he was an overbearing jerk who you never wanted to see again." "You know me. Sometimes I exaggerate a little," Erin said with a wry grin. "A little?" Shannon couldn't help but laugh. Though she loved her sister dearly, she wasn't blind to her
 
 sister's faults. Erin could be difficult. If growing up in the same household hadn't instilled that in her, the four years they'd shared an apartment since college had more than made that clear. "And I'm not stupid," Erin said. "I know that getting back together with Dillon is a long shot. But Jake's a great guy. I'd like to still have him around in case things don't work out with Dillon." "But that's not fair to Jake." "Oh Shannon, can't you see?" Erin leaned forward, her voice pleading. "What isn't fair is for me to date Jake, not knowing how I feel about Dillon. Can't you help me out? Just this once?" Shannon pushed the thin wire-rimmed glasses up on her nose and shook her head. "You promised Jake over a month ago you'd go with him to this wedding. You're just going to have to reschedule with Dillon. Tell him something came up and you're not free this weekend, after all." "I can't," Erin said. "Can't?" Shannon raised an eyebrow. "All right, I could but I don't want to." Erin flopped back in the overstuffed leather chair. "I'm just going to tell Jake the truth. If he wants to break it off, that's his choice." Shannon thought quickly. She hated to see her sister throw away a great guy for one she'd probably hate before the weekend was over. Shannon abhorred deceit. On the other hand, she couldn't bear the thought of her sister losing Jake over a foolish whim. "I don't like it. But if it's just for the weekend, I guess —" Erin squealed, jumped up, and crossed the room to give Shannon a quick hug. "I knew I could count on you." The doorbell rang and Erin headed toward the door. "That'll be Jake now. You won't regret saying yes." Shannon smiled weakly. She already regretted it. In only moments, Erin was back, her arm wrapped around the sleeve of the man at her side. "Hello, Shannon." With his wavy dark hair cut conservatively short and his brilliant blue eyes, Jake Kinkaid could have been a GQ model instead of a successful St. Louis architect. An easy smile played at the corners of his mouth. Shannon's heart picked up speed. Dear God, what had she gotten herself into?
 
 Chapter Two
 
 Shannon desperately wished she'd had time to change out of her sweatpants and do something with her hair before Jake had shown up. After all, she hated to look like a frump in front of such a good-looking guy. About six feet tall with broad shoulders and a lean muscular build, Jake was the perfect size. The first time Erin had brought him home, Shannon had told her sister that he had to be one of the handsomest men she'd ever seen. Erin had only laughed and said he wasn't really her type, but she guessed he'd do. Erin usually preferred big guys with thick necks and broad chests. Guys like Dillon Clark who'd played football in college and who still bragged about how much they could bench-press. "It's been a while." Jake's gaze shifted from Shannon back to Erin. "I swear you two look less alike every time I see you together." Shannon felt the heat rise up her neck. Though she could tell by his expression he didn't mean anything derogatory, the words still stung. Erin laughed. "It's just those silly glasses Shannon insists on wearing that make us look different." But Shannon knew it was more than the glasses. She'd let her hair grow long while Erin's short bob barely made it past her ears. And the honey-colored highlights her sister had added had changed her back to the blond of their youth, while Shannon's color hovered somewhere between a light to medium brown. Shannon's gaze shifted to her sister. The physical differences were manageable. But what had ever made her think she could pretend to be her sister for a whole weekend? Erin could wrap a man around her finger without even trying. She was confident, witty and fun. The more Shannon thought about it, the more she realized that for this masquerade to succeed, they were going to need a miracle. *** Twenty-four hours later, Shannon stared in the mirror and the image of her sister stared back. Except Erin wasn't here. She was hundreds of miles away in Aspen, partying with Dillon and his friends. Her fingers reached up and touched the wisps of blond hair. Though it had taken her a long time to grow her hair out, she didn't really miss it now that it was gone. She smiled at her reflection. Erin had been right: A haircut, some highlights, and contacts were all it took to make them identical again. A car door slammed outside and Shannon's heart clenched. This would be the real test. She crossed the room, reaching the door just as the bell rang. Counting to 20, she took a deep breath and pulled it open. "Jake, hello." "You look fabulous." His gaze slid to her rust-colored leather miniskirt. "Have I seen that before?" Shannon shook her head. The skirt was from her sister. Erin had called it a gift. Shannon had called it a bribe. "It's new."
 
 "I like it." His admiring gaze lingered on her legs. "Thank you." "These are for you." He thrust a bouquet of roses into Shannon's hands. "I realize it doesn't make sense to bring flowers when we'll be out of town all weekend, but I wanted you to know how much I appreciated you coming with me." Shannon smiled and lowered her face to the roses, inhaling their sweet fragrance. It had been eons since she'd been on a date. Eons since she'd received flowers from a man. But she reminded herself she hadn't received these, Erin had. "They're lovely." He smiled and waited expectantly. It only took Shannon an instant to realize what he was waiting for. Erin had always been effusive in her affections and at the very least would have rewarded such thoughtfulness with a kiss. But he was her sister's boyfriend and therefore strictly off-limits. But she was supposed to be her sister. How was she ever supposed to pull this off?
 
 Chapter Three Shannon laid the bouquet on the side table and took a step closer to Jake, her hand rising to rest on his shoulder. She leaned forward and lightly brushed his cheek with her lips. "Thank you so much." She started to step back when his arms tightened around her. He pulled her close and he molded her tightly against his lean muscular body. Her heart picked up speed. The delicious fragrance of his cologne enveloped her and Shannon drank it in, drowning in unfamiliar sensations. But when his lips lowered, Shannon slipped from his arms and forced a bright smile. She headed toward the stairs, her heart racing, her brain pure mush. "Hey, where are you going?" Jake called out. "Upstairs," Shannon said. "Come with me." Jake stared. Was she asking what he thought she was? He hoped not. It wasn't that he didn't like Erin. He wouldn't have asked her to his cousin's wedding in Kansas City if he didn't. But they'd only been dating casually for a few months and he wasn't sure if he was ready to take her up on this invitation. Not yet anyway. "Jake?"
 
 His gaze shifted to the stairs. Still, she was so beautiful.… "Aren't you going to help me with my bag?" "Your bag?" "My overnight bag. In my bedroom." She shifted from one foot to the other. "I know we're only going for the weekend, but it's kind of heavy." "That's why you wanted me to come to your bedroom?" he asked. "To carry your bag?" "Why else?" Her green eyes widened. He didn't know whether to feel insulted or relieved. But her innocent expression didn't fool him. She was playing with him. Though he didn't know what she was up to, Jake decided to play, too. He chuckled. "I thought maybe you wanted to get an early start. You know this will be our first weekend trip together." Shannon's breath caught in her throat. She'd never once considered what expectations Jake might have for the next two days. Could he have really thought by agreeing to come, she'd agreed to sleep with him? Erin had never gone into detail about her physical relationship with Jake, other than to say he was a pretty good kisser. Surely her sister would have told her if they had been more intimate. But it didn't matter what Erin had agreed to or what she had done in the past; Shannon wasn't taking one step out the door until the misunderstanding was cleared up. "I agreed to go to a wedding with you, nothing more." "You invited me upstairs." "To-get-my-bag." Shannon spoke clearly and emphasized every word. "Nothing more." "So, you don't want to sleep with me?" "No, I don't." "Not even a little bit?" His boyish smile caught her off guard and she had to smile. He reached over and took her hand, planting a kiss in her palm. "Okay, we'll play it your way this weekend. No sex. Just lots of kissing."
 
