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SYNOPSIS


Two best friends. One secret crush. A kiss that changes everything.

There’s never been a time when Noel’s not been in love with his best friend Jed. The problem is, Jed’s straight. Always has been, always will be. Yet, as the festive season descends on Collier’s Creek there’s only one gift Noel craves: for Jed to wake up and realise they are meant to be together. But that’s never going to happen — or not until too many beers and a Christmas movie marathon ends in a steamy make out session.

Jed’s world is turned up side down. He’s straight. He dates girls, not guys. So why did the taste of Noel’s lips on his send delicious tingles zipping along his spine?

As carols play and stockings are hung, can Jed embrace his newfound feelings? Or will Noel's dreams of love melt away like snow?

Discover the magic of the season in this heartfelt story of friendship, secret desire, and small-town romance.


CHAPTER ONE




Curled up on his squashy couch with a steaming cup of hot chocolate, mellow jazz turned low in the background, Noel Christmas flicked through the pages of the Collier’s Creek Chronicle, packed with gossip and tittle tattle masquerading as not very good journalism. Turning to what was laughingly called the Life Style section, the headline hit hard between the eyes. ‘Love at First Swipe — Dating App Connects Collier’s Creek LGBTQ+ Singles. Cupid’s romance-tipped arrows have struck the heart of our small town…’

Noel read through the article, which detailed testimonials from couples who’d found each other through the lonely hearts app which had burst on the local scene just weeks before. Photos of smiling couples, all of them effusive in their praise for Love Heartz. Noel snorted. Love Heartz? Really? The name of the app was enough to make him want to gag. Love Heartz, it was claimed, had, with a few clicks, brought romance and warmth into countless cold and barren lives. Noel rolled his eyes. Okay, maybe cold and barren weren’t the actual words used by Honey Sweeting, The Chronicle’s lifestyle guru, but that was the real meaning behind the gushing, saccharine prose.

Peering closely at the least out-of-focus photograph, Noel studied Love Heartz’ latest success story. Bruce and Kevin, hand in hand and wearing matching I Love Collier’s Creek sweaters and cowboy hats, had, according to Honey’s strangled prose, recently announced their engagement and would be celebrating with family and friends at Randy’s Rodeo Grill and Bar, The Creek’s premier ribs and steak restaurant (discount coupon available for parties of ten or more)  for an evening filled with love, laughter and line dancing. ‘Love Heartz is such a breath of fresh air,’ Bruce, seventy-two years-young, said…’ Noel spat out his mouthful of hot chocolate, spraying the smiling, loved-up couple. Whatever glittering career Honey Sweeting had ahead of her, it wasn’t in journalism. Bruce, dwarfed by his sweater and cowboy hat, couldn’t have been older than forty… ‘I’d given up on finding a true connection and happiness when so many dating apps  are just photograph after photograph of anatomy it wouldn’t be right to mention in a wholesome family publication like The Chronicle…’

Noel’s cell, sitting on his coffee table, vibrated; reaching for it, the familiar twist of anticipation pulled tight in his chest. 

Meet me at CC’s in 30?

Sure, see you there :) Noel typed back.

Noel threw aside the newspaper, Collier’s Creek’s lonely gay hearts forgotten. Mid-morning, mid-week, Jed should have been at work in the town’s one and only florist, Floristry by Lucian Blaxston. Noel couldn’t help the involuntary smile pulling at his lips. Jed, tall, broad, muscular, and so damn good looking it should have been a crime, his best and oldest friend, and life long secret crush, wasn’t anybody’s idea of a trainee florist.

Stretching out his stiff shoulders, Noel yawned; he could do with getting out for a while. He’d logged on before 6:00am and been hunched over his laptop for most of the time since then. His tech job, creating and testing applications for mobile devices, not only paid well, it came with the benefit of working from home, but it was too easy, sometimes, to forget to leave his apartment — or it would be if it weren’t for the fur baby.

“Hey, Peter. Wanna go see Jed?” Noel looked down at his miniature dachshund curled up next to him on the couch. Peter wriggled and barked, pushing himself to standing on his stubby legs as his tail whipped from one side to the other. “I take it that’s a yes.”

With Peter wrapped up in his snazzy tartan coat and matching hat, Noel pulled on his big, padded jacket. Ramming on his rainbow patterned woolen hat with tasseled ear flaps and winding his soft, fluffy, bright pink scarf around his neck, he threw a glance at himself in the hallway mirror before he grabbed his keys and wallet. Was this really how a man of twenty-three was supposed to look? He doubted it, but as winter had descended on Collier’s Creek over the last few days, bringing snow and chasing away the last, lingering remnants of fall, he didn’t care because what he did care about was spending time with Jed.


CHAPTER TWO




The bell above the door chimed a familiar welcome as Noel stepped into CC’s. Popular carols played in the background, turned low, and bushy garlands decorated the walls. Noel inhaled the deep scent of not only fresh coffee, but cinnamon and chocolate too, all the sweet heady aromas of Christmas teasing his senses. Christmas by name, and Christmas by nature, it was his favorite time of the year.

He scanned the busy coffee shop, his gaze landing on Jed — and the pretty blond sitting next to him, twirling strands of her long hair in the fingers of one hand while the other rested casually on Jed’s arm. Her light, flirty laugh drifted across, cutting through both the chatter and the hiss of the big, chrome coffee machine, as she poured all her attention onto Jed, who smiled his lazy smile. Jed’s dark gray eyes narrowed, pulling the knots in Noel’s stomach tight. Jed hadn’t noticed him come in, and if the woman had anything to do with it, Jed wouldn’t be noticing anything or anybody other than her as she leaned forward and whispered something in Jed’s ear.

Noel’s heart hitched, an involuntary response he quashed as quickly as it came. It didn’t surprise him to see Jed with a woman, because it had been that way for as long as Noel could remember. It was just how it was, but knowing that didn’t soothe the sting that pricked deep in Noel’s chest. If Jed was at CC’s with a date, why had he sent him a text? If he backed away now, Jed wouldn’t see him… He could send a message, saying he couldn’t make it after all… He could⁠—

“Hey, Noel. What can I get you?”

Noel jumped as Cam, CC’s owner, leaned over the counter and fixed him with a warm and friendly smile.

“Arrgghh…”

“I take that to mean you’d like a Christmas cinnamon fudge hot chocolate with whipped cream and marshmallows? I know how sweet your tooth is. And a pup cup for Peter, too, of course.” Cam set about making the drink before Noel could answer.

“Noel,” Jed called out, beckoning him over. Jed’s smile was as big and broad as the man himself, and totally fixed on him. “Come sit down.”

The woman glanced at Noel, offering a polite but cool smile as Jed pulled over a chair from an empty table.

“Hey, gorgeous boy.” Jed swooped Peter up into his arms, laughing as he tilted his head away from the dog’s over enthusiastic tongue.

“Sorry to interrupt.” Noel offered the woman a small smile as he shrugged off his coat at the same time she reached for hers.

“I have to leave anyway,” she said, throwing barely a glance Noel’s way before turning the full heat of her smile on Jed. “See you soon?” The woman swished her hair, flirtation in every move, leaving the way open for numbers to be exchanged, a date to be made. Noel fixed his smile in place. He’d seen this too many times to count, and every time the knots in his stomach always pulled tight. He should be used to this, but somehow he never was.

“Sure. See you around, Lauren,” Jed said, his attention already shifting back to Noel, who averted his eyes from Lauren’s tight, thin-lipped smile. The staccato click of heels was followed by the door closing with a hard thud.

“New girlfriend?” Noel couldn’t help but ask, his curiosity a thin veil for the jealousy he felt.

Jed chuckled, shaking his head. “Nah, she’s not my type. She came into Lucian’s a couple weeks ago. And keeps coming back. Says she’s into exotic plants and thought I could give her some tips. Glad you turned up, because I think she could be the human equivalent of a Venus flytrap.” Jed threw his head back and laughed. Noel smiled, and the tension in his stomach relaxed as he settled back into his seat.

“Here you go.” Cam placed the enormous cup that looked more like a soup tureen on the table, a takeout cup overflowing with the whipped cream pup cup, and a plate holding a large piece of brownie. “It’s on the house, as a thank you for fixing that problem with the coffee shop’s website.”

“It was just a simple thing—” Noel began, but Cam was already rushing back to the counter, where a line was forming.

“Let me sort out this little cutie.” Jed held out the pup cup for Peter, who was getting more of the airy cream on his nose than in his mouth.

“He’s always on his best behavior for you. For me, he’s an eating, sleeping, barking fart machine.”

With the pup cup gone, Peter curled up on Jed’s lap, a picture of blissed out contentment. Noel got it, he really did.

Taking a sip of the drink that was really a liquid dessert, Noel sighed in contentment, closing his eyes as the rich, sweet goodness slipped down his throat and sent warmth flooding his belly. “That is so good,” he murmured, snapping his eyes open when Jed laughed.

“Whatever turns you on.”

The heat of the drink was nothing to the heat throbbing in Noel’s face. He knew exactly what it was that turned him on, and it had nothing to do with the sweet drink he held in his hands.

Noel cleared his throat. “Shouldn’t you be at work making up… flowery things?”

“Lucian let me go early, so I thought I’d get my Christmas shopping done⁠—”

“Instead of leaving it until Christmas Eve, and bitching about all the stores being too full and the shelves too empty?”

“You know me so well.”

I’d like to know you a whole lot better… The unlooked for thought sent another burst of heat to Noel’s cheeks that was no match for the heat flooding his groin. He buried his face in his drink. It was just the sugar rush. Maybe.

“… so instead of fighting my way through the crowds in the mall over in Boomfurt, I thought to myself what better way to spend the afternoon than with my best bud?”

Noel beat down the butterflies that were flapping their wings in the pit of his stomach. “You mean your girlfriend of the moment’s at work and you’re at a loose end?”

Jed’s girlfriends came and went, and Noel was never sure who Jed was seeing from one week to the next. He’d meant it as a lighthearted, humorous comment, but instead it had sounded kind of bitter and sour. Jed obviously thought so too, if the deep furrows in his brow were anything to go by, along with the hard sheen in his gray eyes.

“No,” Jed said quietly, never taking his gaze from Noel. “Just haven’t seen you for a few days, that’s all. We’ve both been kinda busy.”

“You’re right. Sorry. Work’s been crazy lately. Because the world really needs more mobile apps, right? Maybe it’s made me a little cranky.”

“A little?” Jed’s brows shot up, but at least he was now smiling, and Noel’s nerves relaxed.

“Say, how’s that side project of yours going? You’ve been real quiet about it,” Jed asked, after a few minutes gossiping about mutual friends.

“Side project?”

Jed laughed, shaking his head at the same time. Doofus, his gesture said, although his eyes were full of bright affection. “That chocolate making course you took. Handmade chocolates to sell at the farmers’ market? What were you going to call them?” Jed clicked his fingers, his forehead scrunching as he tried to remember before a huge grin split his face in two. “Noel’s Naughty Nibbles.”

Groaning long and hard, Noel let his head fall forward, hiding the cringe over his failed attempt at becoming Collier’s Creek’s one and only creator of hand-crafted artisan chocolates.

“I kinda ate them. As I went along,” he mumbled, peeking up though his bangs. It was necessary to taste as he went, for quality control, every strawberry cream, vanilla truffle, and nutty praline. The only problem was that he’d tasted so many there had been none left to sell.

“Noel Christmas. What am I going to do with you?”

Noel’s heart jerked, along with his dick. He had plenty of ideas about what Jed Mason, his best friend, his very straight best friend, could do with him, every one of which he was going to keep strictly to himself. All he could do was shrug and offer a wry smile, ready to push the conversation on to less dangerous ground when Jed leaned forward.

“Have you seen The Chronicle today? There’s a big piece in it about this new gay dating app that’s got all the town talking.” He nodded towards a poster pinned up on the wall of entwined rainbow hearts, Love Heartz’s lurid logo. There was also a stand with a batch of flyers for the app on the end of the counter.

“Er, yes, I have. Maybe I should try it out.” What the—? Where the hell had that come from? He had no interest in swiping through digitally enhanced images of the Creek’s lonely hearts. He’d find love the old-fashioned way, not that it’d worked for him so far.

Jed shrugged. The smile had fallen from his face as he tapped the table with his fingers. “Suppose you can’t do worse than you have already.”

“I don’t have problems with getting dates.” It was true; his problem was not wanting to see them again. Noel shifted in his seat and took a sip from the cup that was really a soup tureen. Jed chewed on his thumbnail.

“You haven’t been seeing anybody since you broke up with that Doug guy. He was kinda okay. I guess.”

“Dougal MacDouglas. And okay? I don’t remember you ever calling him that, because you were too busy calling him a self-obsessed dick with more product in his hair than he had brains between his ears.”

“And wasn’t I proved right?”

Noel kept his mouth shut as he met Jed’s clear, gray eyes.

Jed’s gaze narrowed. “Don’t even try it, Christmas. I could always out-stare you, and I still can.” Jed’s voice was deep and low, full of provocation.

A strangled, mewling noise Noel wanted to believe was Peter but knew wasn’t, made him look away just as Jed grinned in victory.

“Mason one, Christmas nil.”

“Fuck off,” Noel muttered, but when Jed started laughing, he couldn’t help but join in.

“You really gonna give this new app a shot? You may be short and skinny, and kinda odd, but you’d be a catch for some weirdo.”

“You’ve always had such faith in me.”

Jed’s shit-eating grin fell away, his sudden seriousness making him appear older. “I’ve always had faith. Anyone would be lucky to swipe right on you.”

“Maybe.” Noel shrugged and glanced away. Swipe right… the only man he wanted swiping right on him was seated opposite, but Jed swiping right on him was about as likely as finding a grilled cheese on the moon. But perhaps he should try the app. Widen his horizons a little, and his chances. If it worked for Kevin and Bruce, perhaps it could work for him. Hell, if he was really lucky, he could be the subject of Ms. Honey Sweeting’s next sugar coated article, smiling out from a fuzzy photograph, wearing a bad sweater and a ten-gallon hat and getting ready to celebrate his newfound happiness with a mountain of ribs and chicken tenders down at Randy’s. He could feel his spirits sinking like a brick. Was that really what his future looked like?

“Ouch! What was that for?” Noel rubbed his upper arm; Jed might create delicate floral beauty, but the guy who’d been a star football player in high school didn’t always know his own strength.

“For not listening to a word I was saying. You were miles away. Wanna share where?” Jed’s eyebrows arched in question.

No, I really, really don’t — and you really, really wouldn’t want to hear it…

“Just had a thought about work.” The little lie fell from his tongue; it was either that or tell Jed the truth, and that wasn’t ever going to happen.

“What I was saying, before you started to get a hard on thinking about coding or⁠—”

“What?” Noel gasped, looking down at his crotch. “You’re a jackass,” he huffed out. But it was always difficult to stay even mildly annoyed with Jed when he was aiming all his attention his way, and smiling so brightly the man could make an angel come. Noel cleared his throat.

“So, Christmas is coming up fast.” Jed casually leaned back in his chair, an arm draped over the empty one beside him. “You know what that means, right?”

Noel knew exactly what it meant. The annual Christmas tree lighting ceremony in Collier’s Creek was a tradition they had never missed. For as long as he could remember, his family and Jed’s had gone together and when they were old enough, he and Jed had started going alone. Just the two of them. It was their time, kind of like an extra special date night. Not that he’d ever said that to Jed.

“Sure. Come over to the apartment and we’ll have some of my famous hot spiced cider first, the way we always do, and⁠—”

“I was thinking, maybe this year we could switch things up a bit.”

“Switch things up? You want me to come to your place, or meet in Jake’s Tap first?”

Jed hesitated, and a twist of apprehension pulled deep in Noel’s chest. Noel knew, even before Jed spoke, that he wasn’t going to like whatever it was that was coming his way.

“I thought this year we could bring dates to the ceremony.”

Jed’s suggestion landed like a snowball to the chest, knocking the breath from Noel’s lungs. Now he got it, when he didn’t want to get it at all. So this was why Jed had mentioned that stupid article in the Chronicle about the dating app.

“Dates?” Somebody Jed was serious enough to want to bring to their tradition. How could he have not known? He and Jed had shared everything, every secret, since they were kids. No, not everything… He took a sip from his chocolate, swallowing down the now cool liquid along with his disappointment, jealousy and bone-deep sadness.

“I’ve started seeing somebody. I mentioned the tree lighting, and before I knew it, she was getting all excited and saying we should double date… I just don’t feel I can let her down.”

“No.” But you can let me down, can’t you? Noel pushed the thought away. He didn’t own Jed. There was no carved in stone law that said the tree lighting ceremony shalt in perpetuity be the special time dedicated to Noel Christmas and Jed Mason, even if he believed that was exactly what it was.

“No. Of course you can’t let your girlfriend down. Can you?”

Jed flushed. “Knew you’d understand,” he muttered.

“Who is she, anyway?”

“Cora. The cute little brunette who waits tables at Randy’s? C’mon, you must have noticed her?”

Weren’t all Jed’s on-off girlfriends cute little brunettes? None of them lasted long, and they were all interchangeable. He hadn’t noticed her, and he didn’t want to. Maybe he was being petty, but Jed had sprung this on him and he didn’t much feel like playing along.

“You go with Cora this year. It’s no big deal.”

Jed’s eyes widened, a mix of shock, hurt, and incredulity. If Jed were acting for his benefit, he was doing a damn good job. “No way. And what’s this crap about it not being a big deal? We’ve done this together since we were kids. I’m not going without you. It wouldn’t be the same.”

“No, it won’t be the same because this year you’ll be going with Cora.”

Jed stared at him, his face white except for two small patches of red on his cheekbones. “I’m sorry. If I could get out of it, I would, but she’s real excited, so I just can’t let her down. But us not being at the ceremony together just doesn’t feel right.” Jed barked out a humorless laugh. “Just trying to keep everybody happy, and screwing it up.”

A spasm of guilt ripped through Noel, even if he didn’t want to feel it. Jed had screwed up, but here he was trying to do right by everybody. “If—if it means that much to you⁠—”

“You know it does.” Jed leaned in and Noel had to stop himself from breathing in deep, inhaling the mix of sweet floral scents and the fresher, greener tones that always seemed to hang around Jed since he’d started working in the flower store. “And I’m sorry I screwed up. But she kind of caught me, you know?”

“Sure, okay. But I’m not sure about trying the dating app.” A vision of Kevin and Bruce filled his head. Maybe he could call up one of the guys he’d told he didn’t want to see again. Ohhh, that would go down really well…

“You’ll find somebody in a heartbeat. Face it, Noel,” Jed said, a teasing grin on his lips that didn’t quite meet his eyes, “you’re cute as hell. It’ll be so easy for you to get a date for the ceremony.”

Noel’s cheeks warmed at the compliment, but it only served to twist the knot in his gut tighter. He lifted his cup to his lips, only to find it empty.

“It’s just for the tree lighting, you know? It’s not like I’m asking you to get serious with anybody.” Jed’s hand reached across the table, just short of touching Noel’s own.

“Sure,” Noel whispered, his voice barely audible over the clamor of the coffee shop. Serious? There was only one man he wanted serious with, but the hard truth was he had more chance of finding that elusive lunar grilled cheese.


CHAPTER THREE




Conceding defeat, Noel logged off for the day and powered down his work computer. Since coming back from CC’s, he hadn’t been able to settle down to work, his thoughts constantly turning to the tree lighting ceremony… the tree lighting ceremony Jed was for the first time ever bringing a date to… the tree lighting ceremony he’d kind of agreed to find a date for…

“Shit.” Pushing away from his desk, he jumped up — and dislodged Peter from his lap, who squealed in protest as he glared up at him.

“Hey, little fella, I’m so sorry. I’ve had quite a lot on my mind since I got back,” Noel whispered as he scooped Peter up and cuddled him to his chest, but Peter, not interested in Noel’s excuses, nipped at his arm. It was Noel’s turn to squeal as he put the tiny doxie down, who waddled off to his basket, snout in the air. How could such a cutie have such vicious teeth? Noel rubbed his arm. Only a deep red indentation. This time.

A hard gust of wind beat against the window. Noel glanced over, and his eyes widened. The snow, which had been not much more than a flurry earlier when he’d gone to meet Jed, had turned into a solid fall. One of the many benefits of working from home was not needing to venture out each day in the face of a Wyoming winter. It was already several inches thick, and would only get deeper. No wonder his mom and dad had flown south, not to join the thousands of other snow birds from the northern states, but to build a permanent nest in Florida’s warmth. He didn’t blame them, but he missed them like hell every single day. Sure, he could have gone with them — there was nothing to stop him as he worked remotely — but the intense heat of the Floridian sun was not for him. Or that’s the lie he told himself. Noel pulled the drapes closed. At least the southern sun was good for his dad’s health, and that was what mattered.

Slumping down onto the couch, Jed’s words reverberated in his head, an insistent drumbeat that urged him toward a step he didn’t want to take. But the thought of breaking tradition, of not being at Jed’s side during the Christmas tree lighting… It was unthinkable.

“Damn it.” He wasn’t going to back out of the ceremony at the last minute, looking like a loser who couldn’t get a date. Grabbing his cell, he found Love Heartz. Refusing to give himself time to think, just minutes later he was a fully paid up subscriber. “Create your Love Heartz profile,” he muttered. His fingers hesitated. Would ‘loser who’s in love with his straight best friend’ be appropriate? He sighed and shook his head. Probably not.

Uploading a photo that didn’t make him look too much like he was suffering from constipation, a ping and a cheery message told him he was the latest citizen of Collier’s Creek looking to find that special person who would fill their heart with love. Noel cringed. Jesus, he could already taste the cheese.

Scrolling through profiles felt like flipping through the pages of a book he had no interest in reading. Faces blurred together, and none sparked a connection. None had the easy smile and a hint of laughter glittering in deep gray eyes that always caught Noel in the center of his chest.

About to log out of the app which was turning out to be a less than stellar idea, he paused on a profile. Kent. Kent Durham. Kent Durham, mid-twenties and good looking. A small smile hovered on Kent’s lips. Light brown eyes stared into the camera, clear and with just the right amount of self-belief and confidence.

Noel scrolled down. Kent liked animals. Even miniature dachshunds with attitude? He scrolled some more.

Kent was also an avid reader with an unabashed liking for romances with sappy happy ever afters. “Ooohhh…” Noel glanced over at his bookcase stacked with book after book of all those sappy happy ever afters, and at his e-reader with more of the same, and all the old DVDs… Another scroll. Kent was a lover of lazy Sunday mornings and had a penchant for sweet hot chocolate topped with a mountain of marshmallows. He was also new to town, and was looking to find friends and, maybe, that special guy…

Noel’s curiosity was piqued, but his fingers hesitated. “This was Jed’s idea,” he muttered under his breath. It almost felt like an apology to the man with the friendly, warm eyes who smiled out from the screen. Noel bit down on his lip. The only date he wanted, had ever wanted for as long as he could remember, was with his best friend. His very straight best friend. Straight, which meant his little fantasy that he and Jed could ever be more would always remain exactly that. A fantasy.

“I’m sorry, Kent, but I need that date.”

Taking a deep breath, getting ready to plunge head first, he touched down on the screen.


CHAPTER FOUR




Making some final adjustments to the floral display, Jed stepped back and smiled. Simple, classical, beautiful. It was the mantra of Lucian, his boss and owner of Floristry by Lucian Blaxston. Not that the display had been simple to put together, and as much as he hadn’t wanted to, he’d had to ask for Lucian’s help. I could say don’t run before you can walk but as you’re already running, then maybe don’t sprint, Lucian had drawled in his upper-class English accent as he’d made some tweaks which had brought the display alive — before untweaking them and having Jed repeat what he’d been shown.

His choice of career wasn’t what he’d ever envisaged, and some of his old friends had made jokes, only stopping when he’d responded with no more than a hard stare. Truth was, the one who’d been the most surprised was himself.

“Who knew?” he murmured, a grin tugging at the corner of his lips. He pulled out his cell and took photos from all angles, another display to add to his growing portfolio. The arrangement before him, a cascade of roses and lilies, with delicate sprigs of baby’s breath, was a testament to a talent he hadn’t realized he possessed until Lucian had thrust a bundle of wildflowers into his hands one day and said, ‘Make something lovely.’

Jed turned around as the door to the workroom opened. Lucian’s gaze settled on the display, his expression neutral, giving nothing away.

Lucian walked around the long table holding the display, leaning over to scrutinize up close before stepping back, his head tilting to the side. Jed said nothing, nerves pin pricking across his skin, as Lucian made a tiny adjustment here, a tinier tweak there. Lucian Blaxston, cute, ditzy, eccentric, and the fiancé of Jed’s dad’s oldest and best friend, was the hardest task master Jed had ever encountered.

“This is truly beautiful, Jed. I think the Collier’s Creek Museum Board is going to be very happy with its Christmas dinner centerpiece. It won’t be too long before I’ve got some serious competition here in town. You should be very proud of yourself.”

Jed’s breath escaped him in a rush, his nervous anticipation of Lucian’s judgement replaced with a surge of pride. His school grades had been average at best, and when he’d graduated high school, he’d been directionless, going from one dead-end job to another. As he’d seen his friends get good positions, his spirits had sunk ever lower, as he’d flipped burgers, or cleaned offices after hours. All of it he’d hidden behind a surface, false confidence and an easy smile. Only Noel had known how he’d truly felt. His best bud had, without judgement, listened time and again, as he’d unloaded his frustrations and fears, before urging without pushing for him to grab Lucian’s offer of a traineeship with both hands… hands that were the size of monster hams and which should by rights crush the life out of the delicate blooms. Jed’s lips tilted up in a smile. Noel, just as always, had been there for him, giving him the nudge he’d needed.

“Earth calling Jed.”

“What?” Jed jumped as Lucian tapped him on the arm.

“I don’t know where you went, but it was clearly somewhere rather nice, judging by the soppy smile on your face. The display will be collected later. In the meantime, I’m meeting Arlo for lunch, so you need to be out front. I shouldn’t be too long.” Lucian inclined his head towards the centerpiece and smiled. “Good work, Jed. Seriously.”

[image: ]


The scent of roast chicken and thyme wafted through the kitchen as Jed took his seat at the table. His mom, Francine, bustled about with her usual energy as she set a steaming dish of vegetables in the center before sitting down, blowing out an exhausted breath.

“Kandi Kane finally confirmed she’ll be switching on the lights at the tree ceremony — with less than a week to go! I don’t know, people get a little fame and it just goes to their heads. Why, it was just a handful of years ago when she was a skinny little thing with buck teeth and an eye patch. A couple of records in the hit parade and it’s all ‘talk to my agent’. She may have spent a year down in Nashville, but she’s no Dolly.” Francine glowered as she speared a carrot with her fork, as though it had personally offended her.

Jed caught his dad’s eye across the table, both of them tamping down on the grins threatening to break out on their faces. The hit parade… Perhaps he wouldn’t mention that nobody under the age of fifty would have any idea what she was talking about. It’d be way too dangerous, seeing as how she was now ripping her potatoes apart.

“Francie, maybe you should step back from some of the committees. Make a little more time for yourself.”

“You know, Hank, maybe you’re right. Come the new year, I’ll reassess because I think I’ve done more than enough for this town over the years.”

Jed glanced at his dad. She wouldn’t, and they both knew it. His mom loved being on the committees as much as she loved complaining about them.

“Should have asked Sheriff Morgan to switch on the lights, seeing as he’s a descendent of our very own Jake Collier,” Francine grumbled, mashing down her peas and turning them to mush.

“It’ll be a fine ceremony, just as it always is — and that’s because of the hard work you put into it.” Hank patted his wife’s hand, and Jed dipped his head, hiding his grin. His dad’s steady voice and reassuring words were all that was needed to bring peace to the table.

“Thank you, sweetheart. It will be, I know that. The tree lighting always brings the community together and marking the countdown to Christmas. You know, I think it’s my favorite town event.” Francine smiled, and turned to Jed. “And talking of Christmas,” she said with a laugh, “I guess you and Noel will be going together like you always do. My, you boys make me chuckle, the way you try to outdo each other to see who can turn up in the ugliest Christmas sweater. Honestly, the two of you are almost a tree ceremony institution!”

“Of course we’re going, but we’re ditching the ugly sweater thing.” He’d told Noel that — hadn’t he? Shit, he’d have to call him to make sure.

“But why? You’ve been doing it since you were kids⁠—”

“That’s just it.” Jed jumped in. “Noel and I… we’re shaking things up a bit. We’ve decided to double date.”

“Oh.” Francine blinked at him, and the Brussels sprout on the end of her fork wobbled and fell back on her plate. “A double date? But you two have been joined at the hip since you were in diapers, especially during the holidays.”

“I know, I know.” Jed stared down at the table, the knots in the wood grain holding a new-found fascination. “It’s just—things change, right? We’re not kids anymore.”

“Of course, sweetheart,” Francine said softly, reaching across to squeeze his hand. “Change is part of life. It’s just…” She sighed, a wistful note creeping into her tone. “You boys have always had such a special bond.”

“That’s never going to change.” His voice packed more force than he’d meant; his mom’s eyes widened with surprise as his dad frowned. “What I mean is, we thought it’d be fun to do something a little different this year.” Guilt tightened into a hard fist in Jed’s stomach. He didn’t find it fun at all, but he found himself caught and cornered, with no way out. What had always been a special night, looked forward to with eager anticipation, was now something to be gotten through. And it was all his fault. “Hey, it’s going to be great,” he said, bolstering his resolve with forced cheerfulness. “New experiences, right? Maybe it’s time to start some new traditions.”

