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Chapter 1


          

          
            Lea

          

        

      

    

    
      Santa Baby plays over the radio for the umpteenth time, and I think to myself, if I hear this song one more time, I might start throwing books.

      At the same time, a customer walks by and says, “I love this song so much.” She has a big grin and a stack of books in her hands. I breathe out my petty annoyance and put on my best customer service face.

      “Did you find everything okay?” I ask.

      “I found more than enough,” she smiles, still humming along to the song. “Your shop is so cute. I love the décor so much. Great costume, by the way. It’s got such a fun vibe. I feel like I could spend hours in here.”

      “Some folks do,” I say. I ring up her books and note a tall, dark-haired man from a distance.

      My breath catches.

      The woman grabs another book off the counter and adds it to the stack, pulling my attention back.

      I don’t have time for distractions.

      “Are you visiting for the tree lighting ceremony?” I ask as I ring up her last book.

      When I glance back, he’s gone.

      “We are. My kiddos are making a last-minute Christmas list for Santa at the toy store. I left my husband with them while I snuck out here. You know how it is,” she waves me away as if to imply some universal truth about books and husbands.

      “Oh sure,” I offer and hand her a receipt. “I hope you enjoy the events. Definitely check out the other little shops around town. We appreciate the business more than you’ll ever know.”

      “I will!” She leaves with her bag and a smile.

      Another woman approaches with two books in hand. “I want to get a gift for my best friend. He’s gay and loves romance. Which of these two do you recommend?”

      I point to the first book, “This one will leave him with smiles from beginning to end.” I point to the second, “This one will fill his heart with joy, then it will rip it out, stomp on it, and leave him shredded forever, wondering why.” I give her my best toothy grin. “I recommend both of them. One to tear him down and one to build him up.”

      “Done. I’ll take them.”

      The next forty minutes go by in a blur like this. One customer after another. Coral Cove is a primarily sleepy town. I save my pennies during tourist season and town events because they get me through the seasonal downslides when two customers in a day doesn’t pay the rent.

      My back is to the counter when I hear another book placed on it. I spin around and come face to face with the tall, dark-haired man from earlier. Somehow, I’d forgotten he was still here.

      “Did you find everything okay?” I ask.

      “I’m not sure what I’m looking for yet. I did find a couple of books, though,” he holds up a copy of Sleighed By Love, written by Lea Steele, and a copy of From A Youth A Fountain Did Flow by Miranda Levi.

      Right about now, my face is turning twenty shades of red. “These are an interesting pair. Is it a gift?” I ask, ringing up his purchases.

      “Maybe? I’m not sure yet. Just trying to do my part to support local,” he says.

      Does that mean he knows it’s my book? Or did he just like the cover? I mean, Levi’s book is good, too. Maybe he’s just supporting female authors? “We appreciate your business,” I say.

      “Look, I’m new to town. My name is Alex.”

      He pauses expectantly.

      “I’m Lea,” I say. “Nice to meet you, Alex.”

      Alex tilts his head. “How long have you been working here?”

      I sigh, doing the math in my head. “I guess it’s been nearly ten or eleven years. I was just out of high school when I started here. I only bought the place myself four years ago. I worked for the older woman who owned it before me. She’s passed on now.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      I don’t know what to say. “It’s okay, she was a bit of a grump. I got to make this place my own. Really embrace my inner geeky girl.”

      “I like it. I was here once before, and I really enjoy what you’ve done with the atmosphere. You capture something special in this place. It’s like both coming home and finding magic for the first time. Remarkable.”

      Now, it’s me who’s taken aback. “Thank you.” I itch at the fake ears I’m wearing today and smile. “It’s not common to have a full-on themed place around these parts. I just wanted something special. A little different, you know?”

      “I think you nailed it. The décor is all anyone in town can talk about,” he says. “Not that I’m eavesdropping or anything, just hard not to hear sometimes.”

      I shake my head as if I can shake away his compliment. “Can I get you anything else?”

      “How about your phone number?” Alex smiles.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Was that too forward?”

      He looks so earnest. Honest even.

      “Okay,” I say. “I can’t promise anything, but I might have some time later, around four.”

      “Four sounds perfect.” His smile makes my legs go weak.

      “It was lovely meeting you, Lea. I’ll text you and hope to see you at four.”

      Another customer approaches before I could hear the bell on the door indicating Alex had left the building. I’m off whooshing around the corner to help him find the books on his daughter’s Christmas wish list.