 Chapter Four The drive to Kansas City was a long one. But Shannon didn't mind. She and Jake talked the entire way and by the time they reached KC, she felt as if she'd known him forever. He had a sense of humor in sync with her own and, as they talked, she realized they shared common attitudes on everything from
 
 religion to politics. The prenuptial dinner and wedding were a blur. The perfect host, Jake stayed close to her side the entire time. Shannon only wished her sister had warned her that Jake was an affectionate guy. If he wasn't taking her hand to pull her over to meet someone, he was leaning over to whisper something in her ear. By the wedding reception, she'd grown comfortable with his attentiveness. She liked having him take her arm or put his hand against the small of her back when they made their way through the crowded hall. And it seemed so natural to reciprocate; to lean into him when they stood talking to his cousins or to grab his hand and pull him onto the dance floor. They danced until Shannon's head spun. She wasn't sure if it was from the champagne or Jake's closeness. "Are you ready to take a break?" Jake had removed his suit jacket and loosened his tie earlier, but the room was hot and little beads of sweat still dotted his brow. Though he'd shaved that morning his cheeks wore a faint shadow. He looked, Shannon thought, simply magnificent. "Sounds good to me." She smiled and pushed back a strand of hair that fell across her forehead. "Since we'll be sitting anyway, how about we go talk to my grandfather for a few minutes? He had hip surgery last month, and he's still not very steady on his feet." "Have I met him?" Shannon had met so many people, it was hard to keep them all straight. "I don't think so," Jake said. "He wasn't at the dinner last night." "I've really enjoyed meeting your relatives." "I wasn't sure you would. I know you don't normally like these kinds of things." Jake squeezed her shoulder. "But you've been such a good sport about all this and I really appreciate it. I promise, when we get back to St. Louis I'll make it up to you." "Don't worry about it," Shannon waved a hand. "I'm having fun just being with you." It was the polite thing to say, but Shannon really meant it. The wedding had been beautiful and even though he'd talked about "lots of kissing" when they'd left St. Louis, he'd been a perfect gentleman. This weekend just confirmed her belief that he was a great guy and her sister was lucky to have him. They strolled across the hall hand in hand, stopping finally in front of an older gentleman sitting in a wheelchair. The white-haired man had a glass of champagne in one hand, an unlit cigar in the other. "Grandpa Al, I'd like you to meet a friend of mine. This is —" "Introductions can wait." The old man waved a dismissive hand. Shannon slanted a look at Jake.
 
 "Grandpa —" "The mistletoe, boy." Grandpa Al pointed with the hand holding the cigar to a sprig hanging above Shannon. "Don't tell me young people nowadays don't know what that means." Jake shifted his gaze to Shannon and she could see in his eyes that he planned on kissing her. Her insides twisted into knots. How could she refuse? In the eyes of his grandfather she was Erin, Jake's girlfriend. And in Jake's eyes, too. Did a mistletoe kiss really count anyway? Wouldn't it be like a kiss between friends on New Year's Eve? It didn't mean you liked the guy, or wanted him for your own. Did it?
 
 Chapter Five Shannon smiled and Jake took a step forward. Using his left hand, he pushed Shannon's hair gently back from her face and lowered his lips to hers. With one soft touch all the feelings Shannon had held inside surged to the surface. She closed her eyes and kissed him back, losing herself in the lightning bolt of emotion that ripped through her. Jake wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close, molding his body to hers. He kissed her hard, crushing his mouth to hers, catching her by surprise. For a moment in his arms, Shannon forgot he belonged to her sister. It was Jake that finally pulled back. He studied her with a puzzled expression. For a moment Shannon just stood there, trying to get her bearings, her chest heaving. "Now that's what I call a kiss." His grandfather cackled. "Come on over here and let me meet this friend of yours." Jake took a deep breath and Shannon realized that though he might outwardly appear composed, he was as shaken as she was by the electricity between them. But he took her hand and smiled confidently at his grandfather. "Grandfather, this is Erin O'Connor. Erin, this is my grandfather, Alfred Kinkaid." "Pleased to meet you, Miss. "It's nice to meet you too, Mr. Kinkaid." The polite words flowed from Shannon's mouth automatically even as her mind whirled and skidded. What had gotten into her, kissing Jake like that? "Have you enjoyed your weekend with my grandson?" Though he had to be close to 80, Alfred Kinkaid's eyes were bright and Shannon had the feeling he missed very little.
 
 "Very much," Shannon said, glad she could answer honestly. "Everyone has been so nice." "From what I've heard, you've made quite a hit with the Kinkaid clan. And we're a difficult bunch to please." Grandpa Al shifted his gaze to Jake. "I hope you're planning to come to our big Christmas get-together. It'll be in St. Louis. I live there, you know." Shannon nodded. Jake had already explained that his family was pretty evenly split between St. Louis and Kansas City, so the fact that his grandfather lived in St. Louis wasn't a surprise. And she'd already heard all about the plans for Christmas Day from one of Jake's aunts. Apparently everyone would attend church in the morning together, then head over to Grandpa Al's for his famous Christmas brunch. In the evening it would be eggnog and spice cake in front of the fireplace. Though Shannon thought it sounded lovely, she knew her sister would probably turn up her nose at the invitation. "So will you come?" Grandpa Al met her gaze. "I don't know…." "We'll have lots of mistletoe. I promise." The old man wiggled one eyebrow. Shannon smiled even as her face warmed. "It's very kind of you to invite me," she said. "But that sounds like a family celebration and I wouldn't want to intrude." "I'd love to have you come with me," Jake said. "We'll see." Shannon gave a noncommittal smile. Of course, if it were up to her she'd say yes in a heartbeat. But it wasn't up to her. It was up to Erin. Should Shannon commit herself to the event just because she knows Erin won't
 
 Chapter Six Shannon glanced out the parlor window of the Parkside Bed-and-Breakfast Sunday morning. The snow that had started out as flurries the night before now blanketed the ground. The latest weather reports warned areas west of Kansas City to expect heavy snow, up to a foot or more in some places. The storm was then supposed to veer north, leaving areas east of KC with only minimal precipitation. She sighed. That meant that she and Jake should be able to make the drive home to St. Louis with only a light dusting of snow on the road. She should be happy. Her weekend masquerade was almost over. Tonight her life would return to normal. Erin would have Jake and she would have her memories. "I wondered where you were."
 
