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Introduction by J.M. Snyder

Here are our best-selling
gay romance stories of the past year. You’ll find a number of new
names alongside those with whom you may already be familiar. I hope
you enjoy them as much as we do!

* * * *

Gingerbread and Good Tidings by Kris T.
Bethke



Chapter 1

“I need that meeting with Mercer set for some
time next week. The earlier, the better. Make it happen, Cody.”

I nodded, making a note in the app I had up
on the second screen, then turned my attention back to my boss.
Having a Zoom meeting every morning was not ideal, but we’d made it
work since almost the beginning of the year. Josiah Campbell cared
about his employees more than he did about making money, but since
he cared a great deal about that, too, he’d found a way for us to
all keep working remotely.

“If he insists on face to face, you know my
requirements,” Mr. Campbell said, his voice a little weary. The
fact was, Mr. Campbell had thrived in the virtual world and
realized he could get a lot more done.

The world had already been leaning toward a
more fully virtual workplace. Our current situation with the global
COVID pandemic, though, better than it had been in March, had sped
up that process. Mr. Campbell was on board. And though I missed
seeing other people on the regular, I was more than happy with
working from home. It had taken some adjustments, but I’d found I
could quite easily do my work as an administrative assistant
without being in the office.

“All right.” Mr. Campbell’s voice broke into
my wandering thoughts, and he gave me a small smile. “Anything
else?”

“Arthur Commack has been quite insistent
about a meeting, sir. He emailed four times last week, and already
again this morning.”

Part of my duties were to screen the boss’s
emails. His business account went to me first, and I organized it
by priority before he logged in. It had been that way for three
years now, and I still remembered the pride that had filled me when
he’d assigned me to take over that particular task. It was the
moment I knew he trusted me implicitly and that I’d become
indispensable.

Mr. Campbell groaned and muttered something
that suspiciously sounded like “pretentious gasbag.” I hid my
amusement. Commack was one of our worst and most demanding clients,
and insisted on dealing with Mr. Campbell directly. Mr. Campbell
had long ago moved solely into the president and CEO position, and
for the most part, no longer met with clients. But Commack had a
lot of money, and he was privileged and demanding because of it.
Mr. Campbell didn’t let him get away with it much—which I was
grateful for—but he had to weigh the fact that Commack brought a
lot of money into the firm.

“I don’t want to see him,” Mr. Campbell
finally grumbled. Then he sighed and pinched the bridge of his
nose. “Find out exactly what he wants and then assure him
we’ll set up a meeting.”

I kept the smirk off my face from years of
practice. “Yes, sir.”

“Is that it?”

“That’s all I have,” I said after
double-checking my list. “Unless you have anything else for
me?”

Mr. Campbell shook his head. He trusted me to
know what needed doing, and come to him only if there were issues
or something that needed his immediate attention. I’d had five
years to perfect the art. I knew what I was doing and I appreciated
his confidence in me.

“That’s it for this morning. I’ll let you
know if anything else comes up. But now. You have to make up for
ending today’s meeting with Arthur Commack. Where’s our girl?”

I chuckled and pushed back from my desk,
turning to locate Pippa. Unsurprisingly, she was on the couch, her
big head hanging over the arm and looking for all the world like
I’d betrayed her. She had a really expressive face.

“Come here, Pip, and say ‘hi.’” Immediately
she jumped down, her solid body making a thump as it hit the
hardwood floor. But when she popped up to put her front feet on the
edge of the desk, her face broke into that pittie smile, her tongue
hanging out, as Mr. Campbell cooed over my dog.

I scratched behind her ears and let them have
their moment. It had become a morning ritual over the past few
months. Mr. Campbell had been shocked to learn I had a pit bull,
since he believed the hype and the misinformation about them. Pits
were some of the sweetest dogs I’d ever known, and Pippa was
sweeter than most. She’d been a rescue, but fortunately she’d only
been a baby and hadn’t been used to fight or as bait. She came home
with me at twelve weeks, and she’d been my big baby ever since.

Meeting concluded, I sent Pippa to get her
sweater and pulled off mine. I’d put on the blue cable-knit to look
presentable for the meeting, but I much preferred the comfort of my
fleece-lined hoodie. Another benefit of working from home was the
comfortable clothes.

My girl needed a walk before I got sucked
into work for the day. She used to get them in the early mornings,
but we both preferred to sleep until the last possible moment so
she was just as glad as I was that we got extra time. Pippa trotted
into the living room with the sweater my friend Maddie had knitted
her clutched in her mouth. When it got this cold—the weather app
said it was only fifteen degrees this morning—I always gave her a
little extra protection. She refused to wear the booties I’d gotten
her to protect her feet, but she was fine with the fuzzy purple
sweater. I’d take what I could get and keep the walk short.

Pippa sat like a good dog and lifted her paws
so I could pull on the sweater and get it zipped up, only giving an
impatient huff as I fiddled with her harness to get it to fit
comfortably over the sweater. Once she was set, she trotted to the
door and sat patiently while I bundled up.

Two circles of the block later, we were back
inside. She’d done her business, I’d cleaned it up, and we were
both chilled to the bone. It hadn’t snowed overnight, but we’d had
a good amount fall over the past week. Though sidewalks and roads
were clear, it was piled on lawns and curbs, which gave everything
a hushed, winter wonderland feeling.

I hummed a Christmas carol as I got myself
and Pippa out of our outerwear. Then flicked on the twinkle lights
so the tree lit up. With just four days left until Christmas, I
wanted all cheer all the time. Another bonus of working from my
bungalow was that I got to be surrounded by all my decorations and
holiday cheer twenty-four-seven.

I loved the holiday season. Absolutely loved
it. Starting with Thanksgiving and going straight through to New
Year’s. It made me happy in a way few other things did. And this
year, because of limited socialization, I went all out in my home.
The tree—though fake, it looked nearly real—was packed full of
every ornament I owned and a bunch more that I’d ordered over the
past couple of months. I had mistletoe hanging in the doorway and
boughs of holly and evergreen strategically placed. Twinkle lights
on the tree and draped on walls. Scented candles to bring in the
smells of the season as well as give my place a warm glow, and
other battery-operated ones to add to the feeling.

But my pride and joy was my gingerbread
people collection. I had tons of ornaments depicting the cookies in
various activities, but it didn’t stop there. I had ceramic and
porcelain figurines placed in various spots, stuffies that had a
place of honor in my wide window ledge and on the couch, and
glasses, mugs, and tableware that I used exclusively throughout the
month. I thought they were adorable, and I couldn’t resist adding
to my collection if I saw something that caught my eye.