      When I get around to checking my phone, I find a text from an unknown number.

      Unknown Number: Hey Lea, it’s Alex. If you’re still up for it, how about we meet at the tree lighting? 4pm.

      “What’s got you smiling?” Park, my one and only employee asks.

      “Nothing.”

      “Liar.”

      I roll my eyes. “It’s just a message from someone asking me to meet them at the tree lighting.”

      “Who are we dating?” Park snuggles up close to peek at my phone.

      “I’m not dating anyone. It was just a customer from today. He was being flirty and asked for my number,” I shrug. “I don’t know.”

      “You gave it to him? Oh, girl!”

      “What?” I elbow Park. “You’re always saying how I need to put myself out there more.”

      “Good for you.”

      “I didn’t say I was going.”

      “Yes, you are. What’s his name?” Park asks.

      “Alex.”

      Park reaches for my ears, removing the silicone elf ears I wore to match my green and red holiday dress. “There. Now put your jacket on and get your butt out there.”

      “Are you sure you’ve got this?” I ask.

      “Yeah, no worries. You go enjoy the lights, boss,” Park grabs a pile of books that need reshelving.

      “Could you also reshelve the stack in children’s? Those moms really went to town.”

      Park chuckles, “I got you. Now go. You’re way behind on cuffing season already.”

      “As if I’m going to meet Mr. Right at the tree lighting.”

      “Maybe you just focus on meeting Mr. Right Now, instead?” Park winks.

      “Goodbye,” I say, leaving Park to watch the store.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Alex

          

        

      

    

    
      Coming to Coral Cove was random. I closed my eyes and tossed a dart at a map. It could have landed anywhere. When I walked into Spellbound Stories, I was looking for an overnight distraction. That’s precisely what I found in the form of a curvy redhead. I walked through the doors, transported into a bookstore disguised as a fantasy magic shop. Every inch of this place has been thoughtfully crafted with care.

      As a bibliophile passionate about folklore, stepping into Spellbound Stories was a treat. A Tree of Life bookcase that also serves as a staircase in the middle of the main floor leads to the second. Every piece of furniture, art, and product placement has been carefully crafted to create an illusion of fantasy.

      If there’s one thing I understand better than anything else, it’s fantasy, dreams, and desire.

      I beeline for a rack of books titled Noteworthy Folklore Retellings, where I snag a book about the personification of the fountain of youth. I continue to navigate this art installation disguised as a bookstore.

      A woman wearing a floor-length red and green dress, hugging her exquisitely thick thighs, bends over to grab a book. When she stands up, I notice she’s wearing elf ears to match the holiday-themed fairy dress.

      I suck in an audible breath. I’ve never been so turned on. “Who is she?” I say, but of course, I already know.

      “That’s Lea,” says a guy with black hair wearing a cape.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize I’d spoken out loud,” I say, taking measure of this stranger.

      He waves me away. “She’s a goddess. It happens to me, too, and I’m gay.”

      I chuckle, but I can’t deny it. She is a goddess. I nod my agreement.

      “She’s my best friend,” he says, then looks down at his outfit, “and boss.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Are you her matchmaker too?”

      “Only around the holidays.”

      This makes me smile. “I’m Alex.”

      “Park.”

      “Nice to meet you, Park,” I cross my arms. I’m not sure how far I want this conversation to go. It’s one thing to know about Lea in my own way. It’s another for a guy to feed me information.

      “Lea is a writer and entrepreneur. She doesn’t get out much because she’s always here or writing.”

      “Why me?” I ask with genuine curiosity. “You don’t know me from Adam.”

      “There’s a twinkle in your eye. Something about your vibe is honest and good. I have a feeling about you. Plus, I saw the way you looked at her. I have a sixth sense about these things, Alex.”

      “And if you’re wrong?” I ask incredulously.

      Park raises an eyebrow. “Am I?”

      “Not even a little,” I confess.

      Park hands me a book. “You didn’t get it from me.”

      I turn it over, Sleighed By Love, written by Lea Steele. “Thanks?”

      “Don’t thank me yet. If she finds out I’m the one who pointed her book out, she’ll kill us both.”

      “Noted,” I add her novel to my pile.

      “Don’t prove me wrong, Alex,” Park straightens a couple of books and walks away to help a guy find a copy of Colleen Hoover’s newest book as a holiday gift for his wife.