 Shannon hurriedly brushed a tear from her eye and pasted on a smile. "I was so tired last night, I thought I'd sleep forever. Unfortunately my internal alarm didn't get the message. It went off right on time." "You should have knocked on my door." "Why would I do that?" Shannon said lightly. "You were sleeping." She shifted her gaze back to the window. "It's snowing outside." "I see that." He came up behind her and his arms slid around her waist. How had the smell of his cologne and the feel of his arms become so familiar? Shannon leaned back against him, wishing this moment could last forever. Jake's arms tightened around her. "Penny for your thoughts." "I can't believe this weekend is almost over." She stared at the bleak landscape and her heart filled with despair. "I know." He sighed. "It's gone so fast." "Too fast." Something in her tone must have alerted him because he turned her in his arms and tipped her face up with his hand. Concern filled his gaze. "You've been crying. Tell me what's wrong." "Nothing." Shannon blinked back her tears. "Something has to be wrong. You never cry. Is it something I said?" His brow furrowed. "Or something I did? Tell me —" "It's not you." She shook her head. "It's me. I don't want to go back to the real world." I don't want to go back to a life without you. "But the real world isn't all that bad." His arms closed around her in a comforting embrace and he laid his head against hers. "We live in the same town. I know we haven't seen each other much lately, but that's going to change. I wasn't being polite last night. I really want you to spend Christmas with my family. If your sister doesn't have plans, maybe she can join us. I'd like to get to know her better.…" "Jake —" She pulled away but he pressed her head back against his chest. "Shh, just hear me out. There's no reason to be sad. Don't you see? This weekend isn't the end, it's just the beginning." Shannon swallowed a sob. She'd always believed things happened for a reason. And usually she could see why something happened the way it did. But not this time. After all, falling in love with your sister's boyfriend made no sense.
 
 No sense at all.
 
 Chapter Seven "Miss O'Connor?" Shannon raised her head from the comforting warmth of Jake's shoulder. "Yes?" Mrs. Graham, Parkside's proprietor, held out a cordless telephone. "I'm sorry to interrupt, but you have a call." Shannon took the phone, her palms suddenly clammy. Only Erin knew where she was staying. But why would she be calling? Unless something was wrong? Shannon offered Mrs. Graham a tiny smile and pressed the receiver to her ear. "This is…Erin." Though she tried to act calm and nonchalant, Jake must have sensed her trepidation because he moved to her side, his eyes filled with concern. "Hey Shanny, how's KC?" Shannon could tell by her sister's tone that everything was okay. Releasing the breath she didn't realize she'd been holding, Shannon covered the receiver with her hand and turned to Jake. "It's just my sister checking up on us." To her horror, Jake reached for the phone. "Let me talk to her." She fought an instinctive urge to step back and hug the receiver tightly to her chest. Instead, she lifted it to her lips. "Shannon, Jake wants to say hello." She handed him the phone. "Hello, Shannon…." Shannon heard him ask her sister about her weekend. He laughed and they talked for a few moments longer. Between the roaring in her ears and the pounding of her heart, Shannon heard little of the conversation. "Here, she wants to talk to you." Jake shoved the phone into her hand. His lips brushed Shannon's cheek. "I'm going to check the weather." She waited until he'd left the room before lifting the receiver to her ear. "It's me."
 
 "He certainly seems in a good mood." Erin's voice was light and teasing. "You must be doing a good job impersonating me." Shannon wanted to tell her sister that she'd done nothing more than be herself this weekend, but instead she gave a weak laugh. "Just doing what you asked, dear sister." "And I appreciate it. I know you didn't want to do this." Erin's voice turned serious. "And I feel terrible about wasting your time." "Wasting my time?" Shannon said slowly. "I don't understand." "I mean it may have all been for nothing." Erin's voice lowered. "Oh, Shannon. I'm having the most fabulous time. Dillon is so wonderful. I like him so much, I can't imagine dating anyone else." "What are you saying? You don't want Jake, after all?" Shannon couldn't stop a surge of excitement from racing through her body. Last night she'd been so sure he could never be hers. Could she have been wrong? "Dillon loves me," Erin said. "He told me so last night." "The question is, do you love him?" Though Shannon wanted Jake, she couldn't, in good conscience, push Erin toward a man that in the past had only caused her sister heartache. "Yes." Erin spoke so softly that even with the receiver pressed tight against her ear, Shannon could barely hear. "I think I do." "So, where does that leave Jake?" "Available," Erin said with a laugh. "He'll find someone else. Even though he and I never clicked, he's a great guy." "I agree," Shannon said. "I think there are any number of women who would love to have a guy like Jake." "Well, as far as I'm concerned, they're welcome to him." "You really mean that?" Shannon's heart picked up speed. "Absolutely." But did she really mean anyone?
 
 Chapter Eight Shannon clicked off the phone, her thoughts whirling. As the weekend had progressed Shannon had found herself wishing Jake were free, though she'd never thought it would really happen.
 
 But then again she'd never believed her sister would fall in love with Dillon Clark. But Erin was in love. Shannon could hear it in her voice. She could only hope and pray that this time around, her sister and Dillon were mature enough to make the relationship work. Now, all that was left was for Shannon to square things with Jake. But how? And what was he going to say when she told him the truth? Would he tell her he couldn't abide liars and that he never wanted to see her again? Shannon's gaze drifted out the window. Two or three inches of snow now covered Jake's Jeep and the snow continued to fall. Shannon wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. "Is everything okay with your sister?" Shannon jumped. She'd been so focused on imagining the worst she hadn't heard Jake return. "Of course." Shannon pasted a smile on her face. "Why do you ask?" "You looked so solemn. Not like your usual perky self." His hand lightly touched her arm. "Come here. Let me give you a hug." He opened his arms and she stepped forward, burying her head against his chest, slipping her hands around his waist. The scent of soap mixed with the tantalizing fragrance of his cologne. His hand reached up and stroked her hair. He could have said a thousand words but none would have been as comforting as his touch. Shannon didn't know how long they stood there. All she knew was that the icy coldness that filled her after the troubling phone call was replaced by growing warmth. Sometime, she wasn't quite sure when, she became conscious of his breath against her neck, of the beating of his heart against her breast, of the hardness of his body pressed against hers. A strange aching started deep inside and she couldn't help but remember the feel of his lips against hers and wish that there were mistletoe hanging above them so she would have an excuse to kiss him. As if Jake could read her thoughts, he took a step back and his hand moved upward to cup her face. His eyes searched hers. Though she knew she should look away and not let him see her naked longing, she met his gaze. "You are so beautiful." His gaze slid over her, lingering at the hollow of her neck, her breasts, passing down to her hips, then returning to her eyes. Her palms grew damp and she moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue. It was all the invitation he needed. His head dipped and his lips brushed hers. They were soft and warm, slightly parted, barely touching. He continued to tease her with his mouth, planting little kisses along her jaw line and down her neck. It was torture, sweet delicious torture. Her senses swirled. She wanted more and she went up on tiptoe, slanting her mouth across his and
 
 deepening the kiss. She caught a flash of surprise in his eyes before his tongue met hers, and the world exploded in a wave of heat and passion. Footsteps sounded in the distance, but Shannon paid no attention. She reached up, raking her fingers through his thick dark hair, pulling him closer still. Now that she had him, she wasn't ever going to let him go.
 
 Chapter Nine "I'm sorry to interrupt." Like two guilty teenagers, Jake and Shannon jerked apart. Running her fingers through her disheveled curls, Shannon turned and lifted her chin. Mrs. Graham stood in the doorway to the parlor. Though the proprietor's smile was apologetic, amusement filled her gaze. "They've revised the weather forecast and I thought you'd be interested to know we're now in a winter storm warning. The police are saying the roads both in the metro area and outside the city are extremely hazardous and are urging everyone to stay put. The report also said I-70 west just closed." Shannon widened her gaze. "But the radio said there was only going to be a dusting west of here." Mrs. Graham laughed. "You know what they say about weather forecasters. They're only right about 50 percent of the time." Jake chuckled. "But what are we going to do?" Shannon's voice rose and her gaze shifted to Jake. "I know we were supposed to check out today," Jake said, flashing the innkeeper that devastating smile that always made Shannon go weak in the knees. "But would it be possible to extend our stay a day or two?" Mrs. Graham paused. "Normally in bad weather we have some cancellations and letting you keep your rooms wouldn't be a problem. But several of the guests who had reservations for tonight have already arrived." "Are you saying there are no rooms available?" Shannon asked. "Not at all," Mrs. Graham said. "But I can only give you one room. So, if you're willing to share, you're in luck. Shannon cast a sideways glance at Jake. Jake met her gaze. "It's up to you."
 