“So who’s your date?” Hank asked.

“Ah, Cora? Works at Randy’s?”

Hank nodded his approval. “Nice girl. Good manners — and another cute little brunette.”

Francine laughed. “When aren’t your girlfriends cute little brunettes — whom your father most certainly should not be taking notice of. My, Jed Mason, you certainly have a type, don’t you? And who’s Noel’s date?”

“Er, I don’t know. I guess I should check with him on that.”

“Maybe you should. He’s such a wonderful young man. Honestly, anybody would be privileged to be with him. Who wants dessert?”

Jed jumped to his feet, saying he’d take care of it as he rushed out to the utility room where the big chest freezer was.

He fell against the wall, taking a moment to sort through his thoughts.

Wonderful… Yes, Noel was that for sure, the best friend a guy could have. Privileged to be with him… Dougal MacDouglas had been the last in a line of losers who’d not deserved that privilege at all. And hadn’t he told Noel that? Just like he’d told him about the one before, and the one before that?

Jed rammed the serving spoon into the ice cream and thumped it into the bowls. He’d call Noel. Find out who his date was going to be. The date he’d suggested Noel find for an event he was looking forward to with as much enthusiasm as he would a tooth extraction. Without the anesthetic.


CHAPTER FIVE




Noel placed the toy, wrapped in bright Christmas paper, in the large bin, which was already almost full of donations for the town’s less well-off kids, and was rewarded with a wide smile and words of thanks from the annual toy drive volunteer. The stuffed dachshund gave a yelping little bark when its tummy was squeezed, and had been so cute Noel had been half tempted to keep it.

Pushing through the crowds thronging the town square, Noel’s gloved fingers twitched with a mix of cold and nerves as he glanced up at Kent. The town’s excitement was almost tangible, added to this year by the appearance of the Creek’s very own homegrown talent, Kandi Kane. She was due to sing her big hit, about loving apple pie, or her mom, or dog, or something, every bit as sweet and sugary as the real candy canes on sale in all the stores.

“Wow, this place really goes all out for Christmas,” Kent said, leaning in, his breath warm against Noel’s chilled skin.

Noel looked around at the scene that was so familiar to him, through fresh eyes. Dressed up for a festive party, there was no doubting that the town looked like it belonged on a Christmas card. Against the snowy background, craft stalls lined the square, all of them decorated with garlands and lights and selling everything from handmade wooden toys to homemade traditional baked goods. Upbeat holiday music filled the cold, crisp air. The burly DJ from the local radio station, who’d squeezed himself into an elf suit that looked at least two sizes too small, read out dedications and called for requests. Noel scanned the crowd, at last finding who he was searching for. Jed, with his relaxed smile, looked confident and at ease as he stood beside Cora. Noel’s heart gave an involuntary stutter as she cuddled up to Jed, smiling as Jed wrapped her in his arms.

“There they are.” Noel nodded towards them, trying to keep his voice even.

“He’s your best friend, right?”

“He is. We’ve known each other since before kindergarten.”

Kent laughed. “Okay. More like brothers, then.”

Noel answered with a tight smile. No, not like brothers. Not like brothers at all.

“Hey, Noel.” Jed’s clear, deep voice cut through the noise of the crowd, causing a few heads to turn. Disentangling himself from Cora, he tugged Noel towards him for a hug, pulling him out of Kent’s loose hold. “Was about to call you. Thought you were bailing on us.” Jed rubbed Noel’s shoulder.

“Sorry, that was my fault,” Kent chimed in. “We had an early dinner at my place, but went to CC’s for dessert. What did you have, hon? Brownie with caramel sauce, and a hot chocolate with whipped cream and marshmallows? The boy has the sweetest tooth of all tooths. Teeth.” Ken shrugged as he laughed. “You know what I mean. Good to meet you. I’m Kent.”

“But it was only a small hot chocolate.” Noel smiled, but it turned to a wince as Jed’s hand on his shoulder tightened for an instant before he let go.

“Good to meet you, Ken.”

“Kent. Not Ken.” Kent grimaced.

“Oh, okay. Sorry. Must have misheard. Kent.”

Jed wasn’t looking sorry at all, and Noel glared, doing his best to send don’t be a jerk vibes through the icy air.

“Hi.” The attractive brunette with the wide, warm smile waved.

“Hey, guys, this is Cora⁠—”

“Jed’s girlfriend,” she added, looping her arm through Jed’s.

Wouldn’t get too comfortable, Cora, because that role is strictly temporary. Noel winced inside. It was a mean barb, even if he did only say it to himself. But it was also true. Jed’s girlfriends came and went, as regular as sunrise and sundown.

The unacknowledged awkwardness didn’t have time to settle in and get comfortable as a murmur rippled through the crowd, picking up energy and turning it into a fast moving wave.

“Oh my gosh, there she is!” Cora squealed, joining the rest of the throng, cheering and jumping up and down, pointing to the stage set up to the side of the huge, bushy tree, where a short woman with skyscraper-high blonde hair waved at the screaming crowd.

“Who is it?” Kent looked from the stage to Noel and back again.

“Homegrown celebrity, she’s⁠—”

“Good people of Collier’s Creek,” the Mayor boomed, accompanied by a shriek of feedback from the microphone, “thank you all for coming. Before our very own Kandi Kane…”

Noel screened out the Mayor’s words of welcome. The noise of the crowd hemming him in faded. The faces of the townsfolk became shadows, as all he could see was Jed’s arm snaking around Cora’s waist; Jed’s soft stroke, following the curve of her hip; Jed whispering something, making her laugh, a prelude to lips meeting lips. A long, slow kiss, and Jed’s eyes dropping closed… The longing of all the years weighed down on Noel, crushing him and stealing his breath, mesmerized by a kiss he would never taste and savor, eyes that would never, ever, flutter closed for him.

Arms encircled Noel’s waist.“Reckon those two need to get a room. That’s a fine show your friends are putting on.”

He and Kent weren’t the only ones to notice. A small woman wrapped in a multi-colored poncho, a matching hat pulled down low, and a baby carrier strapped to her chest prodded Jed on the back.

“Jed Mason, put that young woman down and show some respect for the Mayor. Francine and Hank brought you up to behave with some decorum in public.”

“Hey, Geraldine⁠—”

“Don’t you hey Geraldine me. You should know—” Geraldine’s views on public decency were drowned out by screechy yapping as the carrier writhed against her chest.

“My god,” Kent said, “what’s with her chest moving like that? It looks like the Alien’s about to burst out of⁠—”

“You’re right, otherwise known as Barkasaurus Rex, her flea-bitten mutt that thinks it’s a Bichon.” Noel shuddered. He loved animals, but Barky who should really have been called Bitey as the faint scar on his hand could attest to, was the devil in disguise.

A small, furry head broke free, wild-eyed, snarling, and with drool dripping from its chops. But then, it was hardly surprising if the Alien had been strapped up close and tight to Geraldine.

“Barky! Barky! Look what you’ve done, Jed Mason, you’ve upset my baby. Bichon’s are very sensitive. Come, my precious one, we’ll go to the front where Kandi can give you a little kiss…”

“And get her face chewed off,” Jed muttered as the crowds fell back for Geraldine — and away from Barky’s snapping jaws.


CHAPTER SIX




Kandi bowed and blew kisses to the crowd that responded with polite applause and a half-hearted cheer.

“She sounds kind of different live… Her voice was a little higher than I was expecting. I thought she’d sound more like Dolly. But she didn’t.” Cora looked confused. And it was no wonder, as Collier’s Creek’s home grown talent had turned out to be not so very talented after all.

To further applause, whipped up by a panicked looking Mayor, Kandi counted down the seconds before pressing hard on a big red button. All around them, the crowd gasped as the tree lit up with softly flickering multi-colored lights, the star at the very top in stark contrast as it pulsed diamond white.

Noel’s heart was heavy and dense as he dragged his gaze from the tree to Jed. He swallowed hard. Jed stood with his arms straight by his sides. Stiff and wooden, his profile still and expressionless, giving away nothing about what he was thinking or feeling. Cora cuddled up to him, but even if he knew she was there, he didn’t show it. The arm that tightened around Noel’s waist felt wrong and constricting, as if it had no right to be there, and without thinking, he pushed it away.

“Noel? Are you okay?” Kent’s question, whispered in his ear, sounded far away. Noel’s insides twisted into a million knots. No, he wasn’t okay, and he never would be, not when the only man he’d ever wanted stood just feet but a million miles away. He forced a smile onto his face as he turned to Kent.

“Of course I am.” He tried to smile some more, but his lips weren’t playing.

Kent stared down at him, before his eyes flickered over to Jed before coming back to rest on Noel. He shrugged and looked away, his lips pursing as his brow creased in a frown.

“Hey, guys, you wanna get some hot spiced cider?” Cora beamed, pointing to the beer garden on the side of the square. “And it means we don’t have to listen to the high school choir,” she added, grimacing as an out of tune rendition of Silent Night wobbled to a start.

“That would be great. Noel, do you—” but it was as far as Kent got as the crowd surged, taking both Kent and Cora with it.

Noel stumbled, but Jed tugged him back hard and he fell against him. Jed, using his size, forged a path through. They got as far as one of the stores, which was closed for the evening, and Jed dragged Noel into the recess by the door.

“Let it thin out first, then we’ll join them.” Jed plunged his hands into his coat pockets and looked out towards the tree.

Noel licked his lips. Something about Jed was off, had been all evening. Jed’s smiles were too bright, too wide. Too forced. There was a brittleness to him that was making Noel feel off kilter and unsteady, as though he were fighting to keep his balance. Whatever it was that was getting to Jed, he couldn’t make it out. Or maybe it just all came down to Jed being more embarrassed about the screw up that, this year, was the tree ceremony and the double dating disaster than he was making out.

“Jed, what’s⁠—”

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Jed said quietly, turning to Noel. A smile twisted his lips, not happy, but not sad… Noel groped for the word. Wistful, maybe. Regretful. It exploded like a bomb in his brain. “I’m sorry. For tonight.” Jed dipped his head towards the beer garden. The crowd had thinned enough for them not to be swept away, but neither of them moved. “This was always our thing. Should have kept it that way, I guess. Plenty of other nights we could have double dated.”

That’s right, Jed, this was always our night. Always. The sudden, violent urge to pummel his fists against Jed’s chest made Noel ball his hands and wrap his arms around himself. The tree lighting, the fierce but good natured competition to find the ugliest Christmas sweater to wear, it’s what they’d done since they were kids. But they weren’t kids any longer.

“Cora’s nice. And very pretty. She’s just your type. You look good together.” Noel dragged out the words he only wanted to keep buried.

Jed’s lips twitched in a humorless smile. “She is. She’s real nice. So where did you find Ken? On the dating app?”

“Yes. And it’s Kent, Jed. Kent.”

Jed grinned, and it was the first genuine smile Noel had seen on his face all evening.

“The app’s scattering rainbow colored love sparkles around the Creek, so why not for me?”

Jed’s grin fell away. “He kinda seems okay, I guess.”

“Kinda? You guess?”

Jed shrugged, but that was as far as his answer went. “We need to get together soon. Maybe a movie night? We can get pizza and ice cream. No double dates. Just you and me. I promise.”

Jed’s cheeks glowed red. It was the reflection from the tree lights, Noel told himself. Or it was the cold, that was all, because it was all it could be.

“I’d love that.” Because he so, so would. Him and Jed, and maybe hunkering under a big soft blanket. Nobody but the two of them, the drapes pulled tight against everybody and everything… He wanted to whimper, he wanted to god damn beg for that, he wanted⁠—

“Cora’s waving at us. We’d better get over there.” Jed’s voice, like his expression, was flat.

Noel glanced across the square. Cora was holding up a large paper cup with one hand, beckoning with the other. They made their way across and squeezed into the small space that Cora had saved for them at the table.

“Thought you two had decided to bail. Here you go, sweetie.” Cora pushed a steaming cup towards Jed.

Next to her, Kent hunched over his drink. “What kept you?” An eyebrow arched as he stared at Noel.

Noel felt Jed stiffen, sitting close to him on the bench. Opening his mouth to answer, Jed cut across him, as breezy and upbeat as ever.

“The crowd, dude. Not seen the ceremony so busy before. Must be all the newcomers who’ve flooded the town in the last few years. And pushed up property prices.” Jed blew on his drink, humming his delight as he took a sip.

Kent’s lips pressed into a thin line. Noel shifted in his seat. Dude… What the hell? Jed never called anybody dude. Or not unless he was seriously pissed. Cora smiled, oblivious to the tension thickening the air.

“So Kent was telling me you two guys met through that new app? Love Hurts?” Her head snapped from side to side, her sunny smile glued in place.

Love Hurts. Noel blew on his drink, unable to resist a quick glance at Jed. Yeah, that just about summed it up.

“Love Heartz, but with a z not an s,” Kent corrected.

“Thought I’d give it a try,” Noel mumbled.

“And I sure am glad you did.” Kent slipped an arm around Noel’s waist, pulling him close. Noel turned his head slightly, and what should have been a touch of lips turned into an awkward nose bump.

“Ouch!” Noel laughed, his attempt to hide his embarrassment as clumsy as the failed kiss had been.

“That’s so cute. Don’t you think, Jed?”

“Hmm. Very.” Jed sipped his drink.

Noel threw a quick glance Jed’s way, but Jed’s expression was so closed down it was like looking at a blank, brick wall.

“We met at Randy’s — the Rodeo Grill and Bar?” Cora looked at Kent as she snuggled closer to Jed. “He brought me flowers for our first date. Can you believe he was so romantic? But then he is a florist.” Cora beamed, bathing them in the warmth of her smile. “We’ve been together for three weeks. Or nearly.”

Three weeks? Noel mis-swallowed his hot cider and started coughing. Three weeks. Or nearly. Jesus. That was just one step away to being married, for Jed.

“A florist? Seriously?” Kent said, laughing.

Ohhh… Jed had taken plenty of shit from some of the dumb jocks he’d been friends with — until he’d fixed them with a look that asked without asking if they wanted to re-evaluate their perceptions of what and who a florist was. Noel’s heart plummeted. Jed was nailing Kent with a particularly fine example of that look.

“What’s so funny, dude? Because the world can do with more flowers, right?”

Oh, no… Now Jed was grinning, not his teasing or even his shit-eating grin. It was that other one, the one that hardly ever made an appearance, the one that, if you were smart, you ran from, as far and as fast as possible.

“Sure. Flowers are nice, I guess. I know a rose when I see one, but wouldn’t recognize too many others. Just wouldn’t have taken you for a flower arranger, though.”

Fuck. Wrong move, Kent. Wrong fucking move.

“It’s floral design, not flower arranging.” Noel winced. Had that strangled squeak really been him? “Jed’s training under a world renowned floral artist.” Was that what Lucian was?

“All credit to you, Jed.” Kent held up his hands, palms out, as though sensing — and backing away from — the danger he was dancing with. Noel’s panic abated. “Just saw you more as a workshop kind of guy. Fixing engines.” Noel’s panic shot to the top of the measure and hit the bell hard.

Jed’s tiny hesitation, so small he doubted either Kent or Cora would have noticed it, rang loud and discordant in Noel’s skull.

“That’s my old man. Just shows that looks can be deceptive. We need some more of these.” Jed turned away from Kent and called over for more hot ciders.

“So what are you guys doing for the holidays?” Cora’s friendly, bubbly chat washed in like a wave to fill the silence, smiling as she looked from Noel to Kent.

Jesus, did this woman never stop grinning? Noel shot the mean spirited thought down before it could get fully airborne. Cora was warm and friendly. She was lovely. She was a ray of sunshine piercing through the gathering storm clouds. Noel could have picked her up and swung her around, as the talk turned to the holidays, and family, and what everybody’s favorite festive dish was.

“You’re coming to us, right?” Jed locked all his attention on Noel.

Noel’s heart skipped one, two, three beats, maybe more. “If you’re sure?”

Jed’s brow furrowed as his lips turned up in a lop-sided smile. It was fond, familiar, and indulgent. He leaned across the table and gently flicked Noel’s nose, just like he’d done a million and one times before, and Noel made a show of batting his hand away, just as he’d done a million and two times, before he returned Jed’s smile.

“Come on, you know it wouldn’t be the same if you weren’t there. And there’s no way I’d let you spend it on your own. You know that.”

“You spend Christmas together?” Cora’s voice cut through, and Noel dragged his gaze from Jed’s. She was still smiling, but it was different now, too rigid, too fixed in place.

Kent wasn’t smiling at all. “Why didn’t you tell me you were going to be home alone for Christmas?” Kent’s question sounded more like an accusation. “I’m not seeing my folks until the new year. You can spend it with me.”

“No need, Ken. We’ve already got this covered.” Jed’s smile was as cool as his voice. He threw back the last of his hot cider.

“I’ve told you, it’s Kent. With a ‘t’ on the end,” Kent gritted out.

“I’ve spent Christmas with Jed’s family for years.” The words rushed from Noel, tumbling out, one after the other. “Ever since I was a kid. Me, mom, dad, and my sister Carol. But it’s only me this year, because my parents now live in Florida. It was always a tradition we had, and now it’s only me left in the Creek I guess I’m kind of carrying it on.”

“Just one of many rock solid traditions, Kent, just one of many. That’s what comes with being best buds since we were in diapers together. How many dates did you say you and Noel have been on?”

“I didn’t.”

“This is our third.” Noel cast a glance at Kent. The third and last by the look on Kent’s face.

“The third? Hey, you’re practically engaged.”

“What’s that supposed to⁠—”

“Hey, Cora, I’ll walk you home.” Jed turned away, the dismissal crude as he pushed himself up from the table.

Cora’s eyes widened. “But it’s only just eight-thirty. I thought we could all go on to Randy’s — the Cowboy Combo are playing later.”

“Not for me. I’ve got an early start in the morning — all those festive table displays and bouquets won’t make themselves,” he said, throwing a glance Kent’s way.

Cora shook her head. Her smile had finally given up, her face a picture of both hurt and annoyance at Jed’s high handedness. Noel didn’t blame her one bit. This total fiasco was Jed’s fault and neither Cora nor Kent deserved to be exposed to Jed acting like a dick.

“Well, I’m sorry, Jed, but I haven’t got an early start. I stopped being home by 9:00pm years ago. You go if you want to, but I’m not.”

“Cora, stay with us if Jed’s got to go.” Please stay with us…

“Thanks Noel,” she said, dredging up a smile, “but I don’t want two dates to be ruined.” Her smile disappeared as she looked squarely at Jed. Getting up, she nodded to a group of women gathered at another table. “I’m gonna join my friends. See you around, guys.”

“Hey, Cora, I said I couldn’t be too late. I’ll call you, okay?” Jed called out after her.

“Whatever.” A second later, she was gone.

“You’d better make sure you take her an extra big bunch of flowers tomorrow, because that is one pissed lady.” Kent nodded over to the group, who were making room for Cora as they threw across dagger filled glances.

Jed shrugged. “I told her I couldn’t make it a late night, so I don’t know why she’s making a big deal of it. Let’s get that movie night sorted, babe. It’s been too long since we did that. Gotta go.” With no more than a glance at Kent, Jed turned and disappeared into the crowd.

Noel swirled around what was left of his drink as silence joined him and Kent at the table.

“Babe?” Kent raised a brow.

“It’s an old joke, that’s all, can’t remember when it started,” Noel mumbled, avoiding Kent’s gaze. Babe… it always sent a tingle down Noel’s spine.

“Okay,” Kent said, after a moment’s pause. “So, a movie night, huh? Just the two of you, I’m guessing, maybe snuggled up with some beers and a big carton of popcorn.”

Two cartons. Sweet for me, salted for Jed…

“It’s just movies, and only occasionally.” And there might be a blanket involved, and I might end up sitting a bit too close…

“He’s your best friend, right?”

“Yes, I told you so. Since we were little kids. Why?”

Kent looked down at him, a crooked smile on his lips. “Just best friends? Are you sure?”

“What do you mean?”

Ice filled Noel’s stomach. Because he knew exactly what Kent meant. A hard and heavy weight pressed against his chest. He’d always been so careful not to give away how he felt, how he⁠—

Kent sighed, rolled his eyes. “Come on, Noel. The guy didn’t like me. You’d have to be blind not to have noticed it.”

Noel winced. “He’s not normally⁠—”

“Such a dick?”

Noel’s shoulders stiffened. “He was out of sorts this evening. I don’t know why, and I’m sorry you met him when he wasn’t at his best. He’s not normally…” Such a dick. Jesus, Kent had hit the nail on the head. “Jed likes everybody, and everybody likes Jed,” he finished, his words as limp as a week old lettuce.

“Then maybe I’m the lucky guy he’s made an exception for. Mr. Popularity didn’t like me because I was here with you. You’re a nice guy Noel, and real cute, but nobody’s going to stand a chance with you all the time you’ve got your jealous best friend hanging around.”


CHAPTER SEVEN




Jed let himself into the silent house, dark except for the soft glow coming from the kitchen. Only Gomer, their old family dog, was home, guaranteed to be snoozing in his basket in the corner. His parents wouldn’t be back for hours as they’d arranged to have dinner with friends following the tree lighting ceremony. Relief flooded Jed. His mom would have asked question after question about the double date, and he doubted fucking disaster as a response would have gone down well.

Grabbing the bottle of bourbon from the kitchen, some ice and a glass, he made his way upstairs and closed the door to his room.

Perching on the edge of his bed, he poured a generous measure, but instead of taking a drink, he stared down at the floor, his shoulders heavy and slumped.

The tree lighting ceremony, which had always been about him and Noel, and ugly Christmas sweaters, the two of them goofing around, had instead been a shit show from start to finish. And it had all been his fault. Taking a gulp of the bourbon, Jed winced as the liquor burned its way down. He deserved that, and more.

He’d been an ass to Kent, who seemed like an okay kind of guy, even if the admission was begrudging. He’d been an ass to Cora, too, who apart from the one kiss they’d shared, he’d all but ignored. Jed sighed, his cheeks puffing out. There was no way she’d want anything more to do with him. He couldn’t blame her; she was lovely and deserved somebody better than him. Worse still, he’d been a total ass to Noel, forcing him to find a date for an event that, until tonight, they’d always shared together, everybody else excluded.

“Fuck,” he muttered, topping off his glass. He owed apologies all round, that was for sure. A soft scratch at the door, accompanied by a softer whine, caught his attention. Opening the door, Gomer tottered in.

“Hello, boy. I’m not good company at the moment, so you’re better off curled up in your basket.” Gomer took no notice as he came and sat down, his head tilted to the side as he stared up at Jed. “I was a total dick. But what’s new, huh?” Gomer answered with a rough little bark. “Hey, you don’t have to agree with me.” Jed smiled as he scratched the old mutt behind one of his floppy ears, his fingers slowing to a stop.

He’d been a dick, and some, his teeth grinding and muscles stiffening as he’d watched Kent pull Noel in close. But why shouldn’t they do that? The guy was Noel’s date… the date he’d encouraged Noel to find.

“I’m just protective, Gomer, that’s all. Maybe too much sometimes.” Gomer made a snorty, snuffly noise. “I am. It’s how it’s always been, and always will be, too. It’s who I am.” Or it was where Noel was concerned.

Short and on the skinny side since he was a kid, Noel wasn’t much better now. It had never taken much more than the slightest of breezes to blow him off his feet, which had been a green light for the bullies. But Jed had always been there for Noel, his sheer physical presence making it clear the fuckwits would have to get past him first.

“Yeah, protective, that was all. I wasn’t jealous or anything. No way. Why would I be jealous? Hey, did you just roll your eyes at me?” Jed stared down at Gomer, who silently stared back. Jed exhaled a long breath. “All I was doing was looking out for Noel, checking out to see where Kent with a ‘t’ measured on the Noel’s Asshole Boyfriend scale. Okay, the guy wasn’t as bad as some of them, but he didn’t get ten out of ten.” Because nobody ever did, so it was just as well Noel had always had him to turn to when things with the latest guy always went south.

Gomer, after a scratch and a halfhearted wriggle around on the rug, decided it was time to amble back downstairs to his basket. Jed finished his bourbon and pushed the bottle aside. He was a beer drinker, not a hard liquor man, but the events of the evening had made it feel like a hard liquor night.

The app, the one he regretted mentioning. He pulled his cell out of the pocket of his jeans.

Love Heartz: Bringing friendship and a whole lot more to Collier’s Creek LGBTQ+ community! If you’re looking for your special someone, join today! Jed scrolled through. How the app worked; what it was and what it wasn’t; how to join up; how much it cost — not very much — his brows arched. Not very much at all. Jed’s fingers hovered over the screen.

“Jesus, Mason. What are you thinking?” There was no way, no way at all, he was going to join up to keep tabs on the kinds of guys Noel might be dating. What was he, some kind of crazy stalker? He turned his cell over and over in his hands. It had been Noel and Kent’s third date, and Jed reckoned he’d just about managed to hide his shock. But would Kent still be a feature in Noel’s life, after the evening’s shit show? There was only one way to find out. He pulled up Noel’s contact details, hesitating for a moment before he punched in a message. If Noel replied with a concise Fuck You, he’d only have himself to blame.

Hey, sorry I had to rush off like that. It was good meeting Kent. Jed made a face as he keyed that part in. Are you guys still there? Jed pressed his lips together, because meeting Kent had really, honestly, truly, been about as good as a dose of the shits.

Jed stared at the screen, clutching his cell hard as he waited for a return message that wasn’t coming. If he were Noel, he’d ignore him too, but as the three little dots began to dance, Jed couldn’t stop the smile loosening and lifting his lips.

No.

Jed swallowed. No. That was all. Maybe they were — his stomach flipped over. He really didn’t want to think about where Noel might be, or what he might be doing, about what he might have interrupted… The three dots started dancing again.

Kent bumped into some friends. I decided to go home.

Jed’s heart did a jump that felt too much like relief, but he hesitated before replying.

I was an ass tonight. Sorry. Kent seems like a nice guy. Yeah, right. His fingers tingled as he typed in the words he wasn’t sure he wanted the answer to. You gonna see him again?

No dancing dots, just minutes of silence. Jed glared at the screen, willing Noel’s answer. Maybe he’d switched his phone off. Maybe he was hunkering down on the couch with a steaming mug of hot chocolate and Peter, wearing his dachshund motif PJs and watching one of his sappy rom coms… Jed smiled, the thought thawing the frozen pebble in the pit of his stomach, which had been there since he’d watched Noel walk towards him, hand in hand with Kent. With a ‘t’.

Three dots and a message lit up the screen.

You weren’t an ass. You were a dick. To everybody. Not made any arrangements.

A dick? It was exactly what he’d been. But… No further arrangements? Was it right to want to fist punch the air?

You’re right. Not just a dick but a huge, fat, prize dick. Even more than usual. Had a bad day. Didn’t mean to take it out on you guys. The lie made his insides twist. You want to get some takeout tomorrow? On me for being a dick? Have that movie night? Jed stared at the screen, willing Noel to answer.

Not tomorrow. I’ll call. Night.

No more dancing dots. Jed threw his cell aside and climbed into bed. At least Noel’s final message wasn’t a you just totally crashed my love life, you fucker, which meant they were kind of back on track.

I’ll get pizza… even get the pizza with pineapple… Noel can never resist pineapple pizza… and the sappiest, most syrupy movie I can find… with puppies… just us on the couch… no Kent, no anybody else… because I’m not jealous, Noel’s my best bud… just protective, always have been, always will be… Jed’s lips lifted in a tiny smile as his eyes fluttered to a close.

Yeah, just protective, that’s all…


CHAPTER EIGHT




“Peter, stop trying to crawl under my sweater. You have a perfectly good blanket to burrow into.” Noel extracted the wriggling dog and deposited him on the floor, from where Peter gave him the side eye before digging a tunnel through not one but a pile of soft blankets.

Noel looked down at his sweater. Why any self-respecting small dog would want to crawl under it was a mystery. Slutty looking elves in tight green leggings lined up in front of a Santa who was giving off a very definite Daddy vibe in his well-filled red breeches, with suspenders which looked more like a harness, and black thigh length boots. Noel ran a finger tip over Daddy Christmas and his shiny, sequin covered boots. It really was horrible, but that was the point. He’d bought it for the tree lighting ceremony when he’d spent a couple of days at company HQ in San Diego the month before, only to shove it to the back of the closet when Jed had suggested they double date.

Noel groaned. “Kent’s got it wrong, Peter. Because how can Jed be jealous? He’s straight. He likes girls. He’s always had girlfriends. He’s never without a date. Except when he’s with me, and we’re doing stuff.”

Peter gave him the side eye. Again. Then why was he acting all jealous and super pissy? Huh? Got no answer for that, have ya? Yeah, that gotcha. Don’t you know I’m waiting for my second breakfast? Why are you starving me to death?

Noel shook his head. How could Peter say all that in one side eye?

“He wasn’t acting jealous, okay? He had a bad day at work.”

Peter snorted. Did miniature dachshunds snort? “Ah, Jesus.” Noel jumped up and flung the window open, letting the freezing air flood in. They might not snort, but they sure did fart.

“You know, I could have got myself a miniature poodle, or a Bichon. Or even a house rabbit. But no, I got you. And you repay me by arguing and farting and⁠—”

Peter balanced himself on his stumpy hind legs, waggling his ridiculous oversized front paws in time to his whimpers.