      Coral Cove is quiet, picturesque, and surrounded by water. A guy could get used to it. I text Lea and await her reply in a little bakery while inhaling three of the most delicious sugar cookies I’ve ever had.

      And I’ve had more than my share of cookies.

      My phone beeps and my heart thumps so loud I’m sure the couple sitting at the table beside me can hear it.

      It’s Lea.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lea: Sure, I’d love to meet up. I’ll be the one in the Santa hat. 

      

      

      

      

      

      She has no idea what her words do to me.

      I type my reply quickly, telling her I’m looking forward to it, and I check the clock. I have ten minutes, which happens to be the perfect amount of time to grab more sugar cookies. I’m guessing Lea would love one of these. Never arrive empty-handed to a date. I think I read that once.

      When I arrive at the tree lighting, I can’t help but laugh out loud. There are two hundred people gathered, and they’re all wearing Santa hats.

      Lea’s funny. I like that.

      Her fiery hair isn’t hard to spot in the crowd. “Cookie?” I hold the bag open to her. “They are the most mouthwatering sugar cookies I’ve ever had. I’m a cookie dude. Ten out of ten would recommend.”

      “I’ll let Dottie know you say so. She’s one of the best bakers I’ve ever known.” Lea sticks her hand in the bag and pulls out a Santa hat. “Cute.”

      “Just sticking to the apparent theme,” I smile and am taken by her eyes. I grab another cookie as the tree-lighting ceremony begins.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Lea

          

        

      

    

    
      “Thanks for grabbing us peppermint hot cocoa,” I say, holding mine with both hands and letting the warmth steam my lips. “I’ve never been much for the holidays, but I love the lights and this community. Oh, and these,” I raise my cup.

      Alex tilts his head, sipping his cocoa. “Not too big on the holidays?”

      I shrug. “I guess I just think they should be about something more than presents.” I put up a hand, “I say this knowing full well that I keep my little bookstore running largely on things like the holidays.”

      “I can understand that,” Alex points down a row of lit houses. “Should we walk?”

      “Yes, I love the lights.” We stroll down a street lit with bright red and green Christmas lights.

      “Holidays should be about more than gifts. What about your family?” Alex asks.

      “Not much to tell, really. Mom died years ago, and my dad isn’t part of my life. I don’t really have anyone else. This town is my family. But they don’t warm a bed on a cold night,” my cheeks flush. I take a long drag of my cocoa. “What about you? Is anyone warming your bed at night? Family to celebrate the holidays with?”

      Alex points to a Santa on a brightly lit lawn. “I love that,” he chuckles a low rumble. “I am as single as they come. I have a full-time job in the family business. I’m relatively close to my parents. And in fact, I’m taking over as the head honcho in the business. I did a trial run last year, and this is my first year on my own. My dad wants me to settle down and settle in first. But I think I’m ready. Plus, he and my mom deserve a break. They give so much. This feels like the one thing I can give them.”

      “I don’t want to overstep, but do you want to go into the family business?” I ask.

      Alex nods thoughtfully. “I’ve had a lot of time to think about this. I’ve grown up with this image of myself taking over one day. It was always a given.” He sips his cocoa. “When I was in my late teens and early twenties, I was determined to do anything but. I traveled and went away to school. I’ve seen the whole of this glorious world, Lea, and my favorite place is home.”

      I point to a house with one of those projectors in the window. Santa is laughing with a jolly belly and little elves tossing presents.

      Alex shakes his head. “So many assumptions,” he chuckles.

      “Where’s home?” I ask.

      “North,” he says.

      “Why so cryptic?”

      “Sorry,” Alex stumbles over his thoughts with his hands. As if he’s not sure what to say. “Not being cryptic at all, we just say the north back home.” He smiles. “I live north, as in Canada. Northern Canada, where it snows all the time. It looks a lot like this, actually. There are just not as many folks around. Much colder.”

      I can’t help the smile that plays on my lips. I want to smile just because he’s around me. But alas, I also knew it was too good to be true. He’s from another country. He’s not made long for this one. I pointedly didn’t ask how long he’d been here for. There are only a few more days until Christmas. I can only imagine it’s short. I’m not going to disappoint myself before it starts.

      “What about you? Where are you from? Or have you always lived in Coral Cove?” Alex bumps my shoulder playfully as we continue our walk.

