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Sam

“Erik, are you ready to go?” I asked as I watched my gorgeous boyfriend hurry around the house picking up odds and ends. Wrapping little gifts and doing who knew what. He was being very secretive which wasn’t normal for him. Well, not anymore. 

“Almost, I just need to find one more thing.” He walked into the kitchen, took something out of the refrigerator, stifled a laugh, and shoved whatever it was into a gift bag.

“Do I need to be concerned about what you’re taking?” We’d been together a while now, but Erik’s circle of friends had been together for years. A definite advantage over me or anyone else who dared to insert themselves into the inner circle. There was Andy, who worked at the salon next to my bookstore, and his partner Link, along with a handful of others who I honestly had a hard time keeping track of. If you were dealing with one, you were dealing with them all. But they were a great bunch.

“Nope, don’t worry, they won’t blame you. They think you’re the nice one.” He grinned at me with his teeth clenched and brows raised, making me laugh.

“Oh god, Erik, I want your friends to like me too, not think I’m in on the joke.” We’d had this conversation a few times. Erik and his friends were all about messing with each other. Especially Link and Andy. The three of them never seemed to let it go, and delighted in finding new ways to stick it to each other.

He put the packages he’d just picked up down and took my face in his hands. “They love you, and they do think you’re the nice one. I still can’t get them to forget about all the things I’ve pulled on them in the past.”

I stared at him wide-eyed. We’d been living together at his house in his little hometown for a while now, but this was the first Christmas we’d be celebrating since I’d moved in. The house was decorated to within an inch of being a fire hazard, and I kept waiting to get a warning from the small airport nearby that the lights from the house, outside trees, and decorations were in direct competition with the lights that guided the small planes in.

“What exactly are you planning?” I hated to know almost as much as I hated to ask.

“We’re playing the stealing game tonight.” He rubbed his hands together like an old-time villain who was about to disclose his evil plans that involved tying a damsel to a railroad track or some other dastardly deed. God, I needed to take a break from reading steampunk westerns because my imagination was filled with all sorts of weird images.

“What’s the stealing game?”

“You’ll find out soon enough. And don’t worry, I brought a gift for you to give so you don’t have to feel left out.” He smiled and kissed me, and for a few moments I forgot about what I’d seen him packing but then it all came rushing back to me.

“You are not giving a cube of butter for a gift are you?”

“What? No, why would you think that?” He rushed away without meeting my eyes and stashed the gifts he’d wrapped into the back of my car.

I slid into the passenger seat and buckled up while he did everything in his power to not look at me. “Erik, I love you. But please don’t include me in your prank, or joke, or whatever it is you have planned.” He turned to face me then and brushed his thumb across my cheek.

“Sam, I love you too. I would never include you in the shenanigans we all get up to. I know it’s not your thing. I just didn’t want you to feel left out when everyone starts stealing gifts. Plus it’s more fun with more people. I promise I’ll take full responsibility for our gifts.” He smiled then, and once again that smile did me in. My hot cowboy who knew exactly how to get what he wanted whether he realized it or not. “Now come on or we’re going to be late.”

He knew that would get me going, I hated being late. I held the tray of appetizers I’d made on my lap as we drove into town. It was odd; I’d lived in Sacramento nearly my whole life, and now I mostly lived out in the country with no house around for miles and the closest town was so small there wasn’t even a grocery store.

“Oh, I just remembered, we need to go grocery shopping soon. I want to bake some cookies to give out to customers. What do you think?” I asked Erik.

“I think that’s a great idea.” He settled his hand on my leg and drove slowly down the gravel road that led to town.

“Are you sure we’re covered for gifts? I know this is technically a game night but it’s also a Christmas party for Andy and Link. I don’t want to ruin it for them.”

“Don’t worry. Andy is going to love what I brought.”

I squinted my eyes at him again, hoping to have some amazing burst of clarity of exactly what he had planned. But he just smiled my way, pushed his cowboy hat down on his head, and turned onto the main road. He was quiet the rest of the drive, but that was just us. Sometimes we both just enjoyed being together.

A few minutes later we were pulling up to the front of Andy and Link’s house. Cars were parked along the street and in the driveway, so we had to park about a block away. Which in a town this size was a long way to park.

“Wow, everyone is here tonight,” I said, and Erik hummed.

“They all love to go to Andy and Link’s Christmas party. Once they moved in together it started a tradition. Now the first Saturday of December is officially Andy and Link’s party day,” Erik explained to me again. I thought maybe he just liked the story, because he really liked telling it.

“I’m so glad we all started doing things together. Some of it’s a little crazy but it’s always fun with your friends.” I was older than most of them since they’d all been in the same class through school, but none of that mattered. We all got along and had a great time.

After parking, we got out and Erik hurried to gather up the gifts he’d brought. “Remember, don’t tell them about anything we brought.”

“All I saw you pack was butter. Wasn’t that to cook with?” I really did hope he’d taken it to bring to Andy, but his silence told me there was more to it. “You’re on your own with this one,” I mumbled, making him laugh.

“Sam, you can’t desert me now, we’re in this together. For better or worse remember?”

I stopped walking, both hands full of appetizers, as Erik kept walking. “What did you say?”

He burst out laughing again. “Come on, it’ll be fun.”

“Good thing I love you so much,” I said, as he waited for me to catch up.

“Good thing.” He kissed the side of my head, and my chest clenched in the same way it did every time he was close or said something cute. Apparently, he could get away with anything as long as he was cute. And he was always cute. Although I wasn’t sure the person who got the butter would agree.
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