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It's the day after Thanksgiving and Ryan Forsyth is
helping his friends decorate for Christmas. Little does he know
that the weekend will usher in a profound change to his life, a
chance for happiness if he isn't too afraid to reach out and grasp
it.

 


Boone Ainsworth has been friends with Ryan since
junior high, ever since their mutual friend Greg Hayes introduced
them. Since the day they met, no one has stood a chance at claiming
Boone's heart except Ryan, but Ryan is so deep in the closet, he
hasn't got a clue.

 


Their happily ever after is just a step away, until a
panicked decision changes everything. From that point on, things
don't go smoothly and Ryan and Boone make mistakes neither may be
able to forgive. But it's the holidays, and Ryan is banking on a
little Christmas magic to help smooth the way.
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 Chapter One

 


Ryan cracked open an eyelid and snuck a peek
at his clock. Ugh, nine o’clock. Any second now, Greg would
knock on his door. His roommate was nothing if not precise.

Knock, knock, knock.

“Hey, Ry, you awake?” Greg partially opened
the door and stuck his head in the room. “How’s your migraine? You
feeling okay?”

Ryan pushed himself into a sitting position
on his bed and leaned against the headboard, the cotton sheet and
comforter sliding down his bare chest to his waist. He ran a hand
over his face and rubbed at his eyes in an attempt to wake himself.
“Yeah, I’m doing a lot better. But, could you grab me a couple
aspirin and a glass of water anyway?”

“Sure thing, hang on.”

Greg’s head vanished and soon Ryan heard the
water running. A few footsteps later the door opened, and Greg
walked into the room.

The first time Ryan met Greg was in junior
high, when he sat next to him for the first day of wrestling
practice. He’d never seen anyone with so many red freckles in his
life. With those freckles and the shocking red hair, Greg had to be
Irish. Unfortunately, his joke about Irishmen and their fiery
tempers didn’t go over well with Greg, and they’d ended up
wrestling before the class had even started. From that moment on,
they were fast friends. Soon after, Greg introduced him to his best
friend, Boone, whom he’d known since grade school. “The Intrepid
Trio,” or “The IT Team,” they’d called themselves, and they’d
always hung out together in their free time.

Ryan reached for the glass and aspirin Greg
held out to him. Popping the pills into his mouth, he chased them
down with the cool water, then set the glass on his bedside
table.

“I can tell Tai you can’t make it if you’re
still hurting.” Greg searched Ryan’s face, his sky-blue eyes full
of concern.

“I’m good. I’ve got my appetite back, so I’ll
be okay, but I want to shower first before we head out.” He threw
back the covers, slid his feet over the side of the bed and stood.
“Did you eat breakfast?”

“Not yet. I was gonna have some toast and
coffee. You want? I need to grab a bite to tide me over until we
get to Tai’s, even though he said he’ll have food at his place for
everyone.”

Ryan nodded. “I’ll have the same.” He
gathered up his clothes for the day and headed towards the
bathroom.

“You got it,” Greg called after him.

“Thanks. I’ll be ready in a few.”

 


*⋆~*~⋆*

 


Greg steered his white, Ford F-250 into the
driveway of Tai’s family’s two-story home, and parked next to
Boone’s silver Honda Accord sports coupe.

“Are we and Boone the only ones here?” Ryan
asked, after he’d climbed out and closed the passenger door behind
him.

“I think so. Some of Tai’s relatives might
stop by later to help out, but it’s just us for now.”

“Remind me again why Tai insists on
decorating for Christmas the day after Thanksgiving?” Last night
Ryan had had turkey dinner with Greg’s family since his own mom and
dad were back east for a cousin’s wedding. Their families often
spent holidays with each other. Unfortunately, one of his migraines
hit him, and he had to leave the festivities early.

Greg shrugged. “Hell if I know. Probably has
something to do with his mother’s obsession with the holidays. I
tried to convince him to slap a couple of paper snowflakes up on
the window and be done with it, but he looked at me like I was
crazy.”

