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Even with the pain of security checks and the inevitability of one thing always going wrong, Jason loved to fly, especially around the holidays. As a kid, when asked what he wanted to be, his answer was invariably a pilot. Of course, childhood plans tended to change throughout the years, and Jason didn’t wind up flying big passenger planes, but he still held onto that fascination with them.



Really, he would travel just about any way he could. He enjoyed taking a train to Boston or New York rather than drive. Friends owned boats and he loved to get out on the water. His ex-wife convinced him they should go on a cruise for their two-year anniversary and he found himself loving it, the ocean air, the festivities, looking out on the endless water.



But there was something special about flying around the holidays. Of course, the biggest reason was disembarking and seeing his family in New Bainbridge or the in-laws in New Jersey before the divorce, but it was more than that. Stories swirled in the air, good ones, bad ones, tired ones, exuberant ones. Christmas was a time of wishes big and small, and in the masses around him at an airport, those stories played out in tiny scenes.



Jason liked people-watching, and there was no finer holiday to observe humanity. Of course, it was easy for him to sit back and observe. He didn’t have kids to wrangle into seats or have to deal with leering TSA agents like the gorgeous college girls ahead of him in the security line. He knew that he was unique in that regard. He always liked to arrive an hour early both for check-in purposes and to grab something to eat or drink and bask in the chaos. That day, he was eating a Bavarian cream monstrosity and sipping on pure black heaven as he observed humanity’s best and worst at their most frayed.



The focus of his attention that crisp December day was an older couple in the midst of a language lesson. The elderly man was practicing what Jason believed to be Japanese, though he wasn’t entirely sure. The woman with him corrected him on a few phrases with amused patience, one leg tucked up under her butt. She was still pretty, even for what had to be sixty or seventy, with feisty eyes and crow’s feet that only served to emphasize her smile. Her husband had the look of a farmer, especially with his ruddy skin, flannel shirt, and enormous hands.



The trick of watching people was to study everybody and not seem like you were singling out anybody in particular. Letting the eye naturally be drawn to unusual outbursts was the key. Jason sipped and ate and let his eyes wander until the man groaned and waved his wife off.



“Enough, enough. At least for a while. Have mercy.”



Jason couldn’t help a chuckle at that. Both of them glanced his way, the woman’s smile impish.



“I have to ask, what language are you learning?” Jason asked.



“Japanese,” the woman said.



“Ah, I thought so, but I didn’t want to assume.”



“We got married this spring,” the man said, taking his wife’s hand. “We’re flying to meet her family in Kyoto.”



“That’s great. Is Japan beautiful this time of year?”



“Usually, yes,” the woman said. “This year’s been so much warmer I doubt we’ll see any snow. But in our case, that’s a blessing, traveling.”



Out of the corner of his eye, Jason saw a woman and an old man coming along slowly towards their gate. She was pretty, but Jason focused in on the old man and didn’t register any details. He was seriously having a hard time of it, limping badly and looking pale. Jason jumped to his feet. “Sorry, just…”



He didn’t finish the explanation but jogged for the bored gate agent. “Wheelchair?” he asked.



She looked up from her computer and blinked. “Sorry?”



Again, Jason didn’t finish his thought. He spied a wheelchair behind her, and ignoring her squawk, he grabbed it and rolled it towards the old man and younger woman. The man’s leg shook like he might collapse at any moment. His companion wrapped her arm around him, saying something reassuring.



“Gotcha, here, here,” Jason said, and the woman looked up at him gratefully.



“Thanks. He forgot his cane.”



“I didn’t forget. I don’t like the damn thing,” the old man said. But his pride didn’t stop him from collapsing into the wheelchair. “Thank you. I think I might… have fallen.”



“Happy to help,” Jason said. “Do you need me to call for a doctor or something? Or whatever they have at airports?”



“He’ll be all right with a rest when we get on the plane,” the woman said. Jason’s attention shifted to her. She was beautiful, maybe in her mid-twenties, with an elfin face and a pixie cut that matched it well. Her eyes were sharp and a glaring sort of brown, beautiful in their own way, if severe. She was short and slim-figured, making him feel like a giant. Then again, as tall and broad-shouldered as he was, that happened with a lot of women he met.



“Well, ah, let’s get you up front. Free rides today. No tip necessary,” Jason said.



The old man chuckled wearily and visibly sagged. “On the good days, I forget sometimes how bad the knees are. I guess I got cocky.”



By that point the gate agent was finally getting off her ass and doing something, which was namely calling the medical team. She came over as Jason wheeled the old man towards the rows of seats. “Sir, we’ll have EMTs here in a minute.”



“I’m fine. Really. A couple aspirin and I’ll be outdancing this young man.”



The young woman nodded discreetly behind him. The gate agent returned to her post, regarding the old man with more distaste than worry. The young woman began to go through her purse. The old man held out a hand to Jason. “Gadry.”



“Nice to meet you, Mr. Gadry. I’m Jason.”



“Oh no. That’s my first name. And no need for the mister. Let me have my vanity and just call me Gadry.”



“All right,” Jason said. “That’s an interesting name.”



“My mother made it up. She was a fanciful woman and thought it sounded French.” He gave the woman with him a meaningful glance. “The one you keep checking out is my granddaughter. Betsy.”



Jason and Betsy both glanced at each other as she said, “Grandpa!”



“Oh, it’s all right. Stare, young man. She’s very beautiful, isn’t she?”



“I… well, yes, she is that,” Jason said. “But, ah, I wouldn’t want to make her uncomfortable. So I’ll leave you to it, and if you need me again for anything at all, just let me know.”



“Walk with us when we board, Jason,” Gadry said. “Did I get that right?”



“You did. And I will, if you need the help.”



“I will. Can feel the damn thing twinging already. You should walk on her side, though, so I can lean against the wall. She might need some support too. A hand on her arm, maybe.”



“Oh Lord,” Betsy said. “I’m sorry. He’s… ah…”



“Senile. A loon!” Gadry said.



She finally found a bottle and uncapped it. “No. No, he is not. He just retired from teaching this spring and his mind’s still plenty sharp.”



“’Plenty sharp,’” Gadry muttered good-naturedly. “Damning with faint praise, she is.”



Jason said, “Well, he’s definitely the most interesting person I’ve met in a long time.Have a good flight, huh? And merry Christmas.”



“You too!” they both said as one. The old man slapped his armrest and said, “Jinx. Coke.”



Jason chuckled and left them to it. He really wouldn’t have minded getting to know that Betsy more, but it looked like she was harried enough. Oh well.



He headed back to his seat, but while he was gone, a devious and bizarre thief must have decided they couldn’t live without half a coconut Bavarian cream doughnut, because his was gone. The coffee and his overnight bag still sat there, untouched. The older couple he’d been talking to first before Gadry and Betsy pointed discreetly towards a tired middle-aged woman and her little one, maybe no more than five or six. The child still had a smidgen of Bavarian cream on his chin, and the woman pointedly looked anywhere but Jason, her cheeks bright red with embarrassment.



Jason shook his head. There was always something that went wrong on a flight. At least this time it was the most innocent of offenses. The kid gave him a toothy grin, and he grinned back.



* * *



Grandpa Gadry was going to be the death of Betsy and probably half her family back in New Bainbridge. Disaster followed in his wake like a dump truck driven by a happy-go-lucky drunk.



Take her current situation. Just before Thanksgiving, Grandpa Gadry, Betsy’s parents, and one of her brothers flew out from New Bainbridge to visit her for Thanksgiving. She was very excited because it was the first time she hosted her family in her new home. It felt a bit like when people who owned boats smashed bottles of champagne to christen them. Bad analogy, because Betsy liked champagne and hated to see it go to waste on a boat, but the feeling was similar.



Thanksgiving itself went fantastic. Her family was wonderful. Her mom helped her cook but knew her daughter wanted to do the brunt of it. The only low point was that one of the storebought pies was sort of slimy and soggy. A pretty minor blip on the radar, all things considered.



The one thing they weren’t paying attention to was Grandpa Gadry. Left to his own devices, he was usually pretty okay about sticking to his diabetic diet, and by all appearances, he did very well at the dinner table, avoiding the stuffing, mashed potatoes, and other starchy food in favor of the turkey and vegetables. He did have a slice of pie but it wasn’t like he was gorging himself on carbs and sweets.



But the next day, while out and about with the family for some late morning Black Friday shopping, he wound up sick. Very sick. It didn’t take long to wrangle out of him that he might have raided the fridge after everyone went to bed and loaded up on the “good stuff,” as he called it. That little nighttime expedition cost him a visit to the hospital, where they found out he’d need to be hospitalized and monitored.



The big problem was that Betsy’s family was due to fly or drive back that Saturday, giving them a day to rest before they needed to get back to work. Her mother Caroline vowed to stay and take care of her father, but Betsy decided to step up to the plate. She was going to fly to New Bainbridge in a month anyways, she said, so why not turn it into a little grandfather-granddaughter bonding time? He could get his rest at the hospital, and she would take care of him once he got out and over the next few weeks, then they would fly to New Bainbridge, Betsy to visit her family for Christmas, Gadry to return home.



It took some convincing and a lot of hemming and hawing, but her mother finally agreed. Gadry promised he’d behave and watch himself around the sweets and the carbs. Only, he didn’t agree to other rules and boundaries. He usually woke up at three or four in the morning, watching TV and banging around pots and pans. He was a decent cook but terrible about washing up and Betsy would often come home to a sink and countertop loaded with dirty dishes. Once, she walked in to find him repainting her bathroom. In pastel blue.



Pastel
 .



Worst, though, was the way he interfered with Betsy’s boyfriend Paul. True, Paul was not exactly the romantic leading man she wanted in her life – okay, there wasn’t a single romantic bone in his shredded body – but good God, he was something amazing in bed and just what she needed after a long, boring day of bookkeeping for the big auto parts store she worked for.



The first time Paul came over while her grandfather was staying with Betsy, the two men played at being polite like they were dueling, neither quite outright hostile but exchanging jabs and barbs that could best be called “playful.”



The second time, Grandpa Gadry didn’t hold back. He asked Paul what his intentions were towards Betsy, if he was going to marry her, and if he was seeing other women on the side. Paul’s carefully practiced devil-may-care attitude crumbled in the wake of her grandfather’s verbal onslaught, while Gadry’s own smile never vanished. Paul told Betsy perhaps they should do dinner another time, and she hadn’t heard from him since.



It was hard to admonish her grandfather for that. She knew Paul was unhealthy for her, stringing her along now with a series of dates for the better part of two years without committing to being a couple, let alone an actual proposal like she wanted from a man in her life. This was the incentive she needed to cut ties with him, and truthfully, it felt pretty good to finally be free of him. But couldn’t her grandfather have talked to her first? That would be the polite thing to do. Then again, if he had, would she have gone along with it? Betsy didn’t know.



Other things were a pleasant surprise, though she didn’t always think so at first. Like the night she came home from work to old sixties and seventies rock booming from the house and six of her neighbors and Gadry seated around her kitchen table playing board games. She didn’t know her neighbors all that well up to that point and wanted to shout for them to get out. She didn’t, and later, she was glad about that. Everyone brought something to eat in an informal, last-minute potluck, and Grandpa Gadry had tidied up. It was the sort of evening that should have sent her blood pressure to the moon, but the neighbors, as it turned out, were all genuinely nice people and she wound up the night feeling mellow and happy.



“But please, please, please tell me if you’re going to invite guests over,” she pleaded with her grandfather.



“Ah, don’t worry about it,” Gadry said, and rubbed his nose like Santa Claus. “I have a nose for who’s naughty and who’s nice.”



Now they were headed back to New Bainbridge, where she grew up and he still lived. Half of her was relieved, the other half sort of sad about the whole thing. Trying though it might have been, her grandfather’s visit had been fun. Stressful, sure, but a nice change from the doldrums of her life. The worst part about living in Vineport was that she was half a country away from her family and she would miss getting to see him every day.



Of course, Gadry had to get in one last moment of forehead slapping embarrassment by playing matchmaker.



“I’ll tell him we should change seats,” he mused to himself as they waited to board.



“You will do no such thing,” Betsy admonished him.



“Hm. I wonder if he’s going to New Bainbridge or if it’s a layover.”



“It’s not our business.”



“I know. Because you won’t talk to him.” Gadry rolled himself towards the gate agent.



“Sir, we’re not ready to board yet.”



“I’m aware. Do you have a pen and a piece of paper?”



“I don’t,” she said flatly.



“You are a dollop of sunshine nestled atop the whipped cream on the hot cocoa that is my day,” he said.



Another passenger nearby, a Black woman in a Christmas sweater, laughed and said, “I have something you can use. It’s a tiny notebook, though.”



Gadry turned the wheelchair towards her with eyes as bright as Christmas lights. “You are my number one favorite person here. Including my granddaughter!”



“Thanks, Grandpa,” Betsy said, but couldn’t help a smile. He would forever be the most charming human being in the world and she loved him dearly for it and his eternally kind heart.



He took the notebook and the pen, scribbled something out in his sprawling but beautiful handwriting, and tore the page out. When he handed it back, he and the woman struck up a conversation that would lead through their flight, since she would be sitting in the row ahead of them.



But before they boarded, Grandpa Gadry wheeled around the seats and came to a stop near Jason, the man who helped them out. He really was handsome, tall and as broad-shouldered as a linebacker. His face, she decided, was “nice.” Well put together, yes, especially with that curly sandy blond hair, but his eyes and his smile seemed to say “you can trust me.” Of course, that didn’t mean a thing in this day and age, but still, it was a face meant for returning a smile, and Betsy wasn’t immune to that.



Grandpa Gadry said little, but held out the paper to Jason and winked. Betsy groaned and facepalmed. No doubt, her number had just been given away.



Jason read the note, and did his cheeks redden a touch? Maybe. That was cute. The announcement that boarding would begin soon came over the speaker then, and Betsy rushed to her grandpa. “Time for us to go, so sorry about him, he’s… he’s…”



“Full of character,” Jason said.