I let out a little sigh as I raked my gaze
through the room. It just made me happy and content to see all the
decorations. Pleased and joyous, I tapped my phone until my
Christmas playlist filled the air, and got down to work.

* * * *

Somehow, Mr. Campbell had accidentally
scheduled himself for two meetings at the same time, one in person
and one online. I was in the process of sorting out that mess and
trying to reschedule when Pippa lifted her head and let out one,
single booming bark. Two seconds later, the doorbell rang. I jumped
up and tried to beat her to the door, but of course, she was faster
than me. I pushed her back and snapped my fingers.

“Go lay down.” A lot of people were afraid of
pits, and I didn’t want to scare whoever was at the door. At least
not at first. I didn’t generally get door to door salespeople or a
missionary, and certainly not during fifteen degree weather when it
was still practice to socially distance.

I peeked through the window beside the door
and saw someone holding a familiar-looking box. Or at least the
logo on top of the white box was familiar. I knew the rainbow and
the script, but what I couldn’t figure out was why someone I didn’t
know was standing on my porch holding said box.

Cautiously, I opened the door, and the young
man gave me a bright smile. “Cody Schaefer?”

“That’s me,” I confirmed, still keeping the
door between us, only cracked wide enough to see each other
clearly.

“Delivery. Enjoy!”

I took the box he practically shoved at me,
and returned his wave. But I was confused. I hadn’t ordered
anything from Pounds and Grounds, so this had to be sent from
someone. But who? There was only one way to find out.

I set the box on the kitchen counter, then
grabbed scissors to cut the string tied around it. I opened the lid
slowly, as if I expected it to explode, but gasped when I saw the
personal-sized cheesecake that looked utterly mouthwatering. Next
to it was a bone-shaped cookie wrapped in plastic. And taped to the
inside lid was an envelope. I snatched it off the lid and
practically ripped into it.

Good Tidings, Cody,

Here’s hoping this brings you extra holiday
cheer. It took some doing, but a gingerbread cheesecake seemed like
something you would enjoy. And since we can’t leave Pippa out, a
cookie made especially for her, though with pumpkin instead of
gingerbread. May the day be merry and bright. Happy Holidays.

It was not signed. I turned over the card,
looking to see if, perhaps, it was there, but nope. Nothing. I
didn’t recognize the handwriting either, but that meant nothing
since someone from the café could have written it.

Part of me was so touched, so pleased, that
someone had thought of me, knew what I liked, and thought to send
it to me. But the other part was a little creeped out since it
wasn’t signed. Why did this person want to remain anonymous? It was
clearly someone who knew me, not only because it was a treat
containing my favorite holiday flavor, but also because they knew
my dog by name.

I stared at the contents of the box for a
long time, wondering who had sent it. My first instinct would have
been Mr. Campbell, because that was the sort of thing he’d do for
his staff. But he didn’t know about my penchant for gingerbread,
and besides, he’d already gifted the entire staff with the
end-of-year bonus, which he felt was more fitting for a company
like his. It had to be one of my friends, but none of them seemed
like the type. Or those who would, wouldn’t have hesitated to sign
their name.

I grabbed my phone, opened the group text
thread, and tapped out a message…

Cody: I got a mysterious package, gingerbread
cheesecake that looks amazing. But no one signed the note, so who
sent it?

It took only seconds for the replies to start
pouring in. We’d once used the thread to plan our outings and
get-togethers, but now it was primarily a way we kept in touch with
one another.

Maddie: aww that’s so sweet! You have a secret
admirer!

Cooper: are you crazy?? Get rid of it! It’s probably
poisoned!

Rick: you can’t eat something someone sent if they
won’t take credit. Who knows what it contains. Throw it out right
now.

Maddie: come on! It’s sweet. Don’t be paranoid.

Lisa: I agree with the guys, don’t eat it. It’s
dangerous.

Scott: probably not. Amy and I think you should
enjoy it. It’s a nice gesture.

Jason: did it come from a reputable source?

I decided the only one who was being rational
was Jason, so I replied to his question and no one else.

Cody: yep. Pounds and Grounds.

Jason: I like that place. And did the delivery
person seem legit?

Maddie: they have the best pumpkin rolls I’ve ever
eaten

Cooper: still could be fake.

I rolled my eyes, ignoring everyone else.

Cody: Yes, Jason. Had on the cap they all wear and
there was the logo on the car at the curb. I know they started
doing delivery back in April or so.

Jason: you could check with the café, make sure they
sent it, if you’re really worried. But I think you’re fine.

Everything in me relaxed. Why hadn’t I
thought of that? It wasn’t that I was really worried about where
the cheesecake had come from, but there was a small part of me that
knew it was potentially dangerous to just…eat something when I
wasn’t sure who sent it.

I didn’t know Jason all that well. He was a
friend of Cooper’s, and Coop joined our group only after he and
Maddie got close at work. But they’d been around for a few years
now, and I liked them both. Jason was quieter than Cooper, though,
so it was harder to get to know him. But I wasn’t surprised he was
the only one of the bunch who had responded practically. He always
seemed to have a level head, and was the one that reined us in if
we got too out of control, though that didn’t happen too often.

The thread blew up again, with everyone
chiming in with their thoughts. I glanced at it briefly, but didn’t
bother reading the responses. It seemed to have turned into a war
of one side trying to convince the other about whether or not my
delivery was safe. I muted the notifications on the thread for now,
then searched for the number of the café and called in.

“Pounds and Grounds, this is Joshua. How may
I help you?”

“Hi. My name is Cody Schaefer. I just
received a delivery.”

Joshua made a small, distressed sound. “Was
there something wrong? Taylor was careful with the cheesecake,
wasn’t he?”

And the last bit of worry melted away. “Oh,
no. He was very careful and it arrived in perfect condition. I just
want to make sure it was actually from your café.” And then
realizing how that sounded, and not wanting to accuse anyone of
anything, I quickly added, “I wasn’t aware you had gingerbread
cheesecake, is all.”

Joshua laughed. “It’s new this season. With
so much of our business being delivery instead of in person, our
head baker has been experimenting. I hope you enjoy it.”

“I’m sure I will. Thanks so much!”

After hanging up, I didn’t hesitate to dive
in. Grabbing a fork, I ate it straight from the box, moaning when
the flavors hit my tongue. It was the perfect combination of
gingerbread spice and creamy cheesecake. I swear I could taste the
ginger, cinnamon, and cloves individually. Before I realized it,
I’d eaten half of it, and came out of my baked good induced stupor
only when Pippa nudged me.

“Look, Pips! Someone sent us goodies!” I put
down my fork and unwrapped her treat, then gave it to her. She
gently took it, gave me the side eye, then trotted into the other
room so she could eat in peace. A moment later, I heard the
distinctive crunch as she chomped down.