 Shannon didn't have to think long. The curious excitement that surged at the thought of spending the night with him was enough to send up a warning flag. Shannon had long ago resolved that the only man she would make love with would be her husband. So she'd made it a practice to steer clear of situations that could get her into trouble. Spending the night in the same room with Jake would be the height of foolishness. "This can't be our only option." Shannon said. "There have to be some motels nearby that would have two rooms available." "I can give you a list and some numbers." Mrs. Graham's gaze shifted from Jake to Shannon. "But I think you'll find they're in the same boat we are." "We'd still like to check," Shannon said. "I can hold the room for a half hour. But I'll have to know by then if you want it or not," Mrs. Graham said apologetically. "I have others calling." "I understand," Shannon said. She knew the room situation would be tight, but she couldn't believe there weren't two rooms available in the whole area. Twenty-five minutes and a dozen phone calls later, Shannon conceded defeat. Lead me not into temptation…. Shoving the thought aside, Shannon clicked off the phone and turned to Jake. "I guess you and I are going to have to be roomies, after all."
 
 Chapter Ten "Do you want to share a room?" Jake's gaze searched hers. "I mean, is that okay with you?" Shannon looked into his handsome face and her heart fluttered. No, it wasn't okay with her. The thought of spending the night in the same room with Jake was way too appealing to be okay. "I don't think we have a choice." Shannon sighed. "Between the two of us, we've called every place in a 20 mile radius and they're all full." "There is one other option," Jake said quietly. "You could take the room and I could see if Mrs. Graham would let me sleep in the parlor." Some guys might have made the offer just for the show, but the look in Jake's eyes told her he was dead serious. "No way." Shannon shook her head. If the parlor had a foldout couch it would have been one thing, but the delicate antique Victorian furniture made crashing on the sofa impossible. "We're two responsible adults. Just because we sleep in the same room together doesn't mean we have to let things get out of control."
 
 "You're right. That's a choice, not a given." Jake's gaze lingered on her face and her heart flip-flopped. "I'll go tell Mrs. Graham we'll take the room." Shannon's gaze followed him out into the hall. He looked so cute in his jeans and navy sweater. His dark hair glimmered in the light and the color of the sweater made his eyes look even bluer. Several female guests standing in the foyer cast interested glances his way, but he passed by with only a smile. All weekend he'd scarcely glanced at another woman. She'd had his full attention. It was still hard for her to believe that this handsome, kind, wonderful man was really hers. Until he found out who she was. And how she had lied. *** Jake looked up from the black-and-red checkerboard and flashed Erin a triumphant smile. "King me." She groaned. "This game is rigged." "You've still got a chance." "I don't think so. You have five kings and I have none." She pushed back from the table in the parlor and walked to the window. With one hand she slipped open the lace curtains. With her lean lithe body, Erin made a beautiful silhouette in the firelight. Jake let his gaze linger. He couldn't believe she was his. Though they'd been dating for almost three months, he hadn't really known her. Oh, they'd had fun, but they'd never really connected. For a time he'd even wondered if there was another guy in the picture. But ever since he'd picked her up on Friday, she'd been different, more open, nicer. Her blond hair shimmered in the firelight. If someone would have told him, he'd fall in love this weekend, he would have said they were crazy. Now he was the crazy one, crazy in love with Erin. Jake moved to her side. The blowing snow coupled with the ice on the window made it difficult to see much past the front porch. "It's still coming down," she said almost to herself. "We may be here awhile." "I thought you wanted to delay your return to the real world," Jake teased. "I do," she said. "But this same-room thing still bothers me." "I don't snore," Jake wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close, "or leave the toilet seat up, or scatter my shaving stuff all over the bathroom. So you have absolutely nothing to worry about." Jake felt himself grow warm at the contact between them. Nothing to worry about? Erin wouldn't, but as for him — he wasn't so sure.
 
 Chapter Eleven "How long has it been since you built a snowman?" Jake asked as if sensing Shannon's reluctance to go upstairs. "It's dark outside." Shannon took another sip of her cappuccino and shifted her gaze out the window. "There's a streetlight at the end of the driveway." Jake pushed his chair back and stood, holding out a hand. "More than enough light for what we'll be doing." The old Victorian home was cozy and warm and Shannon knew that though the wind had quit blowing, it would be cold outside. She knew Erin wouldn't have considered it for a moment. The only time Erin was willing to brave the snow was on a pair of skis. But Erin wasn't here this weekend, Shannon was, and Jake's expression was so hopeful, Shannon didn't have the heart to say no. "Okay, but I'll have to go upstairs and change first." He gazed admiringly at her formfitting black pants and sweater. "Need any help?" Shannon laughed at his silly leer. "I think I can manage just fine." "Remember your stuff is in my room now." She paused. The thought of sharing a room with Jake was still unsettling. Putting her lotion next to his razor had been way too intimate. But they had no choice. At least they had a place to stay. And they were warm and dry, at least for the moment. Shannon glanced longingly at the fire. "Sure you want to go outside?" "If you don't want to…" Though his smile never dimmed, the light in his eyes faded. "We can skip it." Tempted though she was, Shannon thought of all the nice things he'd done for her this weekend. "No. Let's do it," she said with as much enthusiasm as she could muster. "It'll be fun." Forty-five minutes later, Shannon plopped back in the snow, chilled to the bone, but determined to not go inside until she'd made her snow angel. She flapped her arms and legs outward, moving the snow aside. "You look beautiful lying there." Jake gazed down at her, his cheeks red from the cold. "I'm sure," Shannon scoffed. "My nose is as bright as Rudolph's and if I don't get out of the snow right this minute, I'm going to be as frozen solid as Frosty." "We can't have that." Jake smiled and reached down, pulling her up and dusting her off. "No more snow."
 
 Shannon glanced down at the angel. "She's beautiful, isn't she?" His gaze never left Shannon's face. "Yes, she is." Shannon licked her dry lips, heat spreading throughout her body at the look in his eyes. "I had a great time tonight." He lowered his head and brushed her lips. "Thank you." "You're very welcome." Her gloved finger traced a line down his cheek and his eyes darkened. But before he could kiss her again, Shannon stepped back from his arms and headed for the house. She welcomed the arctic blast of air that hit her face. It had gotten entirely too warm for her outside.
 