“And you’re constantly angling for treats. I will not give in.”

Peter’s whimpers grew louder, his balance more wobbly, his big melted chocolate eyes more beseeching. Noel would not give in.

He gave in.

As Peter crunched down on his treat, Noel gazed out on the quiet street, his thoughts turning back to Jed.

No, whatever Kent thought he saw, he was wrong. “Just wanted an easy way to get out of seeing me again,” he murmured, his warm breath misting the window. Jed might be his secret — and hopeless — fantasy, but he sure wasn’t Jed’s. If he were, he’d know, because that was all part of being best friends — they knew everything about each other, about how they thought, about what they wanted in life.

Noel sighed. Okay, Jed might not know what his secret was, what he thought, or what he wanted, but what he knew for sure was that Jed didn’t harbor a secret desire to find out about the joys of cock. His or anybody else’s.

“We’re friends, Peter. That’s all. It doesn’t matter what I want, that’s how it is and that’s the way it’s going to stay.”

Peter stared at him as he carried on crunching down on his treat.

“And you know what best friends do? They have lunch.”

Peter snorted again. Noel was sure he did, but it turned to a yelp of excitement as Noel grinned, picking up Peter’s leash and his new Christmas themed doggie coat.
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“Hello, Noel. And Peter, too.” Lucian rushed around the counter and sat on his haunches, making a fuss over the little dog. “You are so unbelievably cute.” Peter wagged his tail hard. If dogs could preen, Peter was preening for all he was worth. “Are you here for Jed?” Lucian got to his feet. “He’s just making a few deliveries, but he should be back shortly. I’m just about to have a nice cup of Earl Grey. Would you like one, too? We always have some doggie treats as well, out the back.”

Very posh, very quirky, and very English, Lucian Blaxston, soon to be Lucian Blaxston-McDonald when he married his fiancé Arlo, who was an old family friend of the Masons. Noel liked Lucian. The guy was always friendly, but Lucian always made him feel like he should drop into a curtsey and address him as m’lord.

“I am, and no thanks. To the tea, I mean. And Peter’s had his treats for today.” Peter whined and tried to look pathetic. Lucian laughed.

“Make sure he knows who’s boss. It’s the only way to be with dogs.”

Noel looked down at Peter. They both knew who was the boss, that was for sure.

“Are you certain about the tea?”

“I am. But thanks.” He’d made the mistake of accepting a cup once before when he’d stopped by to see Jed, and he’d vowed never to go near the noxious, weirdly perfumed brew ever again. “Erm, will he be free for his lunch break?”

“Why don’t you ask him yourself?”

Noel swung around just as the door jangled open. Jed paused in the doorway. A light flush colored his cheeks as a tentative smile lifted his lips.

“Hi.” Jed closed the door, blocking out the steadily falling snow. He pushed his hands into his coat pockets and sucked on his lower lip.

“Noel’s come to take you to lunch, although it’s looking rather ghastly out there. Honestly, we never, ever, get this amount of snow in the Home Counties. I’m really not sure if I’ll ever get used to it.”

Lucian’s cut glass accent sliced through the silence that had fallen as deep as the snow. Noel had no idea what or where the Home Counties were⁠—

“You’re welcome to make yourself some lunch here. There’s soup, and plenty of bread. Cheese. And Marmite⁠—”

“No!” Noel and Jed barked together. Noel might not know what the Home Counties were, but he knew Marmite and was in no hurry to renew the acquaintance. How could anybody spread the tar-like, salty so-strong-it-blew-your-head-apart goo over bread? Jed said it was a British thing. A very weird British thing.

Lucian tried to look affronted before he grinned. “I’ll make a convert of you yet. Both of you. Off you go, then.” Lucian ushered them out of the door.

CC’s was nearest, and as they ducked through the door, Noel breathed deep and hummed his appreciation. Santa’s Special Hot Chocolate was a sweet and delicious seasonal favorite, and his mouth was already watering in anticipation. Taking off his coat, he shook off the snowflakes, looking up as Jed started laughing.

“That is one hell of an ugly Christmas sweater. What is that?” Jed leaned forward. “Oh my god. Are you really wearing a bondage Santa? It’s so ugly it’s beautiful, but it’s nowhere near as ugly as this one.” Jed smirked as he slowly unbuttoned his coat, his gaze never leaving Noel, who gulped. It was like the start of one of the movies he had stashed on his porn only laptop. Heat rippled through him, making straight for his cock which, thank the lord, was hidden beneath his baggy sweatpants and the sweater which reached halfway down his thighs.

Just best friends? Are you sure about that?

Kent’s words, just a couple or so days old, laughed in his ear. A shiver ran down Noel’s spine. Yes, he was sure. Of course he was…

“Well?”

Noel blinked himself out of his daydream.

Jesus…

“That is… indescribable.”

And it was, if indescribable described a cross-eyed turkey with a red and veiny neck that looked way more like a big, fat, and very erect, uncut dick.

“What can I get you boys—shit! What is…? No, don’t answer.” Cameron fell back a couple of steps, his eyes wide and his mouth slack as he stared in dumb wonder at Jed’s chest.

“A gobbler.”

“It… it sure is…” Cameron blinked as he grappled to find his voice.

The coffee shop door clattered open, bringing with it the chatter of a couple of women and some pre-schoolers squealing for hot chocolate and cookies. Cameron jerked out of his paralysis. “Do you think you could…” he waved his hand towards Jed.

“Go show those pretty young moms my impressive gobbler? Sure I can.” Jed laughed as the color drained from Cameron’s face. “Hey, don’t pass out on me. I’ll take it off. Don’t want to scare the good folks of the Creek.”

Jed peeled off the sweater, revealing a black polo shirt with the florist’s logo on the chest that wrapped itself around Jed’s taut, muscular torso. His hair, though short, stood up in little peaks. Without thinking, Noel flattened them down. He’d flattened them down hundreds, thousands, millions of times before, just like Jed had ruffled his hair, hundreds, thousands, millions of times throughout their lives. He looked up as Jed tucked the sweater down next to him, his mouth drying as he met Cameron’s eye. The man’s lips curved up in a warm smile. Cameron’s eyes narrowed, just the tiniest fraction. Just friends, eh?

They placed their orders, and Cameron left them, taking his knowing smile with him.

“Hey,” Jed said quietly, “I’m glad we got to wear our Christmas sweaters, even if it wasn’t at the tree lighting. Mine is gross and a moral danger to young moms, whereas yours is just kinky, which kinda means lunch is on you.”

Noel looked up, ready to tell Jed that yes, he had won hands down with his giant gobbler, but the joke died on his lips as his gaze met Jed’s.

Jed was staring at him, serious and with an intensity that sent his heart plummeting. It was like being on a rollercoaster ride at the moment the car halted, just for a second, at the very top, before tipping over the apex and hurtling down.

“I tried to convince myself double dating would be fun. Guess I didn’t succeed. I knew it was a bad idea as soon as you turned up with Ken. I’m sorry.”

“It’s Kent.”

“With a ‘t’.”

They both smiled.

“There’s nothing to be sorry about,” Noel said, his voice as quiet as Jed’s.

“Isn’t there? Because I think there is.” The smile died from Jed’s lips. “The tree lighting was always our thing. Even my mom was surprised.” He shrugged before he looked away and began chewing at the side of his thumbnail. It was a nervous habit, and one Noel knew well. He eased Jed’s hand away.

“I’ve had better tree ceremonies, but…” Noel shrugged. “But like you said, we got to wear our sweaters even if it wasn’t at the tree lighting.”

“I think they would have frightened our dates. Not that Cora can be called that anymore.”

“Oh.” Noel’s rollercoaster heart did a loop the loop. He waited a second to get his nerves under control. “She was nice. And she seemed eager.”

“She is, and she was.”

Was nice… was eager…

“You made any arrangements yet with⁠—”

“Kent. No. We, erm, agreed it wasn’t going to work out. We’ll stay friends, though.” Noel wasn’t so sure about that.

“I’m sorry.” Jed turned his head aside, but not enough for Noel to miss the grin he was attempting to tamp down.

“No, you’re not.”

“Yes, I am.” Jed paused, sucking in a breath before turning back. “Okay. You’re right. I’m not. He wasn’t as bad as Dougal MacDouglas, and some of those other losers you called your boyfriends, but he just wasn’t your type. He wasn’t the guy you’re looking for, believe me.”

“So who is it I’m looking for?” Noel’s heart hammered so hard it almost crashed through his ribs as the words tumbled from his lips. Oh, shit. He hadn’t meant to say them, hadn’t meant to say them at all. He wanted to grab them back as much as he didn’t. But it was too late.

Jed said nothing for a moment, his dark gray eyes holding Noel captive. When he spoke, his voice was quiet, measured, serious. “I guess you’ll know when you finally meet him.”

Noel looked away, no longer able to hold Jed’s gaze. Because what if he already had?


CHAPTER NINE




“How is it possible that somebody with hands the size of giant hams can put together such delicate displays? It’s really rather fascinating to watch. No, twist the stem a little so it’s turned out more. You see? Just that minor detail makes all the difference.”

Jed met Arlo’s eye over Lucian’s head, the two of them sharing a lopsided smile. Lucian didn’t have a filter, or at least not one that worked too well, but at least the guy kept himself in check with the customers. Or mostly. The consensus was that it was because Lucian was English and an aristocrat, which somehow excused some of his more outlandish comments.

But Lucian was right. Jed did have large hands and fingers which looked more like frankfurters. They were clumsy and awkward when he’d held a wrench in his dad’s repair shop, and they’d both concluded that Jed wasn’t destined to follow in his dad’s footsteps, but with flowers and foliage, his fingers danced.

“I think the bride is going to be very happy. The color combination’s unusual, but it works.” Arlo smiled, and Jed felt his face heat. He was proud of what he’d created, from the stumbling, clear as mud request from the bride-to-be, accompanied by only a word or two of advice from Lucian.

“Thanks. I wasn’t sure at first⁠—”

“Have faith in your instincts and your eye, because they’re good and getting better.”

If Jed had feathers to puff up with pride, he’d have puffed and puffed again. Arlo was almost like an uncle to him, and his opinion meant a lot. It also helped that Arlo was a renowned artist who knew about color and composition.

“I’m very proud of my protégé. Well done, Jed.” Lucian smiled as he leaned into Arlo, who wrapped an arm around Lucian’s waist, his thumb absently stroking.

Jed had witnessed the affection between them so many times, never taking notice. But today he did. The ease of their connection, the unconscious way in which both men demonstrated what the other meant to him without worrying about what people would think. Arlo’s stroke was a metronome, the regular back and forth, holding every piece of his attention.

“Put it in the cooling cabinet. It’ll be collected first thing in the morning.”

“What? Okay, sure.” Jed dragged his attention away from the steady sweep of Arlo’s thumb.

With less than twenty minutes until the store closed, Jed busied himself with clearing up for the day. All the time, his gaze drifted to Lucian and Arlo, flitting away like a nervous butterfly before coming back to land.

“I think we’re done here.” Lucian looked around the tidy store. “You might as well go, Jed. Have a good evening.”

Jed didn’t need to be told twice.
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From the corner of the living room, the big bushy Christmas tree twinkled with soft blue and white lights. Garlands festooned the mantlepiece, and at each end hung an old felt stocking. Both were faded and tatty, but they’d appeared every year for as long as Jed could remember, one each for him and his brother; just the sight of them was enough to bring back memories of all the happy family Christmases. Tall candy canes, with green, red, and white bows holding them together tightly, completed the festive scene on either side of the fireplace. It was like every Christmas Jed could remember — except for the battered cardboard boxes in the middle of the always pristine living room, which his mom was digging through.

“Oh my goodness, honey. I’d forgotten how cute you were when you were a boy.”

Jed huffed as he kneeled down next to her, where photographs spilled out all over the floor; he remembered her calling him many things, but never cute.

“I found these at the back of the garage when I pulled out the tree lights earlier. It’s been such fun going through them. I should make some collages and fix them up on the wall.”

Jed sifted through them. Lots of him and his brother, who was in the military and currently stationed overseas, and with their grandparents. Family vacations. Bad fashion and worse hair. Teenage faces covered in teenage acne. Jed grimaced at the thought of it all being on display.

“And so many with the Christmases’ as well — I wished they hadn’t moved to Florida, but at least Noel stayed.” Francine pulled a box forward. “There are so many with you and Noel, right from when you were both newborns. Joined at the hip. I swear that phrase was coined for the two of you. I wonder if he’d like some? Poor boy, living in that pokey apartment all by himself. We’ll get him over for dinner again, because he needs feeding up.”

“His apartment’s not pokey, and he has a refrigerator filled with food.”

Francine huffed. “At least he has you. It’s good to see you’re still as close as ever. Here, look at this one. Why did I say you were cute? You look like you’re about to pick a fight.” Francine laughed as she handed over a dogeared photograph.

Summer, him and Noel, standing by the Jake Collier outdoor swimming pool. Jed studied the nine or ten-year-old version of himself, an angry glare on his face as he stared into the lens, his arm wrapped around Noel and holding him tight. Both of them in bright red swim trunks, which matched the water wings around Noel’s skinny arms, and both of them dripping wet, hair plastered to their faces, Noel trying to smile but failing. The memory, long buried, resurfaced.

A boy, both bigger and older, had goaded Noel, jeering because Noel couldn’t swim very well. It hadn’t taken much more than Jed pulling Noel’s tormenter under and keeping him there until he was thrashing about in panic before he’d let him go, to bob to the surface, gasping for breath and coughing. The boy, whoever he was, no longer thought water wings were quite so funny. The whole incident, in the busy, noisy pool on a sun-drenched day, had been disguised as little more than horseplay. His and Noel’s parents, chatting beneath a sunshade, had noticed nothing.

Jed ground his jaw. He’d stayed close to Noel for the rest of the day, never letting him out of his sight, determined to protect him and keep him safe.

The phone rang and Francine rushed to answer, and Jed knew she wouldn’t be back soon as she took it through to the kitchen.

Jed continued sifting through the photos. Dozens and dozens of him and Noel, so often with him with his arm slung around Noel’s shoulders and grinning into the camera, full of confidence, as Noel, so much shyer and less sure of himself, smiled nervously. The two of them with groups of friends, at parties, at local gigs, at town parades, but the two of them always together. He picked up another photo, more recent than the others. His stomach bit down on itself. They were maybe about eighteen, laughing hard with their faces squashed together, both of them wearing ugly Christmas sweaters as they stood in front of the Christmas tree in the town square. He slipped the photo into the pocket of his jeans.

Picking up another, he stared hard at it. Him and Noel, sure, but it wasn’t him Noel was holding onto.

Noel’s first proper boyfriend, the first in a long line of deadbeats who didn’t deserve him. Jed pressed his lips together hard, unconsciously mirroring his expression in the photo. He hadn’t liked the guy as much as he hadn’t liked all the others.

None had lasted long. He let the photo fall from his fingers, and pushed himself up to standing, refusing to ask himself why.


CHAPTER TEN




“Have you missed me, baby? I’ve missed you soooo much. You are such a sweet, sweet boy — ouch! You furry little shit!” Noel’s arms shot out, holding Peter as far away from his throbbing nose as it was possible to get.

“You know, maybe I should let Mrs. Diaz keep you for good. How’d you like that, eh? Was that squeak a yes, please? Don’t think I won’t do it. You won’t be able to keep up your sweet as pie pretense for long. And you know what she’ll do when she realizes you’re a psychopath? She’ll have you stuffed and mounted, right next to that moth-eaten moose head she’s got on her wall. It’s exactly what you deserve.” Noel put Peter down, who waddled to his cushion to chew on a rubber bone.

Noel rubbed his eyes and yawned. It was late and the time away was catching up with him. He’d only been gone two days, but as it always did when he went to company HQ in San Diego, it felt like a hell of a lot longer. He put some milk on to heat, to make hot chocolate. God, he was glad to be home; even a short separation was a sharp reminder of how much he loved his little mountain town. But the Creek hadn’t been all he’d missed.

You might think you’re friends, but I think Jed has other ideas… He couldn’t shake off Kent’s comment, which had crawled under his skin. Kent didn’t know Jed, but he sure as hell did. Then why couldn’t he get the words out of his mind? Because if Jed did, maybe, perhaps, potentially think they could be more…?

“Jesus, get a grip.” Noel shook his head hard. What was he thinking? That Jed was suddenly thinking about him in a whole new way? Noel pushed away from the counter, all thoughts of hot chocolate forgotten. There was only one reason the idea had taken hold of him, and one reason only.

He needed to meet somebody, and fast.

Noel barked out a laugh. Meet somebody? Why not say it like it was? He needed to get laid. Properly laid. He puffed out a long breath. He’d got as far as a fumble with Kent, but that was all. Guilt gave a little twist in his stomach. Maybe Kent had picked up that he hadn’t really, deep down, been interested in even that, let alone anything more. He bit down on his lip. Perhaps it hadn’t only been Jed who’d been a dick.

Noel slapped his palms on the counter. Okay, so things hadn’t worked out with Kent, and there was no way on this earth that anything was going to work out with Jed, no matter how hard he dreamed. Him and Jed? It was as likely as eating a grilled cheese on the moon. But this was Wyoming. This was cowboy country. And what happened if you fell off your horse? You just climbed right back on and went for another ride.

Throwing himself onto the couch, he opened up his cell where Love Heartz was ready and waiting.
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“How was San Diego?” Jed grinned when Noel groaned down the phone.

“Let’s just say it was two days I’ll never get back. We started the day at 6:00am offering ourselves up to the sun’s energy, followed by a chanting session led by some guy called Starburst, with hair all the way down to his ass, before being subjected to a breakfast of raw vegetables and seeds. All to purify us for the day ahead. Jesus, we’re a software development company. It was, like, normal when HQ was based in Chicago.”

“Maybe being purified for the day contributes to the bottom line.”

On the other end of the line, Noel harrumphed. “Contributed to my indigestion. I was shitting out seeds for the two days I was there. Still am. I’m officially a finch.”

“But now you’re back.” Jed’s grin morphed into a soft smile. “Wanna have that movie night later? We’ve not had one for some time.” And I’ve missed it. Jed cleared his throat. “I’ll endure whatever sappy rom-com you want and I’ll bring pizza and⁠—”

“No. Not tonight. Sorry.”

Silence stretched out. Jed’s gaze fell to the collage of photographs hanging on the wall of his bedroom. A couple of him and his brother, one with favorite cousins. Every other one him and Noel, faces pressed together, arms around each other…

“Jed? You still there?”

“Not tonight. Sure. Okay. Why, have you got plans?” Jed winced. He hadn’t meant for it to sound like an interrogation. Or not so much.

The hesitation was small, but Jed didn’t miss it.

“I’ve got a date. Through the app. I mean, just because things didn’t work out with Kent…”

Jed moved his jaw from side to side, trying to ease out the sudden stiffness.

“… made the decision that if I want to meet the man of my dreams, I’ve gotta be a little more proactive, because he’s not just gonna tap me on the shoulder and say ‘hi, I’ve been here all along’. Or perhaps he is here, down the street or only a block away and just needs a little push in the right direction. Hey, listen to me. I’m sounding like one of my rom coms. I know life’s not like that.”

“Maybe he is here, and he’s just waiting for you to notice him.”

Noel laughed, but there was something wistful, almost sad, about it. Jed stared at the photographs, charting his and Noel’s journey. Always together, holding tight to each other, holding each other up in their own, but different, ways.

“If he were, I think we’d have found each other by now. Anyway, whoever my ideal man turns out to be, he’ll have to fulfill my exacting set of requirements, which I’ve been honing over the years.”

“You mean a six-pack and a big⁠—”

“You know, Jed, you’re still a jock at heart.”

“I was never a jock.” Jed’s voice filled with indignation. “Okay, I was good at sports⁠—”

Noel laughed. Jed huffed in response, but he smiled.

“Okay, maybe I was. A little.”

“A lot. But never to me,” Noel added quietly.

“No?”

“No.”

Another moment of silence. Jed licked his lips.

“Tell me about this list of requirements you’ve got.” Jed rushed the words out. He and Noel never talked about Noel’s boyfriends — or not unless he counted telling Noel that they were losers or dicks — but something scratched at him, urging him on to find out more about the man his best friend wanted to spend his life with.

“No. You’ll laugh at me.”

Jed’s shoulders jerked. Laugh at Noel? No way.

“You know I’d never do that.”

“Hmm,” Noel said after a moment’s hesitation. “But if I detect even a hint, this conversation is over and I will never let you make a fuss of Peter ever again. Okay.” Noel sucked in a breath, and Jed waited to hear about Noel’s ideal man as he bit down on his thumb nail. “Apart from needing to have the right, erm, physical attributes, he’ll have to have certain personality traits and ambitions. For the future.”

“Ambitions? Like earn mega bucks? Own his own business?” Jed’s hand fell to his stomach, where he massaged at the knots pulling tight.

“No. I’m not interested in his bank balance. He could be the town garbage collector for all I care.” Noel sighed. “I just want what most folks want, I guess. Somebody who’s kind and patient. Somebody who makes me laugh. Somebody I feel safe with, who’ll hold me close, protect me when I need it, and make me feel like I’m the only one in the world who matters. Somebody who’ll love me as unconditionally as I’ll love them.” Noel laughed, awkward and self-conscious. “You’re probably thinking I’m watching too many romances.”

“No, because why wouldn’t anybody want that? To be with somebody they feel right with. With somebody who just fits. Everybody wants to feel protected. Or wants to be the one who can offer that protection. Somebody they can lean on and who can take some of the weight when life sucks.” Jed’s gaze sought out the old photo he’d found, which he’d added to the collage of him holding Noel tight after he’d saved him from the bully all those years ago. He rubbed harder at the knots twisting in his stomach. “What else is on your list?”

Noel hesitated, and Jed narrowed his eyes.

“Okay, this stuff isn’t exactly what gets talked about on a first date, but he’ll need to want the same things in life I do. For the future, I mean. Look, are you sure you want to hear this?”

“You’re not getting off the hook so easily, Christmas. I wanna hear it all.” Did he? But the itch was there, and it wanted scratching. He waited as Noel’s sigh filled the airwaves.

“It’s just the normal stuff… I want a house which is a home. A home that checks off all the clichés. A white picket fence, a dog — or at least one that’ll keep Peter in check — a yard with a lush green lawn. And I want it all with a man whose ring I’ll be wearing and whose name I’ll take, and who’ll be an amazing dad to our kids. You’re probably sorry you asked,” Noel added, his voice sounding a little out of breath, a little unsteady.

“I think it sounds nice,” Jed said quietly. And it did. A home and a family, with somebody who loved you as much as you loved them, moving forward and forging a life together.

“But whether I find it, who knows? Maybe that one special guy is out there, or maybe I’m just deluding myself, setting my expectations so high all I’ll do is fall.”

“Then I’ll catch you.”

“Will you?”

“Always. Because I’m here for you. Always have been, always will be, and that ain’t never gonna change.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN




Jed shouldered his way through the crush in Randy’s. Friday night, and the place was heaving, the heavy aroma of beer and fried food hanging in the hot air like a fog. His mom had said he was antsy and irritable, and his dad hadn’t had to do more than look at him through narrowed eyes when he’d snapped back at his mom. With a mumbled apology and a hug, he’d gone out.

Randy’s wasn’t his first choice of hangout in town, but it was noisy and busy; it was what he needed right now, and he was sure to bump into plenty of people he knew. A few drinks, some laughs, and maybe a cute brunette to flirt with would rid him of the unsettled feeling that had taken hold and wouldn’t let go. It might even stop him thinking about how Noel’s date was going. Perhaps tonight was the night his best bud would find the man of his dreams and achieve the house, the husband, and those mini-Noels. Or the guy would turn out to be another loser, which was the more likely scenario.

He walked into one of the waitresses, almost sending the tray piled high with a pitcher of beer and glasses flying. Plastering on a big smile, some eye contact, and a bigger apology, the waitress blushed and said she hadn’t been taking notice as much as she should have been.

As he pushed his way through to the bar, people greeted him on all sides. Sheriff Morgan and his Deputy Sheriff husband Ben called out and Jed waved, not stopping but easing his way forward. There were any number of people he could talk to, any number of groups he could make himself the center of. It was what he’d come out to do, but now just the thought of making conversation he didn’t want to make just felt like too much effort. He’d have a couple of beers and call it a night.

Just as he reached the bar, a stool became free, and he grabbed it. Raising his hand for the bartender, he felt a brush against his thigh. Next to him, an attractive blonde he’d not noticed smiled up at him.

“Hey Jed, I was hoping to run into you. I’ve stopped by the store a couple times, but you’ve not been there.” Her smile grew wider, and she leaned in, displaying a full and inviting cleavage.

“I must be famous if I’ve got my own personal stalker.” He’d meant it as a joke, but it came out harder than he’d meant as she reared back.

“You don’t remember me, do you?” She flicked her hair and pouted in annoyance.

Ah, shit. Should he remember her? Had they dated?

She was stunning, but her cool blondness left him cold. He always dated small, willowy brunettes.

“I’m really sorry, but I don’t. Where do you think we met?”

“I came into the flower store, then I ran into you in CC’s. I’m Lauren.”

“Of course.” And now he did remember her. She’d been hitting on him when he’d been in the coffee shop waiting for Noel, who’d come in looking ridiculously cute with his funny hat, his face flushed from the cold and with snowflakes on his lashes.

“Maybe we could have a drink?” Lauren smiled. Jed stifled his groan. She’d gotten over her annoyance, but he hadn’t gotten over his lack of interest. He hesitated a beat too long to say something, anything, to allow them both to back out of the situation and save face.

Lauren swished her hair, making him think for a second of the horses on the ranches outside town, flicking their tails. He didn’t think she’d appreciate the comparison.

“Seems I’ve got my answer. See you around, Jed. Or not.” And then she was gone, making her way over to a group of her girlfriends, who all swished their hair in sympathy with one of their own, as they glared at him over tall glasses of Randy’s Red Rooster cocktails.

“What can I get ya, Jed?”

“Hey, Echo. Maybe something to keep pissed blondes at bay? Or maybe just a beer.”

Echo laughed. “Seriously? That kinda sounds like a first world problem to me.”

With a cool beer in hand, Jed swung around on his stool and looked out over the grill and bar.

Randy’s did nothing by halves, and Christmas decorations were no exception. Bushy garlands in lurid, neon colors hung around the walls, suspending golden angels and glittery stars. Balloons in the shape of bells hung from the ceiling, swaying in the hot and humid air, and on one wall a huge poster of a rodeo riding giant Santa grinned down at the crowd. It was horrible, and it reminded him of the Dom Santa on Noel’s Christmas sweater… which reminded him of Noel… who was on a date… the date who might end up being everything Noel was looking for.

“Fuck.” That was not what he wanted to be thinking about at all.

“Jed. Mason.”

Jed’s shoulders stiffened. It was the last voice he wanted to hear, especially when it was slurred by drink. Christopher Bastido, or Christopher Bastard as he and Noel had called him when they were all in high school together, the insult taking way too long to sink through to what passed for Christopher’s brain. He and Christopher had both been on the football team, but whereas Jed relied on skill, Christopher had used his bulk to intimidate and injure. Jed hated him as much as Christopher hated him back.

Jed took a slow sip of his beer, and an even longer time to turn around. Christopher loomed over him, and Jed wrinkled his nose. Even against the heavy background smell of beer and burgers, the man stank of booze.

“You still making all those pretty little posies?” Behind him, Christopher’s equally dumb looking little posse of followers laughed. No way were they twenty-one. Randy’s wasn’t looking too closely at the fake IDs.

“If you mean, am I still working as a trainee floral designer, then yes, I am.”

Jed turned his attention back to the packed floor. On the stage, the Cowboy Combo were tuning up, ready for the line dancing.

“Hey.” Jed winced as Christopher shouted in his ear, the man’s damp, beery breath making his stomach turn. “Where’s your girlfriend tonight?”

Jed frowned, confused for a second. Girlfriend? The jerk must have meant Cora. They’d only gone out for a short time, but the Creek was a small town, and half the townsfolk knew too much about the other half.

“Cora? We split up. Just playing the field for now.” Or not, but Christopher didn’t need to know that.

Christopher laughed. It was a nasty, wet, nasally kind of laugh, like it was being forced through snot.

“I don’t mean Cora, Mason. I mean that skinny little fairy with the stupid dog you’re always hanging around with, the one you always stopped from getting the beatin’ he⁠—”

“What did you just say?” Jed didn’t hear his own voice. He felt it, rumbling deep in his chest, burning his windpipe, tongue and lips. Pushing himself off the stool, he took a step forward. A flicker of something crossed Christopher’s puffy face, his smirk no longer so sure of itself. The guy had let himself go. Where there had been solid muscle in high school, now it had given way to fat. But Christopher held his ground, because he had his little gang of hangers on to impress.

“You heard what I said.” Christopher’s eyes shifted, and sweat beaded above his upper lip. “Dirty little fairy boy. I saw the way he looked at you, and the way you looked right back at him.”

Jed leaped forward, only wanting to punch that grin off Christopher’s sweating, ugly face, only wanting to stop those words coming out of his beer rancid mouth. Christopher stumbled and fell back, as clumsy as he was stupid.