I resumed eating, too, even though an entire
cheesecake was a terrible lunch, despite it being a quarter of the
size of a normal one. I thoroughly licked my fork when I was
done.

I couldn’t stop grinning. That definitely put
an extra pep in my holiday step, what with all the appropriate
flavors and scents. I hummed happily and wished I knew who to
thank. But for whatever the reason, my gingerbread angel didn’t
want to be identified. So all I could do was take it in the vein it
was intended and let it lift my holiday spirits.

Full and happy, I turned up my music and went
back to work.

* * * *


Chapter 2

I wasn’t anticipating a second delivery. But
the next day, as I was responding to a chunk of emails Mr. Campbell
didn’t have time for and were inquiries for general information,
the doorbell rang again. Pippa was already standing guard by the
time I got there, and I sent her to lie down before I opened
it.

The same young man, with the same grin, stood
there waiting. He held up the box, and added an eyebrow waggle as
he pushed it in my direction.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Schaefer! Hope you
enjoy.”

He bounded down the steps, and I was glad I’d
salted this morning before taking Pippa for her walk, or he would
have definitely ended up on his ass. I called a thank you to him,
and he threw a jaunty wave over his shoulder. I chuckled at his
enthusiasm, and headed into the kitchen.

Pippa trailed behind and leaned heavily
against my leg as I quickly opened the box. I couldn’t wait to see
what was inside. The smell of ginger, chocolate, and cinnamon
assaulted me as soon as I lifted the lid, and my mouth immediately
began to water.

Two delicious-looking brownies sat neatly
wrapped, but not just some regular chocolate concoction. I stared
for a long few minutes because I’d never seen anything quite like
this. There was also another cookie for Pippa. After yesterday’s
yummy delivery, I was really looking forward to trying this one.
And definitely leaning more toward thinking it was sweet and not
creepy.

Before I broke into the baked goods, I did
the responsible thing and checked the note taped to the inside of
the lid.

Good Tidings, Cody!

Another new offering from the café that
seems right up your alley. Wanting to bring you extra holiday cheer
this season has turned into a fun adventure. These gingerbread
brownies are a specialty that should hit the right spot. Hope you
and Pippa enjoy your holiday treats.

Again, no signature. And again, even though I
was pleased and excited, I was also just a little weirded out by
the lack of credit. Why was someone sending me baked goods, my one
true weakness, laced with my favorite holiday flavor?

I opened Pippa’s cookie, told her to be
dainty, and handed it over. As if to spite me, she chomped it right
there so half of the cookie and a whole lot of crumbles landed on
the tiles. I snorted a laugh, but I wasn’t worried about the mess.
Pippa would lick up every last crumb.

I carried my box of goodies to my desk and
set them to the side, then picked up my phone and held it in my
hand. I knew what would happen if I let the group know. It would
start another hours-long argument. Yesterday’s had gone on into the
evening, which I’d resolutely ignored until both Maddie and Jason
sent me individual messages to make sure I was all right. I’d
responded to both, and while Maddie had taken it as an invitation
to chat with me about all the things, Jason just sent me a smiley
face and a thumbs up.

Jason’s text thread was the one I opened now.
Not only had he been the only one who’d been rational yesterday,
but he also hadn’t pushed or been demanding. It could be because we
didn’t know each other that well. We didn’t really talk outside of
group settings, though we got along well whenever we were together.
Would it be strange if I messaged him now? Was he busy? I knew he
still went into work. That hadn’t stopped like it had for the rest
of us. Since he worked at the hospital, it only made sense, though
he was an operations manager and didn’t deal directly with
patients.

I didn’t want to bother or interrupt him, but
I assumed he’d just ignore me if he couldn’t talk. So I took a deep
breath and quickly tapped out a message.

Cody: I got another delivery from Pounds and Grounds
just now. Gingerbread brownies. Note still not signed.

There. That sounded okay. I set down my
phone, glanced at the box again, then told myself I would do some
more work and wait to see if he responded before I decided if I
wanted to indulge in the baked goodness.

Jason must not have been busy at the moment,
because the chime sounded a moment later. I would have been
embarrassed about how quickly I snatched up the phone if there’d
been anyone around to see. As it was, Pippa was the only one who
could judge me, and she was judge-y for smaller infractions than
this.

Jason: That’s something different. Sounds good, if
you like chocolate.

Jason: Do you like chocolate?

Cody: I do. Not tons, but brownies are some of my
favorite desserts

Jason: And we all know how much you love
gingerbread.

Cody: *blushes* I know. It’s a thing.

Jason: No need to be embarrassed. We like what we
like, right?

Cody: Too true.

Cody: So you think it’s okay? To eat I mean.

Jason: I do. Same answer as yesterday. It’s from a
reputable place, delivered by their staff. I think you’re good.

Jason: Are you worried?

Cody: No, not really. It’s just a little weird,
right?

Jason: What is?

Cody: That someone is going through all this trouble
and not taking credit.

Jason: Maybe they don’t want to take credit. Maybe
it’s just about lifting your spirits?

Cody: My spirits aren’t down! How can they be? It’s
Christmastime!

Jason: LOL. Well that’s good. Still, it could be
just a nice gesture. Has it made you happy?

I thought about that for a second, and the
grin spread across my lips without conscious thought. Yes, it
absolutely made me happy. Not only because it was baked goods but
because someone was thinking about me.

Cody: so happy. Still wish I knew who it was
though.

Jason: Do you need to know?

Cody: *squints* Do YOU know who it is?

Jason: heh. Not what I was asking.

I knew that. I didn’t know Jason well enough
to know if he was being cagey on purpose. But I liked that he was
making me think, that he was discussing this with me without
putting his own spin on it. Maddie would have been waxing poetic
about how it was a romantic gesture, and it was the sweetest thing
she’d ever heard. Rick would have demanded I throw it out, then
probably try to insist he file a motion to get the records from the
café released so he could then file a restraining order for
whomever was stalking me with baked goods.

Jason, on the other hand, was just being
rational and kind, asking me gently to examine my feelings about
the whole thing. And when I did think about it, I realized he was
right. Or rather, what he was implying was right.

Cody: No. I suppose not. I don’t need to know.

I thought about it a moment longer.

Cody: as long as it’s just baked good deliveries and
not something scary!

Jason’s dots appeared, then disappeared
before coming back again. Clearly he was reevaluating what to type.
Eventually, the message came through.

Jason: Valid point. So enjoy the treats you have.
How do the brownies look?

I sent the drooling face emoji and followed
it quickly with a message.

Cody: So so so good. Rich and fudgy and swirled with
goodness.

Jason: God, you’re so cute.

