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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            Gannon Joseph Snow

          

        

      

    

    
      “Gannon, be reasonable,” Shan said, all but stomping his foot as he crossed his arms over his chest in my bedroom. “You can’t possibly think I’m going to be okay with you leaving for some Podunk little Santa Claus town in the Midwest right before Christmas.”

      Sighing, and not at all upset with his temper tantrum because I’d known where this relationship was going—or not going—for the past month—I continued to pack my suitcase.

      My long-time assistant, Ellen, had taken care of booking my flight and ride to the airport. I didn’t have a lot of time to dawdle.

      “It’s called Saint Nicholas Crossing. I may be back before Christmas.” I slipped past him to grab one more pair of jeans, another t-shirt, and a sweater. I knew the Midwest was cold this time of year, and I didn’t exactly have a plethora of winter-wear, but I didn’t think my usual dress pants and Oxford with a tie were going to cut it.

      “We had plans!” Shan said, this time actually stomping his foot.

      “No, you had plans.” I pointed my finger at his pretty face. “I told you when we started this thing I didn’t have time for a relationship and I didn’t do sentimental or holidays. It’s not my fault you didn’t listen and thought you could change me.”

      Shan was gorgeous with his bleach-blond hair, sun-kissed skin, and full lips—all of which he paid very well for. But he was just one more in a line of pretty, young twinks I’d been attempting to scratch an itch with over the past however many years.

      At thirty-seven, after several failed relationships, maybe it was time to swear off men for good—especially the young twinks.

      I just wasn’t cut out for love.

      Or I was looking in the wrong places.

      Or…

      Blah, blah, blah.

      Maybe I was just a grumpy asshole who didn’t deserve to find love.

      I didn’t really like a lot of people, maybe it was best for me to be alone.

      “Ganny,” Shan said, pout filling his puffy lips.

      “Stop, you know I hate that name.”

      “Damn it, Gannon.” Shan tried again. “I have parties lined up. I need you here.”

      “That was one of your many mistakes. I don’t do parties. I wasn’t fucking you to be your arm-candy.” I zipped up my suitcase and held out my hand. “Give me the key you’ve been using.”

      Shan had the decency to look confused.

      “The one you had made when you think I didn’t realize you’d taken mine? I need it back unless you’re planning to come gather my mail and check on my plants while I’m gone.”

      He wrinkled his nose and fished in his pocket.

      Slamming the key into my hand, Shan pursed his lips. “You’re going to regret this. When you get back from Timbuktu and want a piece of ass, I won’t be around.”

      “Yeah, kinda figured that.”

      “For real, Gannon, we’re breaking up.”

      “Again, I got it. I wish you all the best, Shan. I really do. I’m sorry I couldn’t be more what you were looking for.”

      I’m sorry I couldn’t be what anyone was looking for.

      But really, who wanted a thirty-seven-year-old grumpy realtor with a frozen heart the size of a postage stamp?

      I knew my faults and I wasn’t what most would describe as a catch.

      Sure, I had a successful job and money wasn’t an issue.

      And I supposed I looked good, but looks only got a person so far.

      The silver at my temples mixing in with jet black hair didn’t make up for my grumpy personality and lack of a heart.

      The shot of silver in the five o’clock shadow along my strong jawline and glint of my grey-blue eyes didn’t excuse my complete disdain for most people on most days.

      At just over six-feet and well-built, I commanded a room and almost always got what I wanted when it came to men and real-estate deals, but I wasn’t someone a lot of people thought fondly of.

      And that was fine by me.

      If it left me a bit lonely from time to time, I dealt with it.

      I was a successful realtor in one of the biggest cities in the world, I really didn’t have much to complain about.

      Or, more accurately, I had plenty to complain and be sad about, but I didn’t allow it. There was no good to come of it and wishing for things to be different was just a waste of valuable time.

      I followed Shan to the parking lot of my condo community and watched him stomp his way to his little hybrid, grateful he wasn’t making more of a scene.

      Five minutes later, I tossed my suitcase in the back of my ride and headed toward LAX.

      Was it bad I wasn’t even the slightest bit upset about Shan?

      He wasn’t a bad guy, just over-the-top materialistic and much too worried about what people thought of him.