“You talking ‘bout beatings, Christopher? How ‘bout you taking one from me?” Jed pulled his arm back, his fist tight. Christopher was going down, and he was going to go down hard.

A pair of firm hands wrenched Jed’s arm aside and pulled him away.

“Get the fuck off me,” he growled as he struggled to free himself, the raging urge to pummel Christopher’s face to a pulp burning through him like a fever.

“Not unless you want a night in the slammer.”

“I don’t give a fuck.” Jed struggled to free himself from Sheriff Morgan.

“Not the best Christmas gift for your mom and dad.” Arlo, his voice as calm and steady as his grip on Jed’s shoulders was sure and solid. “He’s gone. Look.”

In his blind fury, Jed hadn’t seen Christopher being hauled away by security, but the heat of anger cooled just enough to see Christopher being literally thrown out the door and falling face first into the snow before the doors swung closed. His tiny group of hangers on were nowhere to be seen. The adrenaline rush receded, and Jed slumped back against the stool as the crowd, which had parted when Christopher was dragged through it, merged together again. The Cowboy Combo struck the first chords, and everybody cheered and jostled for their place, getting ready to dance. It was as if nothing had happened. A beer was thrust into his hand.

“A night in jail wouldn’t have been worth it, son. Not over somebody like Bastard. I mean Bastido.”

Jed tried to glare at Sheriff Morgan, but he’d lost even the energy for that.

“Reckon you did Randy a favor, Jed. He can now officially ban him from coming back.” Sheriff Morgan shook his head. “That boy’s heading for a cell, and the way he’s going, it’s gonna be in the state prison.” With a slap on the back, he was gone.

“What are you doing here?” Jed asked as Arlo settled in next to him.

Arlo grimaced. “We’re meeting some friends who are late. I’d suggested Odette’s, that new European style bar, someplace we could make ourselves heard without yelling, but…” He shrugged. “And where is Noel this evening?”

“We’re not joined at the hip,” Jed barked. Except we are… “Sorry,” he mumbled into his beer when Arlo said nothing, instead only raising a brow. Jed sighed. “He’s on a date.” He put his beer down and pushed it aside. What did Lucian call the beer in Randy’s? Cat’s piss. Yeah, that was it, and now it tasted like it, too. The whole evening was just cat’s piss.

“And you’re not. Which isn’t like you.” And why’s that? Arlo’s penetrating gaze seemed to ask.

“Not really interested in anybody at the moment,” Jed said, answering Arlo’s unanswered question.

Arlo laughed. “Lots of sweet things to choose from, but nothing — or nobody — quite hits the spot. Like that very pretty blonde I saw talking to you.”

Jed huffed. “Not my type. Not by a long shot.”

“So what is?” Arlo tilted his head.

“Short, skinny brunettes.” The words were out of his mouth before he could think. “But not exclusively. I’m a, er, kind of equal opportunity dater.” Why did he need to explain? Why was Arlo looking at him, a half smile lifting his lips? He felt like a lab specimen, with bright lights beaming down on him.

“I can absolutely recommend skinny brunettes.” Arlo nodded to the line dancers just below the stage. Lucian, in a cowboy hat, serious faced and as stiff as a board, dipped from side to side before spinning around and stumbling. “I have no idea where this urge to learn how to line dance has come from.”

“I think he needs to find another hobby.” The dancers turned one way, and Lucian turned another. Jed caught Arlo’s eye, and they both laughed. “I’m out of here.” Jed got up and pulled on his coat.

“Sure. Go see if you can catch that cute little brunette.”


CHAPTER TWELVE




“I was speaking to your mom only yesterday. We had a video call. My, but she’s looking well. All that sun, I guess. But she worries about you sooo much, that you’re not eating enough. Mary, I said, I will personally ensure Noel is getting enough good, home cooked food.” Francine plated up a slice of apple pie, before she added some more, and slathered it in whipped cream. “Eat up, Noel dear, because there’s more where that came from.”

Noel stifled his groan as he stared in dismay at the piled up food. Another mouthful, and he’d burst. He’d already got through a whole cow and a field’s worth of potatoes, and all he wanted was to lie down and groan. Very, very loudly.

“Leave the boy alone, Francie,” Hank said, as he attacked his own huge portion of pie.

“Perhaps I can take it home later? I’m too full to enjoy it at the moment, and it’d be a crying shame because your apple pie is an award winner.”

Francine preened, and Noel knew he’d won this round of the let’s feed Noel until he bursts game Francine always insisted on playing when he went round to eat with them.

“Well, I did win Best Apple Pie in the Creek’s Fall Fair, just a few weeks back. Again.”

Noel refused to acknowledge Jed’s knee knocking into his beneath the table.

“Okay, dear, let me put it into a container. I’ve got a whole stack in the utility. I’ve also got some homemade cookies…” Francine’s voice faded as she went in search of Tupperware.

“Nice one, Christmas. Excellently deflected,” Jed whispered.

“Now, boys,” Hank murmured as he carried on digging into his food, but it was hard to miss the amusement in his scant words.

“Coffee! I’ll get a pot on,” Francine announced, rushing back in and brandishing a plastic box for Noel’s pie and another larger one containing the cookies, which she plated up before placing them in the middle of the table. “You’ll manage one, won’t you, Noel?”

Noel’s stomach groaned in protest, but the rich aroma of caramel and chocolate filled the room…. Chocolate and caramel cookies. Maybe he could manage one. Just to be polite.

“Jed, I forgot to tell you,” Francine said a few minutes later as she poured out coffee for three, Hank having excused himself to seek refuge in the living room. “I bumped into Cora today. She was surprised that I didn’t know that you’d split up. It was a little embarrassing to be caught by surprise like that.” A frown brought her brows into a heavy V. Noel, nibbling on a cookie, stole a glance at Jed. Jed appeared as relaxed as he ever did, but there was a watchfulness in his eyes.

“She’s a great girl, but she wasn’t really my type. Better to find that out early.”

“Not your type?” Francine’s cup stilled just a moment from her mouth. “Cute, petite, and dark-haired is so much your type, mister.” Francine started laughing. Jed shrugged and carried on with his coffee.

Jed was being Jed, only he wasn’t. Noel nibbled some more cookie, no longer tasting the sweet richness. Francine was right. Cora was so much Jed’s type. So why were waves of awkwardness rolling off Jed, one after the other? Guess he doesn’t want to discuss his love life with his mom... But at least Jed had a love life to discuss, or not, which was more than what he had. A sour taste filled his mouth and he put down the cookie, unable to eat so much as one more crumb.

“You met Cora, didn’t you Noel? You double dated, right? Don’t you think Jed should try again with her?”

Noel’s spluttering cough made his eyes water.

“You okay, bud?” A warm hand rested between Noel’s shoulder blades, making slow circular movements; Noel resisted the urge to purr.

“I—I think Jed should do what he feels is best for him.” He met Jed’s eye, and Jed’s lips quirked into a smile. Not bad, Christmas, they said, not bad…

“… seeing anybody?”

“Mom! Stop prying, okay? Not everybody wants their business to find its way onto the front page of The Chronicle, or pinned to the church noticeboard.”

“I was only⁠—”

“It’s okay,” Noel said quickly. Mother and son were glaring at each other; he had no problem telling Francine about who he wasn’t seeing.

“No, not seeing anybody at the moment. I had a couple of dates recently, but they kinda didn’t work out.” Noel squirmed under two pairs of eyes.

“But somebody will work out for you, Noel.” Francine rested a hand on his and gave him an encouraging squeeze. “It will, too. I can feel it in here.” Francine pressed her other hand to her chest. “You’re a good, sweet, kind boy and anybody would be honored to call you his. You never know, the young man you’ve been looking for all your life might just be around the corner, ready and waiting with the key to your heart.”

Noel smiled, the sudden wet burn behind his eyes taking him by surprise. He didn’t dare speak or move, too afraid his voice would crack and betray him, too afraid he’d turn to Jed and offer up his heart, which Jed, although he didn’t know it, had always held the key to.

“I’m going to join your dad.” Francine looked at Jed as she got up. “That new fake dating game show starts tonight, and he’s dying to watch it with me. He just doesn’t know it yet.” Francine laughed. “Don’t forget to take home your pie, Noel, because you really do need feeding up.”

“Why didn’t you tell me your date ended badly?” Jed said as soon as the door closed.

“Because it didn’t. Or not exactly. It just kind of fizzled out.” Noel turned away and took a sip of coffee. It was tepid, but he carried on sipping because that was way better than withering under Jed’s burning gaze.

“So what do you mean, not exactly?”

A flare of irritation ignited in Noel’s chest. “Isn’t it clear what fizzled out means? There was no spark, no connection, no anything. We talked but I have no idea what about because we had nothing in common, both of us too polite to call it quits after ten minutes. It — fizzled out, like a cheap firecracker.”

“So you didn’t meet ‘the one’?”

“No.” Noel’s shoulders, along with his heart, slumped. His breath caught when Jed rested his big, warm hand on the back of his neck and gently kneaded at his tight muscles. Noel groaned and let his head drop forward. Because how could he not, when Jed touched him, even if it was only the touch of a friend offering comfort?

“But the guy you’re looking for, he might be close by. Closer than you think. Just waiting for you to realize it.”

“That you talking, or your mom?”

“Doesn’t matter, not if it’s true.”

Jed’s hand stilled, but he didn’t take it away.

The room was quiet and still and Jed’s hand on his neck was warmer and heavier than it had any right to be. And Jed’s eyes, when Noel lifted his head and turned towards his friend, were darker, way, way darker than they ever had any damn right to be. Noel swallowed, as his heart beat faster and harder than it had any fucking right to as Jed leaned forward⁠—

Francine crashed through the door, bringing with her all the noise Noel didn’t want to hear. “Boys, come watch the show. It’s so funny, you’ll love it.” pushed himself up on wobbly legs; he looked away, not meeting Jed’s eyes. “I’d better get back. Need to see to Peter.”

“Oh, Noel, dear. You should have brought the cute little boy with you. Gomer’s always so happy to see him. I really think he’s rather taken with your sweet mini weiner.”

“I’ll walk back with you. I could kind of do with the air.” Jed jumped up so fast the chair rocked on its back legs before settling down again.

“No, it’s fine, really. No point you coming out and getting cold.”

“Noel?” Two voices, Jed and Francine, called him back as he raced along the hallway towards the door, pulling it open with one hand as he wrapped his scarf around his neck with the other, his skin tingling and his heart racing as he fled into the wintery night.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN




“What the fuck, Peter? What the actual fuck?”

Noel had been asking Peter the same questions for the last two days, seventeen hours and thirty-three minutes. Excuse me. Thirty-four, as his watch tipped over the twelve. Peter, as before, had declined to answer. Except for ever more impressive side eyes, which were answers of a kind, Noel supposed.

He’d buried himself in work, on a food delivery app — as if the world needed any more of those — barely emerging from his apartment, his focus laser sharp, with only his little, farty, and extremely judgmental doxie for company, but when work was over for the day…

“Was Jed really about to kiss me? Or was that, you know, some kind of hallucination because I wanted it so much?”

Peter whined, and balanced himself on his two back legs, his cartoonishly large front paws jerking up and down.

“Is that it? Is that your answer? Give me treats, and I’ll tell you?”

Peter licked his chops, and Noel sighed. So much for dogs being man’s best friend. Noel dug around in the treat bowl, placed well out of the way of his greedy pet. Peter snagged it, scampered to his basket and crunched down, Noel forgotten.

Best friend… Noel slumped back down into his squashy couch. That’s what Jed was, always had been. But now? Sure, he was still that, but now there was something else, something more that had never been there before. Wasn’t there? No, of course there wasn’t. He was fooling himself, his lack of success at the dating game making him imagine things. He was projecting his want, desire, and downright naked lust — no, he really didn’t want to think about naked or lust — onto the man who could never return all those feelings in the way Noel wanted.

“Oh, god…” Noel curled himself into a ball and squeezed his eyes closed. He needed to get a grip, and not keep pining for the unattainable. He snorted. Unattainable? The damn right impossible was more like it.

A thud of paws, followed by something wet and warm, swiped across his face. “Errgh, gross.” But Noel couldn’t help smiling as Peter, now fully treated, snuggled into him. “What am I going to do, boy? How do I get over this, this thing? Maybe I should give the dating app another go?” Peter grunted. “You don’t think it’s a good idea?” Peter grunted again. Yeah, that’s really been going well for you. Maybe take up origami instead. Peter curled up and began to snore.

Noel’s phone pinged, and he fished it out from his pocket. He read the message and sat up straight, dislodging Peter, who barked his disapproval, before he padded down the short doggie ramp at the end of the couch and sought refuge in his basket.

Hey, you there?

Yep. I’m home, Noel keyed in, his return message as short as Jed’s. He’d barely pressed ‘send’ before his cell rang.

“You okay? Other than a ‘sorry but I’m really busy’ message, I’ve not heard from you since you ran out the other night. Mom’s convinced you’ve been kidnapped because you forgot to take your pie with you.”

“I have been kidnapped. By work. The project I’m part of, the deadline’s looming.” It was sort of true, because there wasn’t a time when deadlines weren’t looming.

Jed sighed down the phone, and Noel wanted to groan.

“I was wondering why you weren’t getting back to me properly when I sent you a message.”

Because you’re too damn distracting, Jed. “Sorry,” Noel rasped, the word feeling like burning coals being dragged across gravel. “But I couldn’t let myself get distracted.” Ha, ha, ha, was that some kind of sick joke?

“Okay. I get it. Been kinda busy at Lucian’s. What is it with Christmas and flowers? There’ve been so many special orders and we’ve been working late to get everything done in time.”

“You love it. And it pays your salary.” Noel smiled when Jed laughed

“You’re right, I do. A florist was the last thing I thought I’d end up becoming. I owe it to you, for giving me the push I needed.” Noel could hear the smile in Jed’s voice. “But I ain’t working late this Thursday. And neither are you.”

“What?” Maybe Jed could come over. Maybe they could have that movie night they kept talking about. Maybe they could hunker under his softest, coziest fleece blanket with popcorn and beer and Jed could make his pithy, acerbic comments about the movie, and⁠—

“… party at Connor’s. Should be fun.”

“Erm, party? Who has a party on a Thursday?”

“I know, but whatever. It’s free food and drinks, right? Anyhow, we’re going. I’ll pick you up at eight.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN




The party was around fifteen of them, squashed into Connor’s apartment. Any more, and they’d be out in the hallway. Jed knew most of them; hell, had been in high school with them. Yet, there were some he’d not met before, including the woman sitting next to him who was leaning in a little too close, her smile a little too intimate.

Jed stifled a sigh, trying to remember her name… Diana, Denise… No, Dana. That’s right, it was Dana, who wasn’t just pretty but beautiful. So why the hell didn’t he have any intention of returning her interest? He kept his smile in place by sheer willpower alone. Dana, with her big green eyes and red hair piled high on her head, loose tendrils framing her face, could have been talking to him about having been out dancing with Sasquatch for all the attention he was giving her. Jed tried to pull his focus back, tried not to be a dick, but Noel wrenched his attention away as he wandered into the living room clutching a bottled beer. Immediately, Connor’s bubbly girlfriend, Stacey, pulled Noel in for a dance.

Jed followed every one of Noel’s moves. Because he was a good dancer, that was all, so it was impossible for Noel not to draw the eye, not to capture his attention. Sinewy. Yeah, that was the word. In a tight pink T-shirt and black skinny jeans sitting low on his hips and held up, just, by a heavy leather belt with a silver buckle, Noel was⁠—

“You keep looking over at that dark-haired guy, the one you came with. So, am I wasting my time here?”

Dana’s question jerked Jed’s attention back.

“Excuse me?” Jed’s face pulsed with heat. He’d only glanced over once or twice. Hadn’t he?

Dana shifted back, putting some space between them. “He’s cute, the kind of guy you just want to snuggle up with.”

Jed laughed, but to his ears it sounded forced and self-conscious. “I’ll be sure to tell him. Or you can,” he added.

Dana shook her head and got to her feet. Her jade green dress clung in all the right places. She was something else, and he really should be interested…

“No, cute as he is, he’s not my type. But I’m thinking he might just be yours.”

Jed stared after her as she sashayed out of the room.
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There were eight of them left. The hard core, Connor said, although as Jed had been drinking sodas all evening, he didn’t think hard core applied to himself. Or to Noel, who, if he had more than a couple of beers, had a habit of falling asleep. Everybody around them, except for him and Noel, had had way more than just a couple.

The music was turned down a little. “Party games!” Connor announced, a rabid grin on his face suggesting that if anybody tried to leave, they’d be dragged back kicking and screaming.

Opposite Jed, wedged on a love seat between Stacey and a friend of Connor’s Jed didn’t know, Noel caught his eye and grinned.

“Charades,” he mouthed, and Jed rolled his eyes. He detested charades as much as Noel loved them, throwing himself in with an enthusiasm that far, far outdid his skill.

Let’s escape while we’re still alive… Jed stared hard at Noel, sending out his thoughts as he nodded towards the door.

Noel’s grin widened as he shook his head.

“I walked here, so if party games mean throwing car keys in a bowl, I call that out as total discrimination!” a guy protested, everybody laughing in response.

“Reckon keys in a bowl is the only way you’ll ever get some.” Connor laughed as his friend flipped him off. “Gather round, girls and boys.”

“What is this, some kind of seance?” a woman asked, the excitement in her voice tinged with nervousness.

“Way more scary, Monique. We are going to be playing — Truth or Dare!”

Jed groaned. It was better than charades, but not much. Opposite him, Noel’s face fell. Can we go? he mouthed. Jed pretended to think, as he tilted his head, before shaking it in an emphatic no. It served Noel right for wanting to subject him to charades.

“Okay, people, buckle up for the ride. Aim of the game, for anybody who needs reminding, is the extraction of maximum embarrassment.” Everyone groaned, and Connor grinned. “You have to answer a question truthfully, or perform a dare instead. That person then gets to select the next victim — I mean player. Don’t forget, everybody gets a go because we want to spread the squirm. But no photos or recordings, because what happens in Truth or Dare stays in Truth or Dare.”

Jed glanced over at Noel, who was looking glummer by the second. Perhaps they should go, but as Connor announced he’d kick the game off by asking the first question, it was already too late. They’d stick it out for a couple of rounds before hauling ass.

“Monique.” Connor raised his eyebrows at the girl, who looked terrified and excited in equal measure. “Truth or dare?”

“Ah…”

“Go, go, go, go,” everybody chanted.

“Truth,” she blurted.

“Okay, an easy peasy one just to get us all warmed up.” Connor leaned forward. “Where did you lose your virginity?”

“Oh, my god!” Monique squealed as she buried her face in her hands.

Stacey slapped her boyfriend hard on the arm.

Monique mumbled something into the palms glued to her face.

“Sorry, hun, what was that you said?” somebody called out, causing everybody to laugh.

Monique peeked over the top of her fingers. “In the basement room at the public library. It was pretty dusty. Oh god…” she wailed as she retreated behind her palms.

“Talk about getting your book stamped…”

The game carried on, the questions mostly around sex, the dares about downing shots. So far, both he and Noel had escaped unscathed, but that wouldn’t last. He met Noel’s eye and nodded.

“Okay, guys,” he said, getting up, “me and Noel are going to head out⁠—”

“Whoa, hold your horses, Jed Mason. You gotta take your turn like the rest of us. You and Noel.” Connor glared in challenge through eyes that didn’t look as if they were in full focus.

“I can assure you, I’m way too boring for this game,” Noel chipped in.

“Come on guys,” a few voices called out.

Jed hesitated. If he dragged Noel away and headed for the door, it’d look like they both had something to hide. Now all he’d done was put them both in the spotlight. He shrugged, feigning indifference, but he already knew who was up next. He just had to get it out of the way, and then they could leave… He sat down and waited for the inevitable.

“My turn to ask.” Stacey almost bounced up and down in excitement. “Jed, Truth or Dare?”

Truth, always Truth because answering Truth meant he could make any shit up.

“Dare.” The word burst out of him with such force, he rocked back. He never chose Dare. Never. “I meant Truth.” But it was too late.

“No can do, buddy,” Connor said with a slight slur.

Stacey scrunched her face up in thought, her brow ironing out as a big smile split her face.

“I want you to recreate an iconic movie kiss with…” She looked around the group, stopping at — “Noel.”

A split second of silence, as deep as the ocean and as quiet as space, before the room erupted in cheers.

His gaze sought out Noel, who stared at him in wide eyed, frozen fear.

“I don’t know any iconic movie kisses,” he croaked. Jesus, was that all he could say? He should be saying no, he should be taking a forfeit for refusal, and all he could utter was that he didn’t know of any famous fucking kisses.

“I know, I know, I know.” Stacey, still bouncing, stuck her hand in the air, as though she were asking to be let out of class to go for a pee. “The Lady and The Tramp. You know, when they’re eating spaghetti? I watched it a couple days back, with my little niece. It’s super cute and adorable.”

Kiss, kiss, kiss, kiss… The baying chant filled the room. Anger heated Jed’s blood. He and Noel were cornered. They could still say no, and leave, and he’d make sure nobody tried to stop them. He turned to Noel, ready to jerk his head toward the door, but Noel had got up, and was making his way towards him and not the door. Noel shrugged. Let’s make this quick and get it over with. But as room opened up for Noel to sit next to Jed, Jed’s stomach flipped and his chest twisted and turned. Anger drained from him, replaced with an indescribable feeling he didn’t want to acknowledge. His brain recoiled, but his body, suddenly hot and tingling, only desired to rush forward.

Excitement.

Excitement at the thought of kissing Noel. His best bud. His friend since birth.

Fuck.

“Wait, wait, wait,” Stacey screamed. “You gotta do the whole sucking up spaghetti thing.”

“I ain’t cooking spaghetti, baby,” Connor said, “but what about…” He jumped up and rummaged through the remains of the snacks, thrusting a breadstick with a large blob of mayo on each end into Jed’s hand

“I, erm, think we’ve got to nibble our way through from each end until we end up in the, erm, you know, the…” Noel muttered.

“Kiss.”

“Hmm.”

“Okay, guys. Breadstick at the ready. And go!”

Noel plucked the breadstick from Jed’s fingers and placed it in his mouth, pink, mayo smeared lips clamping down.

Jed swallowed, his throat dry. All they had to do was crunch their way to the middle and then have a quick peck, because the quickest of quick pecks was still technically a kiss. That was all they needed to do. It was no big deal. He’d kissed Noel plenty. On the cheek, even an occasional quick, hard peck on the lips, hugging him close. Christmas. Birthdays. Lots of other times, just because…

Just inches away, Noel’s brows arched high. Get moving, you dick, let’s get this over with… Noel was already crunching his way towards him.

Cheers, stamping feet, and clapping urged them on. The breadstick, despite the mayo, was dry, making it hard to swallow… Only three, four inches between them, just a peck, which absolutely counted as a kiss.

“Wanna see tongue, guys…” Connor’s raucous voice was joined by others, laughing and whooping.

No, they didn’t have to go that far, they wouldn’t… All he and Noel had to do was to give each other the briefest, tiniest kiss, nothing more than a peck.

An inch, less than half an inch… Then nothing, as lips found lips, Noel’s mouth relaxing, opening up to let him in. Noel kissing him. Not a peck. Not a glancing of lips. Most definitely not a technicality, not as his tongue responded and tangled with Noel’s, not as lips moved against lips, not as his eyes closed as he gave himself up to the wet heat of Noel’s hungry mouth, a mouth that was every bit as ravenous as his own.

Jed’s heart hammered against his ribs, threatening to crash and splinter the bone. The heavy hum and whoosh of his blood racing through his veins thundered through his ears, blanketing all the shouts and whoops until they faded altogether. Because this was all there was. Him and Noel. Nobody and nothing else, just like it had always been, everything and everyone else just surface noise.

Noel whimpered, the sound low and breathy, and Jed pulled him close. Cradling the back of Noel’s head, he pushed his fingers through Noel’s hair as he kissed him deeper and darker, cupping his head between his hands, feeling the rasp of fine stubble on his palms. Jed’s dick throbbed within its denim prison, a prison he wanted to set it free from. Noel pulled back, and Jed’s eyes snapped open. Noel was staring at him, his blue eyes huge and his lips slack, wet, and puffy as he chased his breath, his chest rising and falling.

“Wow, that was…”

“Oh my god, that was the hottest thing I’ve seen…”

“They didn’t do it like that in the movie…”

“Gee, fellas, if you wanna use the bedroom, be my guest…”

The world was crashing back in. Jed smiled, aiming for a calm nonchalance he didn’t even remotely feel.

“You asked for a kiss.” Jed shrugged, before turning to Noel, forcing himself to hold Noel’s pupil blown gaze. “You ready to go?” He prayed to god nobody else heard the shake that rattled around inside him. Pushing himself up on legs that wanted to buckle beneath him, he held out his hand for Noel.

Noel nodded, rapid little movements, accompanied by a strangled squeak that was probably a yes, as he placed his hand in Jed’s.

“Thanks for the party, Connor,” Jed said as he held on tight to Noel’s hand, unsure who was holding who up.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN




Jed stabbed his finger on a thorn and cursed under his breath. Or he thought it was under his breath, but the glare he got from the prissy little pastor from the Hope & Joy Church told him something else. The guy left, carrying a large floral cross that looked too much like it should be sitting on top of a coffin for Jed’s liking.

“I think you could do with some tea and a Hobnob. Or several.”

Jed looked up at Lucian as he sucked at his sore finger, the question conveyed by Lucian’s raised brows a clear what’s got into you, you bad tempered ass?

It was a valid question, but he wasn’t bad tempered, he was confused. Confused? Jesus. The manic laughter bubbled up in him and he swallowed it down.

“Sure. Sorry. About when the pastor was in.”

Lucian shrugged. “Don’t worry about him. What I want to know is why you’re so distracted today? That’s not like you. Girlfriend trouble? Or…”

Or. Yeah, it was or, all right.

“No, nothing to do with a girl.” I kissed my best and oldest friend and I liked it way, way too much. And I want to do it again. He wanted to talk about this, needed to talk about it. He should talk to Noel, really talk to him about what had happened, but in the car home after the party they’d laughed it off, quick and awkward, before Jed had turned on the radio and filled the space between them with the heavy beat of drum and bass.

Jed licked his lips. For now, the store was quiet, only him and Lucian. The guy had less filter than a broken coffee machine, but Jed liked and trusted him and knew instinctively that whatever he said, in confidence within the four walls of the store, would stay there.

“Jed? You can tell me anything, and I promise it’ll go nowhere. Not even to Arlo.” Lucian rested his hand on Jed’s arm, his smile inviting and his eyes warm.

Jed drew in a deep breath. It was now or never. The words came tumbling out. “It’s Noel. We—we were at a party⁠—”

The door opened, the bell loud in the silence. The manic laughter bubbled up again, burning in Jed’s chest. He didn’t know whether to rage in frustration or thank his lucky stars, whether to throw a punch at or hug the guy with a reserved half smile on his face who wandered in. Whatever, the moment with Lucian was gone, and Jed wasn’t sure he wanted to try and reclaim it.

“Hi Dean, what can we do for you today?” Lucian asked.

“Good morning. I want a large bunch of — flowers, I guess.”

“Flowers. Hmm. I’m terribly sorry, but we only sell car parts here. Have you tried Mr. Hank Mason’s repair shop for a suitable winter themed floral display?”

Dean Hobart, the Mayor’s brother, blinked hard before his guarded, bland smile morphed into a deep and genuine laugh.

“Okay, I sure walked into that one. Guess I need some help. They’re for a… a friend, who needs some cheering up.” Dean’s polite, unreadable expression was back in place, but he couldn’t so easily hide behind the faint flush that stained his cheeks.

“I think Jed here can help you. Flowers have a language, you know. Is there anything particular you want to say to your friend?”

“Erm, no. But they like roses. Red roses. So maybe lots of roses?”

The store phone rang, calling for Lucian’s attention. “I’ll leave you in Jed’s capable hands.”

“I can make you up a lovely bouquet, mainly red roses, but with some soft pink too, to act as contrast, and some background greenery. How does that sound?”

“Perfect. My—friend, they’ll be thrilled.”

Jed got to work. It was a simple request, and one he could do on autopilot. As they chatted about everything and nothing, Jed glanced up at Dean through his lashes.

Dean’s friend. Or boyfriend. It was an open secret Dean was gay. Why didn’t the guy just own it? Why didn’t Dean come out and step away from the weird no-man's-land he was in? Because the guy’s orientation was no big deal, was it? Jeez, just about every other guy in Collier’s Creek was gay.

The second thorn of the day stabbed into Jed’s thumb.

“I didn’t realize floristry was such a hazardous occupation.” Dean nodded to the bead of blood. “Are you okay?” he asked, with genuine concern in his voice.

“I’m fine. Goes with the territory.” Jed sucked hard on his thumb pad, the bleeding already lessening. “But thanks.”

The door opened, bringing with it a blast of cold air as an older lady, bundled up in a fluffy, bright orange coat and matching hat, came in. Jed swallowed a groan. Barbie-Anne, a good friend of Geraldine and the owner of a dog that made Barky the Bastard Mutt from Hell look like a beribboned fluff ball of joy.

“Good morning, Barbie-Anne. Pookie not with you today?”