Ryan chuckled. That was Greg, all right. The
basics were good enough for him. Unlike Tai, who only wanted the
best.

They headed up the paved walkway to the
entrance and, without bothering to knock, Greg opened the unlocked
wooden door and stepped inside. “Hey, we’re here,” he called out.
Greg wiped his boots on the mat inside the entrance, took them off,
and set them alongside the other shoes lined up next to the
door.

Ryan followed suit. He wasn’t in the habit of
removing his shoes at their apartment, but he did when at Tai’s or
Boone’s—who, for whatever reason, liked removing his shoes at home
too. The sound of voices drifted from the direction of the kitchen,
and soon a slim man, with intelligent, dark, almond-shaped eyes and
fair skin, strolled into the living room. Tai carried himself with
confidence; his tousled jet-black hair framing his oval face in
perfect, undisciplined order.

A sensual grin spread across Tai’s face as he
laid eyes on Greg. “Hey, baby.” He wrapped one arm around Greg’s
waist, the other reaching behind his neck to draw his boyfriend
forward into a deep, mouth-searing kiss.

Without shame, Ryan watched his two friends.
Greg and Tai were inseparable from the moment they’d met. It was
one of those relationships touched by fate, one’s personality
complimenting the other, like burgers and fries. Ryan gave a
wistful sigh. He had no intention of turning into a romantic girl,
but he couldn’t help wanting the same sort of connection for
himself. His current love interest, Kristen, was fun, but they
didn’t mesh as well as he’d hoped. It was the same old story with
his past girlfriends. He got along better with his buddies. It
probably meant he wasn’t ready to settle down yet.

Tai pulled away to face Ryan, but didn’t
untangle himself from Greg. “How’re you feeling today? Is your
headache gone?”

“Yeah, I’m much better, thanks.”

“Good, because I plan on putting you guys to
work. I want all the outside lights up first and then the lawn
ornaments. We’ll work on the indoor decorations later tonight.”

“You’d better plan on feeding us well.” Ryan
laughed.

“Of course! You know my mother would kill me
if I didn’t.” Tai ran his hands up and down Greg’s back. “In fact,
Boone’s eating breakfast in the kitchen now. Why don’t you
go visit, while I catch up with my handsome lover.”

Ryan snickered. Even after dating for over a
year, Tai could still cause Greg to blush, and right now his
normally pale, freckled skin was bright red up to the roots of his
hair. “See you later, lover boy,” Ryan threw back over his shoulder
as he made his way to the kitchen.

He followed the aroma of freshly brewed
coffee, and found Boone sitting on one of the padded kitchen stools
at the island counter. Boone gave a wave after he stuffed his mouth
with a croissant.

“Hey,” Ryan said. “When’d you get here?”

Boone swallowed and brushed away the locks of
dark hair which had fallen onto his forehead. “About fifteen
minutes ago.”

Ryan grabbed a mug on the counter and poured
some coffee with no additions. Strong was the only way he could
drink it in the morning. He sipped the steaming liquid and walked
over next to Boone. Squinting his eyes, he leaned forward and
peered at Boone’s hair. “What’s that?”

“Whaz’z whaz?” Boone asked, mumbling around
another mouthful of food.

“That, in your hair.” Ryan pointed. “You’ve
got food in it again.”

Boone tilted his head towards him. “Ake iht
awwf.”

He chuckled at Boone’s garbled words and
reached up, lifting away a flake of croissant caught among the dark
strands. He flicked it away and raised his hand to brush back
Boone’s once again falling bangs, but stopped himself from the
mothering gesture. “I don’t know how you do it. You’re the only
person over five I know who gets food in their hair when they
eat.”

“Thanks.” Boone shrugged. “Haven’t got a
clue. It’s always happening.” He took another bite of his
breakfast.