      The sex had been good—but most sex was at least decent. True, I didn’t really believe claims of life-altering sex and soul-deep connections, but I was satisfied with a sexy, warm body under me in bed. I didn’t need the connection or fireworks in the bedroom.

      Could I have maybe waited until after the holidays to travel to Saint Nicholas Crossing and take care of the sale of my late grandfather’s home and business?

      Yeah, most likely.

      Did a part of me know I’d opted to travel right before the holidays knowing Shan would freak out and leave?

      Again, yes.

      But the sooner I got to Christmas town and took care of my grandfather’s estate, the sooner I’d be back in sunny Los Angeles.

      Los Angeles.

      The smog.

      The traffic.

      The people.

      God, so many people.

      I’d contemplated the fact I was feeling a bit trapped—suffocated—in LA lately.

      The urge to flee had been slowly building.

      But where would I go?

      Aside from a few extended trips to Saint Nicholas Crossing as a kid and teen, I’d never lived anywhere but LA.

      Sure, I’d done a lot of traveling, but I’d always returned to sunny LA.

      As I watched the crowded city-scape pass outside the window of my ride, I wondered again if a change was needed.

      I was one of the most successful realtors in the area, but I could easily work pretty much anywhere if I put my mind to it.

      Maybe once I returned from St. Nicholas Crossing and the hubbub from the holidays died down, I’d take a look at potential locations for a move.

      Somewhere I didn’t have a thousand people within a hundred feet everywhere I turned.

      Somewhere I could hole up and be anti-social if I damn well pleased.

      Until then, I’d be dealing with the folks in St. Nicholas Crossing—a small railroad town with streets named after reindeer and citizens with more heart than money.

      As a child, I’d been in love with the place. And I’d adored my grandfather, who was the kindest, most cheerful, loving man I’d ever met, unlike his asshole son.

      As a teen, more and more angry and jaded each and every day as my parents’ marriage fell apart and trapped me in the middle of their vicious fights, I’d still loved escaping to St. Nicholas Crossing and my grandfather.

      But each passing year found me more and more closed off to the whimsical magic and cheery joy of the little town, until I finally stopped going to see Grandpa because it was easier to shut it all out.

      As my car pulled up to the drop-off lane at the airport, I sent up a prayer to whoever was listening that my excursion would be quick and painless.

      A house and a store.

      Those were the two things my late grandfather, Joseph Snow, had left to me.

      With my skills and a bit of luck, I’d be out of St. Nicholas Crossing and sipping a cocktail on my balcony by Christmas Eve.

      In and out.

      No need for nostalgia.

      No room for sentimentality.

      St. Nicholas Crossing was from my long-ago past. Hell, I’d lost touch with Grandpa beyond a birthday card and yearly letter from him for the past decade—and damn if my gut didn’t sour with guilt over that one. I’d always sent him a gift on his birthday along with a card, but the part of me that still had a heart recognized a phone call or a visit would have meant more.

      The man was the only family I’d claimed after my parents divorced and moved on—I hadn’t spoken to them since I was eighteen—and the news of their deaths a couple years apart, Mom from too much partying and drugs, Dad from a heart attack, hadn’t even made me blink.

      But my heart still hurt to know Grandpa Joseph was gone.

      Shaking my head and huffing out a breath, I pushed aside the silly emotions. There was no time or reason for getting upset. What was done, was done. I had a job to do, nothing more. Getting sentimental about my late grandfather would only churn up more guilt and wasn’t productive.

      Making a beeline toward my gate—the familiar anxiousness over flying coursing through my veins—I gave brief consideration to calling Ellen to let her know I’d be making a road trip out of my return to LA. I’d wrap things up with my grandfather’s estate, rent a car, and spend a week sight-seeing to clear my head as I journeyed back to the City of Angels.

      Either way, as much as I wanted to feel bad about Shan, all I felt was relieved.

      I needed a break from dating.

      A break from young, pretty guys.

      It wasn’t as if I was looking for love—quite the opposite, in fact.

      I took men home for sex.

      If they opted to stay and make things into more, that was their decision—and mistake.

      I just wasn’t cut out for a relationship—not made for love.

      My parents had made sure I couldn’t keep a healthy relationship going.

      I had no family near me or living.

      And that was fine by me—I didn’t need the entanglement.

      Taking a deep breath as I boarded the plane, I decided this little trip and task would be a nice break and a good refresh.