A burst of adrenaline made my heart pound. He
probably didn’t mean those words like I wanted, but my insides
warmed at the thought of him thinking I was cute. I’d found him
insanely attractive since our first meeting. He had that whole
“tall, dark, and handsome” thing going on. The first time I saw
him, he’d come straight from work, and he was wearing a dark suit.
He’d taken off his tie, undone the top couple of buttons of his
white dress shirt, and I’d practically drooled. I knew he was bi,
but I hadn’t ever heard of him dating a man—he’d had one girlfriend
for a short time—in all the time we’d known each other. He was
probably out of my league, but he was sure nice to look at. But he
never looked at me with any sort of interest, so I let that
attraction simmer down to the background.

But he thought I was cute.

Struck with an idea, I lifted my phone,
turned on the camera app, and snapped a selfie while I took my
first bite of brownie. I couldn’t help moaning as the flavors burst
over my tongue, and since it sounded slightly obscene, I was glad I
hadn’t opted for video. I savored my bite before examining the
photo, decided it looked playful and a little cheeky, and sent it
to Jason.

It took almost five minutes for him to
respond.

Jason: Looks amazing. You look happy.

I was probably reading far too much into it.
All he said was that I looked happy. But his words warmed me in a
way I couldn’t explain. That I was, and that he saw it, pleased me
and made me feel good.

Jason: Enjoy your treats Cody. You deserve them.

Cody: thank you.

I slowly put down the phone, emotions
swirling. I realized it was an end to the conversation, not a
dismissal exactly, especially because he was at work, but what he
said touched me. Again, I was sure I was finding meaning where he
maybe didn’t intend for it to be.

I deserved it? I did, of course, because
everyone deserved good things in their lives. But even more, that
he said it meant something to me. One thing I was sure about Jason
was that he didn’t say things he didn’t mean. So, yes, I was
touched and a little emotional that he’d said something so
kind.

I let myself dwell in those feelings, letting
them warm me, while I finished my brownie. Which, God, it was so
very delicious. I wasn’t surprised since I knew Pounds and Grounds
Café excelled in the baked goods department. And perhaps the sugar
helped with giving me warm feelings.

When I was finished, I felt happiness down to
my soul. And I knew damn well, I’d make a great effort to talk to
Jason more often. Not just because of my emotions because of this
conversation, but because we’d finally connected on another level
and he was just a really good friend.

* * * *


Chapter 3

I’d been low-key anticipating a delivery all
day, but as the afternoon wore on, I was beginning to think I
wouldn’t be getting one today. But now I had a box in my hand,
delivered by the ever-cheerful Taylor, and I practically vibrated
with excitement. I couldn’t wait to see what my mysterious
benefactor had gifted me with today.

It was two days before Christmas, and my last
day of work before a week’s vacation. Mr. Campbell always closed
the office from Christmas Eve until the day after New Year’s to
give everyone a paid vacation after a year of hard work. It was an
easy excuse to close down, and I appreciated it so I could have
“free” time off. The rest of the staff did, too. Two of the
financial planners were Jewish, and tried to insist on working
since they had extra time already in December for Hanukkah, but Mr.
Campbell insisted this was vacation for the whole office that
happened to coincide with a Christian celebration. It was one of
the many reasons I loved working for that man. He strove for
inclusivity for all his employees.

But my mind hadn’t been on my work as it
should be, and that was a problem. I needed to get things done
since I wouldn’t be looking at my inbox for over a week and it was
important to make sure everything was as clean and as done as
possible before that. I’d been unable focus, though. The two
previous deliveries had been around lunchtime, but now it was
almost three in the afternoon. Every little sound, every car
passing on the street, made me pause and listen, wondering if it
was someone headed up on my porch, bringing a delivery.

I’d just admonished myself to finish my work
when a car door slammed shut and Pippa lifted her head. I was up
and jogging toward the door, telling myself I’d just peek out and
see when my dog jumped up and trotted to the door. My heart leapt
into my throat, and I couldn’t contain my smile even as I picked up
the pace. The knock filled me with joy, and I did a little butt
wiggle and took a deep breath before I opened the door.

Same delivery guy, same box, same big smile,
this time accompanied by a little bow as he handed over my
prize.

“Here you go, Mr. Schaefer. Happy
Holidays!”

“Happy Holidays!” I shouted back, laughing a
little as happiness bubbled up. I waved, even though he couldn’t
see, then practically slammed the door and carried my treat down
the short hall and to the corner of the living room where I’d set
up my home office space, Pippa lumbering along beside me.

I had to take another few deep breaths to
calm down, then chastised myself. I couldn’t dig in right now,
though the smell of ginger, cinnamon, and cloves wafted through the
closed box. I had to finish what I was doing before I could enjoy,
and I knew if I opened the box I’d never be able to resist. So I
made myself finish collating the data needed for the spreadsheet,
saved it to the Cloud drive, and made sure there was nothing else
that needed my attention. It took longer than it should have
because I couldn’t stop stealing glances at the box. But finally,
after nearly an hour, I was done. It was just after four, which
meant I could stop for the day anyway, and I quickly shut
everything down before giving my full attention to the box.

I couldn’t even wait to take the whole thing
into the kitchen. I pushed my keyboard out of the way, then Pippa’s
big head as she tried, once again, to sniff at the contents. I
fought with the string, managed to break it, and popped open the
lid.

It was the same as before, with a treat for
Pippa wrapped in plastic in the corner of the box and a note taped
to the inside of the lid. The scent of yeast, ginger, cinnamon, and
cloves overwhelmed me, and my mouth watered as I took in the
goodies nestled inside. It looked like two cinnamon rolls, but the
scent was wrong, and they were covered in a drizzle of icing. I
moaned at the smell, somehow warm even though I knew the treats
couldn’t be any more. Pippa tried to stick her snout inside, but I
gently pushed her back, and decided to give her her treat first so
she would be occupied. Then I opened the note.

Good tidings, Cody!

A special order for a special man at the
holidays. These gingerbread rolls aren’t normally on the menu, but
it really sounded like something you would enjoy, so the request
was made. It was important to gift you with something extra special
today, as it was imperative for you to know just how wonderful and
special you are. Enjoy the holiday flavors, know you are worth it,
and happy holidays.

My breath caught, and I choked up. I had to
blink away tears that filled my eyes. I knew I was loved by my
friends, but it had been so long since someone made a point of
telling me I was important and special, that my heart actually
pounded for a few seconds. My parents had always made a point to
tell me, to fawn over me in an over-the-top way, but they’d been
gone for years—my mother to a heart attack far too young, my father
a few years later in a robbery gone wrong. I’d created a family of
my own since then, and it had taken years of therapy to be okay.
But with a few kind words from a stranger, one who had gone to the
trouble of getting the café to make something they normally didn’t,
I was an emotional mess.