“Hey, I like that,” Grandpa Gadry mused. “Full of character. Most people call me an asshole.”



That caught Jason off-guard and he belted out a pleasant laugh that made Betsy shiver despite herself. It was a good laugh, deep but sort of mellow too. “I guarantee you I won’t call you that.”



“Day’s still young,” Grandpa Gadry said.



The gate agent called for Gadry to board early if he wanted, a gift he was eager to take full advantage of. Unlike Betsy’s parents who grumbled over receiving AARP letters in the mail and becoming eligible for senior discounts, Gadry cheerfully took every advantage of his age with aplomb, telling anyone who would listen, “I fought to get this old and I’m going to enjoy it.”



Betsy rolled her grandfather down the jetway and towards the plane. He said, “That fella had some pretty big muscles, don’t you think?”



“Grandpa.”



“And I’m no expert but I think for a guy he had a nice butt.”



“Grandpa!”



* * *



The flight was largely uneventful for Jason, save for the snoring of one passenger that made everyone in hearing distance – nearly the entire plane – chuckle. His seatmate was a heavyset junior executive for a men’s big and tall online retailer. A pleasant enough guy who leaned a little hard on the worn and weary sales pitch, but Jason took one of his cards anyways since his giant shoulders did make finding the right size shirts somewhat challenging.



When they landed, Jason and his seatmate were among the last to disembark. By the time they reached the luggage carousels, Betsy and her grandfather Gadry were surrounded by family. She caught Jason’s eye and gave him a smile somewhere between shy and apologetic.



Go say hi, you idiot.



Jason took a step forward, but just then, a girl shouted, “Uncle Jase!” Her younger sibling echoed her. “Jase! Jase!”



He turned, surprised and already grinning. The plan had been for him to grab a taxi to his brother’s because his family all had to work that day and no one was free to pick him up. With nowhere to go but to see his parents and siblings, he never bothered renting a car for these things. This wasn’t the first time he got a taxi and hadn’t expected anyone to be there.



But rushing towards him were two of his nieces, followed by Jason’s oldest brother Dylan and his gorgeous wife Tyrina. Jason dropped his bags and swept up his charging nieces in a monster hug. “There’s my girls!” he said as he peppered the tops of their heads with kisses. Little Alicia had her frizzy hair done in twin buns with pink ribbons, while her older sister Laila had hers in a more elegant longer braid. Both of them wore puffy dresses under their winter coats, their favorites. Send them a toy or a book for their birthdays, they were happy. Send them a dress, and they were over the moon.



“What are you two doing here?” he asked them, mock sternly.



Alicia bit her hand, grinning around it. Laila said, “Are you surprised?”



“The surprisiest!” Jason said. He clutched them up and rose, making Alicia squeal and giggle. To his brother and his wife, “Oh hi to you two too.”



“Oh hi,” Tyrina said. Jason leaned in to peck her cheek and Dylan turned his head and pointed at his.



“Not a chance,” Jason said, but accepted a slap on the back from his brother.



The bags were coming around and he spotted his. Still holding the girls, he pointed it out to Dylan and his brother swept through the thinning crowd to grab it. Only then did Jason think to look for Gadry and Betsy again, but they were already moving, a throng of family surrounding the pair.



“Turn around,” Jason said to himself.



“What?” Laila asked, twisting her body back, thinking he was talking to her.



“Oh, no, not you, sweetheart. Sorry.”



Jason returned his attention to her and pecked the top of her head again. So preoccupied, he missed it when Betsy did turn, looking in his direction and hesitating for the briefest of moments. Seeing him hold the little girls, she turned away and didn’t look back again. She caught Gadry watching her, and smiled for him. He smiled back, and patted her arm.



On the drive to Dylan and Tyrina’s, Lish and Laila hit a wall hard and slept in their car seats. Jason held their little hands and thought, as he always did, about the kids he once wanted to have with Mika. When they first dated, he agreed with her no-kids philosophy, wanting to focus on his career like she did with hers. But his brothers’ kids changed his mind – or maybe more aptly and overly sappily, his heart. It was the central wedge that drove them apart, though Jason never hated her for that. Never hated her at all, really. It wasn’t the only reason they divorced but it was an insurmountable difference, and now… well, she was in New York, pursuing an acting career while she did office work for a day job, and Jason drifted through the day-to-day, hoping to someday meet someone again.



As Dylan talked about building the newest dorms on campus that fall and what hell it was working for a foreman who didn’t know what he was doing, Tyrina looked back over her shoulder and smiled at the sight of Jason holding his nieces’ hands. She nudged her husband, who shut up long enough to glance over his shoulder.



“Ah man. We gotta get you some of your own,” he said.



“He would be the best dad,” Tyrina agreed.



“Sitting right here,” Dylan protested.



“I know,” she said lightly, and leaned across to kiss his cheek. He grumbled and Jason laughed, but at that moment, he thought about the piece of paper in his pocket. He should throw it out. Gadry meant well, but… texting Betsy would be too weird, right?



Yeah. It would be. He’d ditch the number. Though… maybe after he texted her just to make sure her grandfather was okay. That wouldn’t be out of line, right? He was just checking up on the old man. Yeah. That was what he’d do. He’d text her and make sure Gadry was okay. And then he’d ditch the number.



Probably.



* * *



Betsy loved Vineport, and she was proud of the life she built there. But it was always magic, coming back to her childhood home in New Bainbridge for Christmas. For starters, she would never top her dad and mom’s skill and enthusiasm with decorations. They always had a theme, usually devised a year in advance so they could bargain hunt the after-Christmas sales and search through the city’s garage sales in the summers.



That year, six big Christmas presents sat at odd angles in their yard, complete with bows. They were made from wood, sanded and well-painted. The smallest was about four feet, and the tallest six.



“I saw these beautiful light-up presents last winter but I told your dad he could probably build something even cooler than that,” Caroline said. “He did the building. I did the sanding and the painting.”



“We had all that plyboard in the garage, and Nancy Williamson had some hardboard she wasn’t using,” Betsy’s dad Garrett said.



“They’re beautiful,” Betsy said. “What’d you make the bows out of?”



“That’s where the hardboard came in. Didn’t that turn out nice?” Garrett asked.



“Ya done good!” Gadry said. “What about after Christmas though? How are you going to store them?”



That was a good question, one Betsy wouldn’t have thought of. That was the thing about her grandfather. Underneath the joviality and the devil-may-care façade was a terrifically sharp mind, one she adored. He should have been the lynchpin of a think-tank somewhere or become a professor, given his three degrees in politics, history, and English, but instead he chose to teach at a high school level because “it seemed like more fun.” He was also a self-taught programmer and writer, though his two thrillers were densely political in nature and Becky had yet to work her way through one, to her embarrassment.



Garrett said, “That’s the best part. Take out a few screws, and they come right apart. We can reuse them next year.”



Betsy’s father and Gadry had always had something of an odd dynamic. Garrett was a laborer by trade, doing odd jobs throughout the years until he settled in doing landscaping and maintenance for an office building downtown. To hear her mother tell the story of their earliest dating days, Garrett had been terrified of meeting Gadry, even if Betsy couldn’t remember a day in her life seeing her father afraid of anything except frogs. Gadry was an intimidating figure to him, an intellectual and a beloved teacher. Garrett wasn’t those things. He worked with his hands and dug in the dirt, as he told Gadry sheepishly when his budding romantic interest introduced the pair of them. Gadry didn’t much care what Garrett did for work, but told him, “If you want to date my daughter, help me get rid of those damned dead rose bushes out of my wife’s garden.” Garrett did, and the two developed a firm friendship that had seen little dappling of its calm surface.



They pulled into the attached garage. “Dad, you stay there until I come around,” Caroline said.



“I’m not hurting anymore,” Gadry grumbled. “You don’t need to baby me.”



Nevertheless, while Garrett opened the rear hatch to dig out the luggage, Caroline and Betsy were there when Gadry stepped out of the SUV. Mother and daughter shared a commiserative look as he walked around the car as briskly as if he was twenty years younger.



The house’s interior was just as lovingly decorated as the exterior, though tradition and memory ruled in this domain. Caroline liked things a very certain way. Gold and silver tinsel lined the walls and bannisters. A nativity scene became the centerpiece of the house’s foyer instead of the usual decorative bowl for keys. In the living room were snowmen on either side of the tree, one for every member of the immediate family. There was one for Betsy’s grandmother too, even if she passed away some years ago. Betsy’s heart broke when Gadry went to it first. There was no mistaking hers, because Caroline had it wrapped with one of Grandma Mallory’s scarves.



Gadry touched his lips, then the snowman. With a steady voice, he said, “Looks good, Caroline. But it always does.”



Caroline came to him, wrapped an arm around him, and they hugged for a moment. Betsy watched, her heart a strange blend of heavy and light. She loved being back with her family again. She missed this, the holidays, them. Some days it hurt so much to be apart from them that she cried herself to sleep. She was proud of her job and her house and giving that up would feel like failure on some level, but her daydreams of moving back home grew little by little every day.



“So, how bad was it?” Caroline asked, snapping Betsy out of her thoughts.



“The worst!” Gadry said. “That girl is always partying. Every night. It was endless. She got tired of me and made me sleep in the car, too.”



“That sounds like Betsy,” Caroline said.



“Out of the two of us, who was the one throwing parties?” Betsy bellowed. Her phone buzzed with a text message and she pulled it out of her purse.



“Ah, well, they were dinner parties. How else was I going to meet a hot babe?” Gadry asked.



“God help the one you do meet,” Garrett said.



“Hey now,” Gadry protested as Betsy unlocked her phone. She saw who it was and couldn’t help a smile. “Oh, what’s this? Home five minutes and you’re already talking to a boy. Wait. Wait! Is that…?”



“Yes,” Betsy said, “and he’s just checking to make sure you’re okay, goofball.”



“Who is it?” Caroline asked.



Gadry smacked the side of his daughter’s head with a big kiss. “Might be a new snowman joining the group.”



“Are you and Paul back together?” Caroline asked, her cheer somewhat plastic.



“No,” Betsy said. “You have nothing to fear there. And no, Grandpa, there’s not going to be a new snowman joining the group. He was very nice, but…”



“Nice, and nice-looking,” Gadry said. He meandered towards the sprawling fake tree, no doubt going for a candy cane.



“Dad!” Caroline said.



“Right, yes, just giving the tree a look. Nice work, nice work.” He refocused on his granddaughter. “Yup. Landed herself a man with a nice donk.”



Betsy covered her face. “Nope. And I don’t think anyone says donk anymore.”



“They should. Wonderful word. So silly and appropriate. She’s texting a man we met at the terminal in Vineport. Jason.”



Betsy said, “He helped Grandpa with a wheelchair. And Grandpa decided to give him my number.”



“Well, you weren’t going to,” Gadry said.



“Because we just met! I don’t give out my number to strangers!”



“Your neighbors were strangers but that worked out too when I had them over, didn’t it?”



“Well, yeah, but it could have been a disaster.”



“But it wasn’t,” Gadry said, and nodded. “Go on. Text him back. Sneak away if you need to. Tell him he’s got your undying love and I expect to be a groomsman. I look good in a tux.”



“It’s true, he does,” Garrett said.



“Not helping, Dad,” Betsy said. She began tapping out a message back. “Anyways, he does seem very polite. He said he felt weird about texting me, but he did want to check in on you and make sure you’re okay.”



“And?” Gadry asked. “What are you texting him back?”



“I’m saying you’re great, we got in safely, and thanking him again for all his help at the airport. And that’s it, Grandpa. We’re not running off together.”



* * *



“Who are you texting?” Dylan asked.



“Oh, uh, a woman I met at the terminal in Vineport,” Jason said. They were seated in the backyard, the firepit lit in front of them. Laila and Alicia were still asleep. Tyrina was inside though not for long. She came out with a meat and cheese platter and three bottles of beer. Dylan and Jason both stood to grab the food and a chair for her.



“My boys,” she said happily, and gave them both a peck on the cheek before settling between them.



“Jason’s got a new girlfriend,” Dylan said, taking one of the bottles of beer.



“Really?” Tyrina asked.



“No, no, nothing like that.” Jason explained what happened with Gadry and Betsy, but didn’t mention how beautiful Betsy was. He did have to bring up Gadry trying to set them up. “I thought about tearing up her number, but I really did want to check up on them.” His phone buzzed as he reached for salami and crackers, studiously ignoring his brother and sister-in-law’s examination of him. He chewed and checked the phone again. “And that’s her now, just letting me know he’s doing great and they made it home.”



“And?” Tyrina asked.



“And that’s that,” Jason said. He finally glanced sideways at them. “What?”



“Still the worst poker face in the world,” Dylan said. “You like her.”



“She was, ah, very pretty.”



“Single?” Tyrina asked.



“We never got around to that question,” Jason said. “But her grandfather sure seemed intent on the two of us.”



“Invite them to the Christmas Eve thing at Mom and Dad’s,” Dylan said. “You know they wouldn’t mind.”



Jason thought of Mika, and a fight they had during the last Christmas they spent together. Things were imploding fast by that point. The word “divorce” had come up, but they still listlessly fought to stay together. She wanted to spend Christmas with her family in New Jersey. Jason wanted to spend it with his in New Bainbridge, especially because of Alicia and Laila. They never really had shouting arguments, but it was as close as they came, and it was the moment Jason knew there was no chance for their marriage to be saved.



“They probably have their own thing,” he said lamely. “Looked like some family greeted them when they got off the plane.”



“There’s no harm in asking,” Dylan said.



“But there’s every harm in not asking,” Tyrina added sweetly. “If you don’t text her and invite her, no ginger spice cake for you tonight.”



Jason stared at her in horror. “You wouldn’t.”



“Oh, I would. And we’d eat it slow in front of you. Savor every bite.”



“We could give the leftovers to the Tierney family,” Dylan said. “They have a bunch of relatives there this week.”



“You evil bastards!” Jason wheezed. “My… my spice cake!”