      A bit of time roughing it in a small town would be the reset I needed.

      The bone-chilling cold and icy slush of snow would be just what I needed to really appreciate what I had in LA.

      If the thought of returning to LA had a tiny pit of dread forming in my gut, it would likely dissipate by the time my excursion neared its end. I’d be longing for the sunshine and anonymity of the big city in no time flat.

      Swoop in, put the estate in order, sell, and walk away.

      That was the plan.

      No falling prey to memories.

      No letting my heart recall how happy the place used to make me.

      No Christmas cheer.

      I could do it. I’d been blocking people out, walls up around my heart, for over two decades. Hell, my grandpa wasn’t even there anymore. Not letting myself feel anything would be even easier.

      This was business only.

      And looking on the positive side, at least I wouldn’t have to worry about any cute, young twinks in St. Nicholas Crossing.
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            Hayden Christopher Green

          

        

      

    

    
      “Enjoy your weekend, Candy,” I said with a smile and a wave to one of St. Nicholas Crossing’s oldest and most beloved citizens. “You too, Ginger,” I added when the other woman stuck her head around the corner.

      Candy and Ginger were inseparable.

      They’d been living in St. Nick’s their entire lives—with the exception of the years they tried to move away—and had plenty of stories to tell to anyone who took time to listen, and maybe even those who didn’t.

      As the head cooks at the small K-12 school, the women knew absolutely every single person in our tiny town.

      “You too, Hayden. Maybe get yourself a hot date,” Candy said with a wicked grin.

      I laughed. “Hot dates aren’t plentiful around here.” Waving a stack of papers before stuffing them in my bag, I said, “Plus, I’ve got papers to grade and plenty to do at the store. No time for dates.”

      Nestled smack dab in the hills of the Midwest, St. Nicholas Crossing was a tiny railroad town. Not a lot of money, but plenty of holiday cheer year-round. With a very small school to educate approximately two-hundred-fifty children, the town did its best with what we had.

      As a part-time teacher at the school, I split my day between teaching three classes of middle school and high school English and helping my dad run The Heart of St. Nicholas, also known as St. Nick’s Heart, the general store that truly was the heart of our town.

      My parents had lived most of their lives in the Crossing. They’d moved away to go to college, but returned after graduation and had no plans to leave.

      My mom, Carol Green, did most of the work when it came to fundraising, writing grants, and reaching out to organizations and resources to help the town. With a degree in social work and philanthropy, she was the best at what she did for our citizens. The fact she wore a perpetual smile between her rosy cheeks, organized the Christmas carolers every year, and never met a person who didn’t need a hug made her a natural when it came to making everyone in town feel welcome, safe, and cared for.

      Dad, Jack Green, oversaw every aspect of the general store. Right in the middle of town, the store was as much a hub as the railroad was. While the railroad provided several jobs, the store provided jobs, goods, and survival for many in town. Dad put his business and social work degrees to good use as he ran the store.

      Neither of my parents were making big bucks, but they had money coming in from small inheritances, past investments, and their very humble salaries. The thing about St. Nicholas Crossing was we maybe weren’t rolling in the dough, but we also lived modestly with a very low cost of living, and we were beyond rich when it came to taking care of our own, sense of community, and general cheer.

      Myself, I’d grown up in the town—never really realizing there was life outside St. Nick’s—gone off to college, earned a degree, tried to live elsewhere, but got pulled back in by the tiny town.

      The place wasn’t for everyone.

      Some folks were there because it was the only job they could get thanks to life circumstances beyond their control.

      Others had nowhere else to go.

      Many, like my parents and me, chose to stay in St. Nick’s because it was where our hearts felt the most at home.

      So, between teaching—which I adored—and helping with the store—which I loved almost even more—my heart and schedule were full.

      That didn’t mean I didn’t long for love.

      I did.

      Very much so.

      But it would take a Christmas miracle of epic proportions to make that happen.

      Not that I didn’t believe in such things, I very much did.

      However, my heart was in St. Nicholas Crossing and we didn’t get a lot of single gay men coming to town.

      Sure, there were the occasional hookups.

      Single guys taking jobs here and there just to get by.

      Men on the downlow who would never in a million years come out, but they made for a fun night in bed.

      I made it a point to never hookup with guys who had family.