Ryan eyed the bagels, croissants and fruit on
the counter and grabbed a plate. He took a couple of croissants and
added some fruit.

“There’s yogurt and hard-boiled eggs in the
fridge too.” Boone inclined his head in the direction of the
refrigerator.

“Thanks.” Ryan found the eggs, placed two on
his plate, took a seat next to Boone, and knocked their knees
together. “Do you know the exact details of what Tai’s got planned
for us today? He mentioned lights and lawn ornaments when Greg and
I came in.”

Boone shook his head. “No idea. But I’m
guessing whatever it is, it’ll include a list.”

Ryan slapped a hand over his mouth, to keep
from spitting out his food with a burst of laughter.

“What’re you guys going on about?” Greg asked
as he and Tai sauntered into the kitchen.

“I told Ry, Tai would probably have lists of
the projects he wanted us to do today.” Boone stifled his smirk
with another bite of his croissant.

“As a matter of fact, I do.” Tai broke out in
a big smile. “I’ll go get them.” He turned around and left the
kitchen.

Ryan grinned at Boone, and they both shook
their heads. “I’ll never figure out how Greg puts up with Tai’s
obsessive need for precision and detail,” he whispered to
Boone.

“A person can put up with a lot of things if
they love someone,” Boone replied, the corner of his mouth curving
up, and his kind, chocolate-brown eyes gazing deep into Ryan’s.

Ryan stared back into those warm eyes and a
wave of stillness washed over him. Boone’s presence always calmed
him. He’d never experienced the sensation with anyone before, and
he liked it. He was pretty certain it had to do with their tight
bond.

Tai returned with the plans and handed each
of them a sheet. Tai and Boone would take down the boxes for the
outside decorations, while he and Greg went through the lights and
replaced the burned-out ones, then string them up on the house.
Depending on how long it took to hang up the lights, they’d take a
break for lunch and return to work afterwards. The plans were to
stop when it got dark, and Tai would treat them to dinner.

“What about lunch?” Ryan asked. “I can go and
grab us something to eat.”

“You’re just trying to get out of helping us
decorate the house.” Boone punched Ryan on the shoulder.

Ryan slung his arm around Boone’s neck,
grabbing him in a headlock. He ground his knuckles into Boone’s
hair. “What? You calling me lazy?”

Cracking up, Boone threw his arms around
Ryan’s torso and proceeded to tickle his armpits.

“Foul, foul!” Ryan yelled as he twisted about
under Boone’s fingers. “Cheater, that’s not in the rule book.” Ryan
whooped, gasping between pokes to his sides.

“It is in mine.” Boone raised his arms in
victory as Ryan released his hold in order to escape.

Ryan chased Boone down, pinning him against
the refrigerator with his body. Boone shrieked and squirmed as Ryan
wiggled his fingers over Boone’s waist.

Their laughter and shouts bounced off the
kitchen walls.

“Boys! Boys! Save your energy,” Tai chided
playfully.

Grinning, Ryan stepped back and watched Boone
brush his disheveled hair into place with his fingers. Boone leaned
against the counter, catching his breath, smirking at him. Ryan
moved to stand close to his friend, shoulder to warm shoulder. He
always had a blast with Boone. A surge of affection flooded his
chest.

“I’m having lunch catered, so don’t worry.
There’ll be enough food for all you hungry heathens.” Tai clapped
and rubbed his hands together. “Now eat up, we’ve a lot of work to
do.”

 


*⋆~*~⋆*

 


Tai and Boone lugged the boxes of outdoor
lights onto the front lawn; Greg and Ryan got to work checking for
burned-out bulbs. Since few of the bulbs needed replacing it didn’t
take long to get the lights strung up on the front of the house.
Tai pointed to another box which contained lights and decorations
for the small tree in the backyard. Ryan picked it up, and he and
Greg took it to the back patio.

“I’m getting hungry,” Ryan said, placing the
box on the patio table. “I hope the caterer gets here soon.”