“What’s wrong with the ‘pice cake?” a soft, sleepy voice asked behind them. Laila came out clutching a stuffed animal. Jason’s heart melted when he realized it was one he sent her around Halloween.



“Oh honey, it’s too cold to be out without shoes,” Tyrina said, rising to her feet.



Laila ignored that and asked again, her voice wavering, “What’s wrong?”



Dylan gave Jason the kind of smile that said he was about to light the gasoline. Jason knew it all too well. Before Dylan met Tyrina and settled down, he had been the wildest, hardest-partying of the three brothers, and that smile only ever meant nothing but trouble for the other two.



“If Uncle Jase isn’t suuuuuper nice and invites someone to Grandma and Grandpa’s Christmas Eve party, he doesn’t-” by this point, Tyrina was giving her husband a gesture like she was slitting her neck, her eyes wide “-get a single bite of ginger spice cake.”



“But… but Mommy and I made it for him!” Laila said, and the sprinklers in her eyes came on in force. “It’s his f-fay-favorite!”



“You-” Tyrina sputtered, but stopped just shy of cussing at her husband.



“Better fix this,” Dylan told Jason.



Giving his brother a reciprocal “I’m going to murder you later” look, Jason shot to his feet and went to his niece. Inside, Alicia started crying too, always so sympathetic to her sister’s emotions. To Tyrina, “I got Laila.”



She nodded and said to Dylan, “Come on or there’s no dessert for you either.”



Jason swooped up little Laila and held her tight. “Honey, honey, it’s okay, your dad is just teasing me. I met a very nice woman and he wants me to invite her to dinner tomorrow.” She didn’t stop crying, but buried her face against his chest. Sighing, he dug out his phone. “It’s okay, it’s okay, shhh, shh, honey, it’s okay, I’m calling her, I’m calling her, and then we can have ginger spice cake together after dinner, okay?”



She sniffed but at least her tears were fading. He thought to himself how much fun it was going to be to whack Dylan in the nuts with, say, a golf club or drop a bowling ball on them, and started dialing Betsy.



She picked up with an amused, “Hello, Jason. My grandfather is doing a victory dance. An actual dance. He said you’d call. Or text. Wait, are you crying?”



“Hi, no, it’s, uh, my niece. Can you say hi, Laila?” Laila shook her head fiercely, and Jason kissed the top of her head. “She’s a little shy.”



“Aw, hi Laila.”



“We’re having big emotions right now because, ah…” Jason chuckled nervously. Why, though? He’d gone on plenty of dates since the divorce, and had even fallen into a brief, nice fling with the receptionist at his gym. Why should Betsy throw him off so much? “My brother and my sister-in-law… okay, this is weird. Let me start over. When I texted you, my brother and sister-in-law were curious, so I told them about you and your grandfather. They, ah, wanted me to invite the pair of you to my parents’ big Christmas Eve party.”



“What’s he saying?” Gadry asked in the background.



“Grandpa! Quit pawing at the phone!” The old man heaved a sigh, and Betsy came back on, now sounding like maybe she was muffling her phone, or hiding in a closet to talk. Meanwhile, Laila in Jason’s arm pulled away from his chest, giving the phone a now-curious look. “I’m back. Sorry. Christmas Eve party? My parents do the same thing. What time is yours?”



“Oh, ah, we say five, but things really don’t get going until six.”



“Shoot. Ours is about the same time. Listen, um, I need to do some last-minute Christmas shopping. Maybe… maybe breakfast tomorrow instead? And a little mall shopping downtown?”



Jason thought of the crowds on Christmas Eve and fought back a shudder. “Sure! That sounds great. But, ah, I don’t have a car here. I wasn’t expecting… um, that is…”



“I get it,” she said. “Text me your address. Is, um, eight-thirty too early?”



“Works for me,” Jason said. “See you then.”



* * *



With gentle nudges of his gloved hands, the reindeer flew wide circles around the city. His wife clutched his arm in anticipation. They so loved this day, and the night to come.



“It’s almost time,” she said, and booped his shoulder with the top of her head. “I can’t wait to meet him.”



He chuckled, his belly jiggling with it. “I almost want to swap you partners.”



“It’s not too late.”



His voice was a deep, pleasant rumble. A good stage actor’s voice, practiced over hundreds of years since he took over the suit. “No. I think he deserves your warmth, my dear.”



“I love you, you sweet, silly man.”



“I love you, more than ever.”



“You always say that.”



“Should I stop?”



She squeezed his arm again. “Never.”



They kissed, and he held her eyes with his own twinkling ones. “Should we let them see us?”



“A little peek?”



“It’ll have them talking for years.”



She laughed like music, and he twitched the reins. Down through the clouds they went, as madly in love with each other as ever.



* * *



“He could be horrible,” Betsy said, checking herself out with her camera’s phone and wrinkling her nose. Should she ditch the hat? She thought it was cute right up until her brother Matt told her it was twice the size of her head. Now she couldn’t unsee it, the great off-white behemoth squatting on her head like a bearskin rug. It was so warm and fuzzy though.



“Probably is,” Matt agreed. He and Betsy’s other brother James lived right there in New Bainbridge. Matt and his wife Marie would be going with Caroline to do some shopping of their own. James would show up sometime in the afternoon. On his days off, you couldn’t rouse him out of bed before noon.



“He could hate dogs, or be a racist, or a total sexist jerk.”



“I’m sure he’s a monster,” Matt said. He had his head buried in the fridge and came out with the previous night’s leftover breaded cod and coleslaw.



“Are you even listening?”



“Of course I am. You’re pulling the Betsy parachute again.”



She bristled at that, even if she knew it was true. A string of crappy boyfriends left her looking for reasons to bail out of relationships before they got too serious. She called it “looking for red flags.” Her brothers had a different nickname.



Before she could respond, Gadry stepped into the kitchen, tugging on a vintage leather bomber jacket. He still liked to dress in slacks and a button-down, though he forewent the tie – usually. That day he had one on, and Betsy couldn’t help but smile. It was red, with white trim at the bottom and a black stripe with a gold buckle imprinted on it, like Santa’s suit.



“How do I look?” he asked, holding his chin up.



“I love it,” Betsy said.



“Pretty stylish, Grandpa,” Matt said.



“Thank you, thank you. Your grandmother bought me this tie.” He lifted it off his chest and frowned at it. “Thought I lost the thing. But there it was this morning, right in the middle of the Christmas pile.” He dropped the tie and looked back up. He examined Betsy and nodded. “That’ll do. Sweet and classy.”



“I think the hat looks like I’m wearing a bearskin rug.”



“Nonsense. You have a beautiful face, and it says for young master Jason to look up at it.”



“Aw, thank you, Grandpa. Ready?” Betsy asked. Gadry patted his pockets for his keys and wallet and nodded. Betsy kissed her brother on the side of his head, called to Marie and her parents wrapping presents upstairs that they’d be back later, and escorted her grandfather to the SUV. The day was overcast and colder than expected. Snow as fine as sand fell, and was projected to get much worse. It was achingly beautiful, but the bite in the air made her shiver.



At first, Gadry deciding he wanted to come along with her on this date had horrified her, but overnight, she came to realize that she liked the idea of someone being along for this. Jason seemed nice, but they didn’t know much about each other. He really could be a monster. A monster who… well, invited her to dinner with his family. And wanted to go Christmas shopping and get breakfast at Fussy’s, one of the best, most cheerful restaurants near the mall where they’d be shopping.



“Okay. He’s probably not a monster, right?” she asked her grandfather.



“He had on Christmas socks at the airport,” Gadry said. “I don’t think anyone who wears Christmas socks is a monster.”



“I didn’t notice that. You should have been a detective.”



“Should have? I’m still young!”



“If anybody could do it, you could.”



Jason was staying at a nice two-story suburban home decorated with mismatched light-up snowmen and reindeer. Jason was on the lawn with a man who could only be his brother. Both of them looked cut from the same mold – broad-shouldered and tall, though the brother was heavier and his face more rounded. Dad weight, not necessarily fat, but comfortable. They were watching a Santa Claus inflate, and from the open garage came two small girls, both in cozy Christmas pajamas, winter coats nearly as big as they were, and gloves. Behind them came a gorgeous Black woman with her hair done in long, springy curls. Like her husband, she carried a little extra comfortable weight.



Every one of them watched the oncoming car, the adults all with smiles, including Jason. The littler girl, no more than two or three, reached out and gripped her mother’s jeans. She knelt and picked the little girl up, who cozied right into her. The other girl looked up at Jason when he said something, and grinned wide and waved when he did, both of them wildly overexaggerating the gesture. At that moment, Betsy imagined she could actually feel her ovaries clearing their throats and pointing directly at Jason.



“What a beautiful family,” Gadry mused as they pulled into the driveway. He glanced at his granddaughter. “Still think he’s a monster?”



“I mean… just because they could be in a Christmas movie doesn’t mean they’re not psychopaths. Or. Or! He could have hired them. Like a bunch of actors. Stage the whole thing and draw me in.”



“Hm. I like where you’re going with this. My first case.”



Betsy laughed and held the smile as she got out and walked around the SUV to say hello. The littlest one, Alicia, was shy and didn’t say anything, but Laila, the older girl, gave Betsy a wide grin when she complimented her on her pajamas.



“They have all the reindeer!” Laila said proudly.



“Oh, wow, all of them?” Betsy asked. “I don’t think I even remember all the reindeer’s names. There’s… um… Donner, and…”



“And Blitzen, and Comet, and Cupid!” Laila said, practically bouncing.



“And… Splasher?”



“No, Dasher!” Laila shouted with glee, and her sister giggled. “And Rudolph has a big red nose.”



“To help Santa find his way, right?” Gadry asked, a hand resting on his cane.



“Uh huh. We’re gonna leave out milk and cookies.”



“I hear that’s Santa’s favorites,” Gadry said, as though this were a very solemn secret they were sharing. “Do you like cookies?”



“Yes!”



“What are your favorites?”



As Betsy’s grandfather discussed the important business of cookies with the little girl, Jason grinned at Betsy. She pressed a hand to her heart. Tyrina caught all this and nudged Dylan.



They weren’t too much longer. Both the girls got emotional when “Uncle Jase” got ready to leave, but with Betsy and especially Gadry reassuring them they would have Jason home soon, tears were averted. Jason hugged them both, and Laila firmly and forever won over Betsy’s heart when she went to Gadry and hugged him too. She was shyer with Betsy, but that was okay, and she assured Jason of that when they got in the SUV.



“I don’t know that we told you this or not, but he just retired as a teacher,” she said, strapping on her seatbelt while Gadry scooted across to the middle seat in the back. Jason had tried to insist her grandfather sit up front, but Gadry wouldn’t hear it. “Fifty years.”



“Fifty years? No kidding?” Jason asked, looking over his shoulder.



“Fifty-two,” Gadry said.



“Wow, no wonder you’re good with kids. That’s incredible.”



Gadry glanced at Betsy and cleared his throat. “Wouldn’t you like to ask him what he does for work?” he asked pointedly.



“We are going to have so much fun,” she grumbled. “Yes, Jason, what do you do for work?”



They settled into the easy getting-to-know-you talk. Jason told them he was a sous chef at a steakhouse, which earned Betsy a poke in the shoulder from her grandfather, who mumbled none too subtly, “Handsome, good with kids, and he can cook.”



Jason said, “Ah, to be honest, I don’t know that I’ll be doing it much longer. My ex-wife and I moved to Vineport because she had a great opportunity to work with a theater company. I’ve been living there ever since, but after the divorce, I’m not sure why anymore. I miss my family here. The only thing really holding me back is not knowing what’s next. I’m sure I could find work here cooking, but I’m not sure I want to make my way back up the ladder again.”



 This guy can’t be for real
 , Betsy thought, but her heart sure wanted to believe otherwise.



“Betsy can cook too. She hosted Thanksgiving dinner this year and cooked it all practically by herself.” Gadry smacked his lips. “I’m going to dream about that turkey until next Thanksgiving.”



That led into a natural segue about how Gadry came to stay with Betsy in Vineport for a month. She told Jason too about her job as a bookkeeper at the auto parts store and her grandpa chimed in with how her star was on the rise. She didn’t bring up her own private thoughts about returning to New Bainbridge, which were tangled and becoming even messier after Gadry came to stay with her.



They were nearly to Fussy’s when Jason squinted up into the sky. “What is that?” he asked.



“What?” Betsy asked, then saw it too. There was a big rectangular shape just barely visible against the snow, red and trimmed in gold. It was distant, and slowing in a big circle. The features slowly came into view. It was a cart, and it was being led by…



“That looks like reindeer,” Gadry said, sounding as mystified as the pair of them.



“Has to be a drone or… something,” Betsy said. She laughed despite herself. “What a wonderful thing.”



Jason was already digging out his phone, but by the time he got his brother on the line and told him to look towards the sky, the sleigh – or whatever it had been – vanished. Betsy glanced at him and saw a wondrously childish smile on his face.



Oh boy
 , she thought.
 I’m going to fall hard for this one.



* * *



Gadry was not immune to fear.  He feared for his wife when she first began to suspect something was wrong. He feared the inevitability of the moment when she wouldn’t be able to squeeze his hand in response when he held hers. And as she began to slowly lose the fight, he feared for himself and the yawning loneliness ahead of him.



But that was understandable to him. His newest fear amused him, and saddened him too. It was a fear of time. Not that he was terribly afraid of dying. He missed his Mallory, and he wished to see her again, though he wasn’t in any rush about it. No, he had what some of his students would call FOMO – fear of missing out.



It seemed silly, but he truly was afraid of missing the big things he would not get to see. He knew he annoyed his daughter Caroline and his granddaughter sometimes, but in his heart, he always wanted to see them make the next big step because he might not be there for it. And in Betsy’s case, he was so very deeply afraid of watching her timidness about the world stop her from the things he knew in his heart she truly deserved.