I took a long few minutes to sit with my
feelings, letting myself absorb them, before I was able to move
forward. Then I grabbed my phone, opened my chat with Jason, and
tapped out a quick message.

Cody: You busy?

Jason responded almost immediately and relief
flooded through me as soon as I saw the dots appear.

Jason: No. I’m home. We closed the office early
today. What’s up?

I started to reply, stopped, erased and
backtracked, started again. I did that three times, but my hands
were shaking, and I didn’t know what to say. Eventually, I just
sent three words.

Cody: can i call

Instantly, my FaceTime started to chime, and
I hit the ACCEPT button with a trembling finger. It took a second
to connect, but then Jason’s worried, beautiful face filled the
screen.

“You okay?” he asked.

I nodded, but I couldn’t speak. I pressed my
lips together to keep from bursting into tears. He’d been so
worried, he called me, and I could see his concern in his
expression. That touched me in ways I couldn’t explain. We weren’t
strangers, but we’d never had a phone conversation. Until
yesterday, we’d never even had a private text conversation. Only in
the group. And while he and I had talked, just the two of us, on
numerous occasions, it had always been when we were with other
friends.

“Cody?” His voice was gentle, laced with
concern, and he leaned forward a little as if he could get closer
through the screen. “What’s wrong?”

I quickly shook my head, sucked in a deep
breath, and slowly let it out. It took another couple of seconds,
but I got myself under control enough to speak. “I’m okay. Fine.
Good. I promise.”

He squinted. “You don’t seem fine.”

I laughed, and it sounded watery, but it
broke the emotion and I was able to breathe easier. I dashed away
the one tear that had escaped and grinned at him. “No, I’m good.
Just emotional. I got another delivery.”

He frowned. “And it made you cry?”

“But the good kind of cry. Listen to this.” I
read him the note, holding it next to the phone so I could steal
glances at him while I read the few lines. His expression softened
as I read, and when I was done, I was teary again and his soft,
gentle smile hit me right in the heart.

“Well, that’s all true. You are
special, Cody.”

My first instinct was to play it off with a
joke, make some kind of humorous comment, but instead, I took a
moment, read the sincerity on his face, and was honest and
heartfelt instead.

“That’s very kind. I didn’t know I needed to
hear it until I did.”

Jason cut his eyes away, and he scratched at
the short goatee he was sporting. It was hardly more than scruff,
but it was even and well kept. He’d been clean-shaven up until
about a year ago, but I liked this look on him. It suited his face,
and I’d been sure to tell him so. He’d had it ever since.

“You should hear it all the time,” he said,
then cleared his throat and focused on me. “Did you try them
yet?”

“Nope. But, oh my God, look at them!” I
flipped the camera and held the phone over the box, making sure to
center the rolls in frame. “Don’t they look amazing?”

“They do. I’m sure they taste even
better.”

I lifted the phone and flipped the camera
back to front-facing. I made my eyes wide. “I almost don’t want to
eat them, they look so perfect. It would be a shame to ruin
them.”

Jason chuckled. “Baked goods are for eating,
honey.”

My heart jumped at the endearment, but he was
probably being silly or something, so I tried to ignore it. But my
pulse was racing, and I wanted to flirt with him. He’d always
turned my key, but I’d kept that in check as best I could since he
didn’t seem to be open to it. Now, maybe that had changed. I
decided to test the waters.

I turned my chair until the lit up tree was
on my left and a few of my gingerbread people could be seen on the
windowsill. Then I gave my best smile, the one I knew lit up my
face and had, in the past, made men give me a second look. Jason’s
eyes went wide, and that made me grin even harder.

“Look, I’m a Christmas card. Perfect,
huh?”

“Absolutely perfect.” He cleared his throat
again. “That’s quite a tree you have there.”

I sighed happily. “Isn’t it amazing?”

He chuckled, a deep, resonant sound that
wormed its way into my soul. “Let me see it.”

I hopped up immediately, flipped the camera
again, and took him right to the tree. I did a slow pan, up and
down, and all the way around, pointing out my favorite ornaments as
I went. “This one here, I bought at a craft fair. See how the globe
catches the light? It’s gorgeous and I love it….oh! This one? This
one I’ve had my entire life. My parents bought it for my first
Christmas, and it’s been on my tree ever since.” I paused and
touched the gingerbread man that had been inscribed with my name
and my birth year. “Hmm, maybe that’s why I love gingerbread people
so much.”

Jason made an amused, but thoughtful sound.
“Perhaps.”

I cackled, loving the slight smirk on his
face. “I came by it honestly, though. Look at this one.” I had to
move around the tree until I found the one I wanted. The tin
ornament’s paint had faded over the years, chipping in some places
and nearly non-existent in others. It was the shape that really
indicated it was a gingerbread man with a bow tie around his neck.
I reverently touched it with one finger. “This was my mom’s
favorite. It always had a place of pride on the tree.”

Jason cleared his throat, then gave a sniff.
I dragged my attention away from the ornament to his face. He was
intently staring at me.

“That’s really nice. I’m glad you have that.
I’m sorry you lost your parents.”

“Thank you. It’s…” I had to take a second to
sort out my feelings and think of what I wanted to say. “Christmas
was a big deal growing up, both my parents loved it and it was the
one time we, without fail, had time together. Because of school
break for me, and the plant where my dad worked closed for the
week, and it was just…it was just really special.”

Jason made an encouraging noise, so I
continued.

“So, you know, at first it was hard to
celebrate. Especially after my dad was killed. But it also helps me
remember them and honor them and…I don’t know. Now I feel close to
them during the holiday season.” I shook my head and gave a rueful
grin. “But I just love the whole season. I love the decorations and
the joy and the cheer and the charity and hope and joy.’

Jason laughed. “You said joy twice.”

“Well, it deserves to be mentioned twice.” I
chuckled. “But honestly, I just love the whole thing.”

“I can tell.” Jason’s eyes twinkled, which I
didn’t think was possible for brown eyes, but he somehow managed
it. “Take me on a tour, show me everything.”

So I did. I spent a little more time at the
tree, pointing out a few more ornaments, then walked through the
rest of the place, showing off every decoration and telling stories
for the ones that had them. Jason listened patiently, laughing at
the appropriate places, a smile playing on his lips the whole time.
I camped it up, really getting into it, loving his reactions. He
was a very good audience.

Eventually, I made it into the kitchen,
showed off my dishes, then made a big deal of placing one of the
gingerbread rolls on a plate. I sighed happily, then propped up the
phone and flipped back the camera.