Barbie-Anne stared at Jed as though he’d just exposed himself. “I would never, ever bring my Pookie out in these devilish temperatures. How could you suggest such a thing? My baby’s home in the warm, young man. My, what a lovely bouquet.” Barbie-Anne pressed her mittened hands to her chest. “Red roses, the flower of love. My long departed hubby used to buy me red roses every single week. And who may these be for?” Barbie-Anne speared Dean with her beady little eyes.

Dean’s bland smile was back in place.

“For a friend.”

“Ah. And who is the lucky lady? Is it the Morgan girl? I saw you talking to her outside the bookstore. A pretty young thing, although it’s a shame about her lazy eye. It’s difficult to be sure what it is she’s really looking at, isn’t it?”

“No, ma’am, they’re not for Betty Morgan.”

“Then for Emma, who works in the library? I saw the two of you talking when I returned my books last week. Very cozy, the pair of you looked, if you don’t mind me saying. But she really needs to do something with her hair, don’t you think? All those dark roots on show, it’s not very feminine. And nor is that tattoo. Why would anybody want Xena, the Warrior Princess, all over their arm? I loved that show so much, still catch re-runs on cable. Young Emma must be a super fan, I guess. I mean, it’s the only explanation, isn’t it?”

“They’re not for Emma either.”

“No? Whoever she is, she’s a very lucky lady. Such an extravagant bouquet. Can I assume there will be a forthcoming announcement of an engagement in The Chronicle?”

Barbie-Anne smiled up at Dean, almost quivering for news.

Jesus, did the woman live under a stone? The best unkept secret in town: Dean Hobart, the Mayor’s gay brother. The old biddy would be waiting a long, long time for an announcement of an engagement to a lazy eyed woman, or one in dire need of a trip to the hair salon and a passion for Xena.

“Barbie-Anne. What an absolute delight, as ever, to see you. How may I be of assistance today?” Lucian’s clear, clipped, aristocratic English voice cut through the silence.

Barbie-Anne glowed and preened as she switched the bright light of her attention to Lucian and waddled over to him. “I love your accent…”

“I’m sorry about that,” Jed murmured as he attached a bow to the bouquet. “Small towns and their never ending thirst for gossip.”

Dean shrugged. “It’s the way it is. One comes to a… certain accommodation, let’s say.” A smile lifted Dean’s lips, sharper than before. “I’ve made her day, I guess, and no doubt she’ll be mentally pairing me off with every available woman aged between twenty-one and ninety in the Creek.”

“And now you’re going to make somebody else’s day,” Jed nodded to the bouquet as Dean tapped his card against the reader. “I hope your friend likes the flowers.”

“Oh, he’ll love them,” Dean said quietly, throwing Jed a quick wink as he turned and left the store.

The day got busier, giving Jed and Lucian’s feet no time to touch the ground. But, at least it stopped him brooding about Noel, and the kiss, and kissing Noel, and wanting to kiss Noel a whole lot more. It stopped him thinking about all of that, stopped his skin from tingling, stopped the butterflies flapping their wings deep in his stomach, stopped it all until Lucian turned the sign on the door to closed.

“My goodness. I hadn’t noticed the snow coming down so hard, we were that busy. Why don’t you go? I can clear up here and when Arlo arrives, I’ll press gang him into helping before he takes me to dinner.”

“Thanks, Lucian.” Home, for a shower and a change of clothes, before he called Noel, although he didn’t have a clue what he was going to say to him. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” He’d barely got his hand to the door before Lucian called out.

“Jed? I hope you get it sorted. Whatever it is between you and Noel, I mean. He’s one of the good guys, and believe me there are too few of them around. When you find one, you have to make sure you hold on tight.”

The heat in Jed’s cheeks would have been enough to light up the whole of the store if his scarf hadn’t been covering him from his neck to his nose.

“What I said earlier, I think I was probably just overthinking things.” The words twisted in Jed’s stomach as his hand twisted the latch. Lucian pinned him with an unreadable gaze before his face broke out into a bright smile.

“Overthinking. It really is a curse, isn’t it? I’m forever doing it. But I’m sure you’re right, it’s all just… overthinking. Anyway, have a good evening, and say hi to Noel for me.”

Head down, shoulders hunched, hands rammed into pockets, Jed strode home. Overthinking. Maybe that’s what he’d been doing? Overthinking a kiss that had been nothing more than a party game. Deep in his pockets, his gloved hands formed tight fists.

Arriving home, Jed felt for his keys. Not in his jeans, not in the inside or outer pockets of his coat. He groaned. Fuck, he hadn’t picked them up as he’d fled the house and hurried for work. Again. He raised his hand to the heavy knocker, but he let his hand drop to his side before he even reached it. There was no point in hammering on the door, not when his mom and dad had left that morning, bundling Gomer into the car along with far too much luggage and a pile of gifts, to head off for a couple of days to visit with cousins on their ranch.

He stared up at the house as snow settled on his head and shoulders.

Fuck.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN




“Okay, okay,” Noel muttered, ripping off his headphones, as whoever was outside was keeping their finger glued to the bell. Peeking out of the window, he looked down at the street. His stomach rocketed into his chest before crashing to the floor.

Jed. Whom he’d chased out of his thoughts over the last couple of days by submerging himself in work. Or tried to. Jed, who was standing outside, hunched against the weather, snow making a peak on his hat, bringing all those thoughts crashing back in. Taking a deep breath, then slowly exhaling, he pressed the button to unlock the door to let him into the building. Moments later, Jed was hovering on the threshold to Noel’s apartment.

“I—is it okay if I come in?” he said, pulling his scarf from his face and offering an uncertain smile.

When was Jed uncertain about anything? After you kissed him and he damn well kissed you back… “Erm, sure. Of course it’s okay. Get inside, you’re letting all the heat out.”

“I tried to call you, but I wasn’t getting a signal. I guess because of the weather.” In the small hallway, Jed shifted from foot to foot, his hands thrust into his coat pockets.

“Oh, okay. Why—” Noel’s words were abruptly interrupted by a small caramel brown bullet that shot into the hall, wagging its tail, bouncing its backside from side to side, and yapping in excitement.

“Hey, Peter. It’s good to see you, too.” Jed swooped the excited little dog up into his arms, laughing as Peter tried to cover his face in hot, pink tongued kisses.

Hot kisses… tongues… Noel swallowed hard. He really, really didn’t want to think about kisses and tongues, not with Jed standing just a foot or two away from him.

“Glad somebody’s pleased to see me.” Jed gazed at Noel over the top of Peter’s head, the unasked question are you? louder than the tiny dog’s excited barks.

Noel smiled and the stiffness that seemed to hold Jed tight melted away like the snow caked on his coat did. “You’re making a mess on the floor. Take your coat off. I’ll get some hot chocolate on and you can tell me why you tried to call.”
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“They’re only away for two nights. I can sleep on the couch.” Jed sipped on his chocolate, his gaze flitting away from Noel’s.

Noel shot him a glance. Everything about Jed was awkward and strained. Everything was just wrong, and Noel didn’t like it, he didn’t like it one little bit.

They were friends, life-long friends, even if he did want so much more. The kiss, that had been everything he’d fantasized about, everything he’d jacked off over… Oh, god… Now it was his turn to look everywhere but at Jed. But he — they — couldn’t let it get in the way, coloring everything they were, which first and foremost, was friends.

Noel drew in a silent breath, holding it for a beat, before letting it go. Not allowing himself to think, not allowing himself to back off, he let the words tumble from him.

“Look, what happened at the party. It was just that stupid game, okay? They wanted a show, so we put one on for them. I don’t want it to cause awkwardness between us.”

Awkward? Awkward? How could anything be more awkward? Please let a hole open up right here and now and swallow me up…

“Sure, just a show.” Jed glanced away before his gaze settled back on Noel. “We gave them what they wanted. It’s why we went in for the kill.”

“You’re right. Like you say, we gave them what they wanted.” Noel smiled, but it felt like the corners of his mouth were held up by wires. But what about what he wanted? His pasted-on smile was ripping him in two.

Peter, rolling around on the rug in front of the fire, farted.

“Ah, that is so gross.” Jed covered his nose and mouth as he started coughing.

“Jesus.” Noel’s long ago lunch curdled in his stomach. “To think it was a choice between you and the cutest little cockapoo.” Noel leaped up and slung open the window, not caring about the snow flurries as Peter wandered out, leaving chaos and a gut churning stench in his wake.

“That’s the worst of it gone,” Noel muttered, pulling the window closed.

Jed started laughing.

“What’s so funny?”

“Only you could have chosen a dog that likes to fart more than it likes sleeping and eating treats.”

“He’s not that bad.” Except Peter was. Noel’s lips curved up in a genuine smile that turned to a grin and all the awkwardness and the weirdness that had sat on the couch with them like an unwanted guest decided it was time that it, too, needed to go. A dachshund with an over active fart muscle had some uses.

“Dinner?”

Jed grinned.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




“You want to go to the town bash tomorrow?” Jed asked as he stretched out after a dinner of out of date frozen lasagna, some limp lettuce, a few wrinkly tomatoes, and a packet of Oreos. “Just the two of us,” he added. “I’ll buy you dinner after.”

“Why, is that an invitation to a date, Mr. Mason?” Noel said, putting on his best terrible, Southern belle accent. He’d watched Gone with the Wind into double digits.

Jed snorted. “It’s an invitation to beer and take out. To say thanks for letting me crash and feeding me stuff that’s older than my parents. Just thought dinner sounded better.”

“You weren’t complaining when you were stuffing it down.”

Jed laughed. “True. So, how about tomorrow? Unless you’ve got something better to do.”

Unless I’ve got a date, you mean. Noel shook his head. Even if he had, he’d be canceling.

“No, nothing better.”

The town bash. It had an official name, but to everybody in the Creek, it was just the bash. Always held on the last Saturday evening before Christmas, it was the final big public event before the day itself.

“You should order your groceries online if you can’t get to the store. Or I can get Mom to send you regular deliveries of home cooked food.” Jed grinned, his eyes full of mischief.

“What?” God knew, Noel loved Francine, but the thought of her bustling around, armed with box upon box of Tupperware, standing over him and urging him to eat up like a good boy…

Jed began to laugh.

“You’re a dick, Jed Mason.”

“As you’ve told me before.”

“You can stand your mom down. I’ll go to the store, I promise. Just haven’t had the time, that’s all.”

“It’s not the only thing you’ve not had time for.” Jed made a point of looking around the room. With a pile of Christmas cards on the side and a box with a few tattered decorations forlorn and forgotten in the corner, Noel may have been Christmas by name, but according to his undecorated apartment, not by nature.

“I got them out of the cupboard. That’s a start.” It was also going to be the end. With nobody here but him, and with Christmas Day being spent with Jed and his family, what was the point of putting up the dusty old decorations that had long ago seen better days?

“A start’s not good enough, Christmas. This is your season. Put on some tree decorating music and we’ll get started.”

Jed tumbled everything from the box as Noel found the perfect mix on his streaming app, Christmas carols given a jazz twist, grinning when Jed groaned.

“What can I say? I was raised in a home with two jazz crazy parents,” he said, as Ella Fitzgerald’s rich voice filled the room.

Jed sifted through the pile on the floor. “I think we have everything we need. Or just about.” Jed looked up and smiled before he returned to sorting the decorations.

Noel’s eyes dropped to a close as he took in a quiet, deep inhale. A heady mix of fragrant blooms, cut through with the sharper scent of greenery. It melded and mingled with a masculine scent that owed nothing to any cologne, but was uniquely Jed’s own.

“Hey, is this the little tree you used to have in your room?” Jed unfolded a plastic, rainbow colored tree.

Noel jumped, his eyes snapping open. “Er, what? Oh, yes. It is.” He looked at the tree Jed was quickly assembling.

No more than four feet high, the bright and brash tree brought a lump to his throat. How could he not put it up and deck it out with all the flamboyant and cheesy decorations it was made for?

“Mom and dad gave it to me.” Seventeen years old and three days before Christmas, he’d taken every shred of courage he had — which hadn’t been much — and told them the truth about himself.

“I remember,” Jed said quietly. “Didn’t I tell you they’d be cool about it?”

Noel nodded, the lump in his throat growing bigger. They’d been more than cool. The following day, when he’d gone into his room, he’d found the little rainbow tree set up, dripping decorations and twinkling lights.

“Are you okay?” A warm, strong hand came to rest on his shoulder, gently massaging. Sighing, Noel pushed into Jed’s touch. “I know you miss your mom and dad, but you’ll be seeing them early in the new year. Come on, let’s do this.”

And they did. Tawdry scraps of tinsel, scratched and chipped candy canes, and Christmas angels with bent or broken wings, all of it went on the little tree.

Jed checked the box for any decorations he’d missed. “What’s this?” In his hand, he held something loosely wrapped in creased tissue paper.

“I don’t…” But the memory was resurfacing, making its way like a diver heading up from the deep. How could he have forgotten the decoration that had taken pride of place on his little Christmas tree?

“You’ve still got yours!” Jed exclaimed as he peeled the paper layers away. The bright red ornament had seen better days. Battered, scratched, and mottled, where patches of silver glitter had come away.

“Oh my god! I remember getting this done at the tree lighting ceremony. We got one each because the second was half price.”

Personalized Holiday Ornaments, the sign above the booth had read, Your Face on Our Baubles… Two grinning faces, pressed together, Jed’s arm around his shoulder and pulling him in tight. Two teenage boys on the cusp of becoming men, Noel had been crushing hard. His heart twisted. Had been… and still was.

“Still got mine. Always will have it, too.” Jed said quietly, as he brushed his thumb over the print of their faces.

They’d been so bound up in each other, like a ball of twine it had been impossible to pick apart. Noel’s heart thudded in his chest and his mouth dried to sun baked desert sand. He licked his lips, which were no more than dried strips of leather. In the warm and quiet room, just the two of them, bathed in soft lamplight, he could tell Jed. He could tell him how much he loved him, had always loved, he could⁠—

“I’ve got mine in my bedroom, on my desk. It kind of makes a good paperweight.”

Noel blinked. “What? Oh. It’s good for something, I guess.” He blinked again. Paperweight? It was as light as a feather, and round. It would roll away. Since when would it make a good paperweight?

Jed attached the bauble to the tree, just beneath the battered Christmas angel, and stood back, hands on hips as he inspected their efforts. “It’s not bad, not bad at all.” He looked over at Noel and smiled his bright, confident Jed smile.

The moment had passed. Noel’s thundering heart didn’t know whether that was a good thing or a bad, whether it would have been an insane move or a missed opportunity, whether it would have damaged and skewed their friendship or taken it to a whole new level into something so much more. But in the room where the light now seemed so much harder and brighter, he would never know.

“The room’s so much better now, don’t you think?”

Jed slung an arm around Noel’s shoulders, the urge to lean into Jed’s body a near irresistible pull, but Jed’s arm was loose and easy, friendly and comfortable, the intimacy of a good and close friend. It would be a heap of madness and insanity, piled upon craziness, to put all that at risk. He’d done the right thing in keeping his secret locked away, even if his heart wanted only to weep. Noel eased himself out from under Jed’s arm and began to gather together the few scraps of decorations that were left, too few, too ratty and too bedraggled to be festooned around his living room.

The music stopped, Ella finishing up on a well-known classic; Noel turned it off.

Jed yawned and stretched, his T-shirt riding loose, revealing the hard muscles he’d honed and kept from high school sports. A trail of fair hair disappeared beneath the waistband of his jeans. “I could use a shower.”

You’re not the only one… Noel cleared his throat. “Sure. You know where everything is.”

“Thanks, bud.” Jed sniffed his armpit and wrinkled his nose. “Just a shame I’m gonna have to put this stuff back on.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

Jed’s eyes opened cartoonishly wide, and Noel groaned. “What I mean is, last time you stayed here, you left some clothes. Just sweat pants and a hoodie. I kept meaning to give them back.” The lie slipped easily from his tongue. There was no way he’d ever intended to return them, not when he could bury his face into the soft fabric, inhaling the fading but still there scent of Jed.

Noel dug out the clothes as Jed showered, leaving them on the bed. He stared down at the king size, which dominated the room.

One bedroom, one bed. They could share, because they’d shared a bed before. When they’d been kids… But they weren’t kids now. He sucked in his lower lip… It would be way more comfy than the couch… They’d each have their side… It was a new, firm mattress, so no chance of rolling into the middle together… It made sense to share. He’d suggest it. Fuck, he’d never suggest it, he’d⁠—

“Hey.”

Noel swung around — and almost keeled over. Jed stood in the doorway, his fair hair darkened from the shower. Stray droplets of water were scattered over his chest. One meandered down, gravity pulling it towards that mouthwatering treasure trail, darker and more defined on Jed’s still damp skin. Noel watched it fall, powerless to drag his gaze away as it made its way south, soaking into the towel wrapped low around Jed’s hips.

Jed stepped towards the bed. Noel couldn’t move. He couldn’t speak. Hell, he could hardly breathe, because Jed in all his golden, almost naked glory, was taking up every inch of space and every breath of air in the room. Jed was so close, all it would take would be one tiny tug of the towel and it’d drop to the floor. Jed stepped in closer, and reached for the clothes that sat in a small pile on the end of the bed.

“I’ll make some more hot chocolate.” Noel rushed from the room, pulling the door closed with a bang.

He hung on hard to the edge of the sink, taking deep breaths to steady his galloping heart. Jesus, he needed to get a grip. He’d held it together with Jed for so many years, everything he dreamed of, fantasized about, and wanted so much it hurt, locked down in the dark, yet here he was, everything straining at the seams and threatening to unravel.

Two clumsy paws scratched at his leg. He looked down into Peter’s enormous eyes, and he snatched his little pet up into his arms.

“I’m just tired, that’s all. Honest. Works’s crazy. I haven’t got laid in too long a time, so I’m imagining stuff,” he whispered into Peter’s soft fur. Peter licked Noel’s nose before he snuggled deeper into Noel’s hold, his warm body a comfort.

“He’s the cutest thing when he’s not farting. Here, give him to me.”

Noel looked up and swallowed. Sweats were supposed to be loose and baggy, but these seemed to mold themselves around Jed, emphasizing rather than disguising his hard, muscular frame, the soft fabric cupping Jed’s plump dick. Jed stepped in close and Peters squirmed with excitement — yeah, Noel sure got that okay — as Jed took him into his arms. “You’re such a beautiful boy, a beautiful little cutie. You gonna give Jed a kiss? Are you?”

Peter yapped and caught the tip of Jed’s nose with his tongue. Wriggling hard and with his tail thrashing from side to side, he was exactly where he wanted to be: held tight in Jed’s arms.

You and me both, Peter…

“I’ll bring the chocolate through,” Noel croaked, stepping backwards, putting some space between him and Jed, giving himself room to breathe once more.

“Ah, okay.” Jed put Peter down, who whined at the sudden loss of attention before he waddled out of the kitchen. “I really appreciate you letting me crash here. I can’t believe I left my keys in the house.”

“I can. It’s not the first time you’ve got yourself locked out, but I’m surprised you didn’t look up one of your girlfriends first. I mean, I’m happy you’re here, and I don’t mind being second choice…”

Jed’s face froze.

Fuck… Why had he said that? Unless Jed had called Cora or anyone else on the long list of women whom Jed only had to smile and crook a finger at…

“Because I haven’t got a girlfriend.” Jed’s voice was a low rumble, and strained, as though he were holding back a storm that was pushing to break through. “You know I’m not seeing anybody, but even if I were, I’d rather be here with you. You’re not second choice. Okay? I don’t want to hear you say that again. Ever.”

Noel nodded and he swallowed hard. “Erm, go find something for us to watch on TV.”

Jed hesitated, as though he wanted to say more, before he mumbled an okay.

Rather than the TV, Jed was loading the DVD player. Noel’s brows raised when he saw the cover sitting on the coffee table.

“You’re a techie, but you still have a DVD player. It doesn’t make sense.” Jed shook his head as he pressed play; it was as though the tense moment in the kitchen had never happened. They were back on track, which, Noel reckoned, was at least better for his nerves.

“Then how would I get to play any one of my fine rom-com collection, lovingly assembled over so many years?”

Jed huffed. “I can’t believe I have willingly, and of my own volition, just selected a movie about a woman who only dresses in pink and⁠—”

“Because you know it’s one of my favorites?”

“Yeah, well…”

With the lights turned low, the tree lights gently twinkling, and with Peter nestled between them on the couch, Noel stared at the screen. He knew the film backwards, could quote lines. Rom-coms were his sappy, happy place, guaranteed to lower blood pressure and float away anxieties.

“Hey, you know where she…” Noel turned to Jed, and his words faded.

Jed, propped up in the corner, his head tilted back into the cushions, was asleep. His hair had dried into little tufts and his lips were slightly parted, puffing in and out with each slow breath. Noel carefully removed the mug, loosely cradled in Jed’s hand, and placed it on the coffee table before he switched off the movie, plunging the room into silence. Jed shifted, pushing himself down into the couch, muttering unintelligible words before his breathing became a low, soft snore.

Digging out a couple of fleece blankets from a closet, Noel draped them across Jed. Careful not to wake him, he kissed his fingertips before pressing them lightly to Jed’s brow, gazing down at him for a moment before tiptoeing out, closing the door behind him, to climb, alone, into his empty bed.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




Jed draped his arm around Noel’s shoulders as he surveyed the crowd. It was the biggest he could remember and, shifting and surging as it waited for the parade to pass by, it would be easy for him and Noel to get separated. He looked up into the sky, clear and without a cloud in sight, the town lights failing to obscure the brightly pulsing stars. No wonder it was so icy, but the snow was forecast to be back with a vengeance in time for Christmas Day.

“Jeez, I’m so cold I think my balls have frozen.” Jed stamped his feet, and Noel chuckled.

“Only your balls? Count yourself lucky.”

Jed smiled. This was good. This was how it should be. This was how the tree lighting should have been, just him and Noel, just like always. They’d go to the beer tent after the parade had gone past, maybe grab something to eat. And visit that stall he’d spotted on the way, the one selling winter hats, because he was sure he’d seen one with a cute dachshund on the front who looked a little like Peter. Noel would love that. Maybe there was a matching scarf and mittens⁠—

“Hey, Noel. Good to see you.”

Jed’s shoulders tensed. Kent, and just feet away. If the guy thought he was going to be muscling his way back in, he could fuck off. He pulled Noel in closer.

“Jed. You too,” Kent added, his gaze resting on Jed’s possessive arm, his brows raising the smallest fraction and matching the little smile that looked more like a smirk.

“Hi, Kent. Welcome to your first Collier’s Creek Christmas⁠—”

“Here you go, hun.” A guy pushed his way through the crowd, carrying two hot drinks, looking from Kent to Jed and Noel and back again.

“I think there’s more space over there. Good seeing you both again. Happy Holidays.” Kent hustled the guy with the drinks away, earning irritated looks and complaints from the pressing crowd.

Jed followed their progress. Kent looked back, and Jed caught his eye, before Kent whispered something to the other guy, who looked back at him and Noel with interest before the two of them laughed and turned away.

“If Kent met that guy on the app, he’s having more luck than me. You okay? You’re looking pissed.”

“You still using that thing?” Jed spat out. Still tucked under his arm, Jed felt Noel jerk in surprise. Fuck it, because that wasn’t the only jerk around here.

“Erm, no. The two times I have, it hasn’t been what you’d call a resounding success. But maybe I should give it another go? You know what they say about third time lucky? Look, the Mayor’s about to open the parade.”

An enormous cheer went up. It saved Jed from answering, from saying what he really wanted to say, that Noel didn’t need that stupid app to meet yet another asshole boyfriend.

The discordant sounds of the high school band filled the crisp winter air. It didn’t matter that it was out of tune and out of time, as they played popular carols that had the good-natured crowd cheering and clapping. Camera phones flashed and proud parents waved. The younger band members waved back while the older kids tried their best to pretend their embarrassing moms and dads didn’t exist.

“Do you remember when we were in the school band?” Jed, still holding onto Noel, leaned in, his lips brushing Noel’s earlobe, which was peeking out from under his Santa hat. He felt the rumble of Noel’s laughter before he heard it; it seemed to shiver up through Noel, and Jed shivered in response.

“You were truly terrible and only joined so that you could try to impress that new girl. Do you remember, she was from out of state? What was her name?”

Jed shrugged. “I can’t remember, but what I do is that you always wore a bowtie to every practice session. Said it made you feel like a maestro.” Jed grinned. It was black and shiny and soft to the touch, and came from an expensive store in the mall over in Boomfurt. It had fastened at the back, and he’d batted Noel’s hands away so many times when Noel had got his fingers knotted up, before turning him around by the shoulders and making sure it was straight.

Noel groaned. “Don’t remind me. Pretentious, moi?” He laughed. “No wonder I was easy prey for the likes of Christopher Bastard and the other bullies. Only glad you were there to stop my ass from getting beat.”

Every muscle in Jed’s face stiffened as he tightened his arm around Noel. “No way was I going to let that happen.”

“Well, we weren’t members for too long. Wasn’t it suggested that your talent was better directed towards the football team, and that maybe the chess club was more suited to me?”

Jed chuckled. “You’re right. I’d forgotten that. Were we really that bad?”

“Worse. We made these kids look like the Boston Symphony.”

The local veterans’ association followed the band, marching in strict formation, each sporting a sprig of holly in their hat and saluting when the crowd greeted them with raucous and enthusiastic cheers. Coming up behind them was one of the local kindergartens, the kids all dressed as elves, being both ushered along and pulled back in line by a harassed Mrs. Claus and her helpers.

“Oh, my god. I’ve not seen that before.” Jed pointed to what was being transported on the back of a large truck.

“I’m not sure if it gets worse each year, or better. A giant inflatable of Jake Collier wearing a Santa Claus hat?” Noel shook his head as the truck drew level before making its stately way past. “Sometimes the veneration of our noble founder goes a little too far.”

Jed laughed. “You should listen to Lucian some time. He calls the town’s revered and noble founder St. Jake of The Blessed Creek. At least when there are no customers around. Come on, I’ve had enough of this. Let’s get something to drink.”

The crowd carried them forward, most heading for one of the two beer gardens that had been set up. Both of them groaned when they saw the line snaking its way out of the tent.

“By the time we get to the head of the line, it’ll be the summer fair. Maybe the food trucks won’t be so crowded?” Jed steered Noel away, but they were no better.

“Ouch!” Noel stumbled forward, almost losing his footing as Christopher Bastido shoved through the crowd.

“Watch what you’re doing, asshole.” Jed squared his shoulders.

Christopher jeered in response, and Jed went to grab him but he was pulled away by Noel in one direction as Christopher got caught by the drag of the crowd in another.

“Leave it. He’s drunk. Didn’t you smell him? It was like he had a bath in Jack Daniels. And anyway, Sheriff Morgan and Deputy Sheriff Warren seem to be taking care of him. Look.”

Taking care was exactly what was happening, if taking care meant being cuffed and marched out of the square.

The crowd buffeted and pressed in on them. Like the tree lighting ceremony, there seemed to be more people here than ever. It was uncomfortable, almost claustrophobic, and all Jed wanted was to get out of the crush and breathe.

“What do you say we head out of here, get some take out and beers and go back to your place?”

Noel answered with a wide smile and an enthusiastic nod, the little silver bell on the tip of his Santa hat making a light, tinkling sound. But escaping the crowd wasn’t easy. As they pushed their way through, they bumped into friends and neighbors, every one of them wanting to stop and chat, impeding their way when Jed only wanted to storm through to get back to Noel’s where the two of them could hunker down together. Finally, they managed to escape. It had been like swimming against a strong and relentless tide. Noel’s hat had slipped to the side and clung to his head through pure willpower, and his scarf was coming adrift.

Without thought, Jed straightened Noel’s scarf before he rescued the hat from falling off, tucking Noel’s soft dark hair beneath the thick white faux fur brim.

“Hey, you gonna wipe my nose and make sure I’ve got my lunch money, too?” Noel laughed.

“Somebody’s got to look after you.” Jed tucked away another small hank of errant hair beneath Noel’s hat. Looking after Noel… it was a nice thought. More than nice. “Come on,” he said, pushing Noel forward before he could think too long or too hard. “I need that pizza and an ice cold beer.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN




“Oh my god, I’m so full.” Noel abandoned his third slice of pizza and slumped back into the sofa.

“Lightweight.” Jed rescued the slice. “There’s hardly anything of you. No wonder mom always wants to feed you up.”

“What can I say? I have a small appetite. Could handle another beer, though.”

Jed grumbled when Noel nudged him in the ribs to go get the beers from the fridge. “So, so glad the store’s closed tomorrow,” he said, handing one to Noel when he came back. “The floristry industry, it’s seriously hardcore.”

Noel laughed, and Jed grinned. He liked it when Noel laughed, but even more, he liked making Noel laugh.

“Poor baby, the stress of working with flowers and — more flowers. I’ll put a movie on.” Noel scrambled up from the couch. On all fours, he scanned the lower shelf of the cabinet, which held his DVD collection, and ran a finger across the spines. His ass stuck up in the air, moving from side to side; Jed’s gaze followed each slow sway, the tiny movements hypnotic⁠—

What the hell? Jed jerked his gaze away and ran his fingers through his hair. It was the beer talking, that was all. He glared at the bottle as though waiting for it to agree. He was halfway through his fourth, more than he usually drank, and maybe that was where it should stay.

“Got it.” A note of triumph sounded in Noel’s voice as he set the disc up in the machine, which responded with a disgruntled whine.