Like this Jason. Her last boyfriend, Paul, he hadn’t been any good for Betsy. Not that Gadry expected Paul to marry his granddaughter. Gadry was old-fashioned but he understood relationships in 2023 were a fluid matter and it was not his place to judge if they liked things casual. He himself had a number of pleasant nights since his wife died with some of his single friends, even if he still might wish for a partner again, a real one, one to go to the movies and library with. Someone to hold to at night.



But what Betsy and Paul had was not what she desired for herself. He overheard her admit to her mother and brother she wished she knew where things were going to go with Paul, that she was possibly going to end it if things dragged on much longer. Maybe it wasn’t his place, but Gadry held no regret over seeing that numbskull out the door.



This Jason now… he was something special. Maybe he was putting on a show, but Gadry was a pretty good judge of character – you had to be, to see through to the heart and soul of your best and worst students. He didn’t think there was an ounce of guile to Jason. Sure, the young man was frayed around the edges, somewhat literally, with threads poking up from the seams of his jacket, his jeans with an errant small hole in them here and there. But none of that spoke to the man’s
 character
 . How he hopped to his feet to help Gadry, not as a means to hit on Betsy but to simply help, and the manner in which he treated his nieces spoke to Gadry’s heart.



This was the one for his Betsy, and Gadry did not want to miss out on the magic of what could be for the young couple.



Breakfast was delicious. He was halfway through one of the tastiest kitchen sink omelets he’d ever eaten and eyeing his granddaughter’s home fries when he saw it - inspiration. A couple maybe in their fifties or sixties walked towards the front doors. The man pointed upward at a sprig of fake mistletoe above the door. She laughed, and they stopped to kiss underneath it. An innocent scene, but it gave Gadry a hell of an idea for that night’s festivities.



“So,” he said, cutting up the last half of his omelet. “Your family’s having a get-together tonight too?”



“We are,” Jason said. “It’s our big tradition. My brothers and their families, me, usually a few extended relatives.”



“What’s on the menu?” Gadry asked, waggling his eyebrows for effect.



Jason chuckled. “Turkey, I think.”



“Sold!” Gadry said.



“We have our own dinner tonight,” Betsy said.



“A half an hour to say hello and steal some sweet, sweet turkey,” Gadry said. “Then maybe Jason would like to come over and meet our brood.”



“What’s on the menu at yours?” Jason asked.



“My Caroline… that’s my daughter, and her mother,” Gadry said, and Jason nodded. “She makes the best roast. Old-fashioned. Does it all with vegetables right there in the pan. And the gravy…” He smacked his lips. “Too bad I can’t have any of the biscuits this year. She makes them with cheese and chives and oh! Ohhh!”



They talked Christmas traditions through the rest of the meal. When they were finished, Jason dug out his wallet, but Gadry had already taken care of the bill when he went to the bathroom earlier. “Then it’s my treat next time,” Jason told him, and Gadry was further sold on him.



The restaurant was within walking distance of the mall and department stores that Betsy wanted to visit, but she was worried about her grandfather and his bad leg, so they drove to the mall and she let him out near the doors. Time to put his plan to action.



“I need to make some sneaky purchases of my own,” Gadry said. “So I’m going to go on ahead. I’ll meet you two by the fountain in… say… half an hour?”
 Plenty of time
 , he thought.



“You’ve got your phone on you?” Betsy asked.



Gadry patted his pocket and blanched. He did not. Damn it, he knew he forgot something that morning. But it was a short walk, and this was for love. If that wasn’t worth a little risk, nothing was. “Yes, my darling, doting granddaughter. Now you two enjoy some time alone. Don’t worry about me. I’ll see you soon!”



He made a great big show of going inside. Leaning on his cane, he waited for a group of twenty-somethings to pass by him going the other direction, then he limped out after them, hoping to lose himself in the crowd if Betsy happened to find parking nearby. It was unnecessary. He didn’t see the SUV anywhere, and started back towards the restaurant.



The snow was really coming down now, and he shivered with the cold. Usually you got one or the other with New Bainbridge, the extreme cold or a heavy snowfall, but that Christmas Eve they had both.



His cane hit a patch of black ice and nearly swooped out from under him. He grimaced as he put too much weight on his leg, but it was holding up okay. He kept on, smiling at people passing by on the way to the mall.



Most the walk was fine, but one thing he hadn’t realized was there was a small embankment between the restaurant and the mall’s parking lot with no stairs on this side. He frowned. That was an architectural oversight, especially if the restaurant wanted to draw customers in from the mall. Oh well. There was a sidewalk that extended towards around what must have been employee parking for the mall. He headed that way, his leg twinging now in a way he knew he shouldn’t ignore. The knee would freeze up on him, paralyzed by the pain.



Gadry told himself he’d have a seat inside for a few minutes, and that would help. But when he stepped back into the restaurant, several families and couples lined the bench seats, waiting to be seated. A mother by herself with two boys about nine or ten and two younger girls rose to her feet, but Gadry waved her down. She looked exhausted in a way that ran past the physical and into the emotional and spiritual. He knew that look from a hundred mothers throughout the years, and he would have bet every dollar to his name there was no father around to help her.



“Sit, please,” he said, though a stitch of pain in his leg nearly made him grimace. “Only be a minute.”



“Are you sure?” she asked.



Instead of answering, he smiled broadly and leaned harder on his cane as he approached the hostess. She gave him a tired smile at first, which changed to a more quizzical one when she recognized him.



“Hi! I was just here a minute ago with my lovely granddaughter and her date. I have an odd question for you.” He turned and pointed up at the mistletoe. “I was hoping to talk to you or your manager about buying that.”



“The mistletoe?” the hostess asked. Her nametag read Karen. Unfortunate in this day and age, but she seemed much kinder than the famed stereotype. Or was that archetype? He should probably look that up later, he told himself, the pain making him feel loopy.



“Yes. I wasn’t sure who would sell it, and I saw it here and thought it would be just what my granddaughter’s date needed to make a move on her.”



The hostess laughed. “I don’t know if I can. I’m sorry. That would be up to my manager.”



Gadry had to let go of his cane to dig out his wallet, and he fought the urge to lean on the counter. He slipped out a twenty, and she looked at it hesitantly.



“I… I’m sorry, if it was up to me, I’d just give it to you, but…”



He smiled reassuringly, wondering if it looked as tired as he felt. Given how busy the place was, he wasn’t going to have her call her manager over and potentially get her in trouble. All this pain, for nothing. Why had he latched onto this idea so fiercely?



“Then maybe you can help me with something else. You sell gift cards for here?”



She brightened. “Yes, we do.”



“Perfect. I need a hundred dollar one.” He eyed the baked goods behind a glass counter nearby and thought of Jason’s nieces. “And a dozen assorted cookies.”



She helped him with that. By that point, the pain in his leg left him sweating lightly. There were benches outside the mall doors. He could sit and take a rest there. He took the gift card, tipped the young hostess a five, and leaned hard on the cane as he turned and hobbled towards the single mother and her children.



She looked up at him questioningly and he smiled broadly. “My dear, I want your meal to be on me today.” He held out the gift card with trembling fingers. “Merry Christmas.”



“Oh, oh, no, I couldn’t…”



“There’s nothing that would make me happier. Please. No strings attached. Just a gift from a silly old man.”



She took it, and managed to get a thank you out of her two oldest for him. He chuckled and wished all of them a merry Christmas again. Before he could walk away, the young mother asked, “Are you all right?”



“Nothing that a little walk won’t make right,” Gadry said, and strangely, despite the pain screaming in his knee, his words were heartfelt and genuine, and it placated her. She smiled back at him tentatively when he rubbed his nose like Santa, and he continued on his way.



You old fool
 , he thought to himself.
 Why didn’t you have her call Betsy?



He had his granddaughter’s number memorized, as he did all of Caroline’s family, but even if he didn’t, he had a card in his wallet with a dozen family members’ names and phone numbers, including Betsy’s. He turned back towards the restaurant, but no, he was not going to trouble anyone else at Fussy’s that day.



The ramp looked far more daunting than it had coming up it. Gadry took it slow, gripping the railing with his left hand and balancing himself on his cane with his right. The bag with the box of cookies inside swayed with his every step. Though he normally had a wicked sweet tooth, his mind was anywhere but on the treats. The blizzard had become nearly a whiteout. He shivered and stopped to button his bomber jacket. As warm and comfortable as the old jacket was, he knew he should have gone with the parka. Or maybe he should buy a sleeping bag and cut holes in it for his feet, arms, and head. Now that would be warm.



The thought made him chuckle, and chuckling eased Gadry’s pain tremendously. He carefully came off the ramp and onto the sidewalk. The pain in his knee receded until he turned the corner, and it flared right back up again. He thought about Betsy, and Jason, and Caroline and Garrett, and all the other family coming that day, and resolutely, he stepped down the sidewalk, fighting the tremors shooting through him. To occupy his mind, he thought of the present he planned to give Betsy, if she’d accept. He’d been talking it over with Caroline for weeks. His daughter approved, though it broke her heart, just as it did his, a little. But he had faith in his granddaughter, and he owed her. She would, of course, deny that he did, because she was as kind as her mother and grandmother and wouldn’t have ever taken a thing for helping him this last month.



Here was the embankment, and the line of mall employee cars. From there, it was a straight, level shot back to the mall, where he’d have his rest. Gadry stepped down off the sidewalk. Just as it had on the mall side, his cane skipped off ice under the freshly fallen snow. It shot out from under him and this time he fell backwards, crying out as his skinny butt hit the unforgiving pavement.



His knee felt like it was on fire. He writhed, gripping it and shedding tears with the pain. “You stubborn, stupid old man,” he gasped.



With the whiteout, out of view of the restaurant, and sandwiched between a pair of cars, no one would be coming to his aid anytime soon. Gadry dropped his head against the pavement, and stared up into the snow threatening to blanket him soon.



* * *



“Will he be all right?” Jason asked as he walked with Betsy towards the mall.



If they had looked left at that moment, they would have seen the old man in question lurking at the back of a pack of teenagers and twenty-somethings. Or maybe they wouldn’t have. The snow was coming down so hard it made seeing anything difficult.



“I think so. If there were fewer people around, I’d be more worried. But I think he could ask someone for help if he needed to and he said he has his phone and wallet with him, so…” She sighed. “Okay. The truth?”



“Sure.”



“I’m scared for him every time he goes off on his own. That’s maybe not really fair to him, but Grandpa is getting older and sometimes he makes some choices like he’s twenty years younger. I don’t blame him. In his shoes… I don’t know. He was healthy as a horse almost all his life. And he still mostly is. You know? Knee surgery and diabetes aren’t death sentences. But…”



“But you love him and you want to see him be safe,” Jason said.



“Exactly. Sorry, I… weirdest first date, right?”



“For what it’s worth, I’m happy to hear you call it a date.”



“Yeah?” Betsy asked, warming.



“And I’m enjoying Gadry too. He’s a kick.”



“He is. My hero. I mean, I love my parents, but Grandpa… he’s hard to beat.”



Jason laughed. “I can see that.” He gestured at a young women’s clothing and accessories store. “You mind? I want to see what they’ve got for headbands and barrettes for the girls.”



“I don’t mind stopping anywhere,” she said. “I’m pretty easy-going.”



“Good to know,” he said, and oh Lord, that smile lit her up.



They spent a few minutes browsing. Betsy helped him pick out a pair of red and white headbands for the girls, along with some pink and blue barrettes, their favorite colors.



When they walked out, Betsy said, “They seem to adore you.”



Confused, Jason glanced back at the store. “The clerk?”



That startled a laugh out of her. “No, no. The girls.”



“Right, right rirght right, that makes way more sense. And yeah. They’re my world.”



“Any more siblings? Nieces? Nephews?”



“One more brother, Matt.”



“Wait, you have a brother named Matt too?” She laughed delightedly when he said yes.



They talked some more about family, and in a holiday meats-and-cheeses store, he bought a gift platter of nuts and cheeses for her family, but didn’t tell her about it. Two stores later in a pop-up candy shop, she did much the same, telling him the petit fours she bought were for friends in town. They wandered through a toy store, where he found more presents for the girls as well as a board game for his parents. She took inspiration from that, and despite his protests that she was being too sweet, she bought a pair of plush snowmen for his nieces.



“The truth is, I wasn’t really sure what I wanted this to be until I saw you with them,” Betsy said quietly.



“And what is it you want this to be?” Jason asked.



She looked up at him, smiling, cheeks red, and looked away again. Instead of answering him, she said, “I think more and more about coming back to live here too. But it feels like… I don’t know. It’s tough. I just bought my own house. I love my job. I’d be happy out there. But living with Gadry… I miss my family so much.”



“Any job prospects here?”



“I don’t know. It’s the biggest thing I’d have to look into.”



“I’m sure anywhere would be lucky to have you,” Jason said. He sighed. “That sounded so much better in my head. You have me flustered.”



She laughed. “Same.”



By that point, it was nearly about the time they said they’d meet up with her grandfather. They stopped and got a couple coffees and walked back towards the fountain near the entrance where they came in. She scanned the crowd but didn’t see her grandfather, so they stood near a bookstore and waited.



“If you need to do some other shopping, we don’t both need to wait around for him,” Betsy said.



“I’m enjoying myself. So when do you fly back?”



“Day after Christmas. I don’t go back to work for another couple days but I wanted some time to unwind. You?”



“Same. I’ve got to open at the restaurant on the 27
 th
 .”



“When’s your flight?”



“The afternoon,” he said.



“Shoot. Mine’s the morning. It’d be fun to…” She trailed off, shaking her head and smiling.



“Yeah,” he said. “It would be. Um… New Year’s plans?”



“Are you asking me on a second date?”



“Very clumsily, yes.”



She laughed. “I’m going to an executive’s party, but I can bring a plus one, if you don’t have any plans?”



“Sounds great.”



They waited another few minutes, and Betsy texted her grandfather. No response. She tried calling him, and got his voicemail after a few rings, his usual jaunty greeting making her smile despite her growing unease. She began to get antsy, and Jason noticed. “Why don’t you stay here? I’ll look around and ask if any of the clerks have seen him.”