      “Teenage rebellion and youthful ambition. I saved up all my after-school money. It was, go to college or get away from the crappy town and the even smaller life I was leading. Simply put, I needed to get away for the sake of my own life.” I take a deep breath, not wanting to lay all of it on a man I’ve just met. But also feeling like, somehow, I could. “I didn’t have the best childhood. One day, I applied for jobs all over the state. This was the first place I was offered one. So I took it and moved. Turns out, it was the best decision I ever made.”

      “This place suits you,” Alex says.

      I roll my eyes, “Sure, sure. I bet you say that to all the women you meet on your random holiday vacations.” This time, I bump his shoulder playfully.

      “For real though, I mean what I said,” Alex winks.

      “Thank you. I appreciate that. This town is my family. I am who I am today because the community gave me a place to stretch my wings,” I expand my arms, tossing my empty cup into a trash can.

      “And she’s so smooth too.”

      “Darn right, I am.” I lead Alex around the corner and to the back of my apartment. “Do you want to come up? I was thinking of ordering some takeout for dinner.”

      Alex hesitates.

      “No pressure, man. I was just enjoying this, but it’s okay.” I turn my back on him to unlock the door. My face scorches with embarrassment.

      So dumb. What was I thinking?

      “Lea, I would very much like to come up and continue our conversation. I just don’t want to overstay my welcome or accept if you’re only inviting me out of a feeling of obligation.”

      I turn to face Alex and take in the honesty of his eyes. The softness of his mouth. The desire building in my belly.

      I hold the door open for him, and he follows me up.

      Alex takes measure of my tiny apartment while taking his jacket off. “It’s four days till Christmas, and you don’t have a single decoration? I’m confused. I assumed you at least enjoyed the holidays.”

      I shrug. “I love the town events, like the tree lighting and Christmas lights. But what’s the point of putting up a tree? I don’t own any decorations. It’s still going to be without presents on Christmas morning. Instead of opening the bookstore, I’ll sleep in and watch a movie. I usually order extra takeout on Christmas Eve, so I don’t have to cook on Christmas Day. That’s about as good as it gets.”

      “So, you really don’t spend it with your family?” Alex’s eyes are soft. Soulful.

      I shake my head, “Nope. It was a mental health and safety choice. Be alone and safe, but alone. Or spend time with my dysfunctional family and be strung out for the next several months on the old and new trauma mingled into my brain and body. Maybe it’s selfish, but I pick me.”

      “No, it’s not selfish. I’m proud of you. A lot of people can’t do what you’re doing. Too much guilt. You just keep doing whatever feels right for you. I’m never going to judge you.” Alex is settled on my couch.

      This tall, gruff man, with a beard for days, makes my couch look minuscule.

      It’s not.

      I order us some dinner, and Alex insists on paying for it. I let him, mostly because I haven’t had someone buy me dinner in ages.

      It’s nice.

      It’s kind of sweet, even.

      “What do you write?” Alex asks, nodding to my bookshelf where copies of my four Santa romance novels sit begging for attention.

      “Uhh, well, I figured you knew already. Considering you snagged one at the shop today.”

      “Lea Steele, the author extraordinaire.”

      I nearly choke on my dinner. “Hardly, I write romance novels about Santa Claus.”

      Now it’s Alex’s turn to choke on his dinner. “I’m sorry. What do you write?”

      “What? A girl’s got to pay the bills, and it sells. Plus, it’s kind of fun to write,” I say.

      “But you don’t believe in the whole Christmas thing.”

      “I never said I didn’t believe in Christmas.”

      Alex perks up.

      “I just don’t see the point in decorating for just me. I don’t want to haul a Christmas tree up four flights of stairs and back down when it’s dead. I don’t own decorations, so I’d have to invest in them. I don’t have any family decorations, and those are the only ones I care about. Not some crap from Target. You know? Plus, it should be about more. And for me, right now, it’s just not. So yeah, I write sexy Santa fiction, and it helps warm the cold winter nights.”

      A smile slowly grows on Alex’s face. “You’re kind of adorable when you’re worked up.”

      “Bugger off,” I say, tossing a noodle at him.

      Alex catches it and slurps it up. “Are you working on anything else?”

      “I mean, I think I’ve always got a couple of story ideas in my head. But I don’t always have the time to write them. What I’d give for the shop to be doing a little better so I could spend more hours writing.”

      “What would your dream novel be?” Alex gets up and helps himself to another fizzy water out of the fridge. “Want one?”

      “Yes, please.” I like how comfortable he is. “I think the dream would be a fantasy series. Something young adult where kids want to dress up as the characters in the book. I want them to be as excited to read as I was.”