      That just wasn’t my thing.

      My thing was tall, dark, and handsome.

      And as much as I held our town and citizens dear to my heart, I longed for that perfect man to waltz into my life, sweep me off my feet, and devote the rest of his life to loving me and St. Nick’s.

      I snorted as I hefted my school bag onto my shoulder.

      As if that would ever happen.

      Yes, I believed in Christmas miracles—hell, I even believed in plain ol’ miracles.

      But a tall, dark, and handsome man strolling into St. Nicholas Crossing, falling in love with me and the town, and deciding to stay?

      Far-fetched to say the least.

      I wasn’t saying it could never happen.

      Wasn’t saying I didn’t want it to happen.

      Just saying I wasn’t holding my breath.

      With a final wave to Candy and Ginger, I headed out of the school building. It wasn’t large, but with only two-hundred-fifty students in any given year, it didn’t need to be. We had one class per grade level and most of the middle and high school teachers taught multiple grades and subjects. While we weren’t going to make the news for over-the-top academics or sports, our students gained a solid education and were ready for a job, the military, trade-school, or college when they graduated.

      Walking along the holiday-decorated sidewalks on the icy-yet-sunshiny day, I took in St. Nicholas Crossing and recalled, yet again, that leaving this place just wasn’t what my heart wanted—even though the fickle organ pumping in my chest wanted a lot of other things as well.

      Jingle bells sounded throughout town for at least six weeks leading up to Christmas. Huge poinsettias adorned every house and shop front window from one end of town to the other. Cheery holiday flags hung from every light pole and seasonal songs played from speakers all over town.

      Even when Christmas was over, the town maintained its holiday spirit and fun with a neighborhood named Vixen Village and street names such as Blitzen Boulevard, Prancer Parkway, Comet Circle, Cupid Court, Rudolph Road, Dancer Drive, Donner Drive, and Dasher Drive. Folks around town laughed that the original town planners got bored and dumped their creativity with those last three.

      Continuing my walk to The Heart of St. Nicholas, I took a deep breath and enjoyed the unique scents. I’d never been able to explain it, but the time leading up to Christmas always had the town smelling of cinnamon, pine, chocolate, and peppermint. I’d given up trying to figure out how the glorious scent seemed to hang over our streets stirring up nostalgia and holiday cheer for over a month.

      After the new year, the scent disappeared along with the jingle bells, music, and most of the decorations—although the shops and houses always had their front windows adorned with a seasonal flower and the light poles were never left bare—but the cheerful, welcoming sense of community was present year-round.

      Sure, we had our busybodies.

      Yeah, the gossip mill chugged along more efficiently than the trains which passed through our little town every hour of the day and night.

      And the thought of finding a man to fall in love with and settle down was daunting to say the least.

      But I had my parents.

      My students.

      The townsfolk I considered friends.

      All the good St. Nick’s Heart did for the town.

      I could live without love and romance.

      Or at least that was what I told myself.

      Walking into The Heart of St. Nick, I returned my dad’s smile and friendly wave. Tucking my school bag behind the counter, I unbuttoned the sleeves of my dress shirt and rolled them up.

      “What needs doing?” I asked.

      “Best-dressed helper in the store,” Dad said with a wink as he wrapped an arm around Mom’s waist. “But your momma is still the prettiest.”

      I removed my colorful scarf—only one of the fashionable accessories I was known for around town—and jacket, hanging them on the back of a chair. Snapping my suspenders and matching bowtie, I smiled at the happiness pouring from my parents.

      A pang of longing pinched my gut.

      I wanted that.

      “I’ll take the compliment.” While my bright scarves were a necessary fashion choice during the cold months, my other accessories were more personal style than necessity. My matching bowties and suspenders were always good for getting smiles, and the kids around town had made a game of checking out my crazy socks. While the socks didn’t usually match my other accessories—come on, that would be overkill—I usually did a good job of at least blending them. And I saved my craziest socks for days when I wore more subdued suspenders and bowties.

      My scarves were pretty much year-round as well, but I opted for lighter ones to offset an outfit during the warmer months. During the winter season, my scarves were thick and warm, not just for looking good.

      “We got a new load of coats and hats, some shoes and boots, and hit the jackpot on some toys,” Mom said, pointing toward the back of the store.