Greg glanced at his watch. “He should. If
not, I’ll check with Tai.”

Ryan was arranging the lights on the tree,
when he heard voices raised in greeting and looked over his
shoulder. Through the dining room sliding glass door, he spotted a
short, dark-haired young man, his body plastered against Boone’s,
his arms wrapped around his neck. Ryan frowned. Who the hell is
that? He yanked a bit too roughly on the string of lights,
causing them to drop from the tree, as he watched Boone tangle his
hand in the guy’s hair, and pull him forward for a kiss. The guy
had to stand on his tiptoes to reach Boone, and he wasn’t letting
Boone get any work done. Ryan shoved the string back up on the
tree.

“Who’s that guy?”

“What guy?” Greg halted his decorating.

Ryan pointed with his chin. “In the house,
with Boone.”

Greg glanced over. “That’s Simon. He works at
his parents’ deli and bakery, ‘Kosmas.’ Tai hired them to cater
lunch.” He snorted. “Looks like Boone’s helping him.”

“More like playing tonsil hockey,” Ryan
mumbled, a strange sense of betrayal worming its way into his gut,
as he observed Boone and Simon through narrowed eyes. He went back
to stringing the lights, but kept glancing at Simon. “Bet he’ll be
an ex within two months.”

“Whoa, where’d that come from? Kind of harsh,
don’t you think?”

He looked over to see a frown on Greg’s face,
and shrugged. “It’s the truth. Boone never dates anyone longer than
a few months.”

“Since when’s that your problem?” Greg sent
him a sidelong glance. “It’s not like you’re dating anyone in
particular.”

“Kristen and I are dating, sort of.”

“Uh-huh. What? Once a week, at most? I
wouldn’t call you guys exclusive either. Speaking of which, why
not? She’s dropping hints she wants more.”

Ryan scowled. “She’s not bugging you about
me, is she?”

“No, just wondering.”

Ryan gave an annoyed shake of his head. Maybe
it was time to cool things with her. “She gets pushy, and I’m not
interested. I prefer the mutual benefits package. I don’t want to
be tied down, you know?”

Greg stared at him, an odd look on his face.
He opened and closed his mouth as if he wanted to say something,
then changed his mind. “If you say so.” He switched the subject.
“You ready to eat?”

“We’re almost done, let’s finish this.” Ryan
snuck another look in the dining room where Boone and Simon were
setting up the food. “How come no one told me?”

“How come no one told you what?”

“About him dating Simon.” Ryan strung more
lights on the branches.

Greg stopped and shook his head. “Sheesh,
what’s with the twenty questions? If you came with us to karaoke
night, you would’ve met him. Why the sudden interest?”

“You know I hate karaoke.” He looked at Greg.
“Simon doesn’t seem his type.”

Greg raised his eyebrows. “And how would you
know what Boone’s type is?”

“Even I know he goes for jocks.
There’s no way this guy is gonna last.”

“Maybe he’s decided jocks aren’t his type any
longer.”

Ryan shook his head. “Nah, I don’t think
so.”

Greg squinted at him, “I don’t get you. If
you’re concerned about Boone’s love life, why don’t you go ask him?
You know he’ll answer your questions.”

“I don’t need to ask him anything.” Ryan
shrugged. “He’s a friend, and I don’t want to see him hurt. He’s
always too nice to his exes.”

Greg shook his head. “Yeah, right. Let’s stop
the chatter and get this done. I’m starving.”

Ryan continued to string the lights on the
tree, and occasionally glance over at the house. His chest
tightened as he watched Simon wrap his arms around Boone’s neck
again, and draw him down for a long, slow kiss. Simon leaned back,
said something, and smiled. Boone appeared to listen but didn’t
respond. A feeling of satisfaction that Boone wouldn’t be with his
current boyfriend much longer, loosened the knot in his chest, and
Ryan hurried to finish the decorations.
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