      “The erotica Santa tamer wants to write for kids?”

      “It’s the dream. My last name isn’t actually Steele. The publisher thought Steele would sell more books,” I say. “Just a pen name. I’m saving my real name for the fantasy books.”

      “Uh, what’s your real name?”

      “What’s yours?”

      “Nickolas Alexander Snowcloud Claus the Fourteenth.”

      “The fourteenth?”

      “Nickolas is a family name.” His cheeks turn pink.

      He’s probably just glad I didn’t mention that his middle name is Snowcloud. He probably has hippy parents. Not that mine are much better.

      “Lea Lake Lovegood, the one and only.”

      Alex rolls my name around his tongue. “Lea Lake Lovegood. It suits you. It’s a writerly name.”

      “The one thing my parents did right.”

      “Can’t be the only thing,” Alex looks at me in a way that warms me from the inside.

      “Tell me about your family. Do you have any siblings?” I say to shift the subject.

      “Only child syndrome here.”

      “Samesies.” We high-five and burst into laughter.

      “For real, though, I know what it’s like to spend a lot of time alone, and I can empathize.”

      “But I thought your family was wonderful and cozy. Picturesque even,” I say.

      Alex reaches for his drink, buying time, no doubt. “They really care about the world in an epic kind of way. I wouldn’t change that. But it also meant that I spent a lot of time wandering the property, making friends with—the help.” Alex takes a swig.

      “The help? Phew,” I say exaggeratedly, “must be rough.”

      “It’s not like that,” Alex says. “It’s hard to explain.”

      I shake my head. “You don’t owe me anything. It’s okay.”

      “I feel like I do,” Alex sighs. “My folks run a charity of sorts. It always comes first. Always. I love it, and I’ve spent my whole life around it. But sometimes, I wish that I came first. It’s dumb. I’m a grown-ass man.”

      “No, I get it,” I say. “When my mom was alive, she put me first, and when she died, it was like I disappeared into the background.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      I shrug. “It’s not a thing I like to talk about. My dad remarried, and it was like I no longer mattered. I’ve lived an hour away for the last ten years, and he’s never once come to see me. He doesn’t call or try in any capacity. As far as I’m concerned, I don’t have parents anymore. It’s just me.” I spread my arms, “And this town.”

      “Can I hug you?” Alex asks.

      “I think I’d like that.” He slides closer to me on the couch and wraps his arms around me.

      Alex just holds me. He smells of cinnamon and pine. As if the man is made of Christmas cheer. I inhale him before letting him go.

      “Looks like the sun is coming up,” I say.

      “I should probably go. Let you get a little sleep before you have to go open that wonderful little bookstore,” Alex says with a wink.

      A yawn overtakes me, sleep hitting for the first time all night. “I guess so.”

      “Can I see you again tomorrow night? Dinner?” Alex asks.

      I hate to admit how much I brighten.

      Damn boy.

      “Tomorrow or today?” I ask clarifying.

      “Umm, later tonight,” Alex smiles.

      “Good, that makes it sound sooner,” I say.

      Alex brushes a strand of my hair out of my face. “I’ve had a wonderful evening, Lea.”

      “Me too, Alex.”

      “Is it too forward if I kiss you?” he asks.

      Heat blossoms in my body. I nod, unable to get the words out.

      Alex leans in and brushes my cheek with his thumb.

      I take a step, and my back hits the wall.

      Alex takes a step forward, closing the gap, “You are the most enchanting woman, Lea Lake Lovegood,” his voice is a deep, hot rumble. He brings my chin up to meet his mouth.

      I’m caressed by a shiver running head to toe. His lips move on mine. Soft at first, and then the kiss grows deeper.

      His body pins mine against the wall, holding me in place. Somehow, he is teasing all the places he doesn’t touch. All the places aching for his seduction.

      Alex slowly pulls back. He leans to my neck and smells me.

      He smells me!

      “I look forward to dinner, Lea.”

      And just like that, he’s gone.

      I can’t move. I’m pinned to the place he’s left me.

      What was that?

      A shiver runs through me again. This time, I’m fully aware of the absence of him.

      How am I supposed to go to sleep now?

      I text Park, begging him to open the store for me. By a miracle of all miracles, he agrees. Sunrise yoga for the win. He’ll demand details, but that’s a problem for future me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 4


          

          
            Alex

          

        

      

    

    
      There should be an award for being in the presence of the most sexy, voluptuous, and intelligent woman and not taking her to bed when there was a clear green light.