      “Everything needs sorted through and organized,” Dad said.

      I clapped my hands together. “Perfect. I’ll get started.”

      “In about two hours, Dad and I are heading to dinner with the Frosts. Could you cover the store until closing?” Mom asked.

      “If you’ve got plans, we can ask Candy and Ginger to come help. They never mind.”

      I shook my head at my dad. “Plans? What are those?”

      “You know,” Mom started, “the things twenty-seven-year-old men often have with friends or partners?”

      I waved her off. “You two have a great dinner. I’ll have everything sorted and organized before I leave—or at least a good start on it—and we can start putting the new items out for the shoppers as soon as Monday.”

      The afternoon was interrupted by the shrill sound of a passing train.

      Several trains went through on one of the four rails each day. Some went through in a roaring blur. Others found themselves stopped to unload or take on new loads. While a decent handful were paused in their journey for maintenance or repair.

      But the clanging of the crossing bells, the shudder of engines and slam of metal, and the shrill warning horn never ceased. For those of us local to St. Nicholas Crossing, the sounds were as natural as breathing and didn’t even phase us.

      For visitors, the trains took a bit to get used to.

      The windows of the store rattled as the current train passed through.

      Dad gave a wave. “Well, then. We’ll let you get to it. We’ll holler when we’re heading out.”

      The Heart of St. Nick wasn’t only the hub of our tiny town, it was also how many of our families made ends meet and provided their children with a bit of happiness.

      Joseph Snow, bless him, had been a life-long resident of St. Nicholas Crossing. His wife died giving birth to their son. That son left the area before he’d even turned eighteen—or that’s the story most townsfolk knew—and left his father alone.

      Joseph found out several years later he had a grandchild. The grandson, Gannon Snow, visited as a child often—most likely when his parents wanted to jet off on a vacation across the globe without their child in tow.

      I recalled Gannon Snow coming to St. Nicholas Crossing when he was a teen—I would have been about ten years younger than him. The last time I saw the guy—during his very brief visit with his grandfather—I’d already realized girls weren’t my thing and the image of sexy, aloof, worldly Gannon Snow had fueled my jerk-off sessions for years to come.

      Anyway, back before his son took off, Joseph Snow set up The Heart of St. Nicholas as a way to give back—he’d not only come from money, he’d also made millions in his lifetime, although no one really knew details or understood why he was so drawn to the little town—and to provide for the struggling families, especially those with kids.

      So, the little general store was expanded to house donated goods. The donations came from far and wide—although no one was ever one hundred percent sure where all of the donations came from as some huge loads would just occasionally show up with no identifying information. Toys, clothing, food, diapers, and money—which we used to buy stock that ran low—were the top needs and the things we still got the most of.

      Once a month, on a rotation, each child was given the opportunity to shop for a book and a toy. Accompanying parents could pick out underwear, socks, a shirt, and pants for the child. Shoes were every six months to a year depending on our stock. School supplies were available for free before the year started and at Christmas time to help replenish what the child had at school—this was a huge help to the teachers as well.

      As a birthday gift, each child under eighteen could come in and pick a toy or book within a week of their birthday.

      We also provided toiletries, dry goods, tools, utensils, shelf-stable meals, and more. Many of the parents were also able to take advantage of the shopping program by picking out work clothes, shoes, undergarments, and books.

      Not every family needed the assistance.

      Some took only what they needed when they needed it.

      Some were in constant need.

      There was nothing like watching the youngest children up to moody teens get toys, books, clothes, and toiletries they not only needed but also wanted.

      The grateful appreciation from families and the smiles on young faces were the reasons why I cheerfully rolled up my sleeves and set to work sorting through the donations, checking our inventory, and organizing the new supplies for the next round of shopping.

      While we sometimes got gently-used donations, we also received brand-new materials more often than not. We put each and every item to good use, but preferred to keep the brand-new materials for the kids’ shopping days if possible.

      It took a lot of organization and planning, but it was definitely worth it in the end.

      Joseph’s desire to provide for the families of St. Nicholas Crossing had grown into something big during his lifetime and the town had promised, upon his recent death, to keep his legacy alive with The Heart of St. Nick.