“Don’t you think it’s time you entered the twenty-first century? Maybe download your favorite movies? Because when that thing, which was old when my folks were still making out in the back of dad’s car⁠—”

Noel looked at him over his shoulder. “Please don’t tell me you think about Francine and Hank — you know, your parents — getting hot and sweaty doing the horizontal mambo.”

“No! Jesus, that’s, that’s just…” Jed hunched and squirmed, doing his best to banish even the suggestion of the image. “You’re weird, you know that? And sick?”

“But it was you, not me, who introduced the subject of your parents making out. Anyway, weird I can go with, but I prefer to say individual and unique. But it’s why you love me.”

Love me… And Jed did. He loved Noel more than anybody in the world. As his closest friend, as his best bud. Jed ran his fingers through his hair and gulped down another mouthful of beer.

Noel was standing by the couch and talking about something he couldn’t hear.

“What’s that?”

“Are you ready for this?” Noel held the remote aloft.

“Ready for what?”

“For the movie, you dope. It’s a rom-com but like I said, it’s a little different. If at any time you want to turn it off⁠—”

“Just play the damn movie, Christmas. It’s a rom-com. I already know what’s gonna happen.”

Noel turned the lights lower before snuggling down on the couch and pressing play. The big screen movie experience, Noel always said, but on a small screen, this time accompanied by the gentle pulse of the lights strung around the little Christmas tree, which sat in the corner of the room. Warm, comfortable, just the two of them doing what they’d done so many times before. Everything felt right, everything was as it should be. Jed sighed in contentment as they hunkered under the soft fleece blanket he’d woken up to find himself under that morning, as the opening credits rolled.

He’d seen every one of Noel’s sappy collection, but five minutes in, he knew he hadn’t seen this one. No cute girl, but a very cute… guy. A skinny little guy with dark hair and some definite awkwardness, and who owned a small dog. Peter, on the rug, wriggled into sitting and began a thorough investigation of his balls.

Jed grabbed his beer, the beer he wasn’t going to drink any more of, gripping the bottle hard.

Noel shifted, his thigh brushing against Jed’s. Noel’s thigh had touched his hundreds, thousands of times, but this time it burned. The dark-haired guy on the screen, who absolutely, totally, didn’t really look like Noel, smiled under a starlit sky as the other guy — the bigger, taller, fair-haired guy he’d been making heart eyes at and who’d been making heart eyes back, moved closer, and closer, as hands rested on hips, as heads tilted, as lips parted as they⁠—

Fuck.

Jed’s dick stiffened and pressed hard against the confines of his sweatpants. A fine layer of sweat covered his tingling skin, and his mouth dried as he watched, unable to pull his gaze away as the guys on the screen, the guys who really didn’t look like him and Noel, the guys who were so different to each other yet fitting together like the final two pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, melted into each other in a never ending kiss. Jed’s hand drifted below the blanket and cupped his aching erection, and he gasped, squeezing down on the root to stem the first rush that if he let it go would be unstoppable. The movie stopped, the brush of the bigger guy’s thumb across the dark-haired guy’s plump lower lip frozen in time.

In the heavy silence, broken only by the hammer of his heart, Jed turned to Noel. His best friend, his best bud. A guy. A guy both his heart and lips screamed out to kiss. Not any guy, but this guy, and only him.

Jed’s breath caught in his chest as he met Noel’s silent gaze. His eyes drifted to Noel’s lips. Slightly parted, red and so full it should be illegal. How hadn’t he noticed Noel’s lips before? But he had. He’d noticed them plenty, always had, before he’d always looked away and tried to tell himself he was being a jerk.

But not this time.

Placing his hands on either side of Noel’s face, he gently tilted his head to the side. Up close, Noel’s eyes were bigger and bluer than ever, his nose more button, the freckles scattered over the bridge more like little golden grains of sand. Why hadn’t he noticed this before?

Another lie, because like all the other things about Noel he’d tried to convince himself he’d not noticed, he had.

“Jed—”

He stopped Noel with a kiss.

Lips crushed and tongues twisted, Noel was kissing him as hard as he was kissing Noel.

Jed eased Noel down further onto the couch, not breaking the kiss, his hands holding Noel tight. Lips that were both soft and firm, the rasp of light stubble, the writhing of a body that was muscle, and flat plains, no hint of a soft curve. It was like no kiss, no body, he’d ever before felt, and all he wanted was more.

They broke apart, gasping for air as their gazes locked on each other’s.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean… this. Us,” Noel said, his eyes wide and dazed. “Maybe we should, you know, cool off a bit? I mean, it’s the beer and the movie, and because things have been so hectic lately for both of us, with work and⁠—”

“Noel?”

“Yeah?”

“Just shut the fuck up and let me kiss you.”

Throwing the fleece blanket aside, Jed straddled Noel, refusing to think about what they were doing, the why and how they’d got here, only wanting for it not to end. Because it, them, the two of them, felt so totally, absolutely right. His dick, heavy and pulsing with need, brushed against Noel’s own iron hard shaft. Jed sucked air between clenched teeth, hissing against the shot of electricity that seared through him, igniting every single nerve ending. Beneath him, Noel’s hips bucked, their dicks rubbing together.

“Ah, fuck,” Jed gritted, squeezing his eyes closed as he ground against Noel, dredging all those sweet, sweet sighs and moans out of the guy who just minutes ago was his best bud and was now⁠—

“Christ! Jesus fucking Christ!” Jed yelled as Noel snaked his hand down the back of his sweatpants and glided the tip of his finger along the crease of his butt cheeks.

Beneath him, Noel laughed. Deep and dirty, it was a laugh he’d never before heard break from Noel’s lips. Noel, but not the Noel he’d ever known. A delicious shiver raced through Jed as his balls tightened.

No way, no fucking way, was he gonna come in his pants. He pulled himself up, making space between them, and fumbled for Noel’s jeans. But Noel was ahead of him. Unbuckling, unbuttoning, unzipping himself, he pushed his jeans down over his hips, his boxers following, letting his dick spring free, the tip glossy with pre-cum and begging for attention.

Jed caught his breath, his hands stilling on his own clothes. He’d seen Noel buck naked before, he’d seen his dick in locker rooms and skinny dipping in the mountain lakes, at summer camp — but never, ever like this. Jed swallowed hard and ran his shaky hands down his face.

“Jed?” A quiet, uncertain voice. Noel stared at him, his eyes wide, filled with the fever of knowing they’d crossed a line neither of them had seen coming. “I’m sorry. I don’t know how things got so far.” Noel’s voice was as fast and jittery as his hands, fumbling to pull his jeans up.

It was Jed’s get out of jail free card. He could take it and back away. It had been the beer, that was all, and the movie. They could laugh it off, shrug, and not meet each other’s eye just as they’d done with the Truth or Dare kiss. It would be so easy to step away, no harm done. Lies, it was all lies, because he didn’t want to back away, he didn’t want to shrug any of it off. He wanted this, and he wanted it only with Noel.

His Noel, who’d always been so much more than his best bud.

Jed grabbed Noel’s hands, holding them still, brushing them with a soft sweep of his thumbs, wanting to allay all of Noel’s panic that he’d somehow made a mistake when nothing about this could ever be called that. “Don’t be sorry. Don’t ever be sorry. But…”

“But what?”

Fuck. The note of panic was back in Noel’s voice. But. That little word that had the power to wreck everything, yet he needed to say what was bubbling away inside him.

“This… Us, I mean, like this. It’s new to me, you know. Me and you, I mean…” And I just don’t want to fuck up…

“You know, I kinda think I’d have noticed if we’d done this before.” Noel arched a brow, all his panicky nerves nowhere to be seen as his lips twitched in a barely held back grin.

Smart ass.

Jed freed his own cock, and wrapped his palm around himself, shuddering as his thumb pad swept over the juicy slit, all the time keeping his gaze locked to Noel’s, who stared back at him with eyes that were wider than the ocean and as dark as midnight.

Jesus, but he’s beautiful. Jed’s heart jumped and twisted so hard he gasped. But he’d always known that, as hard as he’d shoved that thought aside in the past, Noel had always been the most beautiful person he’d ever known.

Noel whimpered as his gaze fell to Jed’s hand, tight around his dick. Jed smiled, he just couldn’t help it, as Noel made that little sound again. Releasing himself, not to quit what he was doing but to make it a million times better, he shuffled forward and palmed Noel’s slick erection, pressing it to his own, encircling his hand around them both. The heat, the pulse, slick with pre-cum. He had another guy’s dick in his hand… Noel’s dick… and Christ, if it didn’t feel right.

Tunneling his fist, Jed slid his palm all the way up to the tips of their pressed together dicks, feathering his thumb pad over their wet slits, squeezing and massaging.

Noel hissed through his teeth, letting his head fall back as he muttered something incomprehensible.

“Oh shit,” Jed whispered, his voice rough and ragged. If they stopped now… If they… There was no way he was going to stop. He picked up the pace.

“Two cocks in the hand.”

“What?” He blinked down at Noel, who stared up at him.

“Like that saying. Two cocks in the bush are worth one in the hand.”

Jed blinked again, as the rhythm he’d been setting faltered and stalled. Laughter bubbled up inside him, smoothing down the scant remains of his jangling nerves.

“Grabbing another guy’s cock isn’t something I do every day, Christmas, so give me a break. And it’s birds, not cocks.”

“Whatever, but I do grab other guy’s cocks. Sometimes. Not so much lately.”

Jed furrowed his brow. Noel and some random guy’s dick? No way⁠—

“Jed?”

“Yeah?”

“Did you just growl?”

“No.” Maybe a little.

“I just, erm, think — know — that things would be helped along with a little lube. Don’t want any friction burns.”

“Friction burns?”

Noel flushed hard.

And don’t you look like Mr. Fucking Adorable…

“Where is it?”

“In the bedroom. The nightstand drawer.”

Bedroom. Which would mean waddling away with his pants around his ankles and his dick bobbing and bouncing. He had a better idea.

He spat in his palm, once, twice, three times, all the time keeping his gaze locked to Noel’s. He smothered them both, the warm spit mixing with the viscous pre-cum before he pushed Noel onto his back.

Jed set a rhythm. Hard, soft, slow, fast. Squeezing, kneading, feeling every inch of Noel, the heat and the pulse, every juicy moment. Beneath him, Noel gasped and moaned, uttering incoherent words on ragged, tattered breaths as he thrust up into Jed’s tunneled fist.

Jed’s fist pistoned, faster and harder, chasing the orgasm that was a storm cloud on the horizon, gathering pace and rolling in fast as it got ready to blow itself apart. Noel’s thrusts, like his hands raking through Jed’s hair, were frantic and desperate. Breathy moans and urgent grunts, the wet slap of skin on skin as Jed’s climax raced towards him. He buried his face in Noel’s neck as Noel’s back arched and his head rolled back, exposing the pale, thin skin just above his collarbone. Jed covered it with his mouth, sucking hard. Noel’s wild pulse beat against his lips. Jed sucked, nipped and stretched the bruising skin, and sucked again.

Noel cried out, and Jed’s climax hit him with the force of a truck hurtling down the mountainside. His hips spasmed out of control, his body jerking in a seizure of ecstasy and release as hot, sticky cum filled and overflowed his hand, soaking groins, hips and bellies.

Jed rolled off Noel, falling to the floor, not caring about the bang on his head or the jolt through his body, because he was boneless. Sated, rung out, and as boneless as jello. He flung his arm across his face, the low, soft lighting suddenly too bright.

Movement, shuffling, but distant, brought him back to himself. Pulling his arm away, he looked up. Noel leaned over him, his face flushed, his lips red and swollen, his hair a mess. And a bruise, a dark bruise where he’d… Jeez. He’d never done anything like that before, but from somewhere deep inside, somewhere dark, Jed was proud to have marked Noel out as⁠—

“Here. To clean up.” Noel handed over a wet washcloth and a small towel. “A shower would be best, but…” he shrugged, letting the suggestion go. “We can share my bed. If you want. I mean, it’s a king, so plenty of room. For sleeping.” Noel bit down on his lower lip.

“That’d be good.” Pushing himself up on spaghetti legs, Jed staggered after Noel, his foggy focus only on the here and now, incapable, or refusing, to think of what the morning would bring.


CHAPTER TWENTY




Jed hunched over his coffee in CC’s, the breakfast pastry he’d bought untouched as his stomach twisted and turned.

“Fuck…” He ran his fingers through his hair, clenching so hard a burn chased across his scalp and down his spine. What had seemed so natural, so right between him and Noel, was now a loud, screeching voice hammering in his skull, throwing question after question at him, questions to which as he slumped in the corner of the coffee shop, cheery Christmas music in the background, he had no answers.

Where did it leave them now?

Where would the friendship that had been the defining feature of his life go from here?

The kiss at the party. They’d shrugged it off. Or kind of. But last night? How could they shrug that away?

Everything had changed. The landscape of his life was suddenly so different, with no signposts for where to go next.

He pulled off a piece of the pastry, but it never met his lips as he let it drop from his fingers. The door jangled open, bringing with it a blast of freezing air along with noise and commotion.

“Hey, Jed.” Jordan slumped down in the seat next to him and grinned.

Jed silently groaned. He didn’t want company, especially company as loud and boisterous as Jordan Ellis’. The guy had always skated on the edge of trouble, but his smile and charm had always made sure he never tumbled over it. Or not too often.

“I saw you at the bash last night. Man, it was crazy busy. You look like you had a heavy night. Spend too much time in the beer garden, huh? Reckon you need a bucket of coffee, not a cup. Rogue, over here,” Jordan called, his voice loud enough to make Jed wince, as the door crashed open. “I was telling Jed he looks like shit.”

Nick Levine, but known as Rogue to those who knew him well, always tagged along with whatever mischief Jordan was busy brewing, slapped Jed on the back as he fell into the seat next to Jordan. Both of them grinned at him across the table, full of sunshine and as bright as the morning sky. He couldn’t bear it; he needed to tell them to take a hike.

“Look guys, I⁠—”

“Where’s Noel?” Rogue looked around, head twisting from side to side, as though he expected Noel to pop up from behind the counter, or burst out from the Staff Only door.

“Why d’ya ask?” Jed snapped.

Rogue jerked back, shock making his eyes wide. “Take it easy, okay?”

Jordan leaned forward, his face thunderous, eyebrows drawn down in a hard V.

“Sorry,” Jed mumbled. “You’re right, it was a heavy night.” He glanced at Jordan and tried to smile, and Jordan’s stormy expression relented a tad. “Noel’s at home I guess.” Curled up in bed, sound asleep, his lips curved up in the softest of smiles, a smile that’d fade when he woke up and found himself alone, and all because he’d panicked, his heart racing, his stomach knotting as he’d thrown on his clothes and fled.

“Just used to seeing you guys hanging out together all the time, is all,” Jordan said, his voice gruff. His hand landed on Jed’s shoulder, adding to the weight that was already crushing him. “We’ll leave you to your sore head. More coffee, and aspirin, that’s my advice.”

Jordan and Rogue made their way to the counter, laughing and joking with Cam, and Jed tried not to notice the glances thrown his way as he hunched some more, and gripped his cup as though his life depended on it.

Deep in his pocket, his cell pinged as a message dropped in. His heart stuttered. Had Noel woken up, wondering where he was, wondering what the hell was going on? He could ignore it, but that made him feel worse if that were even possible.

He could be a dick, he knew that, even though it wasn’t something he was proud of. But he’d never, ever been deeply ashamed of anything he’d done. And he wasn’t ashamed now, not about what had happened between him and Noel. No, what shamed him was being a coward, for not being there with Noel when he woke up, and all because he was too scared, too much of a fucking coward to face the morning after the night before.

He pulled his cell out, bracing himself for what he might see. A rush of air burst through his lips and his shoulders sagged. Not Noel, but his mom. They’d just got home, cutting their visit by a day to avoid the forecast heavy snow. He pushed himself up against the weight that wanted to shove him back down again. A shower and a change of clothes, before lying back on his single bed to stare at the ceiling, trying to untangle his knotted thoughts as he worked out what the hell he was going to do next.
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“Jed? Jed!”

Jed jerked up to sitting, his head snapping one way then the other, his confused and jumbled dreams already fading fast.

“What? I was asleep,” he croaked, running his hands through his hair.

“You need to wake up.” Her voice filtered through the closed door of Jed’s bedroom. “Your dad and I have some errands to run. Noel’s here. Shall I send him up?”

“No!” Jed leaped from the bed; lightheaded and swaying, he grabbed the nightstand, the towel he was still wearing from his shower slipping to the floor.

“Then come down. There’s hot chocolate for you both. And some of Great Aunt Wendy’s cookies. They’re a little burned around the edges and hard enough to crack a tooth, but the poor thing tries.” His mom’s voice, getting louder, and footsteps on the stairs. He launched himself towards the door, dragging a chair across and ramming it under the handle before she could burst in. Sweat beaded his skin, his chest rising and falling in shallow breaths.

On the other side of the door, his mom’s voice was barely a whisper. “Don’t be long. Noel, he looks kind of funny. Not himself, but I can’t work out why. He says he’s not coming down with anything, but I don’t know. Maybe he needs a good meal? Bye, dear.”

Minutes later, Jed paused outside the kitchen door and bit down on the edge of his thumbnail. They had to talk, and he needed to explain, somehow, why he’d run away… Jesus, how could he even begin to explain to Noel when he could hardly explain it to himself?

Sitting at the kitchen table, Noel clutched his hot chocolate, all his attention on the battered dog basket in the corner where Peter and Gomer cuddled up together.

“Hey,” Jed rasped.

Noel turned to him, and Jed’s heart clenched. Not himself was an understatement. Noel’s face was completely drained of color, and his normally bright blue eyes were dull, with bloodshot whites. Jed bunched his hands, holding back against the urge to pull Noel into a hug and demand to know what the hell was wrong. Because he knew what was wrong. They were wrong. He had made them wrong. Everything was different now, the morning after the goddamn night before.

“Hi. Erm…” Noel paused, just a beat, before he took a deep breath and plowed on. “I think maybe we should talk. About last night.”

Jed nodded as he pulled out a chair and slumped down into it. He stared down at the table, unable to meet Noel’s eyes. Too fucking ashamed for being a coward… “I’m sorry. About leaving this morning, before you woke up, I mean. I… I shouldn’t have just left like that,” he whispered, his gaze following the tip of his finger as it traced the grain of the old wooden table.

“No, you shouldn’t have. But don’t worry, because you’re not the first guy who’s made a run for it.”

Jed’s head jerked upwards, the sharpness in Noel’s voice forcing him to meet his gaze. No way was he the same as all those loser ex-boyfriends of Noel’s. He swallowed hard. No, he wasn’t the same. He was way, way worse.

“Noel… Look, okay, I know I did a really shitty thing just leaving like that, but last night… When I woke up, I kind of panicked, I guess. Because I’ve never done stuff like that. With a guy.”

“So what was it? What made you decide last night was the time to try? Was I some sort of experiment?”

“No!” Jed jumped up. Thrusting his fingers through his hair, he paced the kitchen. “I don’t know what it was, and that’s god’s honest truth. It just happened. Neither of us planned it, right? I’ve heard about stuff like this happening. About straight guys who sometimes⁠—”

“Sometimes what? Cross over the border to see what all the hype’s about before heading back home where everything’s safe and familiar? I’m not some kind of exotic tourist destination, Jed.”

“For fuck’s sake Noel, there’s no way I’d ever treat you like that,” Jed burst out, his words full of anger and indignation as he swung around and stared into Noel’s dull, tired eyes, which refused to flinch. The heat within him cooled as quickly as it had flared. He had no damn right to even a teaspoon of anger.

In the corner of the kitchen, curled together in the basket, Gomer and Peter whimpered.

Jed dropped to his haunches, stroking and petting both dogs, hoping to calm them down as much as himself. “Hey, boys. Nothing to be worried about, okay?” His words sounded like a bad joke. With a sigh that felt like it took all his strength, Jed returned to the table, letting his head fall forward into his hands. “You’re not a tourist destination, and I’m no tourist either,” he said quietly. “You’ve got to believe me.” Jed looked up, praying to see that belief reflected in Noel’s eyes, but all that stared back at him was a sadness so deep it stopped the breath in his chest.

“What you said about straight guys, I’ve heard that too,” Noel said slowly, carefully, as though he were assessing and weighing each word. “Which did kind of make me an experiment, whatever you say. But… we’d had too much to drink. Can’t be anything else, can it? Because I know you’re not gay. Are you? Or even bi? Course you’re not. Always known that.”

“I…” Too much to drink… Maybe that was all it came down to. The words tasted like the lies they were. “Noel, look—” Jed struggled to force out the words, but Peter, scrambling up from the basket, began to whine and paw at Noel, demanding to be picked up, cutting them away. The little dog pressed himself into Noel, darting looks Jed’s way before looking back to Noel. It was as though the tiny doxie could sense the tension and suffocating heaviness in the warm kitchen.

Noel got to his feet, holding Peter close. “I brought back your work clothes.” He nodded to a bag in the corner. “You forgot them when you left.”

Jed flinched. He had forgotten them, not when he left but when he’d fled, intent on running away, not from Noel, but from himself.

“We’re still friends, right? Best buds? Always have been, always will be.” Pathetic words, but they were the only ones he had. Noel said nothing as fear gripped Jed. Fear that Noel would shake his head, that he’d say no, that their friendship was screwed. Inseperable, that’s what everybody said they were… His life without that connection to Noel, it was like looking into an icy ravine he couldn’t see the bottom of, and he shivered.

“Sure,” Noel said, his voice flat as he put a protesting Peter on the floor so he could shrug on his own coat.

Panic seized Jed. Noel couldn’t go, they couldn’t leave it — whatever it was. There was so much they had to talk about, not that he had a fucking clue how to say any of it.

“Don’t go. Stay and have breakfast. Or we can go out and eat?”

Noel shook his head. “I’ve got work to do.”

“On Sunday?”

Noel shrugged.

“Later, then? Or tomorrow? We could have a—” Movie night? Yeah, right. “Go and have a beer at Randy’s?”

Noel huffed out a laugh, giving Jed his are you really such a moronic jock? look he knew so well.

“Okay, Randy’s was a bad idea. Then what about the new place you like? Has all those imported beers and plays jazz?”

“Odette’s. And you don’t like jazz.”

“But you do.”

Noel shook his head. “I don’t know. Maybe. I’ve got a lot of stuff to finish before the holiday, and you’re busy in the store. Let’s leave it for now. Christmas is just a few days away. I’ll see you then. I guess.”

“What do you mean, I guess?” But Jed knew. The writhing, tightening knots in his stomach told him he knew.

“Don’t you think me joining you and your parents might be a little awkward?”

“Not as awkward as you not coming. Jesus, Noel.” Hey Mom, hey Dad, Noel and I slept together, so he thinks it’s better he stays home alone this year. Happy Christmas! Panicky, irrational laughter, out of place and unwanted, bubbled up inside him. He sucked in a deep breath and swallowed it down. “Of course I want to spend the holiday with you. Please.”

Noel looked away and shrugged. “I guess it’s easier than trying to find a reason to give to your mom… Sure, I’ll see you then.”

“Noel—”

But Noel was already rushing along the hallway, clutching Peter hard, not looking back as he reached the front door and let it slam closed behind him.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




Noel stared out at the snow, which fell halfheartedly as though it couldn’t make up its mind. He turned away and pulled the drapes closed with a hard tug. The weather wasn’t all that couldn’t make up its mind.

Flopping onto the couch, he pushed aside his half-eaten sandwich. He wasn’t hungry, didn’t know when he’d be hungry again; or not for food. As far as Jed was concerned, he’d starve, because what had happened between them was just, when it came down to it, something that happened between guys. No biggie, because it didn’t matter, right?

Wrong. So damn wrong, Noel wanted to weep.

A sad little whimper snagged his attention. Peter had been needy and whiny all day, even before Noel had fled the Mason house, head down, not wanting Jed to see the tears in his eyes.

“Come here, boy.” Noel buried his face in Peter’s warm, soft fur, taking comfort from the little body burrowing close. At least this guy wanted him. “Was I stupid to hope, Peter? Was I stupid to think that last night meant something, that Jed wanted me the way I wanted him? That he felt for me what I’ve always felt for him?”

Peter snuggled closer.

Hope. All the years, going back to when they were just kids and that first inkling, that first stirring in the pit of his stomach, that he was different. Other kids, or at least the mean ones, had picked up on his differentness and had marked him down as a target, not reckoning on having to tackle Jed first.

Jed, who’d always been there for him, always ready with a great big hug, or a protective arm around his shoulders, making him laugh when the world hadn’t felt like it contained much for him to be happy about. Jed, whom he’d loved and adored and craved so damn much it hurt. And still did, even though he wanted so hard to be angry with him, and tell him to go to hell. Yet as much as he wanted to stoke his anger, he couldn’t. Instead, all he felt was sad. Every man Noel had kissed, every man he’d touched and who’d touched him in return, every man he’d fucked and who’d fucked him back, every time he’d come, eyes squeezed tight, every breath ragged, it had always been Jed’s face he’d seen, Jed’s name on his lips daring him to scream it out loud.

“Oh, Peter, what am I going to do? How can we go back to being how we were?”

Peter replied with a wet nosed nuzzle into Noel’s neck.

“I don’t know if I have the strength to try to pretend everything’s the same as before, because it isn’t, is it? How can it be? Jed’s not interested in finding out if there could be more between us than best buds. Because he ran out like his balls were on fire.” Noel nodded when Peter whined his surprise. “Oh, yes. I know for sure he didn’t brush a soft and loving kiss on my hair before quietly taking his leave. And do you know how I know that? Do you?”

Peter cocked his head.

“Because I was awake. And I heard him. I heard him say oh my god. That’s what he said, Peter. Oh. My. God.”

Peter slapped an oversized, clumsy paw against Noel’s chest, just where his bruised and broken heart was, and Noel blinked the tears from his eyes.

“I can’t explain what happened, and I damn well know he can’t, despite all the talk about straight guys sometimes doing the gay guys’ thing.” Noel huffed and shook his head. “Never been any sign of that before. I don’t know, Peter, I really don’t. Maybe it was the booze, giving him the courage to experiment? Maybe it really is that straightforward. The time, the place, and the opportunity for a curious straight guy, crossing to the other side of the tracks just to see what it’s like. Because he’s read about that stuff, right? I wasn’t exactly fighting him off, was I? But I can’t be his… his experiment, Peter, I just can’t. I don’t feel like I know much at all at the moment, but there are two things I do know. And do you know what they are? Do you?”

Peter bounced up and down, his stubby front paws scrabbling at the air as he let loose a volley of sharp little barks.

“I’ve got to operate. I’ve got to be like a surgeon. It’s gonna hurt, but it’s got to be done. We can’t be tied to together like we are anymore, because all the time I’m tethered to Jed, I’ll never really be free to find somebody to love and who loves me back the way I want and need to be loved. I’ve got to accept that Jed can only ever be my friend — best friend, sure, but just a friend. Nothing more. It’ll be weird for a while, but it is what it is.” Noel stroked Peter’s silky fur. “He had his chance, Peter,” he whispered. “Last night and again this morning, the door was open for him to tell me he wanted to take a chance with me. But he didn’t because he can’t.

“A straight boy falling in love with his gay best friend? It’s just a stupid fantasy, it’s not real life. Maybe I’ve been reading too many gay romances or watching too many movies. It’s all make believe, Peter, that’s all it is. Before I know it, he’ll have another pretty girlfriend on his arm, but this time I won’t look on and smile, all the time wishing it was me. As much as it rips my heart into pieces, I know what I have to do.” He put Peter down and picked up his cell and scrolled through to Love Heartz.

Peter barked, wriggled onto his back — and farted.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




The soft scratching at his bedroom door dragged Jed’s gaze away from the ceiling, which he’d been staring at for what seemed like hours. The scratching grew more frantic, accompanied by a low whine.

“Okay, mutt, okay. I’m coming.” Jed barely got the door open before Gomer slipped inside and jumped up onto the bed. “You know you’re not supposed to be on the furniture.” Gomer answered by having a scratch. Jed smiled, his first in what felt like forever, as the shaggy-haired mutt whose long skinny legs were a strange fit for his stocky little body finally settled.

Jed flopped down next to Gomer and ran a hand over the rough fur as with the other he picked up his cell, just as he’d done so many times before. He was bored and restless, and had been hanging around the house like loose ends. There were friends he could call, girls he could meet. The options were all there, but none appealed to him. Because he knew what was missing. Or whom. He let his cell drop from his hand.

“What a mess, Gomer. What a goddamn fucking mess. And you know whose fault it is? Mine. All of it.”

Gomer lifted his head from between his front legs and stared up at Jed.

“He thinks I’m just another asshole straight guy who wanted to take a walk on the wild side. But that’s not true because I’ve never been interested in guys. Never even wondered. If I had, it would have been easy enough to take that walk because this is Collier’s Creek, where just about every other man is gay.”

Gomer barked, wagged his tail, and tried to stand up before deciding it was too much hard work.

“Me and Noel, we’ve been best buds since we were in diapers, right? We’ve always kind of shored each other up.”

Jed scratched Gomer behind his ear, who snuffled his contentment. Him and Noel, shoring each other up. It was so true. He’d been Noel’s protector against high school bullies and fuckwits who’d seen Noel as easy prey. But that hadn’t been all. He could always make Noel laugh — usually at his own expense — when Noel was getting het up over something or nothing.