      I want to taste her slowly. I want to feel every inch of her slick, wet heat. I’m going to make Lea Lake Lovegood mine. I’m going to tease her until she begs me to come inside of her.

      Lea would have let me stay. There was more than a moment. I’ve been with women. I’ve had women around the globe. But I’ve never just talked to one all night.

      That sounds stupid.

      But it’s true.

      I’ve never bared my soul to anyone.

      This was never supposed to be more than a night away. Christmas is so close. My father will lose his mind when I tell him I’m not returning. The mental lecture is queued up in my head.

      It was only supposed to be dinner. Maybe a hookup if she was into it, but then she opened her mouth, and I couldn’t get enough of her.

      We talked.

      We just talked.

      I need Lea in every way.

      Back at my rental, I arrange more nights before calling my father.

      “Does she know who you really are, son?”

      “No, not yet. But I’m going to tell her,” I say.

      We hang up, and I realize he was far more supportive than I expected him to be.

      Would she believe me?

      Could a woman like Lea Lake Lovegood, without a single Christmas ornament in her home, believe in Santa? More than that, could she come to believe her Alex is Saint Nick?

      Lea lost her belief in magic so long ago.

      I’ll have to find a way to show her magic is real. That magic can be utterly mind-blowing when used correctly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 5


          

          
            Lea

          

        

      

    

    
      At two in the afternoon, I stumbled into the bookstore with a coffee the size of my head, which didn’t look great on the boss. But then again, I am the boss, so fuck it.

      “Girl, you walking straight today?” Park asks, rounding a corner with a stack of books in his hands.

      “Rude.” I take my purse to the upstairs office and lay my head on the desk.

      “You were not out drinking all night. That hasn’t happened since Natalie and Nhi’s engagement party five years ago,” Park raises a brow.

      “No, no,” I wave him away, grab my coffee, and head back downstairs. I turn and smile.

      “You got some,” Park slaps my shoulder excitedly.

      “I did not,” I say.

      “The vat of caffeine would say otherwise.”

      “We kissed,” I tease.

      Park slaps my shoulder again. “Ooooo! Tell me, tell me, tell me.”

      So, I do. “Have you ever stayed up all night reading that book you’d been waiting months or even years to release, and you can’t help but think, I get to exist in the same world as you?”

      “I mean, sure, but never a person,” Park says.

      “It was magic, Park. And that kiss,” fire burns in my chest at the memory, slowly moving down my belly.

      “Damn, that must have been some kiss,” Park says. “You’ve just gone to a whole other place.”

      “You have no idea.”

      “But no sex?”

      I slap Park on the shoulder. “I’m not a first-date kind of girl.”

      “Bullshit. You invited a stranger up to your apartment. I’m not judging. I’m just saying, own it.” Park grabs a stack of books that need to be put out.

      “I gave him a green light. I’d have slept with him,” I admit.

      “See, get it, girl,” Park winks.

      “But he’s the one who left.”

      “Maybe he’s the one who doesn’t sleep with someone on the first night.” Park shelves a book. “Maybe he wants a relationship.”

      “Ha! He’s a Canadian tourist, Park. He’s probably looking to get some and bail back to his maple leaves and syrup.”

      “If that was true, you’d have never spent the whole night talking. You wouldn’t be floating on cloud nine, trying to talk yourself back down to earth,” Park shelves the last book in his arms and spins to me. “When are you going to see him again?”

      “Tonight.”

      “See, now go help that customer find the books on her daughter’s wish list.”

      “I thought I was the boss,” I say with a smile.

      “Well, when you’re messaging me at seven to swap shifts, I think you give up the title for the day,” Park says and walks off in the opposite direction of a customer.

      I’m not going to check my phone five hundred times today. I have work to do.

      My phone dings.

      
        
          
            
              
        Alex: I can’t wait to see you this evening.

      

      

      

      

      

      Park walks by, “You can try to hide it, but I heard it already. Plus, your face is way too easy to read.”

      “He’s excited about dinner tonight,” I say.

      “Awe, good. Now get back to work.”

      

      “Do you think Santa is real?” asks an eight-year-old girl holding a copy of Where The Sidewalk Ends and looking at me with big brown eyes full of wonder.

      “Of course,” I say, feeling a tinge of guilt at the lie.