 Chapter Twelve "Honey, I'm home." Shannon laughed and opened the door. "You look like you've had a hard day at the office." Jake had hung his coat up downstairs but their time in the snow had taken its toll. His jeans were wet and his hair stuck up in dark tufts. He looked, Shannon thought, magnificent. "It was rough," he said with a grin. "But now that I'm home I'm sure you can make it all better. Even when he didn't try he was charming. But when he did… Shannon steeled her resolve. "Jake, let's sit and talk for a minute." "Before or after I get undressed?" Her head jerked up, but when she saw his teasing smile she had to grin. "Before would probably be best. I wouldn't want to be distracted." His eyes lit up and he rose and crossed the room. "Distractions can be fun." She placed her hand flat against his chest and pushed him back. "Rule number one. While we're in the bedroom, we keep our hands to ourselves." "That doesn't sound like much fun." "You're right. It doesn't." Shannon sat on the edge of the bed and twisted the edge of her sweatshirt. "I mean we've dated for three months…." "And most people have slept together by then," he added. "But you and I both wanted to wait until we knew each other better." Shannon exhaled the breath she didn't realize she'd been holding. Though she hadn't thought Erin had
 
 slept with him, until this moment she hadn't been positive. She smiled in relief. "That's right." "But I'd say we know each other quite well now." He sat beside her on the bed and his gaze met hers. "And I love you, Erin O'Connor. With all my heart." Shannon could only stare. Jake loved Erin. Of course he did. After all, her sister was the one he'd dated for the past three months. Shannon was just the fill-in for the weekend. She'd been foolish to think there had been anything special between her and Jake. The whole time he'd held her, kissed her, teased her, he'd been seeing Erin. Shame mixed with despair. What should she do now? Tell him who she really was? Or play this out as Erin and no one would ever be the wiser? "Erin," Jake took her hand. "I just wanted you to know how I felt. If you don't feel the same, I understand." This was her opportunity to let him down gently and tell him she was getting back with her old boyfriend. If she didn't do it now, then Erin would have to do it when they got back to St. Louis. And Erin might not be as kind. Still, Shannon couldn't bring herself to say the words. "I'm so confused." The look of pain in his eyes broke her heart. "I don't know what I feel —" "Shh." His fingers closed her lips. "There's no need to talk about that now. We have more important things to decide." "We do?" she asked. "Such as?" "Such as —" his lips quirked upward "— do you want the right side of the bed? Or the left?" Which side of the bed? Shannon groaned. Her gaze shifted to the floor. She eyed the oval rug in front of the fireplace. Though she knew hardwood floors could be cold, maybe he'd be warm enough if she gave him the comforter off the bed. A knock sounded at the door. "Could someone open the door, please?" Recognizing Mrs. Graham's voice, Shannon opened the door. The woman held out a stack of blankets. "These are for you." "Thank you." Shannon took the bundle and set them on the bed. "I thought you could use some extra blankets and I found an old air mattress." The landlady's gaze shifted from Jake to Shannon. "Of course, if you don't want it…"
 
 "Actually —" Jake began. "Actually we were just about to discuss who would get the floor," Shannon said. "So you couldn't have come at a better time." "Sleep tight," Mrs. Graham whispered as she shut the door. "Sleep tight? On the floor?" Jake muttered. "Not on the floor." Shannon smiled. "On the air mattress."
 
 Chapter Thirteen Shannon jerked upright in bed, her body drenched in sweat, her heart pounding. Something was wrong. Dreadfully wrong. Her chest hurt and she could barely catch her breath. She hadn't felt this bad since she'd been 10 and Erin had fallen from the parallel bars and had gotten the air knocked out of her. Something is wrong with Erin. Shannon tried to reassure herself that Erin was perfectly safe with Dillon in Colorado. But once the thought hit her, it wouldn't let go. After a half hour of trying to convince herself she was being silly, Shannon eased herself out of the bed and padded silently across the cold hardwood floor in her bare feet. Her sweatpants and sweatshirt were warm but Shannon found herself shivering as she dialed the number of Dillon's condo in Aspen. On the 10th ring she hung up and dialed her parents. "Hello." Even though it was three in the morning her mother sounded wide-awake, almost as if she'd been expecting a call. "Mom, this is Shannon." Shannon spoke in a low tone and cast a quick glance at the floor, reassured that Jake hadn't moved at all. "I didn't mean to wake you. But I have the most awful feeling —" "I'm so glad you called." Her mother's voice sounded odd, as if she was coming down with a cold. "I knew you were in Kansas City, but I'd lost your number —" "Mom," Shannon interrupted. "I'm worried about Erin. I just need to know if you've talked to her? I had the most awful feeling and I need to know she's okay." "The doctors think she'll be fine. Of course, they can't say for sure.…" Her mother's voice broke. "Think she'll be fine? What's wrong with her?" Though a fire burned in the fireplace and Shannon was dressed warmly in a sweatshirt and sweatpants, she shivered. "Shannon, this is Dad —"
 
 Shannon forced herself to stay calm. Her mother often overreacted. Her father had always been the calm, logical one. "Dad. Tell me what's going on with Erin. Is she okay?" "Honey, Erin was in a skiing accident yesterday. She broke a bone in her leg and hit her head pretty hard." "But she's okay? I mean people break their legs every day." Her father hesitated. "At first she was doing fine. But then she…she took a turn for the worse. She started having trouble breathing.…" Shannon's hand dropped to her side, the phone dangling loosely in her grasp. The sweatshirt and sweatpants couldn't assuage the icy chill that raced through her body. For a second Shannon thought she would faint. She sat down, her knees too weak to hold her. Tears spilled from her lids and a sob rose from the depths of her soul. Suddenly Jake was at her side, taking the phone from her hand. "This is Jake Kinkaid. Who am I speaking with?" His troubled gaze lingered on Erin. When he'd awakened to find her on the phone, he'd thought he was dreaming. Until he'd heard her cry out. "This is Mike O'Connor. Is my daughter okay?" "She's very upset," Jake said. "Can you tell me what's going on?" "I was just telling her that Erin broke her leg in a skiing accident in Colorado. When Dillon first called with the news, we didn't think much of it. After all, people break their legs all the time. But she had a concussion and they kept her for observation. Then —" the older man paused and took a breath "— she developed trouble breathing. They think a blood clot went to her lung." "Is she okay?" "They've got her on blood thinners. The first 24 hours are most critical. Helen and I have a six a.m. flight to Denver." Jake took down all the pertinent information and hung up the phone. Though Mike O'Connor seemed fairly together, Jake knew he must be more distraught than he seemed. In the course of their brief conversation he'd gotten Erin's and Shannon's names mixed up several times. "Is my sister dead?" Jake looked up to find Erin's tear-filled gaze staring at him. "Oh, honey, no. She's not dead." He sat beside her on the bed and took her in his arms. "She's in the hospital and they're taking good care of her. She'll be just fine." "She couldn't breathe." Her hand rose to her throat. "A blood clot went to her lung." Jake tried to keep his voice matter-of-fact, as if a pulmonary embolism
 
 were just a minor inconvenience and not a life-threatening event. "But your father said they're treating her with some kind of blood thinners and they expect her to make a full recovery." "My mother was crying." "She was upset," he acknowledged. "But your father said he thought she'd be fine once she saw your sister was okay." "My dad will take good care of her." "That's right, he will." Jake brushed the hair back from her face with one hand. "And I'll take good care of you. Because that's what you do when you love someone."
 