“There you are,” Jason said, and the light or
something made it look as though there was heat in his eyes. My
face warmed but I pretended it hadn’t. Jason did, too, because he
gestured with his chin to the roll in front of me. “You gonna eat
that?”

I pursed my lips as though thinking about it.
“I should eat dinner first. Save it for after.”

Jason’s eyes crinkled, though he was trying
to keep the smile off his face. “Go for it. It’s the holidays and
it’s your special treat.”

I didn’t need any more persuading. I broke
off a chunk, toasted the screen with it, then popped it in my
mouth. I made an incredibly inappropriate sound as I chewed, it was
that good, but startled and froze when Jason dropped his phone.

“Sorry,” he hastily apologized as he fumbled
it upright. “Sorry about that.”

I quirked an eyebrow and tucked what was left
of my bite in my cheek. “You okay over there?”

“Yup. Yes. Good.”

I snickered. “So is this gingerbread roll.
The café should put this on their menu permanently. This is
delicious.”

“It sounds like it.”

“I’d have shared with you if you were
here.”

Jason blinked, then smiled. “Thanks. Uh, do
you have plans for tomorrow?”

I took another bite, shook my head, and did
my best to keep any untoward noises to myself. When I swallowed, I
answered with words. “Nope, just me and my Christmas movies. Well,
I have to log in to work at some point just to double-check no
disasters have happened. But my plan is to binge-watch everything
curled up with Pippa.” I did a little wiggle of happiness just
thinking about it. “On Christmas Day, though, I’m going to Scott
and Amy’s. They’re doing the whole family thing and have invited me
over. How about you? Any plans?”

“That’s great. Hey, listen. Cody, I’m really
glad you shared this with me. It meant a lot to me. I’ll talk to
you soon, okay?”

“Oh.” I was taken aback by this abrupt
dismissal and the fact that he hadn’t answered my question, but
tried to keep a happy face. “Yeah, of course. Have a good
night.”

“You, too. Bye.” And he stared at me for a
long second before reaching out to end the call.

I sat in stunned silence for a long moment,
trying to figure out what had just happened. I could only surmise
that I’d made Jason uncomfortable somehow, and instead of calling
it out or saying something, he’d just ended the conversation. I
hoped it wasn’t the noise I’d made, because I couldn’t help it and
hadn’t meant anything by it. I scratched my chin and wondered if I
should text him and apologize, or at least ask if I’d done
something, but then decided against it.

I didn’t want to push or make things worse,
especially when we’d begun building a friendship. So I told myself
I’d leave it for now, and if it didn’t blow over or it seemed to
come between us, then I’d deal with it later.

But somehow, my roll didn’t taste quite as
good anymore.

* * * *


Chapter 4

The Christmas movie marathon, interrupted by
walks for Pippa, kept my mind off Jason’s weird goodbye the evening
before. I texted him a “good morning,” which he replied to, but
neither of us said anything else. I knew he had to work half a day
because it had been mentioned in the group thread days before, so I
didn’t want to bother him while he was busy.

I was just relieved he’d responded at
all.

Movie after movie, I lost myself in the
holiday spirit, even as I kept one eye on the clock. Because after
three days, I was expecting a delivery today. I tried to tell
myself not to, that I wasn’t entitled to anything at all, but I
couldn’t help it. I wanted that delivery. I wanted to see what my
holiday treat fairy had in store for me today.

Since yesterday’s delivery had been later, I
wasn’t even concerned about the lack of delivery until the sun
started to set. It was after four, and nothing had appeared.
Untangling myself from the nest of blankets I’d created was a
chore, but I managed, then got up and wandered to the front door. I
peeked out the window but there was nothing but silent,
snow-covered street.

It seemed too late to be getting a delivery
now, and my heart sank. It dropped even further when I pulled up
the website for Pounds and Grounds and saw that they’d closed at
noon today and had stopped deliveries then. I’d been waiting for
hours for nothing. It was silly that I felt like crying. I sat
heavily on the couch, and picked up my phone.

Cody: No baked treat today. I shouldn’t feel sad and
disappointed, but I do.

It took Jason more than ten minutes to
respond. I’d just given up that he would when his chime
sounded.

Jason: I’m sorry to hear that.

It wasn’t the most encouraging response, but
I wasn’t about to let it go at that. It was important to me that we
talked this out. We’d begun a deeper friendship that I wasn’t
willing to let go. Unless he flat out asked me to leave him alone,
or said he didn’t want to be closer friends or something, then I
was going to try to fix this between us.

Cody: Did I do something yesterday that upset you?
Made you angry? If I did, I’m sorry. Can you talk to me about it so
we can fix it? I thought we were becoming closer and I don’t want
to lose that.

A few seconds later, the reply came
through.

Jason: No.

My stomach sank to the floor, and I actually
got nauseous for a second. I wracked my brain, trying to figure out
what I’d done to make him just dismiss me completely and not even
want to talk to me. My brain spun, and the harder I thought, the
more my stomach hurt. But then, before I could work myself up too
much, another text came through.

Jason: Wait dam it hold on I’m driving stupid
car

Relief flooded through me so fast, I got
lightheaded for a moment. He was clearly using his hands-free,
voice-to-text through his car, and I knew firsthand how that could
do things a person didn’t intend. I’d once tried to send Rick a
rant about idiot drivers while I’d been driving and it accidentally
sent to one of my coworkers Richard instead. So I waited, somewhat
impatiently, for Jason to text again.

Jason: sorry about that. I’ve pulled over. I meant
no you didn’t upset me or anything like that. It’s been a day.

Cody: Oh good. I was worried.

Jason: Don’t be. I’m sorry.

Jason: And I’m sorry you were looking forward to a
delivery today and didn’t get one.

Cody: I shouldn’t feel so entitled *sigh* but it
really made my days bright. It was an extra holiday surprise and it
was nice. Made me feel special.

Jason: You are special. Will you hold on for a few
minutes? I’ve gotta take care of something real quick.

Cody: Sure.

I started a new movie—Muppet Christmas
Carol, because it was one of my absolute favorites—and tried to
focus on that instead of waiting for Jason to text again. It took a
little, but eventually I got lost in the story, singing along in my
horrible off-key voice and quoting my favorite lines. Kermit, as
Bob Cratchit, had just finished singing about how there was only
one more sleep ‘til Christmas when Pippa bounded off the couch and
ran for the door.

I followed behind her, confused at who could
be here, when I caught sight of a familiar dark head through the
window. I picked up the pace and opened the door. Jason smiled with
his eyes, his mask covering the lower part of his face, and stomped
snow off his boots. Pippa pushed her face into the reusable grocery
bag he was carrying, and we both ignored her to stare at each
other.