      “Alan says that Santa isn’t real. That it’s just your parents putting presents under the tree,” she looks down at her book.

      “Then it sounds like Alan’s a real jerk.”

      Her head pops up, and she stifles a giggle.

      “Why would Santa bring presents for Alan, some random kid who doesn’t believe in him, when he could bring presents for a little girl who does? He’s a very busy man, you know. He only visits believers, after all.”

      She brightens with a new outlook on Christmas. “Alan is a jerk.” The little girl trots off to her mom.

      “Well, that was a nice thing you just did there,” comes a deep voice from behind me.

      My insides liquefy.

      I spin around and find Alex. “Hello to you, too.”

      “I didn’t take you for a believer in Santa,” Alex says.

      I pick up the books I’d set down, suddenly nervous. “I was maybe a year older than her, and all I wanted was an art easel for Christmas. I’d written Santa a letter and made it to see him at the mall that year, too. My parents didn’t have much money, but I figured Santa would come through. He was magic. On Christmas Eve, I went to ask my mom a question, and she was wrapping presents. I glanced at a tag, excited to see if it was for me or not, and it said from Santa. I was crushed. The next day, there was no easel, and that’s when I stopped believing. When my mom died, I stopped celebrating.”

      I start to walk away, but Alex stops me. He pulls me in for a hug, and I let him. “I’m so sorry that happened to you. You didn’t deserve that. Christmas should have always been magical.”

      I never expected to be comforted. I sigh and lean into him. He’s warm and somehow still smells of— “Were you at the bakery this morning? You smell like sugar cookies and—” I nuzzle his neck and inhale, “a Christmas tree. How?”

      Alex chuckles. “Thanks. I think there’s a compliment in there somewhere.”

      “There was.”

      “What time do you close?” he asks.

      “I just have to finish up with these customers and lock up. I can leave the rest for the morning,” I say.

      “Okay, I’m going to just,” Alex points to a row of books.

      I nod and go back to the counter to help the next customer.

      Twenty minutes later, I grab my bag from upstairs and leave a bribe slash thank you as a gift for opening the store two days in a row for Park. I have zero intentions of letting this man out of my sight until tomorrow.

      Maybe not even then.

      “Are you ready,” I say.

      “You have such a unique little niche. I’m sure you hear it all the time,” Alex says.

      “Only from the tourists.” I bump his shoulder, and he holds the door open for me.

      “Well, it is.”

      “Thank you.” I lock up and then find my courage. “I don’t know if you had any plans, but I was going to suggest we grab a pizza and head back to mine? We could watch a movie or something?”

      A smile plays on Alex’s lips. “This sounds like a far better plan than anything I had in mind.”

      “Oh? What did you have planned?” I pry.

      “Sure. You know, a restaurant, a movie. But with your plan, we can share a blanket and talk through the whole thing without being pummeled by popcorn,” Alex grins wickedly.

      “We basically have the same plan,” I say.

      “Great minds and all.”

      “The pizza place is around the corner,” I try not to grin, but I fail.

      “What’s your favorite pizza?” Alex asks.

      “Depends on the mood. I’m not huge on pizza sauce, so I’m a big fan of garlic cheese bread. Anything with pesto, sometimes you just want a super cheesy pizza, though, you know?” I say.

      “Oh, I love me some garlic bread. And I’m big on the pesto. Whoever put it on a pizza,” he kisses his fingers, “Chef’s kiss.”

      We ordered a large pie and garlic cheese bread and asked for extra parmesan. I’m ninety percent sure I don’t have any at home. I haven’t had much time to get to the store lately.

      We’re waiting for our pizza, and it starts to snow.

      Again.

      “Couldn’t have waited till we got home?” I ask the universe and cross my arms for warmth.

      “You’ve got to be freezing.” Alex takes off his jacket. “Here, Lea, please.”

      I shake my head no, “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m a bit rounder than you. I’m proud of these curves, and I refuse to apologize for them. But there’s no way your jacket will fit.”

      Alex steps closer until we’re mere inches apart. His breath warm on my cheek. He places his jacket around me. “I’m all too aware of your curves, Lea. They are making me hard. You are a goddess. But you’re also cold. Trust me? Put the jacket on.”

      I close my eyes partly from the heat of his words and partly from the inevitable embarrassment to follow.

      Holding out an arm, Alex slips the jacket on one arm. I hold out the other, and he easily slips the jacket on the other arm. I find his eyes as he pulls the jacket closed around my hips and my breasts.