 Chapter Fourteen Though Shannon wanted nothing more than to remain cosseted in Jake's loving arms, her sister came first. "I can't stay here. I have to go to Erin. She needs me." "Erin?" Jake's brows drew together. Shannon stared at him, realizing what she'd just said. The confusion in his gaze cleared. His jaw tensed. "You're not Erin. You're Shannon." The hurt and anger in his eyes tore at her heart. Last night she'd had several opportunities to tell the truth, to explain what had happened. Why hadn't she told him when she'd had the chance? She'd never wanted him to find out this way. Shannon swallowed past the sudden lump in her throat. "I never meant to hurt you." "Don't give me that." He stood abruptly and strode to the window. He leaned forward, his hands on the windowsill for a long moment before shifting his gaze back to Shannon. "Jake —" "So, there couldn't have been a conflict. The only reason I can think of is that she got a better offer. Is that it, Shannon? Did Erin get a better offer?" Shannon lowered her gaze. "Dillon." Jake snapped his fingers. "Your father said something about Dillon calling with the news. That was Erin's old boyfriend's name, wasn't it?" Shannon's heart clenched at the pain in his voice. "I'll take your silence as a yes." Jake raked his fingers through his hair. "I've been such a fool. I even thought I was in love with you. But I don't even know who you are." He shook his head and turned back to the window.
 
 Shannon knew there was nothing she could say that would ease his pain. She didn't want to leave him like this, but she didn't have a choice. She had to go to Erin. She grabbed her bag and in a matter of minutes she was fully packed. Jake still stood with his back to her. "It's quit snowing." "I'm going to the airport." Shannon said. "I'll take you." "I can call a cab." Jake turned. "It'll be faster if I take you." Shannon hesitated. She knew he was right. Still, she was exhausted and the last thing she wanted was to argue all the way to the airport. "Don't worry. It'll be fine. We don't need to talk." His voice was matter-of-fact instead of angry and it was almost as if he could read her mind. "After all, there's really nothing more to say." *** They'd barely spoken since they'd left the bed-and-breakfast. Jake preferred it that way. After all, he certainly wasn't in the mood for small talk and as he'd said, what was there left to say? She'd lied and played him for a fool. He'd found out. He didn't want anything more to do with her. Still, on the way to the airport, his gaze kept drifting sideways. Her blond hair stuck out in little spikes and her green eyes were rimmed with red, but she still was the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen. She'd kept her gaze focused straight ahead for most of the drive, but now her hands were folded in her lap and her eyes were closed. He wondered for a moment if she had fallen asleep, but then he saw her lips move and realized she wasn't sleeping, she was praying. For a moment his heart softened. Until he reminded himself she had a lot to pray about. And she'd better hope God would forgive her, because he sure wasn't going to.
 
 Chapter Fifteen A week later, Shannon sat across from her sister in their apartment living room and breathed a prayer of
 
 thanks. Erin had recovered quickly from her blood clot and the cast on her leg barely slowed her down at all. From the time she'd left the hospital and returned to St. Louis, Erin and Dillon had been inseparable. Tonight at dinner, they'd made the big announcement. "I can't believe you're engaged." Shannon stared at the huge diamond on her sister's finger. "Being with Dillon again made me realize that he was the man for me." A little smile hovered at the corners of Erin's lips. "I'm so glad I went to Aspen." "I'm happy for you, Erin. I really am." "So what about you and Jake?" Erin took a sip of iced tea and peered at Shannon over the top of the glass. "You've barely said 10 words about the guy since we got home." "There's not much to say." Shannon kept her tone light and gave her sister a brief summary of her and Jake's time together, starting with the drive and ending with Jake discovering the truth. "He knows you chose Dillon. And he was okay with that decision." "That was nice of him to send the flowers to the hospital." "He's a thoughtful guy," Shannon said past the sudden lump in her throat. "And the most handsome man you've ever seen." Erin's lips twitched. "I still remember when you told me that. I knew right then that you should have been the one with him, not me." "But you were the one he chose," Shannon pointed out. "Not me." "That's because he didn't know any better." Erin laughed. "I mean, he's a great guy but he never was my type. And I'm really not his." Erin's gaze narrowed. "But you, you were just his type. And you liked him. Don't try to tell me you didn't." "I didn't want to like him," Shannon said. "But I did. And I feel guilty about that. I mean, he was your guy." "We can't help what we feel," Erin said, her voice uncharacteristically soft and gentle. "We can only help what we do about it. I might want a necklace in Tiffany's window, but there's no crime unless I snatch it out of the case and run out of the store." "I kissed him, Erin." Shannon's heart twisted. "He was your boyfriend and I kissed him." "Big deal. You and I both know if I had wanted Jake, regardless of how much you loved him, you would have let me have him. So there's no crime and absolutely nothing to forgive." Erin's tone was so confident Shannon couldn't help but believe her. "You're sure?" "Positive." Erin put her ring under the light. "Hey, did I tell you Kellie called today to ask how I was doing and she mentioned that Jake's grandfather was in the hospital?" "What's the matter with him?"
 
 "I didn't ask." Erin held out her hand, the diamond glittering in the bright light. "Isn't this the most beautiful ring you've ever seen?" "Did they say what hospital he was in?" "Who?" "Jake's grandfather." "I don't know." Erin set her glass on the table. "I didn't really pay much attention. I've never been much for old people. Plus, I don't even know the guy." But I do, Shannon thought. Alfred Kinkaid was a sweet old man who'd gone out of his way to make her feel comfortable. Would it be wrong to stop by and say hello? "I think I might call around," Shannon said in an offhand tone. "Find out where he's at." "Why would you want to do that?" Erin couldn't have looked more shocked if Shannon had told her she'd decided to dye her hair green. "Because I like the guy. Because it's the week before Christmas and he might be lonely," Shannon said. "Because it's the right thing to do." "Good for you," Erin said, glancing down at her ring again. "Tell Gramps hello for me. And, if you see Jake, give him a kiss from me, will you?" Shannon paused. She'd forgotten that Jake might be there. She almost reconsidered her decision to go, until she remembered he'd told her that he played handball on Thursday nights. She grabbed her keys and headed out the door.
 
 Chapter Sixteen "Erin, my dear." Alfred Kinkaid stretched out his bony arms in welcome. "How good of you to come by. And on such a snowy night, too." Despite the IV tubing taped to one arm, Jake's grandfather looked remarkably healthy. "Hello, Mr. Kinkaid." Shannon crossed the room and gave him a quick hug being careful to avoid the tubing. "And before we go any further, I'm Shannon. Somehow the names got mixed up when we were introduced before. Erin is my twin sister's name." Shannon didn't want to cause Jake any embarrassment, so she didn't go into detail, but she was through pretending to be anyone but herself. "Shannon." Jake's grandfather rolled the name around on his tongue. "I like it. Shannon it is. And you can call me Grandpa Al."
 