“Thanks,” Betsy said. “I’m probably worrying for nothing, but…”



He reached out and squeezed her arm. “Hey. It’s all right. I get it. Any idea what stores he might hit?”



“The bookstores, definitely. Um. Um. Maybe… I don’t know, maybe the meat and cheese place? He loves that sort of thing.”



Jason nodded and without another word, he cut through the crowd. Under other circumstances Betsy might have checked out his butt in his jeans, but she really was starting to worry. She took a walk around the fountain, thinking maybe Gadry was just on the other side. That would have been funny, but no, no sign of him.



She called him again, whispering, “Pick up, pick up.” It hit his voicemail again, and now she began to panic. How could she have agreed to this? Grandpa Gadry was a smart man, but if he got hurt, God forbid, she’d never forgive herself. He had a bad leg, how could she have been this stupid?



Someone called, and she punched the answer button without looking at who it was. “Grandpa?”



“No, hey, it’s me,” Matt said. “I heard his phone ringing in his room and I saw your text.”



“Oh my God, he didn’t have his phone?”



“No, why? What’s the matter?”



“Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit,” Betsy gasped. “I screwed up, he wanted to go shopping on his own for a while, and I, I…”



“Are you still at the mall? I’ll get Marie and Mom and Dad.”



“Okay. Hurry. I’m freaking out.” Her voice went unsteady and she croaked, “I let him go, Matt, I let him go on his own, I…”



“We’ll find him. Be there soon.”



Jason jogged back to her, and in his eyes she saw worry too. “No sign?” she asked, her tone too high. The tears began to spill when he shook his head.



“I’m going to run for the bookstore on the other side of the mall,” he said. “There’s a security office on the way. I checked the map. They can probably help.”



“Oh God, oh God, Grandpa…”



Jason took her by the shoulders and squeezed. “It’s okay. We’re going to find him.”



“Excuse me,” a deep, melodic voice said from behind them. Neither of them knew the man was speaking to them until he asked, “Betsy and Jason?”



* * *



This was not so bad a way to go, if it was his time, Gadry decided. The snow was beautiful, and despite the noise coming from the mall and the restaurant, this was sort of peaceful.



“Oh, get up, you damn fool,” he muttered, and braced himself with his hands on the pavement. His knee shrieked at him to give up, but he pushed himself up to a sitting position, breathing hard. He halfway hoped the car beside him had an alarm. If he could set that off, someone might come out to see. But no such luck when he leaned against it. Oh well.



His cane was nearly within reach, but he had used up what little energy he could muster to sit upright. He swallowed, grimaced, and took deep, calming breaths. Finally, he did the thing he’d been dreading, and called for help. “Hello?” he said. Then louder, “Hello, can anyone hear me? I’ve fallen.”



No one called back, but it was funny. He heard jingling now, like change rattling around in his pocket. No, that wasn’t quite right. It was familiar, but he couldn’t place it. Then he saw them.



Hooves.



Gadry gaped, and started laughing. “Well, I’ve finally lost my marbles.”



Pulling to a stop beside the cars was an honest-to-goodness sleigh, and even odder, it was led by a team of reindeer. Real reindeer, not horses in disguise. Half bore antlers, and in the back of his teacher’s mind, he remembered a fact he read once about reindeer, that both sexes carried antlers and the males lost theirs sometime before Christmas. Then the logical part of his brain crumbled in the wake of pure joy and wonderment.



From the sleigh, which Gadry had previously mostly ignored in his awe of the beautiful creatures in front of him, descended a plump woman with curly hair somewhere between white and silver. Her cherubic cheeks and bright, sparkling eyes behind thick glasses gave her an ageless appeal made even more lovely by laugh lines. She wore a long red garment that he couldn’t quite decide was a robe, dress, or long winter coat. It was fringed in puffy white, and done up with a stylish sash with gold accents. Riding atop her curls was a red stocking cap which she took off now, adjusted, and settled back atop her head.



“My goodness!” the woman said, stepping forward. “You’ve taken a tumble.”



“Careful, young lady, that ice is tricky,” Gadry said.



“Young lady,” she echoed, and chuckled with such mirth it made her sizable breasts shake. “Oh, I knew I would like you.”



“Sorry?” he asked quizzically.



“Let’s get you upright and we’ll talk as we take a ride.” She smiled wider, showing off sparkling white teeth. “Assuming you’d like a ride on the sleigh.”



“I would be a fool to turn that down,” he said. “Are those real reindeer? They are, aren’t they?”



“Why yes they are!” she said, striding forward too fast, he thought.



“No, really, the ice is truly awful, please, be careful.”



She ignored that and held out a hand. He noted that her fingernails were done in candy red and pearl white stripes. Lovely. He took it, and she lifted him upright as though he weighed nothing. His leg nearly buckled but she was there, gripping him under the shoulder and holding him upright as he hissed with the pain.



“I just need… a few minutes… to sit on your sleigh, and I’ll be all right,” he said.



“It’s all right, I have you, take your time.”



“I can’t. I was supposed to meet with my granddaughter… quite some time ago.”



“My husband will be talking to them right about now,” she said, her tone soothing. “It’s okay. You’ll be with them soon, Gadry.”



He jumped, and looked at her. “You know my name?”



“Yes.”



“You… did you talk to them? Did they send you out to find me?”



“No.”



“Someone from the restaurant?”



“No,” she said again, her smile widening.



Then he saw it – or more specifically, he saw nothing. Not a single flake of snow settled on her beautiful clothes. Not one. He stared, and she chuckled.



“Is it the snow?” she asked, looking at her shoulder where he was staring. “The most clever ones notice that eventually.”



“You were the ones we saw… coming out of the clouds,” he said wonderingly. “It wasn’t… that wasn’t a drone.”



“No. We came to visit soon-to-be-friends and do some matchmaking before my husband goes to work.”



 The pain in his knee was subsiding, not quite gone, but less constricting. His breathing too came easier. “I like that. Soon-to-be-friends.” He shifted gingerly, testing the weight on his leg. The muscles trembled but he could put weight on it, and he nodded to the woman who seemed, by all appearances, to be… well, Mrs. Claus.



She guided him to the sleigh. Every step was easier, though he knew from experience that could be dangerously deceptive. Still, he managed to pull himself up onto the beautifully ornate runner, his hand on a polished brass handle. With that, he hopped into the sleigh itself and dropped gratefully onto the cushioned seat.



Mrs. Claus came around to the other side, his bag of cookies and his cane in hand. “I think it’s time for an upgrade to this,” she said cheerfully as she stepped into the driver’s side of the sleigh.



“Upgrade to what?” Gadry asked, still not sure if he was actually dying and this was a hallucination.



She twisted in her seat, and he did too, as best he could manage. In the back was – what else? – a giant red sack, the top closed by a knotted gold cord. She tugged at the cord and the mouth yawned. There were presents inside, a cascade of them. She put his cane inside and fished around. When her hand came out, she held a gorgeous walking stick with intrinsic, decorative carvings along its side and handle.



“My God,” he whispered, and laughed like a child as she held the walking stick out to him. “It’s beautiful. I… I can’t accept this.”



“You can,” Mrs. Claus said kindly, patting his hand. “A small gift from someone who has seen the good you have done for all these years.”



“Not all good,” he said.



“No. But enough to warm the hearts of two people who so love giving gifts. It is strong, and you’ll find it handles the snow and ice quite a bit better than your last one.”



He turned the hand over that she patted, took hers, and brought it to his lips. “My dear, thank you. That is… this is…” Something she said hit him then, and he turned to face her as she took the reins. “You said you two played match-maker.”



“I did,” she said, with a small, secretive smile.



 “My granddaughter. Jason. You’re here for them. Yes!” He slapped his knee. “Of course! If anyone in the world deserves Santa and Mrs. Claus playing Cupid, it’s them.”



Though she held the reins, she got the reindeer started with a double click of her tongue. They trotted forward, the sleigh sliding along the ground like it was weightless.



“You love your granddaughter very much,” Mrs. Claus said.



“I do. I know, we’re not supposed to play favorites. I love my other grandchildren too, but Betsy… I see so much of my wife in her. Smart. Sweet. She took me in, when she didn’t have to, but it’s more than that. She didn’t try to baby me. She has a good heart, as good as her grandmother’s.” He shook his head.



“She respects you.”



“Yes. And she loves so hard and so fiercely, even if she’s forgotten that lately.” He shuddered theatrically. “Just please, don’t let her wind up with that character she was dating a month ago.”



Mrs. Claus laughed. “I can’t guarantee anything. What we do, we set up the meetings. Help them along. Like what you’ve been doing with them.”



“Eh, what I do annoys her,” Gadry said as they took a wide, easy turn. Traffic seemed to part for them, not slowing them down and no one paying them a lick of attention save for the wide eyes of children as they pressed their noses to the window to stare at the reindeer and the sleigh. “But I’m… well, I’m afraid.”



“Afraid of what?”



“That I won’t get to see her truly happy.” Gadry rubbed his bad knee. The worst of the pain gave way to warmth by now, not a healthy warmth but getting better by the minute. “And maybe I’m afraid for me too. That I won’t get to see her blossom. That I won’t be there to see her married, or have children, or… or whatever it truly is she wants from life. I don’t mean Jason. I mean… whatever she needs, I want to see her clasp it. Ever since my wife Mallory died, I feel time now, and that scares me. I just… I want to see my family happy before it’s time to say goodbye.” He looked aside at Mrs. Claus. “I am being a silly old man, aren’t I?”



“No.”  She leaned in as they slowly approached the mall. In another couple minutes, they would be at the entrance where this had all started. “But I’m going to let you in on a secret. Your adventures are not at an end. Far from it, Gadry. There’s still so much happiness in front of you too, if you’re unafraid to take it. Don’t let time scare you. Let it fill you. Let it make every moment count.”



He nodded and brushed at the wetness dampening his cheeks. “Thank you. I… I think I needed to hear that.”



“Then there’s one other thing you need to hear.” She took his hand and squeezed before dropping it and nodding towards the mall’s entrance, where a pleasantly thick woman about his age walked with two forty-ish women. Gadry blinked. He knew her, didn’t he? “My husband and I aren’t here to push Betsy and Jason together. They didn’t need it. Their hearts were always meant to wind together.”



“Then who…?” Gadry asked. The only response he got was a warm chuckle.



* * *



Betsy and Jason both turned, and the tears in her eyes dried without her even realizing it. The man who stood before them was dressed in the most spectacular Santa getup Betsy had ever seen. His white hair and beard looked real, and his red suit was made of some kind of plush, thick material that spoke of warmth and good cheer. Real velvet, maybe. The boots came up nearly to his knees, and were done up with gold buckles. Another fronted his big leather belt. A pair of thin gold-rimmed glasses completed the ensemble along with a long red stocking cap. He pushed those glasses up now and chuckled deep from his belly.



“You are looking for your grandfather, right?” he asked.



“Yes,” Betsy said. “Yes, Gadry, have you seen him?”



“Indeed I have.”



“Please tell me he’s okay. I… I…”



The man dressed as Santa Claus chuckled again, his big belly jiggling. “My dear, he’s just fine. He’s outside. My wife is with him.”



A sob ripped from Betsy’s throat and she staggered sideways into Jason. He got an arm around her, and whispered to her, “It’s all right, it’s all right.”



The big man led the way, not slowing but waving and giving out a great big “Ho ho ho!” to a group of children grinning and waving at him. At the glass doors of the entrance, Becky saw an incredible sight, a sleigh led by a team of reindeer, but it was background information. Front and foremost in her mind was her grandfather, who leaned on a gorgeous wooden cane, talking animatedly to a woman dressed as Mrs. Claus and another older woman she thought she vaguely recognized but couldn’t place.



Her hand went to her heart, and she rushed out into the snow. “Grandpa,” she gasped, and Gadry turned to her, smiling.



“Betsy, I-”



His words were cut off as she hugged him tight. He clutched her head to his breast, and with his other hand, he patted her back. She said nothing for a long minute.



Over her shoulder, Jason said, “When we didn’t see you at the fountain…” He trailed off, realizing at about the same time as Betsy what he was seeing. “Are those real reindeer?”



As if to confirm it was so, one of the reindeer grunted and pawed at the pavement, its foot making a distinctive click. Jason laughed with delight. “Can I… would it be all right to touch one?”



“It’ll go straight to their egos, but they won’t harm you,” Santa said. He walked with Jason to the reindeer and Betsy finally pulled away from her grandfather to look between the sleigh, Santa, and Mrs. Claus. Then her eyes lit upon the older woman standing there and beaming too.



“Wait. Mrs. Jorgenson?” she asked. Though she didn’t go to the same high school where her grandfather taught, she was familiar with a lot of her grandfather’s teacher friends through dinners or various functions. Mrs. Jorgenson taught math, she thought, and then a sadder memory hit home, of a funeral about five years ago which she attended with her parents and her grandfather for Mrs. Jorgenson’s husband.



“You remember,” Mrs. Jorgenson said.



“Of course!”



“We bumped into each other when she was walking into the mall,” Gadry said. He exchanged a glance with Mrs. Claus, who gave him a small, secretive smile. “I’m sorry. I got so caught up and I guess I left my phone at home.”



“And your cane?” Betsy asked.



“I got an upgrade from our new friend, Mrs. Claus,” Gadry said, and poked the air with it like it was a rapier. It drew a delighted laugh from Mrs. Jorgenson.



“I… an upgrade?” Betsy asked. “Reindeer? A… a sleigh?”



“A bit of Christmas magic, my dear,” Mrs. Jorgenson said. “Best not to question these things.”



Betsy nodded, her head fuzzy but her heart warm. She called her family and told them Gadry was okay. By that point, the group was all gathered around the reindeer, feeding them carrots Santa kept producing from pockets in his coat. Some logical part of Betsy’s brain whispered that should have been impossible, that they were too big and numerous for his pockets, but that part was drowned out by the simple pleasure of the moment.