      Keeping the store going wasn’t without its challenges, and Joseph had provided us a timeline to prove we could make it work, but my family and the town had no intentions of letting St. Nick’s Heart go under. Not only because so many benefitted from it, but because it warmed our hearts to know we were giving back to our community in such a needed way.

      “So many toys,” Mom said happily as she joined me at the loading dock.

      “Only one of the pallets has any information on it. Came from a large private school who ran a toy drive. The other ones are mysteries.” I checked off some inventory on my clipboard.

      “As usual, it seems,” Mom said with a shrug. “Maybe they want to stay anonymous. Maybe they don’t think about providing a name.” She winked. “Maybe it’s the good ol’ Christmas magic running through this town that keeps the donations coming in year after year.”

      “Gotta love the Christmas magic,” I said, picking up one of the new toys and smiling at the thought of a child opening it on Christmas Day.

      The next round of shopping was a bit different.

      Children would still get their pick of toy and book, but all of the biggest and best items would be put aside for parents or the oldest siblings to pick out Christmas gifts for the little ones. St. Nick’s Heart never cared if the gifts were being presented as from Santa or from the family, we just loved the fact children weren’t missing out on the season.

      The children also got in on the giving. They were invited to come in and shop for their parents and siblings so they’d have gifts to give on Christmas Day as well.

      The store gave away a lot, but it was well worth it.

      And just about every family spent their hard-earned money at St. Nick’s Heart when they needed groceries, toiletries, clothing, and such outside of the free shopping days—many really didn’t have the means to travel to nearby towns for shopping and relied completely on our little store.

      The Ginger Snap Café and Candy Cane Counter were attached to The Heart of St. Nick—owned by our very own Ginger and Candy, although they usually had younger folks running the places for them these days—and offered homecooked meals and homemade candies for decent prices.

      I remembered a visitor asking Ginger and Candy once why they put so much work into their meals and candies only to sell them so cheap.

      The women had just smiled serenely and answered, “Who out there doesn’t enjoy savoring a sweet or eating a good meal they didn’t have to cook after a long day at work? Just because our town isn’t wealthy doesn’t mean we don’t all deserve the same treats as others.”

      Often times, when The Heart got donations, there’d be a note with money saying to use it to cover a check at Ginger Snap Café or to offer a random gift certificate to a family who would most appreciate a free meal out.

      Sometimes, we just earmarked extra funds for exactly that as well.

      “Well, Dad and I are going to head out. Are you good to finish up here?” Mom asked.

      “Yeah, I’ll work for a bit longer and then head home.”

      I had the garage apartment at my parents’ place. It was mostly private, plenty of room, and free—so the place was actually perfect for me.

      “Are you planning any trips to the city anytime soon?” Mom asked, concern etched on her face.

      Smiling softly, I shook my head. “Nah, gave that a try a couple times. Just didn’t work out for me, ya know?” She was referring to the few times over the past years when I’d gone into the city to meet up with a date in hopes of striking up a spark.

      But every failed date had just brought me down and I’d realized it just wasn’t worth my time. I didn’t like going into the city enough to put up with the letdown each blah date brought me.

      I’d stick to the once or twice a year hook-ups I got in St. Nicholas Crossing and ask Santa to send me a tall, dark, and handsome man who loved me and wanted to spend the rest of his life in a poor, sleepy little railroad town helping me run a general store.

      As if.

      Mom frowned. “Well, I can’t say I’m sorry to hear that. I didn’t like you going there to meet with strangers.”

      Oh god, what would she think about the blowjobs I’d given in the dark shadows of the railyard? Or the times I’d snuck home after doing the walk of shame from the tiny houses down by the tracks when I’d spent hot, sweaty nights with men just traveling through?

      “You can rest easy,” I said.

      “Dad and I do want you to meet someone and be happy,” she started.

      “Mom, I am happy. If a guy comes along, great. If not, I don’t need a man in my life to complete me. I love my life and I love what I’m doing.” The words were one hundred percent true, even if they stung my romantic, hopeful little homo heart.

      She sighed and nodded. “Okay, well…”

      “Enjoy your dinner with the Frosts.”

      Mom gave me a hug and I returned to my work, happily humming holiday tunes as I sorted toys sure to bring extreme joy to a lot of kids.

      I hadn’t been lying.

      I did love my life.

      And if I stayed busy and cheery enough to distract my heart from the one thing it didn’t have, all the better.
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