“Can I come in?” he asked softly after a
moment.

“Oh! Of course, yes. Pips, go lay down.” She
ignored me, which she hardly ever did, so I grabbed her collar and
gave her a gentle tug. She backed up, but kept her body between me
and Jason. She was on alert, but not being overly protective. She’d
met Jason before, but it had been a long while ago.

Jason stepped into the small hall, set down
the bag, and pulled off his gloves. After shoving them into one
pocket of his navy wool pea coat, he held out a hand, loose and
relaxed, for Pippa to scent. She did with great enthusiasm, then
gave me the side-eye.

“He’s a friend, Pippa girl.” It was the
permission she needed, and she pushed her head into his hand for
scratches. Jason obliged, and I let them have a minute before I
nudged her with my knee. “All right, baby girl. Go lay down.”

This time, she obeyed, but even as she
climbed onto the couch, she kept her eyes on me. She really was the
best dog in the world. I made a cooing noise, which made Pippa huff
as though she thought I was ridiculous. Laughing, I turned my
attention back to Jason.

“It’s nice to see you. But what are you doing
here?” And then realizing my lack of manners, I held out a hand.
“Here. Let me take your coat.”

Jason unbuttoned it, then shrugged it off. I
hung it on the pegs along the wall, and when I turned around, Jason
was bent over and unlacing his boots, his ass on perfect display. I
wanted to run my hands over the denim, but I stopped myself in the
nick of time. Damn but he had a good ass. I was sad when he
straightened enough to toe off the boots and carefully place them
on the mat. Then he grabbed the bag.

“I, uh, brought stuff to make gingerbread
cookies. I thought we could, you know, make them.” He lifted his
free hand and rubbed the back of his neck. “Just need a bowl and a
cookie sheet.”

I fought back a chuckle, because I didn’t
want him to think I was laughing at him. But he’s awkwardness was
so dang cute. I squeezed his forearm, then quickly dropped my
hand.

“That’s really sweet,” I said as I turned
toward the kitchen. Then raised my voice a notch so he could hear
me while I was facing the other way. “It was kind of you to try and
cheer me up. I really shouldn’t be disappointed not to get
something today. Let me get a mixing bowl.”

Jason mumbled something I couldn’t hear with
my head buried in the cupboard. My mixing bowls were way in the
back, in a bottom cupboard, because I didn’t use them that much. I
straightened up and set the bowl on the counter. He was standing
awkwardly in the middle of the kitchen, clutching the bag in both
hands. I didn’t know why he was nervous—maybe because this was the
first time he’d been at my house—but I smiled to show him it was
okay

“What was that?”

Jason took a long, deep breath. “You were
never supposed to get a delivery today.”

I heard the words, but they didn’t make
sense. “What?”

“This was always the plan. Send you goodies
this week, then show up here to bake the final cookies with
you.”

It took me longer than it should have to put
the pieces together. And when I did, the bottom fell out of my
world for a second.

“It was you the whole time.”

* * * *


Chapter 5

I needed to process all this, because I
wasn’t sure what I was feeling. Too many emotions were swirling
around, and I had to take a moment to sort it all out. Part of me
felt like I should have guessed; the rest of me knew there had been
no clues. In order to get the time, I decided to distract him so I
could actually think.

“Do you have a recipe?”

Jason stared at me, then blinked. “What?”

“A recipe. For the cookies. Do you have one
or do we need to look one up?”

“Y-yes. I, uh, I have one. It’s supposed to
be, um, yeah. A quick one? Yeah, a quicker one. It doesn’t need to
sit in the refrigerator overnight or anything. So, um. Yes.
Here.”

He finally walked forward and set his bag on
the counter. Then he started unpacking it. He’d brought everything
we needed, including a rolling pin and cookie cutters, and he laid
it all out until he finally pulled the printed recipe from the
bottom of the bag. He didn’t look at me as he did it, and
studiously kept his gaze averted while he meticulously folded the
bag and set it to the side.

Carefully, slowly, I laid my hand on his
shoulder. He froze. I wasn’t even sure he was breathing. But he
didn’t pull away.

“I’m not upset or anything. Just confused,” I
murmured.

“Yeah? You sure?”

“I’m sure.” I couldn’t quite zero in on what
I was feeling, but it definitely wasn’t anger or anything
remotely like that. A little hurt, because we’d been talking about
it for days, and he’d been my source of common sense through the
whole thing. And it had been him all along, so it made sense he’d
been confident in his assertion that the treats were safe and
well-intentioned.

“Good. That’s good,” he whispered. He relaxed
a little, but not completely. I patted his shoulder and moved my
hand.

I fully intended to figure out exactly what
was going on here, but first things first. “You can take your mask
off.” He cut his gaze to me, and I smiled. “You get screened every
day, and you wouldn’t be here if you thought there was even a
chance you had COVID. Or the flu. Or even a cold. So I’m not
worried.”

He nodded, carefully unhooked the ear straps,
then pulled them so they broke and wouldn’t get tangled up around
some poor animal if the little critter decided to go trash-diving.
My stomach warmed at the action, because it showed he cared. He
looked around, and I pointed to the cabinet under the sink where I
stashed the trash can. He disposed of the paper mask, then washed
his hands.

I was mesmerized by his long, strong fingers
as he methodically worked the suds in his hands, not missing a
spot. When he finished, I kept staring as he dried them on the
towel. It wasn’t until he was done that I realized I hadn’t taken
my gaze off him, and I chuckled and picked up the recipe.

It seemed simple enough, and I set him to
work washing and drying the new rolling pin, measuring cups, and
cookie cutters while I opened the flour, sugar, and all the spices.
It took only a few minutes and we were ready to start.

“I’m confused,” I admitted as I measured the
flour. He made an inquisitive sound, so I shrugged one shoulder.
“Why didn’t you sign the notes? Why did you keep it a secret? We
talked about it every day.”

“I didn’t expect that,” he said after a
minute. “I mean, I wasn’t surprised when you said something in the
group, but then you started talking to just me and I…well, yeah. I
didn’t expect that.”

“Well, you were the only one who was
level-headed about it. Makes sense now, though.”

“Yeah.”

He still wouldn’t look at me and we worked
quietly for a few minutes until all the dry ingredients were in the
bowl. I got out a second bowl and my handheld mixer, then creamed
together the butter and sugar. Once it was done, I set it to the
side and turned to face him.

“So what was the plan?”

“I just…”

I waited but he didn’t continue, so I smiled
gently. “I didn’t know you were this shy. You don’t have to be. Not
with me.”

He let out a small, sheepish laugh. “I can be
confident when I need to be. But this? You and me? Christ, I’m
nervous.”