Jason finally broke away from the group and came to her. She hugged him tight and pressed her head against his chest. He was so much taller than her and she liked that. Liked the solidness of him too. Liked all of him, and quite a bit.



When she pulled away, he reached down to cup her chin and rub her cheek with his thumb. She smiled up at him. “Come to my family thing tonight. Please. And I’ll come to yours. I can’t… I have to see you again.”



His throat worked. “I feel the same way.”



“Good.”



They both looked towards Gadry and Santa in time to see the big man handing Gadry a small box. Gadry peeked inside and grinned before stowing it away in a plastic bag swinging in his free hand.



“I don’t have anything to repay you,” the old man said. “No! Wait!” He dug out a box marked with Fussy’s logo from the bag he carried and opened it. Inside were a dozen cookies. He looked at Betsy guiltily. “These weren’t for me. I planned on giving them to little Laila and Alicia.”



“When did you…?” Betsy started to ask when he got time to go to the restaurant on his own, but decided she did not want to know the specifics of that day.



Santa and Mrs. Claus looked in the box and both selected a cookie. “Our very favorite kinds,” Mrs. Claus exclaimed. “Thank you, sweet Gadry.”



“Thank you,” Gadry said, his smile slipping away. “For everything.”



She patted his hand. “Have a very merry Christmas.”



Santa glanced at Mrs. Jorgenson, and then back at Gadry. “And many to come,” he said, clasping the other man’s shoulder.



They said their goodbyes, and watched as Santa and Mrs. Claus climbed back into their sleigh. The big man’s chuckle warmed them even after the sleigh turned a corner and was out of sight.



They stood in a group for a while, all smiling. Mrs. Jorgenson looked askance at Gadry. “What do you say you keep me company, and we let these young folks finish their shopping?” To Betsy, “If he needs a rest, we’ll rest.”



“Thank you,” Betsy said.



“Hmm. I like that idea,” Gadry said. “Give me a ride back later?”



“Gladly.”



Betsy and Mrs. Jorgenson exchanged numbers, and she and Jason watched as the two newly reunited friends walked into the mall together. Gadry turned at the last moment, looking at his granddaughter and the soon-to-be latest member of their family, smiled, and rubbed his nose, just as Santa had.



* * *



Despite some getting-to-know-the-family jitters on both their parts, Jason and Betsy slotted into each other’s gatherings like they always belonged there. Betsy read a Christmas story to Alicia and Laila on the couch, their new plushies from her clutched tight. In that moment, Jason fell in love with Betsy. It was a simple thing, like finding a light switch in the dark.
 Oh. There you are. I’ve been looking for you.



He, in part, was happy to don a Santa suit for some of her youngest relatives since no one at the party would know who he was. Funny, but as amazing as the man at the mall had been at playing Santa – reindeer! Actual reindeer! – Betsy’s preferred Santa would forever and always be Jason. And much like when he saw her with his nieces, when Betsy saw him pull one of her young distant cousins up onto his lap, he wrapped tendrils around her heart that would never let her go.



When Jason ditched the Santa suit away from the house and came back, Betsy greeted him with a plate full of sweets and appetizers and they sat together on the stairwell, her leaning back against him with his legs on either side of her. She would scoot back and twist to hand him the next bite of food. He never paid much attention to what he was eating. It was all delicious, but his attention was only on her.



Gadry saw this, and plucked at Mary Jorgenson’s hand. She glanced at him quizzically but came along willingly. The box Santa gave him was tucked away in his room and he retrieved it, giving Mary a peek first before winking at her and making a beeline for the couple on the stairs. At the last moment, an errant thought hit him. What if this actually worked? They didn’t have a hotel room, but he had a solution for them, didn’t he? His Christmas present to Betsy.



“I’ll be right back,” he told Mary, who watched him with amusement as he turned right back around for his room. He came out with his key ring and plucked one free. Sadness slid through him then, but it was a good sadness, a caress of his heart from his wife and his old life. But he had a new life now too, a good one, a warm one, and that was all right, wasn’t it? Besides, if Betsy said yes, he would still get to hold to some last part of that life, but through her eyes. Hers, and Jason’s.



He strode forward and the rest of the party fell away from them as Jason and Betsy smiled at her grandfather and his beautiful date for the evening. He started, stopped, and started again. His words left him as he looked at the pair. Really looked. Maybe it was some of the residual magic of the day, but he saw them then just like this, twenty, thirty years down the line, Jason now completely gray, Betsy’s slim frame now plumper, her smile even more beautiful with laugh lines and crow’s feet. And he thought he heard children too, shouting “Grandpa, Grandma!” and his heart fit to burst.



With trembling fingers, Gadry held out the box. “Jason, this is for you. It is from our mutual friends today. But it was my idea. Don’t open it quite yet. Not until I’ve told Betsy what her present is.”



“Grandpa,” Betsy said softly. “I just want you around. As long as I can have you.”



Mary made an “aw” sound and Gadry smiled. “You’ll have me, my dear. But I’ve been talking about this with your mother, and, well…” He held out his hand, the key hidden in his fingers. Confused, she reached out, and he dropped the key into her palm. “You might need that, if Jason’s present works.”



“I don’t… I don’t understand,” Betsy said, but she did. Gadry could see it in her eyes, a shadow of the same pain he felt. It had been his home, but it belonged to all his children and grandchildren too. Especially her.



“I don’t expect you to come home. You have a wonderful life out there in Vineport, and you’ve done such amazing things, my dear heart,” Gadry said. “And if that’s the case, we’ll help you sell it. But if you’d like… it’s yours. Yours to come home to.” He smiled up at Jason. “Yours to escape to, at least for tonight.”



“Your house,” Betsy breathed. “You and Grandma’s…”



“Your house, soon enough,” Gadry said, his voice quavering. She shot to her feet and clutched him tight, saying nothing but nodding against his breast. He held her tight, and kissed the top of her head.



“I didn’t take care of you for… for some reward,” she gasped. “I love you, I love you, Grandpa.”



“I know, I know,” he whispered. “It’s okay. I’ve got a lovely room here with your mother. And who knows? Maybe if Mary and my harem take off…”



Betsy laughed, as did Mary. His granddaughter pushed away from him and hugged his companion too. Then she turned, and smiled up at Jason, who finally opened his box. Inside was a sprig of mistletoe. He held it up and out, perhaps just to look at it against the light of the Christmas tree, and Betsy sprang up the stairs, clutching him to her tight and looking up at him. He leaned down, and they kissed for the first time.



* * *



They walked into the darkened house together. It had been vacant since her grandfather’s first knee surgery, but the lights came on when Betsy flicked the light switch.



“I love my parents,” she said dreamily as Jason slid her coat off her shoulders, “but a lot of my favorite childhood memories were here. You think my grandfather’s a handful, you should have met my grandmother. Mom always says her earliest memory is of Grandma Mallory making Gadry laugh so hard soda came out of his nose.”



“I wish I could have met her.”



“Me too.”



“Will you keep the house? Or are you going to sell it?”



“I’m going to keep it. I want to come back. I need to.” She turned to him as he settled her coat on a peg next to the door. “We might need that. I don’t think there’s any furniture left.”



But there was. When they slipped off their shoes and Betsy took Jason by the hand, they found a bed in the biggest of the house’s three bedrooms. It looked to be brand new, and later, Gadry, Caroline, and Garrett would each tell them with baffled certainty that no, there shouldn’t have been anything left in the house save for some tools and boxes Garrett stored in the garage and meant to get out of there.



The bed was made, the sheets turned down, and Betsy, at least for the moment, didn’t let her confusion hold her mind long. She turned for Jason, and he was already moving to meet her lips again with his own. “I’m falling so hard for you,” she whispered.



“Me too,” he whispered back, and his big hands went to her waist, then her back. As they kissed, she worked at the zipper to his parka, her fingers trembling with the need blazing through her every inch. His hand moved to the back of her head, and she moaned as he pulled her tighter to him. When she freed the zipper of his coat, her hand strayed further and she brushed his hardness as it rose in his jeans.



His coat fell away as she looked up at him, so slim, so beautiful. His hand at the back of her head went to her big elfin ear and then to her cheek again as he twisted his head to kiss her over and over. Her tongue slipped against his as she worked the zipper of his jeans down. Before they could drop he dug out his wallet and slipped free a condom. When he tossed it on the bed, she slid his jeans down to his knees and he kicked out of them.



His hands went to her ass in her own jeans and he guided her gently back towards the bed. The thing would endure to the end of their days and beyond, and always seemed to smell of Christmas around the holidays, that night like cinnamon, some years like peppermint or pine. It was a marvel that neither of them could explain away except that they both would think of Santa and Mrs. Claus, riding away on their sleigh.



For now, Jason laid his beautiful Betsy down on the thick quilts and took a moment to study her with quiet awe. “You’re so beautiful,” he murmured. She smiled as his hand dipped to begin undoing the buttons on her button-up sweater. He slid down to kiss every inch revealed to him, starting with her cute little belly button, making her chuckle throatily as she propped herself up to watch. But as Jason’s lips moved upward, her amusement turned to flecks of warmth, like embers of a fire. When he bared her small breasts in her flower-print bra, she shivered and whispered his name. “Jason…”



He smiled up at her as he slid a hand behind her back and undid the clasp. She wiggled out of the bra when he lifted it, and he dropped to take one of her small dark nipples into her mouth. She always felt shy about them, the way her areolas were so much bigger than her actual nipples, the obvious heavier weight to her right breast, but the shyness with Jason passed quickly and she ran her fingers through the damp tangles of his hair.



He teased the nipple with light flicks of his tongue. She never noticed his hand moving until it was undoing the button on her jeans. “Lift up,” he told Betsy, and she did. When he slid her jeans down, he moved back down her body, taking the jeans with him and tugging them off. It left her only in a pair of bikini briefs matching her bra, the closest thing to sexy she’d brought on that trip.



He surprised her by nuzzling her sex through the fabric, his tongue tracing her lips. One of Jason’s hands slid under her to squeeze one of her nearly non-existent cheeks, while his other rose up to her breast. She arched her back, breathing out his name. “Jason…”



He rolled her nipple between his fingers, grinning at her little squeak of pleasure. Her mind dizzied with the sensations, the fabric rubbing against her, his mouth against her clothed sex, his thumb and finger driving her wild with his sure motions.



She wanted him inside her, without the condom. She wanted to feel him, all of him, and she wanted more than anything in that moment to be filled by him. “Oh… oh… Jason…” she moaned.



He kept it up, his tongue driving against her folds through the bikini briefs until the fabric was gone, dangling off her foot and kicked away when his tongue slid through her depths for real.



“Ohhh, oh, God, Jason, please, my clit, I’m so close…”



Jason moved with more speed than he had yet, devouring her clit as his eyes went dark and somber. He stared up at her and she clutched his hair even harder, twisting it in her fingers, her jaw jutting out as breath escaped her in a cry.



Her orgasm burst through her core, making her jump and twist her head all at once. He kept going and she opened her mouth even wider. “Mmm, mmmmngh, oh, oh, Goooooood!” she wailed. “Like that, just like that, oh, oh, Jason, my Jay… Jay… Jayson…”



His thumbs spread her wide and he ate her with skill and need, getting his tongue so deep inside her before sucking and licking her clit. She had to let go of him or she’d tear the hair out by the roots. Instead, she clawed at the bedspread, rocking her hips up at his face, her toes curling with the insane pleasure sweeping her away.



“Ahhhh, I’m… again, I’m coming… ohhhh, ahhhh, Jason, don’t stop don’t stop, unnngh, yes!”



The second orgasm nearly wiped her out. She went wordless, her mouth open so wide in an O she would only realize much later it left her sore in the jaw. Still he kept going, bringing her through it, his tongue and his mouth and her pussy making such dirty noises as he went. She twisted involuntarily, and only then did he pull away, but still Jason was not done. He took her by the waist and guided her until she was on her stomach, then pulled her halfway off the bed. He knelt on the carpeted floor and devoured her again, his nose pressed to her delicate bud as his tongue returned home.



A finger slid into her, searching with gentle thrusts until he found her spot. She dropped her head to the quilts. In the stillness of the house, her cries sounded so much louder than they were, echoing through rooms they would slowly fill, both with the physical and the ephemeral. Memories and love and sorrow and laughter, all the things that made a house a home. And in that moment, she could see it all in her mind, a vision of children, of grandchildren, of a life together. The image was gone in a flash, but the resonation in her heart and soul began there, and she cried out for him, the man she loved so very much and always would.



“Jason, I need you, please…”



And he was there, moving her onto her back again and carrying her across the bed, her body trembling so hard from the waves of pleasure she’d just experienced that she couldn’t hold onto him. He laid her out against the pillows, reaching for the condom at the same time as he tugged down his briefs.



Betsy watched him roll it on, and then he was against her entrance, leaning down to kiss her again with such eagerness it made her giggle. He smiled too, and slid inside her. She was tight around him, and she tensed.



“Slow, please…”



“Is it too much?”



“No. I just… I just want to feel it…”



Jason did as she asked, sliding slowly inside her, sometimes stopping to rock or ease back. Her trembling fingers raked the back of his neck, and her other hand went to her lips. She bit at the knuckles as he backed out nearly to her entrance and began the whole thing again, her body needing him like no other man before him, the sensations taking her over.



Midnight struck as she cried out his name again, but neither of them realized it. Their world was each other in those silent hours. His gentle lovemaking slowly turned more insistent but never hard, not that first time. There would come a time and soon when she would want him to take her, and they would love it that way too, but not now, not at the brink of this great precipice.



“Betsy, oh, fuck, I think I’m falling in love with you,” he gasped wonderingly as he stroked her ass in his hands and drove deep inside her.



“Me too, me too, oh God, is that crazy, are we crazy…?”



He laughed, and she laughed, and he kissed her again, over and over again. The kisses lost their playfulness and became needier, hungrier. He was close, so close, and he ached for release, to let go inside her for real, just as she was wishing for the same thing. Their eyes locked in the last, her fingers at his temple, his cheeks.