“I’ve always had his back, Gomer.” Jed looked down at his dog, who stared up at him through old eyes which were now clouding with cataracts. “Like when he came out to his parents and then to our friends. I even went with him to the gay-straight alliance school group. Or at least the first couple because if I hadn’t, he’d have ducked out. But he’s been there for me too because that’s what best friends do, right?”

It’d been Noel who’d persuaded him to take the plunge into floristry when his future had looked bleak, nothing more than an unbroken line of low paid, low-skilled jobs. But Noel had done so much more. Always smart, always top in all his subjects, he’d quietly and without fuss helped with assignments, his explanations as clear as a mountain stream when all the teachers’ had been muddy ditch water. Jed’s lips twitched in a wry smile. Noel was the reason he’d ended up with okay grades and not totally flunked high school.

All that mutual support, being each other’s strength whenever and wherever it was needed, now hung in the balance because he’d been an asshole and panicked. He dragged the back of his hand across his eyes to wipe away his shameful tears.

“Hey, you dumb mutt. Watch the equipment, fella.” Jed gave a shaky laugh as Gomer climbed into his lap, his big clumsy paws on the ends of his stick-like legs mashing down on Jed’s crotch before he settled, a warm and comforting weight in Jed’s lap.

Jed cuddled Gomer tight as he buried his face in Gomer’s fur, breathing in the old dog’s familiar scent.

“I miss him, boy. I miss him like I’ve never missed anybody in my whole life. And it goddam hurts, like it’s a physical pain. It’s only been four days since he came to the house, but it feels like forever. No messages, no calls. That’s never been us. Or not until now.” Jed sat up straighter and looked down at Gomer, who returned his gaze. “I know it’s me who should call, not him, but the truth is I’ve been too scared and ashamed. But I have to try to put this right between us. Me, not him. And… and tell him how much he means to me. Because it’s always been us, joined at the hip. It’s what everybody always said. Jed and Noel, Noel and Jed. So it’s what I should do, right?”

Gomer blinked his wise old eyes and said nothing.
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Jed hunched against the snow and the biting wind, his gloved finger glued to the button on the front of Noel’s apartment block. He’d picked up his cell so many times, hesitating before calling, only to toss it to the side. If he was going to try somehow to put right what had gone so wrong, he needed to look Noel in the face. The adrenaline which had sent him out into the freezing, snowing night was fast draining away as much as the hope that Noel was home to buzz him inside. He let his hand fall and stepped back. The snow was coming down heavier, and Jed had no idea what to do next. He looked up and down the quiet street in the hope he’d see Noel hurrying towards him, Peter tucked in his carrier. But there was nobody, the bitter wind and the swirling snow keeping all sensible folks indoors.

So where... Jed felt the breath being punched from his lungs. A date. He knew it. It was a visceral thing, crawling through his veins. Noel, meeting up with another loser who didn’t deserve him. The choked laugh ripped through Jed’s throat. He tasted it in the bitter sourness that filled his mouth, but most of all he felt it in the hard clench and vicious twist deep in his chest.

Who’s the loser now, buddy?

Turning away, he stumbled along, with no plans and no idea for where he was going, feeling more lost and alone than he’d ever felt before.

A while after, the noise greeted him before he’d even turned the corner of the block. Two days until Christmas Day, the whole town was in an excited, festive mood, and Jake’s Tap was no exception. Jed wasn’t sure how he’d ended up here, because it wasn’t where he wanted to be, just like he didn’t want to be at Randy’s, or any of the other places where he was known. Hey, Jed, where’s Noel? Haven’t seen you guys hanging out together…

A bray of raucous laughter, so loud Jed was sure it made the door shake, was like a shove in the chest and he stepped back. He was in no mood for the good humored cheer of the bar, so maybe he’d just go home. Yet, he hesitated. He didn’t want to listen to his mom’s chatter about the holidays or watch one of the true crime shows on TV his dad loved so much. He needed somewhere quiet, somewhere he could think, somewhere he would be left alone to brood over a beer in a dark corner to try to work his way through this mess he’d created. There was one place he knew, the answer obvious.

He turned away from the Tap and all the noisy cheer it contained, the sounds fading as he turned the corner and made his way along the snow banked street.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




Nursing a beer, Jed let the warmth and the mellow jazz flow over him as he sat in the basement bar that was Odette’s. The deep, rich sound of the saxophone was soothing and for the first time in four days, the tension in his neck and shoulders had softened. Not much, but not much was better than nothing, and he’d take it.

The few wall lamps were turned low, and old wine bottles sat on the tables, each one holding a candle, the undulating flame casting pools of both light and deep, shifting shadow. He’d been here only once, with Noel. There had been a band playing that night, too, the female vocalist singing something Noel had told him was called scat. Everybody else in the bar had enjoyed it, according to their enthusiastic clapping and whistles, leaving him as the odd one out.

Jed let his gaze wander over the prints stuck up on the walls, so many and randomly placed. Most were in French and showed a long ago version of Paris. Or he assumed they were Paris because he thought he recognized the Eiffel Tower. He took another swig from his bottle, the imported lager stronger, the flavors different from what he normally drank. Different… he could get used to different.

He finished the beer and, about to raise his arm for another, the door swung open, letting in a blast of cold air before it clattered to a close. Jed’s heart surged, and rather than call for another beer, he opened his mouth to call out to Noel, to wave him over, to… His arm, barely raised, dropped back to the table. Noel, and — a guy, a guy Jed didn’t recognize, a guy Jed didn’t know and didn’t want to, a guy who was Noel’s date.

In the shadowy corner at the table for one, Jed pressed himself back against the wall as he watched, unnoticed, the nightmare unfolding before him.

Noel was smiling. He was talking and laughing, his face animated as he pulled off his hat — not his rainbow colored one, nor any of his animal hats, and definitely not one with the bunny ears, or the one with the parading dachshunds, no, not one of those — but a sensible navy blue beanie, leaving his dark hair standing up in tufts. Noel laughed some more as he smoothed it down before peeling off his coat.

Black skinny jeans encasing long, lean legs, sitting low on his hips. They were what he’d worn to Connor’s party, which seemed like a lifetime ago. Just like he’d worn the belt with the heavy silver buckle, which glinted in the swaying candlelight. The dark blue shirt Noel wore was threaded through with a dull silver thread and was a perfect fit for his lean torso. It was new, Jed knew it without knowing how, just as he knew Noel had bought it especially for his date.

Jed pressed himself so far into the wall he was in danger of busting through to the other side. He could creep out. Noel wouldn’t notice, because all his attention was on his date — the word burned like battery acid in his gut — the date who grinned down at Noel like he wanted to fuck him into tomorrow.

The bar had filled up since he’d come in, and though not as full as the Tap would be, or Randy’s, it was busy enough to make the customers raise their voices to be heard. But it’d never be loud enough for him not to pick out Noel’s light laughter. But this wasn’t laughter for him, this time, but for the guy he didn’t recognize, the guy who looked at Noel like he was going to be his next meal, the guy Jed wanted to shove his fist into.

The beer sloshing around in his stomach began to bubble and burn its way upwards, threatening to burst from his mouth and spew in a never ending acidic torrent. Throwing some bills on the table, he put his head down and pushed through the crowd, away from Noel and his date. He couldn’t take it, he couldn’t watch Noel smiling up at another man, leaning forward as the guy whispered in his ear. But most of all, he couldn’t watch Noel’s lips part or his head angle as the guy leaned in to kiss him.

He couldn’t watch any of it, not if he didn’t want to have his heart torn from his chest and ripped into a million bloody little pieces.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




Lucian locked the door and turned the sign to Closed. 

“I really am sorry for keeping you here for so long today, Jed, especially when I’d promised to close up early, but the sudden Christmas Eve rush, all those husbands and boyfriends suddenly remembering they’d bought gifts for the kids, or the parents, but nothing for the wife or girlfriend. Or husband or boyfriend.” Lucian grinned. “You come to recognize the signs. There’s fear and panic in their eyes, but it’s good for business. I’ll make sure my appreciation’s fully reflected in your next paycheck.”

Jed shrugged. “I was happy to stay.” 

The explosion of last-minute custom had kept him busy, banishing, if only temporarily, the vision of Noel leaning in, lips parting for a kiss… He scrubbed his fingers through his hair. Jesus, how was he going to get through Christmas Day, with Noel sitting next to him, when there was so much unfinished business between them?

“Jed? Are you okay? You haven’t been your usual self today. Or the last few, if I’m honest. Is there anything the matter? I’m happy to help if I possibly can.” 

“I—just got a few things on my mind, is all. They’ll sort themselves out.” Jed tried to smile, but his lips weren’t listening.

“O-kay.” Lucian stretched out the word, his gaze resting on Jed’s and telling him he didn’t believe a word. But why should he, when Jed didn’t believe it himself?

Lucian’s phone pinged a message, his eyes lighting up and a soft smile lifting his lips as he keyed in a response. “That was Arlo.” Lucian looked up as a light flush bloomed over his cheeks. “You know, even now I can’t believe we ever got together. We’re just so different. Still, if we can make it work, anybody can,” he said, pocketing his phone.

Jed shrugged his coat on and started to button up, but his fingers slowed before stopping altogether. We’re just so different… if we can make it work anybody can… The offer to talk, to unload some of what was weighing him down, to ask questions he’d never even asked of himself. His mouth was a desert and his lips cracked leather as he turned to Lucian.

“I… there is something…” Jesus, how to even begin?

Lucian smiled. It was inviting and encouraging, and the need to talk to somebody who’d not judge as he unburdened himself became too much for Jed to resist.

“Come in the back. I’ll put the kettle on because in times of crisis, a cup of tea and a Hobnob are mandatory requirements.”

Turning off the lights in the front of the store — to deter any last-minute panicky shoppers from hammering on the door, Lucian said — they made their way into the back.

Jed breathed in deep. All the scents of the store seemed to be concentrated in this space. The floral perfumes were deeper and richer, the greenery cutting through fresher and sharper. The combined scents were always a sensory tonic, both calming and energizing. But not today, not in this very minute, and as Jed chewed on the side of his thumb, he’d never ever felt so unsure, so lost.

“Here you are. Standard breakfast tea. And rather strong. In the UK, strong tea’s called builder’s tea. Have I told you that before? I’m sure I have. Cures everything. It’s rather like the British version of chicken soup, but in tea form. If you see what I mean. Hobnob?”

Across the long, scarred work bench, Lucian thrust the packet of sweet oat biscuits towards him. Biscuits, most certainly not cookies, as Lucian had scolded on more than one occasion. Jed shook his head. He felt his stomach clench so tight that he didn’t think he’d be able to eat a thing. Lucian’s steady gaze met his own, and panic bubbled up inside him. He was under the spotlight, in the crosshairs, and his palms were sweating. There was no place to go and nowhere to hide, and the enormity of what he wanted to say lodged in his throat, making it hard for him to breathe.

“Hmmm, perfect.” Lucian sighed as he took a sip of his drink, before he slipped from his seat and began to tidy up, not rushing but taking his time. “So, what’s got you tied up in knots?” Lucian asked, his back to Jed, as he washed down a surface in long, slow sweeps. “Whatever it is, there’ll be a way to unravel them.”

Jed swallowed down the lump that stuck in his throat. His heart was hammering, but taking slow and steady breaths, he began to calm.

Lucian, his back still turned, poured some drops of liquid from a small bottle into an electric infuser; almost instantly, the heady, rich perfume of lavender filled the room.

“Soothes the senses and the soul, and calms the heart and mind.” Lucian moved around lightly, gathering together the discarded ends of stems from cut blooms. “We have a huge field, in England I mean, at the family home. It’s full of lavender, which we sell to local artisans who use the oils to make soaps and perfumes. You can even make cakes using lavender. When the crop was at its peak, I’d stand in the field at dusk and just breathe it in, and somehow it smoothed over all my anxieties, which were many and varied, and made me see a way through whatever thoughts and feelings were paralyzing me at the time.”

Jed breathed in the rich scent. Lucian remained silent as he quietly moved around. The regular tick of the wall clock, the cozy warmth, and the rich and soporific perfume of the essential oil, all of it together unlocked the door to what he needed to say; all he had to do was to push it open.

“How do you know when you’ve fallen in love?”

Lucian turned around and leaned back against the sink. Jed looked down, unable to meet Lucian’s gaze.

“Noel. I wondered how long it would take you to realize.”

Jed jerked back, his head snapping up. “What? I never said… I never said it was him…” He leaned forward and let his head drop into his hands. What was the point of trying to back pedal or deny he was talking about his best bud, who was so much more than that and always had been if only he’d had the courage to be truly honest with himself? Wasn’t that why he was here, to try to find some landmarks, some signposts to point the way in a landscape that was so much unmapped territory?

“Jed, if you’re worried you’ve been walking around with a big sign hanging around your neck saying ‘I Love Noel’, accompanied by a big red heart, then don’t be. Are you sure you wouldn’t like a Hobnob? They really do help in times of personal crisis.”

Jed laughed, Lucian’s off the wall rambling and his big compassionate smile loosening all the iron hard knots that had been holding him tight.

“Sure.” He pulled one from the packet, the crunchy, sugary hit making him hum in appreciation. It was the first thing he’d eaten all day, and now he realized how hungry he was.

“To go back to your original question,” Lucian said, as he settled into a chair on the other side of the table, “I could say it’s when you can’t stop thinking about that one person all the time. Or that they’re who you want to see first thing in the morning, and last thing at night. I can even add that when you’re together, your heart sings, the butterflies in your stomach won’t stop fluttering those bloody annoying wings of theirs, and the world becomes a better place for being bathed in the sweet warmth of your love.”

“Oh, erm…”

Lucian chuckled. “Or that’s what all the gushier romances say it’s like. But, there’s a lot of truth in that. Okay, maybe not so much the bathing in sweet warmth part.”

Jed smiled. “Not sure Noel would agree with you on that point, because he’s an unashamed romance junkie.” His smile dropped away as nerves reasserted themselves. “Can—can I ask what it was like for you and Arlo? You two are so different, you said it yourself, so how did you know, and I mean really know, that he was who you were meant to be with?”

Lucian cocked his head as he thought for a moment. “I think it was when I realised that when I wasn’t with him, I felt all wrong. Incomplete, I suppose, as though something was missing. When we were together, it was as though the two last pieces of a jigsaw puzzle had locked into place. Without Arlo, I was just an incomplete picture. And still am. That’s not changed and it never will.”

Jed nodded. Wasn’t that how he felt? Wasn’t it how he’d always felt for as long as he could remember? Joined at the hip. It was really just another way of saying that he and Noel were each other’s missing part of the puzzle.

“You know, Jed, there’s no road map when it comes to loving somebody, no one or right way to find your way to them. How it is for me, or anybody else, won’t necessarily be the same for you.”

Lucian rubbed the back of his neck, his brow creasing as he stared down at the table. He looked up, his gaze steady and direct as it met Jed’s own. Jed’s heart picked up the pace, unsure of the turn the conversation was about to take.

“I always knew I was gay. Same for Arlo. But there’s an elephant in the room, isn’t there?”

“I don’t understand⁠—”

Lucian held his hand up, and Jed fell silent.

“You’ve always dated girls. If you’re curious, if you’re wondering what it’s like to be with a guy, if there’s a part of you that wants to explore and experiment, if that’s at the heart of this, then go explore, go experiment. Just don’t do it with Noel. Don’t put that rock solid friendship you have at risk because true friendship, like true love, is a scarce commodity in this world.”

A bead of sweat meandered down the V of Jed’s backbone. The lavender infused air turned heavy and sickly, making it hard to breathe. He swallowed and forced the words through lips that had become arid and rough.

“This isn’t me wanting to… to experiment. I’d never do that to him. Sure, I’ve always dated girls. I like girls, I like them a lot. I just like Noel a whole lot more.”

“Noel in particular, or guys more generally? You need to think before you answer.”

Jed shook his head. “Not guys. I’ve never been interested, haven’t ever thought about… you know. Men just don’t do it for me.”

“Except for one very particular man.”

“Yes,” Jed croaked. “He’s always come first. Whenever I was with other friends or on a date, I’d always be wishing I was with Noel instead. He’s always who I’ve wanted to be with more than anybody and… and I just can’t see that changing.” Jed raked his trembling fingers through his hair. The words were coming faster and harder, like a river breaching a dam. “He’s been dating again, and I hate that, just like I’ve hated all his boyfriends. Because they took him away from me. I told myself, and him, they were all losers, but they weren’t. Because I was the loser. I was the loser because it wasn’t me who was with him. What I feel about Noel, what I’ve always felt for him, I just didn’t have the guts to face head on. It’s not about wanting to experiment or explore. He’s not some sort of exotic ice cream flavor I want to taste before saying, no, reckon I’ll stick with vanilla. Fuck. Ice cream? What the hell am I saying?” Jed slumped over the table and covered his head with his arms.

The crinkle of cellophane, the rustle of tissue paper, the opening and closing of the cooler. He sat upright, and watched as Lucian tended to the single red rose, giving it as much attention as he would the grandest of bouquets. 

“A beautiful red rose, the flower of love. It’s the only one left. I think it needs to go to a good home, don’t you?”

“What—”

Lucian pushed the exquisitely presented rose across the table towards Jed. “That road map I talked about. You’re holding it in your hands, and have been for years. All you need to do is follow it and it’ll take you to where you’re meant to be. Go find Noel, Jed, and tell him how much you love him.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




Noel hunched over his table, tucked in the corner of the bar. The lights were low, the wavering candle flames cast deep shadows, the jazz the quartet played was moody and sombre, music for the lost, lonely and lovelorn. It was an odd choice for early evening on Christmas Eve, but Noel was glad of it as it matched his mood. A few people had called out to him, wishing him a happy holiday, but that had been all; no doubt they sensed his mood wasn’t in keeping with the festive spirit that had taken hold of the town and was shaking it by the throat. He looked at his watch. At almost 7:00pm, he should have been well into his date by now. The same guy as yesterday. It had been fun. Or kind of. Or not really. But at least it had banished thoughts of Jed for a while. 

Yeah, just keep telling yourself that, Christmas. You never know, you might just come to believe it.

The set finished, the music replaced by the hum of chatter punctuated with laughter. Everybody was in good spirits, the countdown to Christmas Day already underway. Noel groaned. How was he going to get through it? How was he going to sit next to Jed and pretend everything was okay between them, that everything was as it had always been, just two best buds hanging out together, when nothing was the same and never would be again?

Jed… And where was he this evening? In Randy’s or Jake’s Tap, or in any of the other bars that had sprung up over the last couple of years. Drinking and laughing, he’d be the center of attention with a pretty girl in attendance, just like it’d always been. A girl Jed would slip his arm around and pull in tight for a long, slow kiss⁠—

“Fuck.” The word was more of a hiss, pushed out between hard clenched teeth. He squeezed his eyes closed and rubbed hard, trying to scrub away the image of Jed doing what Jed always did. And that was the problem. Jed would always have a pretty girl and some day one of those pretty girls would become a fiancée, and then a wife, his long ago foray to the other side of the tracks forgotten as though it had never existed. But it would always exist for Noel. It would never be forgotten. He massaged his chest over the sore patch, where his battered and bruised heart beat out its sad little rhythm.

“I can’t go on like this,” he whispered to nobody in his dark, shadowy corner. Everything had changed, no matter what paper they’d attempted to plaster over the cracks. He couldn’t live a patched-up life. He couldn’t wait for what was never going to happen. Noel swigged back his beer. His life had to change, and only he could change it by doing something radical that would put him on a completely fresh path. In the new year, he was going to visit with his folks in Florida, where he’d talk to them about relocating. They’d love that. A new start, they’d say, and he’d agree, keeping his secret that his new start could also be called running away.

He called for another beer, swirling around the rich flavors in his mouth. It’d be his last, then he’d go home, cuddle up with Peter, maybe give him his Christmas gifts early before climbing into bed and hiding under the covers. Happy fucking Christmas.

Closing his eyes and slouching down into his seat, the band started up again. Not the mellow sounds of before, but a jazz rendition of a popular upbeat carol. Noel groaned. Sure, it was more suited to the season, but it wasn’t suited to him. 

The music, the rumble of chatter, the warmth, and the beer that had hit a near empty stomach pulled him into a light doze. The hubbub of the bar faded to no more than a soft background hum. He’d leave soon, head out, go home… just a few minutes more…

“Hey, Noel.”

Noel groaned. What kind of fuckery was this? He didn’t want to hear Jed’s voice, not when Jed was some place else, with that pretty girl on his arm. It wasn’t fair. He pushed himself deeper into his seat.

“Wake up, babe.”

Closer this time. Babe… It was a joke name, couldn’t remember how it’d started… always rolled his eyes when Jed called him that at the same time he hugged it tight. A weight pressed down on his shoulder, accompanied by a light shake. Noel’s eyes snapped open.

Noel blinked as he stared up at the flesh and blood Jed who was staring down at him. “What are you doing here? Why aren’t you with your girlfriend?” The pretty girl on his arm who… he rubbed his eyes as he pushed himself out of his slouch. A dream, as he’d hovered in the no-man's-land between sleep and wakefulness. But sleep was fading fast.

“Girlfriend?” Jed shook his head and chuckled. “There’s no girlfriend.”

Noel didn’t roll his eyes, not this time, not like he’d always done. Because something was different, this time something had changed, but he didn’t know what.

“How did you know I was here? Odette’s isn’t your kind of place. You meeting someone?”

“Just kinda guessed it was where I’d find you when you weren’t home.” He pulled out the chair opposite and sat down at the small table. “It’s different. Reckon I could get used to it. Reckon I could get used to a lot of things.”

“Why would you want to? I mean, why force yourself to like something? If it’s not your thing, then it’s not.” In the warm bar, Noel shivered as Jed gazed at him across the table. They were talking about the bar, about the jazz that had never been Jed’s thing. That was all. It really was.

“I’m not forcing myself. I like it, just didn’t want to admit it even though I always knew. Time to be honest, I guess.”

Noel nodded, shook his head, and nodded again. The music. They were still talking about the music. Weren’t they?

“I saw you here last night. When you were on your date.”

“You did?” Shock jolted Noel’s chest. Why had Jed been there? What had he seen? The questions pushed at Noel, jostling to be asked, but his tongue had turned to lead.

“Hmmm. I didn’t stay too long. So, your date. Are you seeing him again?” Jed tilted his head to the side, his deep gray eyed gaze unflinching.  

“I…erm… No, I won’t be seeing him again.” Noel cleared his throat, coughing away the rasp in his voice. “I cancelled. Should have been meeting him here, but… no.”

Across the table, Jed’s lips turned up in a crooked smile as his eyes narrowed, all his focus trained on Noel as he leaned forward. “Reckon you should get rid of that app because you’re not going to need any more dates.”

“What do you mean?” 

But Jed didn’t answer. Instead, he ducked down to pull something from the paper carrier he’d put down by the side of the table, the one that proclaimed Floristry by Lucian Blaxston. 

Jed pulled out a beautifully wrapped red rose.

“Flowers have a language. This single red rose. Do you know what it says?”

“I…” Noel looked from the flower to Jed. He couldn’t speak, he couldn’t breathe, not when he knew, what everybody knew, what red roses meant.

“You asked me if I was here to meet somebody. I am. I’m here to meet you, Noel Christmas. Nobody else. Only you.”

The flower lay between them, a gauntlet laid down for Noel to pick up, or not.

“What… what is it you’re saying to me, Jed?” Because he had to be sure, he had to know, he had to have Jed spell this out to him. He needed razor sharp clarity in a way he’d never needed it before.

Jed exhaled a deep breath, his steady gaze faltering for a moment, before it fixed once more on Noel, sure, steady, and unwavering. “I want to be your date. I want to be your date here and now. I want to be your one and only date. It’s what I always wanted, but I just refused to listen to myself, to that little whisper that’s always been there.”

Noel blinked and blinked again. “But… but I’m a guy.”

Jed threw his head back and laughed, the sound so rich and loud, heads turned in their direction.

“I think I kind of know that. Oh, babe. Sometimes you’re priceless, but that’s just one of the things I love about you. Always have, always will.”

Love… The word beat out a hard rhythm in Noel’s heart as it echoed in his head.

“I was thinking that this could be our first date. The one where I bring you a red rose, and maybe get to kiss you?” Jed’s voice was low, gravelly and so full of desire, Noel’s heart thundered with the wingbeat of every goddam butterfly on the planet.

Jed leaned across the tiny table, across the single red rose which spelled out love. Noel’s eyes dropped to a close as Jed rested his hands on his cheeks, holding him gentle but steady, as lips met lips. Noel sighed, surrendering himself to what his heart had been crying out for since its very first beat. It was the sweetest, most heartfelt kiss he’d ever had. It was the most important kiss of his whole life, and Noel could have lost himself in it forever.

He eased back and out of Jed’s light hold.

“I need you to be sure, Jed. Sure about you, and sure about me.” Noel looked down, his gaze falling on the rose. It would be so easy to give into this moment, to throw himself into Jed’s arms and offer up his heart. Christ, how many times had he longed to do just that? But things had changed between them. In the course of one night their relationship had shifted onto ground that was new territory for them both. He looked up and met Jed’s gaze across the table.

“Every time I saw you with a girl, I wanted to cry. Every time you smiled at her, every time you took her in your arms, every kiss you gave her, I wanted that to be me. It ripped my heart out every goddam time—no, hear me out.” Noel raised both hands, palms out, warding off Jed’s interruption. “I used to cry into my pillow, stifling the sobs so my parents wouldn’t hear, knowing that I couldn’t have with you what it was I really wanted. Because you liked girls, and I got it, but it didn’t make the pain any less real. I never want to have to cry into a pillow again, Jed, so you have to be sure what it is you want from me, because I can’t and won’t risk you waking up one day and asking yourself what the fuck you’ve gone and done.”

“I am sure,” Jed said, his voice low, rough, and unsteady, his gray eyes beseeching. “About me, and about us. I’ve been forced to do a lot of hard thinking, and look at who I really am. Noel, I know what I’m asking. Of both of us. And I get why you’re holding back, because if I were you I’d be doing the same. You weren’t my walk on the wild side. You were never an experiment. I freaked out, and I’m so, so sorry. How I reacted, and what I did. Running out like that. I was scared and confused. But I’m not scared and confused now. You’re who I want, Noel, and if you can give me a chance, I’ll prove it to you for the rest of our lives.”

Noel’s heart hammered so hard he feared his ribs would crack as Jed gazed at him, both hope and fear in his eyes.

“Babe? Say something. Please?”

“I… I…”

“My god, it’s about time you two ripped the blinders off. Watching the pair of you in the coffee shop, making eyes at each other when you thought the other wasn’t looking… Man, it’s been painful.”

Noel snapped his head up. Cameron stood smiling down at them, a few steps away from the table. Oh, god. What had he heard? His tongue had tied itself into a knot. He looked over at Jed, who was looking up at Cameron with his usual confident smile spread over his face. 

“And there was I, thinking I was being subtle.”

Cameron laughed. “Sometimes I just wanted to bang your heads together. But it was kind of sweet, too. Happy holiday, boys.” Cameron gave a backward wave as he left, making his way to the door where his husband Greg was waiting for him. 

Jed’s smile faded, like the hope in his eyes. He bit down on the side of his thumbnail.

Noel leaned forward, easing Jed’s hand away. “What was it you said about the rest of our lives?” He stood up and held his hand out to Jed. “Let’s go home, where you can tell me again.”

Jed’s eyes widened. “You mean that?”

Noel nodded, his throat too thick to answer, as the biggest, brightest smile he’d ever seen spread out over Jed’s face, chasing away the last of his fear. Jed took his hand. It was warm and strong, and fit just right, as it wrapped around his own.

Home. The word on Noel’s tongue tasted good, sweet and full of promise. It was where he was meant to be, with the man he was meant to be with, and where he wanted to stay.

Forever.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




“If you’re not sure of this right now, we can leave it for another time.” Please don’t say you want to leave it, pleeeeeeeasssse… Noel stared up from between Jed’s legs. Jed’s splayed and naked legs, between which his solid, flushed, and iron hard cock jutted. It jerked, bumping Noel on the nose. Don’t lick it, not yet, don’t suck down on the juicy slit and that mouthwatering little bead of⁠—

“No! I mean yes. Ah, fuck. I mean yes, I am sure and no, I don’t want to leave it. I want this, with you, but it is kinda weird that⁠—”

“That you’re about to get your cock sucked by another guy? I’ve always been a hopeless romantic, so there was no way I wasn’t going to put out after you brought me a red rose.”

Noel flicked the tip of his tongue over the head of Jed’s cock. Ah, fuck. Salty, bitter, so damn juicy and so, so Jed. He pressed down on the root of his own erection, because no way was he going to come in his pants. He took another lick, and trailed his tongue around the hot, bulbous head as he drifted his fingertips up along the insides of Jed’s thighs, which began to quiver. A strangled gurgling filled the room. Noel looked up through his lashes. Jed’s body was onboard with what was happening, but he wasn’t sure his head was. Or at least the one which sat on his shoulders, judging by how wide and glazed his eyes were.

They’d rushed back to Noel’s, almost falling through the snow, hands locked together, neither of them wanting to waste a second, not when they’d already wasted so much time. As soon as the door had slammed shut, they’d fallen on each other, kissing with a ferocity that had made Noel’s eyes water and his legs go weak at the knees. But now… Jed stared down at him through those wide, wide eyes of his, all his usual assured self-confidence gone. A little thrill of power flared inside Noel. Jed had ventured into new territory without a map. Noel didn’t have a map either, but he didn’t need one, not when he was on his knees with a thick, gorgeous cock bopping him on the nose.