 The request tore at her heartstrings. If things had turned out differently, he might one day have been her grandfather. "I'm glad you stopped." His pale blue eyes gleamed. "I've been asking Jake to bring you by." Shannon kept her expression impassive, but she couldn't help but wonder why the old man had made the request. He had to know the odds of his grandson bringing his ex-girlfriend along weren't good. Unless, Shannon thought, Grandpa Al still thought she and Jake were together. "It's been a long week." Grandpa Al sighed. "I've been poked and prodded so much I feel like a pincushion." Suddenly Shannon understood why Jake hadn't told him. The older gentleman had enough on his mind without worrying about his grandson's love life. "Are you going to have to be here much longer?" Shannon asked. "Tomorrow is D day," the old man said holding up one hand with his fingers crossed. "D day?" Shannon widened her eyes. She'd worked in a nursing home in high school and thought she knew most medical acronyms but this was one she hadn't heard before. "Dismissal Day." A broad smile split Grandpa Al's face, making him look 10 years younger. Shannon impulsively gave him another hug. "I'm so glad." "You're a sweet girl, Shannon." Grandpa Al's gaze lingered on her face. "By the way, just so you know, there's been a change in plans. Christmas brunch won't be at my house this year." "Why not?" Though she wasn't planning on going, had never planned on going, from what Jake had told her, Christmas was always held at his grandfather's home. Concern welled up inside her. She hoped this change in plans didn't mean that Grandpa Al's condition was more tenuous than it appeared. "Because I'm under strict orders to take it easy. I'll be staying with Jake until I'm back on my feet. The doctors didn't want me going home alone and I certainly wasn't going to any nursing home." Though the nursing home she'd once worked at had been very nice, Shannon knew many elderly people had fears about such facilities. Unfortunately, most didn't have another option. Not many had family able to step in and help. Or willing. Shannon's heart clenched. Jake was such a good guy. "Sounds like it all worked out for you." Shannon smiled. "I'm so glad." "He's got a nice house, don't you think?" Grandpa Al's gaze lingered speculatively on Shannon. Shannon took a seat in the turquoise vinyl chair next to the bed and forced a nonchalant air. "Actually, I've never seen it." "Really?" Grandpa Al raised an eyebrow. "It's nice. Large two story in Wildwood. All the place needs is
 
 a woman's touch and a couple of kids." The older man's penetrating gaze met hers. "My church is in Wildwood. Over on Clayton." Flustered, Shannon rattled on about the congregation, hoping his grandfather would take the hint and change the subject. But the minute she paused to take a breath, Grandpa Al jumped into the conversation. "I know you and my grandson had some kind of falling out. But I know he loves you." Alfred smiled. "You just stop by the house, real casual-like. I'll bring the mistletoe. This season is the perfect time for kissing and making up." As much as Shannon wished it could be that simple, she knew it would never work. And anyway, it would be wrong. And Shannon was through doing the wrong thing. Even for the right reason.
 
 Chapter Seventeen Jake decided to stop by the hospital on the way home from the gym. Though he'd dropped by for a short time after work, he knew his grandfather got lonely. Jake knew how that felt. He'd had the same feeling since returning from Kansas City. Jake shoved the maudlin thoughts aside. Shannon was in the past. Out of his life. Thank goodness he didn't have to see or think about her ever again. Pushing open the hospital door, he forced a cheery smile. "How's it going this evening?" "You just missed Shannon," Grandpa Al said. "Looking prettier than ever, I might add." "Really?" Jake smiled and kept his tone nonchalant. "What was she doing here?" "She came to visit me," Grandpa Al said. "Said she'd heard I was in the hospital and wanted to make sure I was okay. She's a wonderful girl." Jake ignored the comment. "How's she doing?" "Why don't you ask her yourself?" "We don't talk much anymore." "I gathered as much." His grandfather's eyes narrowed. "You two had a spat, didn't you?" Jake shifted his gaze out the window. "Don't tell me this is about the name thing?" Al chuckled. "So she gave you the wrong name. Your grandma told me she was born in '26. I didn't find out until years later, she was born in '24."
 
 "It's not that simple." Jake knew his grandfather wouldn't give up until he knew the whole story. "I'd been dating Erin O'Connor casually for a couple of months. She'd promised to attend the wedding with me but instead, she sent her twin sister, Shannon, in her place." "And you couldn't tell?" Grandpa Al's tone was clearly disbelieving. Jake shifted in his chair. He knew it made no sense. How could he have dated a woman for three months and not been able to tell the difference between her and her sister? Though they might be identical on the outside, inside they weren't the same. Not at all. Their discussion in the car on the way to KC had been his first clue. They'd talked about things that really mattered, instead of what new concerts were coming to the area or what the hottest new vacation spots were. But he'd told himself she must have finally decided to open up, to let him get to know her. And then there was the reception. He'd expected her to be bored stiff. After all, there had been a lot of elderly relatives present and Erin had told him more than once she wasn't into old people. But instead of begging to cut out early, she'd been charming and gracious and had actually seemed to enjoy his relatives and the evening. But the biggest clue had been the way she kissed. She kissed him as if she really cared. As if she…loved him. Jake's chest tightened. "I told her I loved her." Jake shook his head and gave a humorless laugh. "I was going to ask her to marry me." "Sounds serious." "But it was all a joke," Jake said. "Don't you understand? She was just filling in for her sister. I didn't mean anything to her." "Son, I've been on this earth for 80 years and I saw the way she looked at you." Grandpa Al paused. "If you can't see that she loves you, then all I can say is your eyesight must be worse than mine." Jake stared at his grandfather, the first faint stirrings of hope coursing through his veins. Could the older man be right? Could it be that Shannon really did love him? As mad as he'd been at first, now he understood. And he'd had a wonderful weekend. If he was in love with her, maybe it was time he did something about it and not let his pride stand in the way.
 
 Chapter Eighteen "C'mon, Shannon. Don't be a poop. Come with us to church." Erin lined her lips with a cinnamon-colored stick before lifting her gaze from the dressing table mirror. "It's Christmas Eve. You don't want to go alone." Of course she didn't want to go alone. But Shannon didn't want to be a fifth wheel, either. Normally she could have gone with her parents, but her brother's newest baby had arrived earlier than expected and her parents had left for Texas two days ago. So she was on her own this year.
 
 "I don't mind." Shannon forced a casual shrug. "And I like to go to my own church on Christmas Eve." "Let me talk to Dillon." Erin rose with a fluid grace her sister had always envied. "We can go with his family another time." Shannon grabbed her arm as she reached for the phone. "Erin, no. Go with Dillon. There will be plenty of people I know at church. Aunt Janice even asked if I'd save her a seat." Of course, that was before her elderly aunt had come down with a migraine this afternoon. "Are you sure?" Relief warred with the suspicion in Erin's gaze. "Positive." Shannon hugged her sister. "I'll be just fine." *** The last thing Jake wanted to do was put up mistletoe. "A little to the right." Grandpa Al leaned forward in the wheelchair, his gaze narrowing. "It's not centered in the doorway." Jake bit back a sharp retort. It wasn't his grandfather's fault that the mistletoe made him think of a certain green-eyed blonde. The mere touch of the tiny sprig brought back the memory of that night at the reception hall, the softness of her hair, the sweetness of her kiss. Though it was crazy, after his talk with his grandfather, he'd kept thinking about Shannon, wondering if he should give her a call. "Are you going to hang it or stand there looking at it all day?" The abrupt tone jerked Jake back to reality. He moved the mistletoe a half-inch to the right. "How's this?" "Perfect." Grandpa Al nodded approvingly. Breathing a sigh of relief, Jake secured the sprig. "What time will we be leaving for church?" "I thought we might skip services tonight." With this whole thing about Shannon still up in the air, Jake couldn't muster up much of the Christmas spirit. He knew it was wrong, but he shoved aside his guilt. "You've had a long day. We'll be going with the family tomorrow, anyway." "But it's Christmas Eve. I haven't missed a Christmas Eve service in 50 years." The older man's jaw jutted out, but it was the distress in his voice that tugged at Jake's heart. "The roads are icy." "We don't have to go far. Someone told me about a little church not too far from here. Over on Clayton. We can go there." An hour later, Jake sat with his grandfather in the back pew of a church he'd only driven past before.
 