I didn’t know what he had to be nervous
about, but I wanted him at ease so I said, “Let’s get this dough
mixed, because it says even though you don’t have to chill this
recipe, it’s best if you do for an hour or two. You get your
thoughts together. Sound good?”

He nodded, and that’s what we did. It didn’t
take long until we had a bowl of dark brown dough. I wanted to
taste it, to see if it tasted as good as it smelled, but I knew
that was a bad idea, so I covered it with plastic and slid it into
the fridge.

“There. That’s done.” I washed my hands,
waited until Jason had done the same, then tilted my head toward
the living room. “Ready to talk to me?”

Jason breathed deeply, but he nodded and
followed me to the couch. I got comfortable on one end, and he sat
at the other. He held his body stiffly, as though he was afraid I
was going to kick him out. I couldn’t imagine what he could say
that would make me do that, and I knew I had to break the
tension.

“Do you need an emotional-support
gingerbread?” I asked, holding out one of the stuffies and wiggling
it at him. He laughed and shook his head, but he took the stuffed
gingerbread man all the same and set it on his lap.

“I’m just going to say this, and then if you
want me to leave, I will.”

“I’m not kicking you out before the cookies
are baked. No matter what.”

That reassured him like I wanted it to, and
he finally relaxed his shoulders. It still took him several moments
and deep breaths before he turned to fully face me.

“I’ve wanted you since we first met. Do you
remember? It was at Maddie’s birthday party two years ago.”

“I remember,” I whispered. He’d come straight
from work and he was wearing a suit that had made me drool. I was
shocked he’d even noticed me that day. We’d barely even spoken,
beyond quick introductions from Cooper.

“But I was dating Molly at the time. So I
pushed it down. And then when she and I fell apart, you’d started
dating Simon. And you seemed really happy. Every time we met up
after that, you were always talking about him or you brought him
with you. I thought I’d missed my chance and resigned myself to
that fact.”

I had been happy with Simon, and if he hadn’t
taken a job clear across the country, following his dreams, we’d
probably still be together. But I hadn’t been ready to uproot my
life to go with him, and that was how I knew he hadn’t been the
long term forever-man. If he had been, I’d have wanted to go.
Things ended great between us and we still kept in touch. But he
was in my past.

“Simon and I broke up almost a year ago.”

“I know. So first I had to give you time to
move on. I wanted you to be ready to start something new. Then the
pandemic hit, and that changed everything. I’d been planning to get
to know you better, slowly, over time. Make you see I’d be a good
fit for you.”

“Jason—”

“I was worried, too,” he interrupted, not
letting me speak. “Nervous and awkward, and you’re so beautiful and
just such a good person. You’re out of my league, Cody.”

“You want to talk about beautiful? You’re
gorgeous. Have you looked in a mirror there, Mr. van Buren?”

His cheeks reddened, and it was probably the
sweetest thing I’d seen in a long time. He fussed with the stuffie
on his lap and wouldn’t look at me.

“Oh, I know I’m pretty enough,” he said,
embarrassment clear in his tone. “But I want something deeper than
that, you know? Attraction is important, but I want something that
will last.”

“Me, too,” I whispered, my voice barely
there.

He blew out a breath. “I was running out of
time. You would find someone else, and I didn’t want that to
happen. At least not until you gave us a chance, until we got to
see if there could be something between us. So I came up with this
plan. At the very least, you’d have a fun surprise to make this
holiday bright and full of joy.” He gave me a mischievous side-eye
with that, and I knew it was a call back to yesterday when I’d said
“joy” twice. “And at best, it would give me an opening to tell you
I want you and you’d say you want me back.”

I waited a few seconds to make sure he was
done, and when he didn’t say any more, I slid closer. Not quite
touching, but almost. I swear he held his breath. Slowly, I reached
out until I could lay a hand on his thigh. He jolted under my
touch, but not in a bad way.

“My turn?” I murmured, voice low. He
swallowed hard and nodded. I leaned into his space just a little
more. “I was attracted to you the first time I met you. And now? I
want to get to know you. I’ve really enjoyed chatting with you the
past few days, and I want more of that. I want to know everything
about you. All your wants and fears and hopes and dreams. And also
what your kisses taste like and how your body feels under my
hands.”

Jason trembled and I hummed a sound, lifting
my other hand to touch his cheek and turn his face to me. He licked
his lips, then parted them, and my gaze was drawn to them.

“Jason, can I kiss you?”

He whimpered. “Yes, please.”

So I did. Slowly at first, to get a taste of
him, little pecking kisses that only fueled the need. He tasted
like peppermint and warmth, and I needed more. Cupping his head, I
deepened the kiss, flicked his tongue with mine, teasing a little
but trying to show him just how much I wanted all of this.

His fingers were clutching my hoodie when I
softly broke the kiss, and I pressed my lips to his cheek before
pulling back further. I didn’t put too much space between us but I
wanted to see his face. His eyes were closed, but his features were
relaxed, blissed out, and I found myself wanting to stroke a finger
over one thick eyebrow just to see how it felt.

“You know what we need to do now?” I
murmured.

He blinked his dark eyes open, the pupils
dilated with desire. He sucked in a shaky breath. “What?”

I waggled my eyebrows. “Bake cookies.”

He groaned, then laughed and sagged back
against the couch. I laughed, too, bending over to smack a kiss on
his forehead before grabbing his hands and tugging him to his feet.
I kept hold of his hand as I dragged him behind me toward the
kitchen. Except it wasn’t really dragging, because he was right
there with me, his fingers gripping mine as though he was afraid to
let go. As though if he did, then this would all disappear. I gave
his hand a squeeze to reassure him.

“This whole thing was your idea. You can’t
back out now.”

“I’m not backing out.” And even though my
statement had been playful, there was an edge to his, something in
his tone, that held a lot more weight. He didn’t mean just the
baking, and suddenly, neither did I.

I lifted his hand to my mouth, kissed the
back of it, and looked him straight in the eye when I said, “Good.
Because I’m not either.”

* * * *


Chapter 6

“You know what I love best about the holiday
season?” I asked as I huddled by the oven for warmth. We’d cracked
the window to help the cookies cool faster so we could get to
decorating them. Two dozen, slightly imperfect gingerbread men lay
in rows on paper towels on my small kitchen table.

Jason sat at one end, watching some tutorial
about how to turn regular zip-top bags into piping bags. He was
very serious about it, though I wasn’t convinced it would make our
decorating talents any better. I knew I was crap at it, and Jason
had admitted the same. But the expression on his face as he glanced
up at me made my heart melt.

“I’m guessing it’s joy.” He gave me a wink,
then turned back to his phone, propped up against one of the bowls
he was going to use to mix different colored icings.
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