“Betsy,” he whispered at the last. She nodded, unable to speak, and he came.



* * *



Nearly a year on, and they eyed each other with nervous amusement as she walked down the aisle. She’d never looked lovelier, he thought, and he had never been more handsome, she thought. They smiled at each other, and her hand went instinctively to her baby bump.



Soon, Jason told himself, this would be them. In just weeks – December 23
 rd
 , the day they met and his world forever changed. The baby might come in time for Valentine’s.



Betsy took her spot across the aisle with the other bridesmaids. Gadry turned and rested a hand on his groomsman’s shoulder. “Ya done good keeping hold of that one.”



“So did you,” Jason told him.



The music changed and swelled, and everyone rose to their feet. Accompanied by her oldest son, Mary stepped out in a bright blue dress trimmed in white, all smiles. Gadry sighed happily. “Yeah. I really did, didn’t I?”







The Painted Heart



 



Contains: boss/employee relationship, MF romance



 



Leigh sat across from her boss and crossed her long legs. Mr. Creston was good. His eyes stayed resolutely on her face. She was disappointed in that. The black hosiery really showed off her calves, which she kinda thought were her best feature.



Frustrated and amused all at once, she uncrossed and recrossed them, and this time his eyes did flick towards her festive red heels.



He cleared his throat. “Sorry.”



Leigh grinned. “You’re blushing.”



Again Mr. Creston cleared his throat. “Thanks again for coming in today, but I’m insisting you take off. The snow’s really coming down.”



Her smile fell away. The thought of going back home to her empty apartment held no appeal to her. Sticking around and teasing her handsome boss did. She had the biggest crush on Mr. Creston ever since she came to work for him. At thirty-eight, flecks of gray just started to spot his dark brown hair and full, well-trimmed beard, much to his grumbling. But it suited him, and with his squat, powerful frame, he would be one hell of a gray fox in a decade. Ambrose’s face was what clinched it. He was normally so serious looking, dark-eyed and brooding, but when anyone teased a laugh out of him, it made him look boyish and sweet, a transformation that left a lot of sighs in his wake.



Leigh was certainly not immune.



“And what about you?” she asked.



“I’ll stick around a while longer,” he said, rising to his feet.



She couldn’t help gripping the fringe of the Christmas outfit she bought just for that day. Just for
 him
 . Did Ambrose – Mr. Creston – think she was wearing a sleeveless, high-skirted Mrs. Claus outfit because she wanted to flirt with their customers? Either he was being infuriatingly dense or he was giving her a message.



It was time to stop believing he could be that dense.



“Right,” Leigh said softly, and stood up. She kicked off her heels and bent at the knees to pick them up.



“What are you doing?” Mr. Creston asked.



“Well, I’m not wearing these out in the snow and cold,” she snapped, maybe a little too harshly. He always gave his employees Christmas Eve and the business day before it off. It had been Leigh’s decision to come in, and that added to the monumental pile of stupidity she felt at that moment. She could have driven home to see her family, but now she was stuck in the city at least until Christmas Day, and maybe even beyond if the snow continued to fall.



“I’ve upset you,” Mr. Creston said.



“Nope. I’m fine.”



“Leigh, talk to me.”



Instead of replying to that, she stormed out of there, shoes dangling off her fingers. His office fed into a short hallway, and across that was the employee breakroom. She stormed in there and went to the three tall lockers, fighting back the bitterness in her throat and heart. She grabbed her gym bag. From it she brought out a pair of socks and her more sensible shoes. She would not cry, she vowed to herself as she knelt to tie her laces. Mr. Creston did not deserve her tears.



He stood out in the gallery when she reemerged, purse and gym bag in hand and her coat on. His hands were jammed in his pockets. He brought one out, a wrapped jewelry box in hand. “For coming in and…” he started to say. She slapped it out of his palm as she stormed by, made it halfway to the front doors, then turned around and marched right back, sniffing but most definitely not crying.



Leigh snatched the jewelry box up off the floor and snapped, “I deserve this. Jerk.”



He caught her arm before she could storm off again. “Why are you mad?”



“You have to know. No man is that stupid, Ambrose… I mean,
 sir
 .”



Usually she loved calling him that, because it invariably led to him blushing or stammering. It didn’t take a genius to figure out it turned him on. Now she used it to wound him. She felt a spark of savage satisfaction when his eyes darkened.



Yes. Get mad. Kiss me. Take me, the way I’ve always wanted you to.



But the moment passed and he let her arm go. “Goddamn it,” she muttered.



“You’re my employee.”



“No kidding? Then maybe I should quit.”



“No. No,” he said emphatically, chasing her through the gallery as she headed for the door again. “You… I…”



“Have a merry Christmas, Mr. Creston.”



* * *



Ambrose watched her stomp through the swirling snow towards the parking lot and her car. He sighed and dropped his forehead to the cool glass of the window. “Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. Go after her.”



But he wouldn’t. Instead, he stepped away from the glass, and wandered. There was no one in the gallery and hadn’t been since first thing in the morning, when a patron wanted to pick up a lastminute gift for her husband. In the years since he opened the gallery, Ambrose could have counted on both hands how many people came through their doors on Christmas Eve.



The only reason he kept the place open was loneliness. His mother passed when he was in his twenties, the result of a car accident when she pulled out into traffic, never seeing the truck bearing down on her. Years later, his father was gravely injured in a work accident on a construction site. He was a fighter and hung on for a couple weeks, but with his son and some distant relatives by his side, he slipped away. There were no other siblings. Ambrose had invitations every year to visit his paternal aunts in Maine and numerous invitations from distant family all over the country, but he always declined, never quite sure why. He wanted to go. He wanted to be with people. But something always held him back.



Like now, with Leigh.



Ambrose thought of her long legs in the black hose and reminded himself she was twenty-three and fresh out of college. Then he thought of that short little Mrs. Claus number and shot for the breakroom and a mug to pour a cold cup of water. He drank it down, filled it up again, drank it down, and whapped his forehead with the mug.



“She’s your employee, she’s twenty-three, this can’t lead to anything good,” he muttered.



The pair first met when she was a junior in college and studying art history at the same college Ambrose attended years beforehand. Bryan Carter, formerly a professor of Ambrose’s and now Leigh’s, taught the class. Leigh saw a “help wanted” sign and applied for a summer job. Ambrose talked to Bryan – who he still had a tendency of calling “Dr. Carter,” even if the sixty-something man laughed that off years ago – and he told him Leigh was a sharp one, spirited and talented in both art history and her own painting, which leaned towards rich oils based on her inspirations and moods.



She did great with the summer duties, and wanted to stay on through her senior year of college. The reason was obvious to anyone who saw her around the gallery – or more specifically, around Ambrose. Leigh didn’t so much wear her heart on her sleeve as rent out a billboard that said, “Look at me, I have a giant and never-ending crush on my boss.” But the fact remained that she was good at her job. When there was a new exhibit or style that Ambrose featured, she was meticulous in her research, making sure she understood not just the artists, but their inspirations. She was also a born saleswoman and great with both the customers and artists that came in.



Her crush on him flustered Ambrose to no end. Much as he tried to tell himself it was a silly passing thing for her, her teasing really did affect him. In the hottest nights of summer, he would wake up from feverish dreams of her, his skin damp with sweat. Those long, long legs and her slim figure were certainly attractive, but it was her face that drove him to lurid fantasies. Those wide, dark eyes bewitched him one moment with fiery intensity and melted him the next with warmth. And when she laughed, oh hell, how those eyes glimmered. She complained often about how long and dull her straight blonde hair was, which she usually kept darker at the roots and an ashier shade nearer the tips. Ambrose wanted to tell her every time how he wanted to run his hands through it, to feel the fine strands, to show her how beautiful she was.



Her grace was an unnatural thing, like a runway model dropped into real life, which in fact wasn’t all that far from the truth. In an era of influencers, she had done actual modeling both in high school for a teens’ brand of clothing and in college for Wisps of You, a lingerie company that specialized in unusual sizes for women, including slim and tall, like her frame. He looked up one of those lingerie ads once, and felt both a thrill and a sense of shame staring at her long legs and small breasts in the underwear she modeled.



So then, Leigh had it all. She was smart, she was good at her job and learning more every day, and she was a once-in-a-lifetime beauty. But she was also a decade and a half younger than him. Ambrose liked his Friday nights quiet and at home, reading or watching movies. Leigh liked to dance, go to shows, go go go. He rarely liked to talk politics, but she blazed with the indignancy of the young. He was beginning to get serious about putting away money for his retirement. She was just learning what a 401k was. None of that was bad. He admired her and often wished he had that kind of energy still. But his life was pretty much work, sessions at the gym, and going home. Her life was just that – life.



He mused on that for a while, seated at the galley’s reception area, watching a Christmas movie on his phone, and eating some of the cookies one of his employees brought in for the gallery that week. He must have forgot to charge the phone the night before because only half an hour in, the low power notification came up. Ambrose sighed, shut the movie down, and took one more walk through the gallery before deciding to call it a day. No one was coming that far downtown that Christmas Eve, not in this snow and cold.



He shut down his computer, wrapped the cookies in cellophane and put them in his pocket, checked the lights and the security system, and locked up. When he stepped outside, the air had a wicked bite to it, though blessedly there wasn’t much wind. He pulled his hip-length overcoat tighter and cursed himself for leaving his gloves inside his office. To go in and get them would mean having to both unlock the door and enter his security code, so he stuck it out and jammed his hands deeper into his pockets.



The LS 400 he drove amused him and his employees. Leigh called it the “grandpa car.” Another employee, Sharon, called him “His Lordship” whenever she was in the parking lot when he pulled up. It didn’t look like a luxury car, being part of that unfortunate ubiquitous sedan styling aesthetic of the 90s, but it was. Ambrose bought it at an auction when he was managing another gallery in the city. The man who pitched him on it told him it’d run forever if he treated it right, and so far, he hadn’t lied – up until that Christmas Eve.



Now it didn’t want to start, or even turn over. Ambrose gripped the steering wheel and dropped his head against it, muttering under his breath. A few choices lay in front of him. He could call for a mechanic, but on Christmas Eve and in this weather, that’d probably be hours, if not for a couple days. He could try calling friends, but almost all of them were doing things with family.



The third choice was to take a bus. A quick look on his dying phone told him they ran normal hours that day and a lighter schedule on Christmas. He could catch one and be home in an hour, maybe. Much as he didn’t like leaving the Lexus in the parking lot, he hated the idea of bothering anyone, stranger or not, on Christmas Eve even more.



With his mind made up, Ambrose started walking. Trudged, really. There were a couple people keeping up with the snow shoveling but it was a losing battle. The snow was accumulating quickly. It was more than a little beautiful, especially since the city crews weren’t running plows this far away from the trendy downtown district’s heart, leaving the roads mostly white, save for traffic ruts.



Not many of the businesses were open that day. An upscale clothing store looked to be doing well that day, as did a jewelry store close to the bus stop. Ambrose thought of Leigh and the bracelet he bought her for… well, he rationalized the gift as being a thank you for her coming in that day and keeping him company, but it meant more than that, didn’t it? Not just to her, but to him too.



Fuck, he was awkward.



Smiling and shaking his head, he approached the bus stop. This was a more popular street than the gallery’s, and the bus stop was crowded with shoppers. A man with a ginger beard rubbed his hands in front of his face and blew into them. He turned towards Ambrose and said, “Everything’s delayed at least half an hour.”



“Anyone tried Uber? A taxi?”



But the man was already shaking his head. “All of it is backed up. A few of us have calls out but nothing’s going to get here for a while.”



“Shoot. All right, thanks.”



Ambrose waited with the rest, wondering if it might not be smarter to walk to the light rail station. He debated that with the red-bearded man, who was thinking the same thing himself. The train schedule online said everything was running on time, but the walk to the station would be about the same as waiting around.



Two women who had to be about the same age as Leigh looked the worst off in the bunch. They wore designer coats, the sort of thing you put on to run in and out of a shop, not stand around in near subzero weather and wait for a bus in. One of them shivered, and the other huddled closer to her, the pair of them drawing some smirks from the other guys watching.



A coffee shop down the street caught Ambrose’s eye. He knew the place well, stopping there often in the morning for his crew. That might warm the young women up. He guessed they probably still had about twenty minutes until the bus arrived, so he walked as fast as he dared down the street and crossed when it was clear. The shop was doing brisk business from a crowd of last-minute shoppers, but the foot traffic was flowing steadily and he figured he had time.



He got to the counter with ten minutes to spare. The harried and tired-looking barista greeted him with a smile, and he smiled back. “I need eight hot cocoas.” He spied individually wrapped peppermint sticks. “And eight-”



Movement outside the window didn’t register at first, but then he realized what he just saw slowly lumber by. The bus. The damn bus.



“Crap, I’m sorry, cancel that,” he said.



But to his darkening amusement, the crowd behind him hadn’t thinned, and it didn’t want to release him from its snare. He cut through them as politely as possible, trying to remind himself that this was still Christmas Eve and it wasn’t these people’s fault, but by the time he emerged, the last of the passengers was getting on.



“Wait, wait!” Ambrose shouted, but it was no use. The bus took off, and all he could do was laugh and start walking for the light rail station.



* * *



Finally out of the cold and sitting on the light rain car, Ambrose allowed himself a moment to close his eyes. The walk should not have tired him, but it had. The cold had that effect, he supposed, and it wasn’t going to let him go until he got a nice hot shower and something warm to drink inside him.



“He’s even more handsome in person,” a woman said close by.



Ambrose opened his eyes, and thought he was dreaming. Sitting across from him were a couple dressed as Santa and Mrs. Claus in elaborate get-ups that must have cost a fortune. He had to resist the urge to reach out and touch the rich red fabric of her long coat. It looked incredibly warm and comfortable. Adding to it all were the glasses, boots, belt, and hats one would expect with Santa outfits, but the craftsmanship was superb. Everything had to have been custom tailored.



“Wow,” Ambrose said. “Those are incredible costumes.”