      “How did you?” I can’t even finish the thought.

      “Are you warm enough?” Alex rubs my arms with his hands.

      “Yeah, I’m better. Much warmer, thank you.”

      Alex smiles. “I think our pizza is done.”

      We grab dinner and take it back to my apartment. It’s a silent walk back.

      I’ve lost the ability to use words.

      The jacket should not have fit me.

      Look, I’m not going to get hung up on this.

      It has to be incredibly flexible fabric. I feel it, but I think it’s wool.

      I glance at Alex, and at the same time, he peeks my way. I crack a smile, and his matching one dissipates the weird tension I’d built in my head.

      Upstairs, I put on the goofiest Christmas movie I can find, which is how we land on Elf.

      “God, this movie never fails to make me smile,” Alex says, grabbing another slice of pizza.

      “Do you want something to drink?” I say, standing and walking to the kitchen. I open the fridge and grab a fizzy water for myself. “Alex?” I shut the fridge, and on the other side is Alex.

      “Do you have any chocolate syrup?” he asks.

      “I knew I picked the wrong movie.” I open the fridge and pull out a bottle of chocolate syrup. “Per your request, sir.”

      “He just made it look so good,” Alex pops the top off the bottle.

      I set my soda water down.

      Alex moves closer to me. “But I was thinking it might be more fun to lick it off of you.”

      “Oh, gods above, I take back what I said earlier. I picked the right movie.”

      There’s that wicked smile again.

      Alex’s eyes grow darker. He steps toward me, pours a little on his finger, and slowly lifts it to his lip, never breaking eye contact. He licks it off. “Just as I thought, it’s missing something.”

      My breath catches.

      This time, Alex grabs my finger and pours a little syrup onto it, then brings it to his mouth and puts my whole finger into his mouth. He slowly sucks it off.

      “Much better.”

      I’m up against the counter, and Alex is kissing me. Slow at first and then deeper and faster. He explores my mouth and moves to my neck. Stopping briefly to suck on my ear.

      My breath comes in short bursts.

      “I have never wanted someone as much as I want you, Lea,” Alex’s voice is velvet.

      I lift my arms, and he removes my top. I slip my hands under his shirt, feeling his stomach. I slide his shirt off, and he pours chocolate syrup on me.

      I’m kind of surprised at first.

      Then he starts to kiss and lick it up.

      I’m lost to his mouth moving across my body.

      He unclasps my bra, and I sigh with relief.

      Alex starts to unbutton my pants and pauses. “Is this okay?”

      Oh, my gods above, I’m somehow even more turned on. I nod enthusiastically, “Yes. Yes.”

      He slips my jeans off, and I’m naked. His lips haven’t left my skin for more than the length of a breath.

      Alex lifts me onto the counter and tickles the inside of my thigh. “You are the most ravishing woman, Lea.”

      “You’re just saying that because I’m in a compromising position,” I whisper in caught breaths.

      Alex abruptly stops touching me.

      I’ve never felt more naked in my life.

      “Listen to me, Lea Lake Lovegood. You are a snack that I can’t wait to taste. I’m going to make you come until you’re begging me to come inside of you. Then I’ll tell you every day what a goddess you are. Understood?”

      I gulp.

      Nod.

      Take a breath and lick my lips. Thinking of all the ways I want him.

      Alex caresses my thigh and kisses me. He cups my breast and rolls a thumb over my nipple.

      I suck in a breath.

      He moves to my neck again and slowly makes his way down my body. First, my breasts, then my stomach, kissing each of my curves.

      He spreads my legs apart, feeling my pleasure.

      One finger explores my slit, his mouth on my thigh. Slow-burning kisses. He moves to my warm, wet heat. His tongue finds my clit.

      I’ve lost my breath.

      My words.

      My ability to think.

      Short, quick gasps.

      He moves his tongue, spelling my name into infinity.

      I can’t breathe.

      I grasp the counter. Spreading my legs wider for him.

      I move a hand through his hair, wanting him closer. Wanting him to fill me with his hard, pulsing⁠—

      I reach for him but only grasp air.

      He moves two fingers inside of me, rhythmically gliding them to the parts of me no man has ever found.

      My head stretches to the sky, pressure building inside of me.

      His mouth, on my clit, an arm wrapped around my thigh.

      I grab the cupboard as the growing, pulsing moment of release comes to a head.

      Out of breath, I feel absolutely spent.
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