 The roads had been as icy as he'd feared, but he'd snagged a close parking space and the parking lot had been well salted. The church was packed. Jack scanned the crowd, his gaze lingering on all the families. The little boys in their shirts and ties, the little girls in their velvet dresses. It was hard to believe that only a few short weeks ago, such a life had seemed within his reach. "I was such a fool," Jake muttered. "What did you say?" Grandpa Al's eyes were bright with curiosity. "Nothing." Jake shifted his gaze to the front of the church. "Look at all those poinsettias." "So beautiful," his grandfather murmured, but the old man's gaze wasn't on the plants. It was on a blonde who'd just walked through the door. Jake froze in his seat. What was she doing here?
 
 Chapter Nineteen "Shannon. Over here." Shannon turned in the direction of the voice and stopped dead in her tracks. For a moment she was tempted to pretend she hadn't seen Alfred Kinkaid. But she'd been taught to respect her elders and she couldn't ignore him. Or the dark-haired man sitting at his side. God give me strength. Shannon made her way through the crowd, and by the time she reached the end of the long pew, her heart had slowed back to a normal rhythm. "Mr. Kinkaid, what a surprise. I never expected to see you this evening." "God works in mysterious ways." The old man's grin was so infectious Shannon couldn't help but smile. "Jake's church is way across town and with the roads being bad, we decided to go somewhere close." "I'm glad you did," Shannon said. "I can't imagine not being in church on Christmas Eve." "That's exactly what I told Jake." Grandpa Al's eyes twinkled. "You remember my grandson, don't you?" "Of course." Shannon forced a smile. She'd spent the day telling herself that everything worked out for the best. After all, Erin had Dillon and seemed blissfully happy. But it wasn't as easy now, seeing Jake and realizing she'd never have the man she loved. "Merry Christmas, Jake." "Merry Christmas." Jake's gaze lingered. "Where's your family this evening?"
 
 "My brother just had a new baby and my parents went to Texas to be with him," Shannon said. "My sister and her fiancé are attending services this evening with his family." Jake looked up at the word "fiancé" and she realized he didn't know Erin was engaged. But, of course, how could he? They hadn't talked since Kansas City. "So you're alone this evening?" Grandpa Al said in a conversational tone. "Yes, but —" "Miss, we're about to start," the usher whispered. "Could you take your seat?" "We've got a spot for you." Grandpa Al patted the space next to him on the end. "Right here." Shannon glanced around the church. During the time she'd spent talking, the sanctuary had filled up and she couldn't see one empty seat except for the one in front of her. Shannon gave a resigned sigh. At least Jake was on the other side of his grandfather. But when Shannon started to sit, the old man slid to the end of the pew, opening a space between him and Jake. "I like to sit on the outside." Grandpa Al shot her an apologetic smile. "You don't mind sitting in the middle, do you?" The old man's innocent expression didn't fool Shannon in the least. She sat down and smoothed the skirt of her dress, telling herself that they were all adults and if she just focused on the service she'd be fine. But with Jake's leg pressed against hers and the familiar scent of his cologne wafting about her, Shannon found it difficult enough just to breathe, much less concentrate. Halfway through the service she realized she was staring at him and he was staring back. She licked her dry lips. His own lips parted as if he were about to say something but then forgot what it was. She reached for the hymnal and his fingers closed around it, brushing hers. She felt the blood surge from her fingertips all the way to her toes. His gaze slowly swept down her body, studying her, inch by inch. Though the church was well heated, her skin turned to gooseflesh. It was crazy. She felt languid and tense at the same time. He held her gaze and his eyes seemed to glitter, suddenly looking more green and brown than blue. Her heart hammered against her ribs, drowning out the sound of the familiar Christmas hymn. Her eyes locked with his and their breathing came in unison. "We need to talk," he said, his lips barely moving.
 
 Chapter Twenty "Come to my house after church," Jake said softly. "We can talk there." "But it's Christmas Eve," she said in a low tone. "We need to talk," he repeated, meeting her gaze. "I don't want to wait any longer, do you?" Shannon shook her head. The rest of the service passed in a blur. It seemed only a matter of minutes before Shannon found herself walking through the front door of Jake's home. The minute they got inside, Grandpa Al started complaining about his hip. But when he headed to his room, Shannon noticed he wasn't limping at all and he barely used his four-pronged cane. "I'm going to go to my room and lie down." Grandpa Al smiled at Shannon and gave his grandson a wink. "You two kids have fun." "He seems to be walking okay," Shannon said, after she'd heard a door shut down the hall. "Do you think his hip is really bothering him?" "With him, who really knows," Jake said with a smile. "If I had to bet, I'd say no. I think he wanted to give us some time alone together." "He's really a sweet man." "Yes, he is," Jake said. "But we're not here to talk about him. We're here to talk about us." "Before you say anything, I just want to say again that I'm sorry." Shannon met his gaze. "I never meant to hurt you. I'm not the kind of person that normally lies. Erin wanted to see if there was still something there with Dillon. I didn't want her to lose you. That's why I agreed to do it. But it was wrong." "You know I believe," he said, taking her hand in his, "that things happen for a reason." "You do?" Shannon drew a shaky breath. "I never really knew Erin," he said. "If you wouldn't have come with me that weekend we might never have gotten to know each other." Hope grew inside her. Could this be what God had planned all along? Erin had gotten the man she loved. Could it happen to her, too? "You know how in church the minister talked about this being a time of beginnings?" Shannon pushed a strand of hair back with her hand. "Actually, I was so preoccupied I didn't catch much of the sermon." Jake smiled. "I didn't get it all, either. But I liked the part about beginnings. I found myself thinking we
 
 could start over. Pretend we just met and go from there. What do you think?" "I think it could work." Shannon's smile widened. "When do you want to start?" "No time like the present." Jake extended his hand. "I don't believe we've met. I'm Jake Kinkaid." Shannon took his hand. A shiver traveled up her spine at his touch. "Shannon O'Connor." "Shannon." He kept hold of her hand and his gaze flickered for a moment, down to her mouth. "Do you believe in kissing on the first date?" "Not usually." Her gaze shifted pointedly to the mistletoe overhead. "But in this case I might be willing to make an excep —" Jake tugged her toward him and stopped her words by covering her mouth with his own. She quivered at the sweet tenderness of his kiss. "Marry me," Jake whispered in her hair. Shannon's heart fluttered wildly in her breast. "We just met." Jake stepped back and held her at arm's length. "I feel like I've known you forever." His gaze traveled over her face and searched her eyes. "I love you, Shannon." Shannon stared into Jake's eyes for a long second as his words seemed to echo in the room. I love you, Shannon. He loved her. Jake loved her. Not her sister, but her. "And I love you." Tears of happiness stung her eyes and as she brushed them aside, her gaze drifted to the mistletoe. Grandpa Al, the matchmaker. Now that he'd succeeded in bringing them together, she knew they'd never hear the end of it. Her lips curved upward. "You know what this means, don't you?" "I know exactly what it means." Jake's gaze never left her face. "It means I've got the right twin. And I'm never going to let her go."
 
 The End
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