“Jed, I know this is all new to you, but it won’t be too different from what you’ve had before⁠—”

“I—I guess not.”

“I just need you to relax, you know? And don’t worry about the bite marks in the morning. They’ll fade and the swelling will go down. Because gay guys always use their teeth. A lot.”

“What the—oh, screw you, Christmas. That is absolute bullshit.”

Screw me? Yes, please… But that would need to be saved for another day. Noel grinned, because for now all that mattered was that Jed was laughing. The scared shitless expression that had made him look like the most rabbity rabbit caught in the biggest, brightest headlights, was booted out of sight.

“Hey, Jed. Seriously. We can wait if you need to get your head around⁠—”

“I’ve been waiting way too long, so I sure as hell ain’t going to wait a minute more. All I need is for you to get your mouth around…” A shadow of doubt flickered across Jed’s face. “Unless you want to wait? I’ll go with you, take everything at your speed. If you’d rather just cuddle and watch a romantic movie…?”

Tears prickled the backs of Noel’s eyes. So many times, a hard hand had pushed his head down, or bounced him over onto his stomach, fingers none too gently opening up his ass cheeks. The play was always a little rough but fun, or mostly, but always it had been what the guy he was with had wanted. Nobody, ever, had asked if he’d rather cuddle and watch a movie. Nobody except for Jed.

He didn’t.

“Buckle up, Jed Mason, because there’s going to be nothing slow about the ride I’m about to take you on.”
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Jed groaned as Noel buried his face into the heat that throbbed between his legs, tangling his fingers in Noel’s hair as waves of tingling pleasure crashed over him. His ragged groans filled the air, joining Noel’s own. Never, ever, had he experienced anything like this before.

It wasn’t the first time he’d had tight lips running the length of his dick, or a tongue flicking at his hot, super sensitive tip. But it had never been like this. A rasp of stubble, lips that were harder and a hand that was firmer. And those noises… deeper, rougher, and so, so right. Jed gasped as Noel pulled off him with a wet and slurpy pop. No, no, no, no. Noel couldn’t be leaving him like this, he couldn’t be leaving him with a pulsing cock and burning, aching balls that felt like they just wanted to fucking explode. Jed let out a trembling sigh of relief as he was once more engulfed in the wet heat of Noel’s mouth, his eyes fluttering to a close again at the pressure of Noel’s tongue, and the light scrape of teeth, almost a tease, sent shivers down his spine. It was overwhelming, intoxicating. It was like nothing that had gone before and fuck, he never wanted it to end.

“Oh god,” Jed gasped, his hips bucking involuntarily. “Noel, I… I can’t…”

Noel hummed in response, the vibrations sending a burst of heat like goddam solar flares through Jed’s body as Noel took him deeper, hollowing his cheeks as he sucked, his hands gripping Jed’s trembling thighs. 

Jed’s world narrowed to a pinpoint of sensation. The coil of tension in his belly wound tighter and tighter as his breath came in ragged pants. He was close, so close, teetering on the edge of something monumental that would change his and Noel’s lives for good.

“Noel, I’m gonna…” Jed tried to warn him, but Noel only redoubled his efforts, his tongue swirling around the sensitive, nerve filled head of his cock.

With a strangled cry, Jed came, his body arching off the couch, the pressure on his pulsing cock almost unbearable as Noel swallowed him down, every drop, his throat working as he milked Jed through his orgasm.

As the last tremors subsided, Jed collapsed into the couch, boneless and spent, his heart thundering, the rush of blood through his veins deafening, his breath heavy and labored. He threw a trembling arm across his face, hiding the tears that were already rolling down his cheeks. In the course of an evening, his life had changed direction. There was no going back to who and what he and Noel had been before.

And no way, ever, would he change one damn thing.

“Hey.”

Jed let his arm slip away. “Hey,” he croaked back as Noel climbed up his body and pressed tender kisses to his heated, sweat slicked skin. When their eyes met, Jed saw his own wonder and desire reflected in Noel’s gaze.

“You okay?” Noel asked, his voice rough and raw. 

And no wonder Noel sounded like gravel. A bubble of pride burst in Jed’s chest, and he tamped down on the chuckle tingling on his tongue. 

Noel’s teeth worried at his lower lip as doubt flickered in his eyes. No way was Jed going to let that happen when everything was so much more than okay.

“C’mere.” 

Noel melted into Jed’s embrace, the cutest little brunette he’d ever held. Jed’s fingers trailed lazily up and down Noel’s spine, coaxing out a contented sigh.

“I’ve wanted this for so long,” Noel murmured against Jed’s chest. “I was afraid you’d never…”

Jed silenced him with a kiss, his lips soft and insistent. When they parted, he cupped Noel’s face in his hands, thumbs caressing his cheekbones. “I know. I’m sorry it took me so long to figure it out, more sorry than you could ever know. But I’m here now. With you. It’s where I belong.”

Noel’s eyes shimmered, and a tremulous smile spread across his face. “You mean that?”

“Every word,” Jed replied, his voice husky. He brushed Noel’s hair from his brow, breathing in the scent that was uniquely Noel. “I’ve never felt anything like this before. It’s… intense. Overwhelming. But in the best possible way.”

Noel chuckled softly, his hands roaming over Jed’s broad chest. “Welcome to the club, big guy. It only gets better from here.” A mischievous glint appeared in Noel’s eyes.

“Oh yeah? Care to show me how?”

Noel grinned, and a fresh surge of desire coursed through Jed’s veins.

“With pleasure,” Noel purred, capturing Jed’s lips in a searing kiss that promised so much more to come.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




Noel stared down at Jed, spreadeagled on the bed. Somehow they’d made it to the bedroom last night, crashing out, too tired to do anything other than cuddle as they tumbled into sleep. The morning after the night before. It was one of those, for sure, but unlike any he’d ever known. Noel chewed his lower lip. It wouldn’t, couldn’t, be like all those other times, with other guys. Jed wouldn’t wake up, the only thing on his mind how to get away fast enough… but the small, nagging doubt burrowed down in the darker recesses of his brain.

The click of claws, accompanied by insistent barking as Peter burst in dragged Jed out of sleep. Jed blinked, sleep soft eyes meeting Noel’s as a softer smile lifted his lips. Noel swallowed and smiled back. No, this wasn’t like all those other times.

“Morning, Peter.” Jed pushed himself to sitting, the sheet pooling at his hips as he leaned down, scooped him into his arms and held him against his broad chest. Peter wriggled in excitement. And no wonder, Noel thought, because he wasn’t the only one who’d be excited to be held against Jed’s muscled, and very naked, chest. Jed peered over Peter’s still wriggling body. “We good?”

Noel nodded and relief flooded Jed’s face, the apprehension in his eyes only evident when it lifted. Noel’s heart twinged; he hadn’t been the only one wondering.

Noel plucked Peter out of Jed’s arms and put him outside the bedroom before he closed the door. The whining and scratching were almost immediately replaced by the receding clip clop of claws.

The morning after the night before… Noel didn’t stop to think, didn’t stop to pick and choose his words or weigh them up. Here and now, he had to dive in.

“I’ve got to know why this has happened. You and me. Us. I sure am glad it has. But you’ve had so many girlfriends, during high school and since. All the really pretty and popular girls. There was never any sign that, that…” He was coming off the tracks. The questions he’d formed in his head as he’d stared down at Jed had been clear, logical. The why of Jed’s revelation had been left unanswered, as it had consumed Noel, as what he’d always believed was impossible had become a true, real possibility. And when they’d got home… But the why remained. If they were to go forward and make a life together, he had to know.

Two strong hands grabbed his and held on tight.

“If you think I’ve got second thoughts about what happened last night, and about us, you’re wrong. Do you see me panicking? Do you see me trying to get out of here like my pants are on fire? No, you don’t. I’m not exploring or experimenting. That’s not what’s happening here. No way. As far as I’m concerned, it’s you and me. Us. Noel Christmas and Jed Mason. Just like it’s always been, just like it’s always going to be. But with added gay.”

“Added…” Noel blinked hard. “So, is that who you are? This is an official coming out?” Heat tingled at Noel’s cheeks. After last night, how could he have any doubts left?

Jed shrugged, exhaling a long, deep breath before he spoke. “I don’t know, is the honest answer. Do I have to stick a label on myself? Bi, maybe? Demi? Or pan? But none of those feel like they fit. All I know is that it’s you I’m interested in. It’s you I love, Noel. And only you. Does that have a label? If it does, I’ll get it printed on a pile of T-shirts, every one a color from the rainbow.”

Love… the word burrowed into Noel’s heart where it twisted, turned, somersaulted and finished with a loop the loop, before he groaned and let his head drop forward. “I so wish you’d said something, or that I’d had the courage to do so.”

“We both wasted so much time. I couldn’t risk what we had. Our friendship, it’s been the most important thing in my life. It’s been what’s kept me anchored. I thought, if I did something that threatened it, I’d be left drifting. So I locked everything down about how I really, honestly felt. But I don’t think I hid it as well as I thought.”

“What do you mean?”

Jed placed his palms on either side of Noel’s face and Noel sighed, pushing into the touch.

“All those girls. All those cute little brunettes. My mom always jokes about me having a type, how everyone I’ve dated never deviated from it. She’s right, and it makes me feel bad because deep down I knew every single one was a substitute, an imitation of what I wanted. Or who.”

“But why now? Better late than never, but…” Noel let go of a long, shuddering breath, his eyes dropping to a close when Jed brushed his thumbs over his cheekbones. Stop asking questions… Just grab the gift that had fallen into his lap. Noel dragged his eyes open. He had to know, all the little gaps needed to be filled.

“Maybe because I’ve grown up. Or as grown up as I’ll ever be,” Jed said with a wonky smile. “My life finally feels like it’s taking shape. All the jigsaw pieces are slotting together. I always knew there was a piece missing. I hated every guy you ever dated… None of them deserved that from me, but it didn’t stop me from telling you they were losers. But every time it was me who was the only loser because they had what I wanted. Which was you.” Jed paused, his teeth worrying at his bottom lip. “After what happened between us, when I crashed at your place, I couldn’t keep a lid on what I felt. It was like I was reaching boiling point. I spoke to somebody I respect and trust. It kind of put it all into focus. For the first time in my life, it felt like I could be honest not just with you, but with myself. Whether people from today onwards want to call me gay, or bi, or whatever, I don’t care because I know the truth of who I am.” Jed moved closer, his lips no more than a warm breath away.

“You… you do?”

“Mmm, I do. It’s simple. My name is Jed Mason and I’m a Noelsexual.”

“A…”

Jed was smiling, his eyes bright with mischief and so, so much more.

“You heard right. I’m a Noelsexual, because for me there’s nobody else and there never will be. I love you, Noel Christmas, and only you. I always have and I always will.”

Noel sighed as he melted into the kiss. Sweet, soft, tender, with a promise of spice and heat. He’d dreamed about this moment, longed for it so much it had made his body ache with want. But the kiss was so much more. It was a portent of what was to come, of a future, of a life with the man he’d loved from the moment he’d taken his first breath.

The man he was meant to be with, his missing piece of the puzzle, the piece who made him whole and complete.

“Happy Christmas, babe,” Jed whispered against Noel’s lips.

Christmas, and the best one ever, as Jed eased him down into the bed.

“Then we’d better unwrap our gifts.” Noel’s eyes drifted to a close, as deep laugher rumbled through him and a pair of strong arms pulled him in tight.


EPILOGUE
ONE YEAR LATER


Jed lay against the creased, rucked up sheets, a boneless, sated heap. His eyes were closed, the last explosions of white light fading into the blackness. A thin layer of sweat covered his hot, flushed skin, and his breath, which hadn’t been the only thing to be sucked out of his body, was still way too off normal to allow him to say a word. Movement at the bottom of the bed, then a weight thudding down on him, made him grunt. He opened his eyes and smiled because, goddamit, Noel had been making him smile every morning, every afternoon, and every evening for the past year.

“It’s snowing.” Noel, his chin propped on the backs of his hands, smiled.

“Babe, this is Wyoming. In December. When isn’t it snowing?”

“True. It’s also Christmas Eve, and you’re not working. You know how much I want to do this. It’ll be our first in our new home, and it’s right that we do it today. It’ll kinda be like our first anniversary gift to ourselves.”

Jed’s heart stuttered. A whole year since he’d come to his senses and owned up to what he’d always known: he loved Noel, and that he was absolutely, one hundred percent, Noelsexual.

Noel cocked his head to the side, his smile turning coy. “There’ll be hot chocolate after, with extra marshmallows, and maybe an added little… something.” Noel wriggled, grinding down on Jed’s sleepy, spent cock, which, with every little movement of Noel’s hips, was stirring and waking up.

“We can do it later, I promise. Maybe after hot chocolate and that added something?” Jed went to wrap his arms around Noel, the promise of the added something lending an urgency to his movements, but Noel jumped up and backed out of reach. “Noel!” Jed whined. “What the hell am I meant to do with this?” He pointed down at his fully awake and ready for action cock.

“What do you think showers were invented for? Be ready in twenty.” Blowing Jed a kiss, Noel all but skipped out of the bedroom.
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The snowman listed to the side, like a drunk who’d staggered out of Randy’s after an evening of Randy Red Rooster cocktails and too much line dancing.

“It’s not quite how I imagined it’d turn out.” Noel planted his gloved fists on his hips and stared at the banked up snow that in no imaginable way looked like any of the snowmen shown on all the Christmas cards they’d received. The old Santa hat flopped at a forlorn angle. The apples for eyes were okay, even if they did somehow make the snowman look crossed eyed, but at least the nose — a large, knobbly carrot — was⁠—

“Oh.” The carrot tumbled to the ground, and Peter, dressed in a festive Christmas super hero outfit, pounced upon it, snatched it up, and staggered along the pathway that Jed had cleared to the back of the house.

“At least it’s in our own yard, where nobody else will see it.” Jed wrapped an arm around Noel and pulled him in tight.

Noel sighed as warm bubbles fizzed inside of him. Their snowman, in their yard. Not his apartment, but his and Jed’s little house. The warmth spread to his fingers and his toes and everywhere in between. Their house, their home… They’d come a long way since that Christmas Eve in Odette’s, a year ago today. Tears prickled at Noel’s eyes, which really, absolutely, were all to do with the icy wind picking up and the snowflakes battering against his face.

“Maybe we can add building a snowman to our list of traditions. Like the tree lighting and the ugly sweaters.” Jed hugged him harder before planting a warm kiss on his cheek. “Hey, I think Peter wants to get back into the warm to cuddle with his boyfriend.”

Noel looked over at the house where Peter was pawing at the glass doors. Gomer, on the other side where the tree lights twinkled, and the flames danced in the wood burner, had his nose pressed up against the glass.

“Just like I want to,” Jed whispered into Noel’s ear, before taking Noel’s hand and leading him back to the house.

[image: ]


“I’m so glad we got in here before Christmas.” Sprawled on the couch with Noel, Jed looked around at their living room, a contented smile on his lips.

Noel’s rainbow Christmas tree stood by the window, almost as wonky as the snowman they’d built earlier. Against a background of twinkling lights, it dripped tinsel and an eclectic collection of ornaments. Some were new but most were old, including the two baubles with his and Noel’s faces crushed against each other’s.

One wall was mostly shelving, crammed with Noel’s rom-com DVDs and battered soft back books. Hanging from another wall was the huge collage Jed had put together, filled with photographs going back to when they were tiny babies, all the way through high school and beyond. Each photo told a story, each a step towards where he and Noel were today. But the photo which made his heart twist and stop the breath in his chest was the one, taken on a golden fall day, of them standing outside their house, as he hugged Noel tight from behind as Noel held up a bunch of keys.

“Our own home,” Jed murmured as he drifted his fingers through Noel’s hair. “If I hadn’t finally pulled my head out from my ass and owned up to what I’d always known⁠—”

“But you did.” Noel looked up and their gazes met; Jed’s heart did a little leap.

“I just wish I hadn’t wasted so much time, that I’d been honest enough to say something.”

Noel took hold of Jed’s free hand and laid a gentle kiss on the palm. “And I wish I’d summoned up the courage to tell you how much I loved you, and always had. We’ve got a lot of time to make up for.”

“The rest of our lives.” Jed’s voice caught in his throat.

In the quiet of their snug, cozy living room, lit only by the flickering flames from the burner, and the gentle pulse of the tree lights, Jed’s eyelids dropped to a close. Him and Noel, like this, just the two of them… he could get used to this… for the rest of their lives…

“We’re not the only ones who are happy we got things sorted. Look at those two.”

Jed opened his eyes, shucking off the light doze that had begun to claim him. In his old basket, Gomer was curled around Peter, gentle licks lapping at the sleeping dachshund’s head.

“Gay dogs. I guess if you can get gay penguins… I think Gomer’s got himself a new lease of life since Peter started humping his leg.” Jed laughed and Noel winced.

“I almost got my hand bitten off when I had to pull Peter off him last week, when I was in CC’s. Geraldine and Barbie-Anne were there too; I thought they were going to have a seizure. I think I need to make an appointment with the veterinary surgeon right after Christmas to have Peter’s⁠—”

“Ouch!”

“You won’t be saying that when he humps your leg. I’m glad your mom and dad let us bring Gomer to live here with us. Peter’s been in a better mood since he came.”

“Mom said he wouldn’t stop crying when I left home, but I think the deciding factor was the puppy they adopted. That scruffy little bundle of fur is way too lively for him.”

Noel pushed himself up to sitting. “How about hot chocolate with an eggnog—” The blast of a jazz trumpet cut through the quiet and Noel scrambled to pull his cell from the hip pocket of his jeans. His parents, calling all the way from a warm and definitely not snowy Florida.

After passing the cell to Jed to say hello, Noel took the call in the kitchen. Peter shook himself out of his sleep, barked, and tottered after him.

Gomer staggered up onto his skinny spaghetti legs and loped over to Jed, where he rested his head on Jed’s thigh.

“Hey, boy.” Jed scratched the old dog behind one of his ears. “It’s been one hell of a year. Sometimes I have to pinch myself just to make sure it’s all real. If I hadn’t finally faced up to who I really was, and what I wanted…” Jed shook his head, the thought of how empty his heart would have been without Noel sending a shiver down his spine. Gomer whined, and wobbled as he lifted a front leg and laid a big, old paw on Jed’s other thigh. “This is just the start, Gomer.” Jed’s voice dropped to a whisper as he ran a palm over the rough fur on the dog’s head. “Okay, so we haven’t got the white picket fence yet, the big yard, or a porch with a swing out front, but we’ll get them. And those mini-Noels I know he wants so much, along with some mini-Jeds, too. I think he’d like some mini-Jeds, don’t you?” Mini-Noels and mini-Jeds… raising a family of their own.

Gomer climbed up onto Jed’s lap, snuffling and snorting as he settled down. Jed buried his fingers into Gomer’s wiry coat.

“I never thought much about being a dad before. Why would I have, when almost no girl made it to a second date?” A twinge of guilt pulled at his stomach. All those cute little brunettes, but none had been the one he’d really yearned for. “But with Noel… I think we’d make great dads, don’t you, boy?”

Gomer looked up at him, cocking his head to the side before he barked.

Jed grinned. “Knew you’d agree⁠—”

“What are you talking to Gomer about? It looks like you were having a serious, grown up conversation.” Noel set the tray down on the coffee table. Hot chocolate, a glass of eggnog each, and a plate piled high with — mince pies. Lucian had given them a large box, from the care package his mom still sent him from England, which was just as well as Noel had become addicted to the little vine fruit pies.

“We were.” Jed picked up his hot chocolate. “I’ll tell you about it sometime.”
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Jed was so full he could hardly move.

The table had groaned under the weight of food as his mom filled up every available space with plates and bowls and family heirloom serving dishes containing every single festive food known to man. And now she was piling left overs that would last until spring into a collection of giant sized Tupperware, ready for him and Noel to take home. Christmas evening was going to be spent lying in a food induced coma on the couch, rather than what he’d had planned, which was getting naked, and very sweaty, on the rug in front of the fire.

“I’ve also got a box of Great Aunt Wendy’s cookies for you. I had to break off the most burned edges, but otherwise they’re good. She’s almost blind, the poor dear, but she does so love to bake.”

“I think we’ve got enough, Mom.”

“Nonsense. You boys don’t eat enough. Didn’t I say that, Hank?”

All eyes turned to Jed’s dad; he was asleep at the table, snoring over his abandoned second helping of whipped cream slathered pumpkin pie.

“Hank, wake up.” Francine shook Hank, who came to with a start, his head snapping from side to side. “Coffee and sugar cookies in the living room in ten minutes. You’ve always got room for a sugar cookie.”

Hank pushed himself up. “I gotta go lie on the bed,” he muttered as he staggered from the kitchen.

“Noel, you could eat a sugar cookie, couldn’t you?”

“Hugnn…”

“What was that, dear?”

“Go sit in the living room before you pass out.” Jed eased Noel to his feet and gently pushed him in the direction of the kitchen door. “Maybe we could have coffee and cookies later,” he said, turning back to his mom. Like in a week’s time, because there was no way he was going to be eating until then.

Francine huffed. “I really don’t know what’s happened to you, because you used to have such a healthy appetite. Help me clear the table and then we’ll go join Noel. The Sound of Music is on a little later. It’s such a lovely movie, and we can watch it together.”

Jed stifled his smile. It was on TV every year, and his mom always insisted on watching it; the one time he’d suggested Die Hard, instead, she’d looked at him with such upset in her eyes he’d felt guilty for days.

“It’s good having you and Noel here, Jed. I’ve got to admit, the house feels kind of quiet now you’ve moved out.”

“We’re here a lot, Mom. For dinner a couple times a week, and I make sure I drop by.”

Francine turned from putting leftovers in the fridge. “I know, and believe me I’m not trying to make you feel guilty. Goodness forbid I’m that kind of mother. It’s just that when your kids make their move out into the world, the nest that was always so busy just feels a little quiet, that’s all. You’ll discover that for yourself in time, when you and Noel raise a family. Pass me those freezer bags, will you, dear?”

His mom’s words echoed in his head. Kids. He and Noel would become parents, it was as certain as the rise and set of the sun, but…

“Would you and dad like to be grandparents, to our children? I mean, two dads or two moms, it’s still unusual and I⁠—”

“Thought your father and I were too small town to feel comfortable with that?” She tutted and shook her head, her gaze steady on his, and Jed felt the flush pulse in his face. Francine laughed and patted his cheek. “We are small town, but that doesn’t mean small minded. We’d love to spoil some little Jeds and Noels, and as your brother seems to be wedded to the military, you two boys are our only hope. I think I might need to divide this into two freezer bags, don’t you?”

“Er, sure.” Jed looked down at mashed potato his mom was scraping out of the dish.

“Jed, sit down. All you’re doing is getting in the way. It’ll be quicker if I sort this out.”

He collapsed into a chair. The breath had been punched from his lungs, not because of her admonishment but because of her easy acceptance that he and Noel would supply all those grandkids she so desperately wanted to fuss over. But why should he be surprised? Like his brother, he’d always had his parents’ full support and backing. They’d taken it in their stride when he’d told them how he felt about Noel, and his mom was doing the same about the future grandkids she’d be spoiling. God, he was so damn lucky to have the mom and dad he did.

“Thanks, Mom.” The words came out rough and unsteady, and Jed blinked hard to stop the tears of gratitude and love from falling.

Francine abandoned attacking the remains of the mashed potato and sat down opposite him.

“I always knew you’d end up with a cute little brunette,” she said, taking his hand and squeezing it. “And Noel Christmas is the cutest of them all. It was just a matter of time before you saw that for yourself, but I never had any doubt you’d get there.”

Jed jumped, his jaw dropping to the floor before he snapped it closed. “What? You had suspicions? About me and Noel? I hardly had them myself.”

Francine laughed. “I’m your mom, so I have special mom superpowers. Of course I knew. You two have been inseperable pretty much since the day you both drew breath. When you weren’t with Noel, you always seemed kind of lost. Some people are just made for each other. They’re like magnets, I guess. No matter what path they try to take, they get pulled back together again. That’s who you and Noel are, Jed. One of you without the other, it’s unthinkable. It may have taken you a while to work that out, but you got there in the end and that’s what counts.

“Do you think you boys are ready for coffee and sugar cookies now?”
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“Hot chocolate with cherry brandy is officially my favorite drink.” It had been a wonderful Christmas Day, but Noel was happy to be home, just him and Jed, snug in front of the fire. “Great Aunt Wendy’s cookies aren’t so bad either.” He bit into another, his fourth or fifth, maybe. Sure, they were a little burned, but the depth of flavor and the sweet hit were more than compensation.

Next to him on the couch, Jed laughed. “For somebody who almost had to be rolled home because he was too full to move one foot in front of the other, you’re getting well acquainted with those cookies.”

“It would be rude not to.” Noel licked his fingers clean of cookie. Draining the last of this drink, he slumped back against Jed, sighing when Jed pulled him in close. “It really has been a perfect day.”

“I know what would make it truly perfect,” Jed whispered in his ear. Noel grinned. Oh, yes… His clothes were feeling a little tight. “I want to give you your Christmas present.” Jed nipped at his ear.

“Nggghh.”

“What was that? You want me to give it to you, right here on the couch?”

Oh my god, yes…

Jed slipped out from behind him, and Noel reached for the zipper on Jed’s jeans, but Jed stepped back.

“Aren’t we going to get naked?” Noel blinked up at Jed, who smiled down at him, his eyes narrowed.

“We sure are, but first I want to bring you your Christmas gift. It’ll only take me a moment to get it.”

Noel blinked. Jed was serious, but they’d⁠—

“We agreed we wouldn’t buy for each other, that we’d save our money for our vacation in Florida. Now I feel bad.” Guilt and embarrassment squirmed in Noel’s stomach. He knew he should have got Jed something.

“It didn’t cost me much. In fact, it didn’t cost me anything.” Jed shrugged. Noel peered up at him. Jed was attempting — very badly — to look nonchalant.

“So, you found something in the dumpster?” Noel arched his brows, and Jed laughed.

“Wait there and don’t go away.”

Go away? There was no chance of that happening. Jed left the room and Noel settled back into the cushions. What the hell had Jed gotten him — for free?

Seconds later, Jed was back, one arm behind his back. Noel opened his mouth to make a joke, but the words died as Jed bit down on the side of his thumb on his free hand, a signal as clear as a flaming beacon that he was feeling unsure and uneasy.

What the hell was going on? Noel pushed himself up to sitting, his throat too dry for him to speak.

Jed dropped down next to him on the couch. “All the traditions we’ve always had, and the new ones we’re making, like decorating the tree together and building a snowman. There’s another one I want to add, and it’s this.”

Jed brought his arm out from behind his back. In his hand, he held an exquisitely wrapped single red rose. Noel’s eyes widened as he pressed a hand to his mouth.

“Last Christmas Eve, when I found you in Odette’s, I gave you a rose and I told you I loved you. I could say I love you as much now as I did then, but it’d be a lie. Because the truth is, I love you even more. I was going to give it to you yesterday, but I don’t know, it felt right to wait until today.”

Noel took the flower, its perfume rich and heady in the warm room, and he closed his eyes as he breathed in deep. A single red rose, yet it said so, so much. He opened his eyes and met Jed’s steady gaze.

“I love you too, Jed. Always have, and always will.” He leaned forward and pressed his lips to Jed’s, sighing into the soft, sweet kiss.

Jed took the rose and placed it on the side. Easing Noel down on the couch, he nipped at Noel’s earlobe. “Always have, and always will. Is that a promise?” he whispered against Noel’s ear.

“Yes,” Noel breathed. Always and forever, it was who they were and had always been.

“So maybe we can get naked now?”

“Naked? That’s just for starters.” Noel smiled into Jed’s darkening eyes as he pulled his man down on top of him.

Jed. His man.

Always and forever.
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I hope you enjoyed reading Meeting Mr. Christmas, it was certainly a pleasure sharing Noel and Jed’s story with you. If you have a moment to spare, a short, honest review would be much appreciated. Thank you.

[image: ]


Did you enjoy meeting Dean Hobart, the Mayor’s gay brother, when he visited Flowers by Lucian Blaxston? The great news is, Dean has his very own sweet and sexy romance. Check out the next book in the series, Sue Brown’s Santa of The Creek.

There are six wonderful romances in the Collier’s Creek Christmas series, HEAs guaranteed. Keep reading to find out more!

Why not check out Meeting Mr. Adorkable from series one? Here you’ll find Lucian and Arlo’s quirky cross-cultural age gap romance, complete with all the feels and vibes you’d expect from a small town MM romance.
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While we’re talking, if the small town vibe of Collier’s Creek has got you hooked, you might like to visit Love’s Harbour, my little coastal community deep in the heart of England’s West Country. Animal Instincts is an age gap grumpy/sunshine story, Hearts Colliding is enemies to lovers, and Sparring Partners is opposites attract and enemies to lovers, with a good pinch of hurt/comfort.
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For more about me and my other books, and to sign up to my newsletter (irreverent, chatty, packed with news and heads up on sales I’m running), check out my website:

www.ryecart.com

As a thank you for subscribing, I’ll send you a juicy sweet with heat story.

I also have a readers group on Facebook, which is mainly where I hang out on social media. Come and join me!
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