“Costumes?” Mrs. Claus asked, smiling and picking at the fringe of her coat. “It took me seven years to sew these and get the enchantments right.”



Always humor the crazy ones
 , Ambrose thought, and gave her a tight smile. “Well, they’re very beautiful.”



“Oh, don’t be condescending. It doesn’t become you, sweet Ambrose.”



His first reaction was a feeling not entirely unlike being rebuked by his mother as a very young kid, when his parents’ approval was all that mattered. Then realization hit him. She called him Ambrose. She knew him.



“Sorry, you’ve got me at a disadvantage,” he said, trying to see the people under the hair and Santa’s beard. But he would be willing to bet a lot of money the hair was real, and surely he’d remember someone whose eyes sparkled like theirs. Like the North Star, he thought but he wasn’t sure why.



“Ellony. Mrs. Claus, familiarly,” she said. “You probably know my husband.”



“Customers from the gallery?”



“No, dear boy, but it is a lovely place,” Mrs. Claus said. “We’re
 them
 .”



“Reindeer. Presents. Sleigh,” Santa said, then as one, both of them added wistfully, “Cookies.”



Ambrose was at a loss for words. “I’m… um… I’m at a loss for words.”



Santa smiled wide. “Whether you choose to believe or not we’re Mr. and Mrs. Claus, you’re going the wrong direction.”



Confused, Ambrose glanced out the window. He didn’t take the light rail often, but he was familiar enough to know that he was going in the direction of his stop.



“I think I’m headed the right way,” he said, still trying to remain pleasant.



“To go home, yes,” Santa said. “But that’s not where you want to be tonight, is it?”



A thought of Leigh crossed Ambrose’s mind in her short Santa skirt and stockinged legs. “Um, I don’t, ah…”



“She was so nervous, planning all this out. Today was going to be her big move on you,” Santa said.



“You’re friends of Leigh’s,” Ambrose said.



“We’re friends of everyone with an open and kind heart,” Mrs. Claus said. “But we’re not here for her so much as we are for you.”



“A great and simple choice is before you,” Santa said, losing his smile.



“How did you…? Did she…?”



“What we are is not really important,” Santa said. “We’re helpers. Nudgers.”



“We’re the bright red nose on Christmas Eve to our favorite would-be couples,” Mrs. Claus added, taking her husband’s hand and squeezing it. “And he’s right. It’s not about us. It’s about the two of you. About opening your heart back up.”



“It’s not that simple,” Ambrose said. “It’s anything but. She’s a decade and a half younger than me.”



“She is old enough to know her heart and her mind,” Mrs. Claus said gently.



“I’m her boss.”



“I’m his,” Mrs. Claus said, dipping her head sideways towards her husband.



“I’d argue with that, but it’s true,” Santa said, and his chuckle made his belly jiggle. It cracked Ambrose’s wariness and he gave a hint of a smile.



“There’s that wonderful smile,” Mrs. Claus said. She clicked her tongue. “Please don’t use her as a shield for your own emotions. I know you hurt. That you find it easier to be alone.”



“We cannot make this happen,” Santa said, leaning forward. “That’s not the way we do things. But there is warmth and light waiting for you. All you have to do is be brave enough to allow yourself to open your heart again.”



“And that’s it,” Mrs. Claus said. “That’s our sales pitch.”



“Who are you?” Ambrose asked again, not expecting a real answer.



They looked at each other. When he looked back at Ambrose, Santa said, “Your favorite gift that you ever received was a joke present from your mother, a year and a half before she died. A throw pillow, with you and your parents’ faces on it.”



Ambrose could say nothing. He stared between them, so badly shaken that he lost all semblance of coherent thought. He remembered that pillow. He must have been twenty or so. His mom made it the final present that year. He thought it was the ugliest thing he’d ever seen. His mother agreed, laughing so hard she snorted. He somehow forgot that laugh through the years, but he could remember it now, the way it would sucker his father and himself into laughing with her too.



Heat glazed his eyes and tears threatened to spill down his cheeks. A roommate accidentally burned that pillow when he tossed it off the couch and it ended up resting against a blisteringly hot radiator. That was after Ambrose’s mother died, and hearing his roommate offer a clumsy apology ripped him apart. Losing it was like losing a piece of her, especially since he couldn’t find the original photograph anywhere.



“I… I can hear her laugh…” Ambrose whispered. And with that laugh, something inside him fell away. A shield for his emotions, for his heart. But his next thought was of Leigh, and her tears, and the desperate loneliness of the last few years. “I… I’m going the wrong way, aren’t I?”



Santa reached out and squeezed his knee. “I think you’re on the right track now.”



They sat with him until the next stop, and they disembarked together after a crowd of people who all seemed to ignore Santa and Mrs. Claus – except for the children. They laughed and waved and shouted, “Santa! Santa!” and his gleeful, “Ho ho ho!” brought about even more smiles and laughter. Mrs. Claus, for her part, took Ambrose’s hand and squeezed it.



When he took it back, he brushed his coat and remembered the cookies. Outside, in the snow, he dug them out, feeling bashful and childish. “I can’t pay you back. But maybe you’d take a cookie?”



“We will always take a cookie,” Mrs. Claus said.



The three of them munched on the leftover cookies as the train departed. “Are you going back into the city too?” Ambrose asked.



“No,” Santa said. “Our ride is waiting for us.” He glanced up towards a tall office building nearby, and rubbed his nose. Mrs. Claus roped her arm through his and leaned against his shoulder.



“Love again, Ambrose,” she said. “That is your finest gift to us and to the people who love you. Here and elsewhere.”



“Thank you,” Ambrose said. “For everything.”



“Go. You’ll miss your train,” Santa said.



Ambrose turned towards the tracks again. When he looked back, Santa and Mrs. Claus were gone, but motion in the sky caught his eye and he grinned. There, kicking up clouds of white, was a sleigh – and a team of reindeer.



“Ho ho ho,” Ambrose said to himself, waving.



* * *



Leigh’s fingers threatened to go numb. Not from the cold, but from the roughly eight bags of comfort Chinese food she carried with her. All of her aunts’ Christmas gift money, gone in one fell swoop of delicious pity food.



“Stupid, stupid, stupid,” she muttered to herself as she walked down the hallway to her apartment building’s elevators. Mrs. McNaught, walking in the other direction, glanced at her sharply. “Not you. Me. Or my stupid boss. Or me. Or…”



“A man?” Mrs. McNaught asked.



“Yuuuuup.”



Her fellow tenant nodded solemnly. “Then definitely his fault.”



They shared a laugh, wished each other merry Christmas, and went on their way. Leigh lost her smile in the elevator, and bopped her head against the metal wall. She’d quit, she decided. She didn’t know what she’d do for work, but she would quit, and she would try to forget Ambrose Creston ever existed.



Right. Yeah. Forget his handsome, crooked smile. His warm eyes on her. His laugh. The easy way he talked to customers about art, smart but not flaunting it, always more the conversationalist than the intellectual. Yup. She would just forget her fantasy guy, easy as that.



He never led her on, she tried to tell herself as she trudged down the hallway, now pretty sure she was going to lose at least a few fingers on each hand. Ambrose looked at her on occasion but it had been her who pursued. But had she really been so wrong? Two of their coworkers seemed to think he had a crush on her. Nearly every day they asked what the newest drama was, waiting for when Leigh and Mr. Creston finally hooked up.



No. she was not going to dwell on him. Much.



Okay, maybe a little dwelling.



By her door, she settled the Chinese food down carefully. So help the world if the triple plastic-wrapped container of egg drop soup broke open. Her fingers all survived the trek from her car, and she waved feeling back into them before heading inside, bags again in tow.



Immediately it was apparent someone had been in her apartment. The tree lights were on. She had it set up to a timer to go on in the evening and turn off went she went to bed, but the lights twinkled merrily now. There were two packages under the tree, one large and bulky, the other maybe about the size of her microwave.



“Mom? Dad?” she called out, but no one responded.



The house smelled good too, vanilla and something like hazelnut or almond. She couldn’t find the source, sniffing her way through the small living space and back into the kitchen, then into the sole bedroom. Nothing. No candle burning in the bathroom either.



She carefully put the bags on the kitchen counter and unloaded them, sure at any moment one of her siblings would jump out and scare her. She called her parents, who assured her they were at home and the weather was likely going to keep them in their small town, despite wanting to come see her. She promised she’d come home the next time she could, and hung up, mystified. Her brother and sister were together with their respective families at their homes, so this wasn’t them either.



Only then did she see two elegant cards tucked into the shimmery bows on each package. She knelt to pluck one of them off the packages. It had her name in flowery golden script, underscored simply by one word.



Hope.



On the other card was an even bigger shock of a name. Ambrose. And under that?



Love.



Someone knocked, making Leigh jump. Trembling, she stood straight and went to the door. She looked in the peephole and the tears threatened to start fresh. Cautiously, she opened the door, unsure what to say, what to do.



Mr. Creston.



Ambrose.



“I have had the strangest afternoon,” he said.



Leigh laughed, and it felt like everything inside her relaxed and deflated all at once. “Me too,” she said. “Someone left us presents. No idea who they’re from. It’s not my family and I know the place was locked up. Was it you? Did you do this?”



To her surprise, he didn’t seem surprised at that. “I don’t suppose you’d believe me if I said it was Santa and Mrs. Claus?”



“Santa.”



“And Mrs. Claus.”



He drew closer, and her heart hammered in her chest. “Today… yeah. Maybe I would,” Leigh said.



His hand moved to her cheek. It was a soft hand, and long-fingered. Her whole soul wanted to flutter and take wing when he leaned down to kiss her, his lips soft, gentle, and as sweet as cookies.



The tears finally fell even as she kissed him back again and again, loving the way his well-groomed and oiled beard tickled her skin, loving the tentative way his tongue slipped against hers, loving the breath of him on her skin. “Is this a thing, are we a thing, or is it… I’m okay if it’s just one time, but I need to know, I just-”



“I’m crazy about you,” he said, his hands moving to her shoulders. She still hadn’t taken off her coat and he worked at it now, slipping it down. She was still in her Mrs. Claus sultry skirt and sleeveless top, and he stared at her openly from head to toe Then, finally, his gaze came back up to her eyes, and she saw pain there. “It was never you. My hangups… I lost my parents and it became easier to wall myself off. To say no to the people I want in my life. To happiness. To friendship. Being alone…” His voice thickened, and she stepped closer, still staring up at him. “Being alone was easier than being hurt. So I hurt you instead, and I’m sorry, Leigh, I’m so sorry. But I’ll spend the rest-”



She couldn’t stand it anymore and kissed him again. Her hands went to his on her shoulders and moved them down to her hips. At the feel of her, he grunted deep in his throat and he moved, twirling her until her back was to the door. This he shoved shut with one hand before he pushed her back against it, his lips all over hers, her cheeks, her chin. She reached down and tugged up her skirt so she could pull down her thong.



“Mr. Creston,” she said breathily, trying to fight off a wave of delirious giggles as he undid his belt and yanked down his zipper. “Would you fuck me… sir?”



“Goddamn I love to hear you call me that,” he said, his voice deep, a cavernous pit she wanted to fall into.



Now she did giggle, and helped him too. Her small hands wrapped around his plentiful cock and stroked him. He palmed one of her small perky breasts through the red top and kissed her again, moaning as she jerked his rising hardness.



“I want you in every way,” he said, his lips moving to her ear and making her gasp and arch her back. “I want to meet your family and I want to put a ring on your finger and I want to give you every drop of me. I want it all, Leigh. Can you handle that?”



For an answer, she guided him to her entrance. His eyes widened and she whimpered, “I’m going to want it all too. And I’m clean.”



“Me too.”



“I’m not on the pill.” She stroked him one last time, searching his eyes. “Don’t pull out.”



“Fuck,” her boss groaned.



And then he was inside her.



Leigh wanted to dance. She wanted to wail. She wanted to come right then and there. She wanted to cry for joy and happiness and confusion, but most of all, she wanted that moment to stretch on forever. Ambrose slid into her, his hands going for her ass, and he felt so good. She was tight around him, and he was rubbing her spot just right. Her pleasure left her wordless, her jaw working up and down but no sound escaping her.



He pulled back and lifted her up, his cock still inside her as she wrapped her legs around him. “Oh, oh fuck,” she gasped finally as he drilled into her. Not fast, not yet, but with an intensity that she saw reflected in his eyes. She ran her heels up and down his legs as he began to fuck her with a steady rhythm, He was going to come inside her, she thought with dazed delight. She would get pregnant and have his kid. Probably a whole flipping herd of them, given how good this sex was. She giggled at the thought, making him grin too, and they kissed again as her hands and arms roped around his neck and his back.



“We’re going to get married? Really?” she asked.



“Oh yeah,” he said, driving deep into her again and making her buck. “I’m not ever letting you get away from me.”



“Going to m-make slow days… so much… more interesting.”



Now he laughed, and Leigh peppered him with kisses. She worked at his coat and tugged it far enough down his shoulders he could snake it off. His hands went back to her ass as she plucked at the buttons on his shirt. She loved the ocean of dark, thick hair on his chest and pointing the way to his groin as he continued to fuck into her. At some point his slacks fell the rest of the way and he stopped to kick them away. When his cock came free of her, it made a shocking loud “splort” sucking sound that sent Leigh into near hysterics and got him laughing too.



He picked her up again when he was completely naked and carried her away from the door. They moved down the hallway but he froze when he saw all the bags in the kitchen. “That is a lot of Chinese food.”



“Yeah, you kinda pissed me off so I was going to eat my feelings. But on the plus side, we have food for days. No reason to leave the apartment.”



He shivered pleasantly at that and moved even faster to her bedroom. She was embarrassed for some reason about the unmade bed and piles of clothes everywhere, but Ambrose never seemed to notice or care. He laid her out on the good flannel sheets, and soon he was inside her again.



“I love you,” she whispered. “I have since the first week I started working for you.”



“I love you too,” he said, and stroked her cheek with his thumb. “I’m sorry I didn’t let myself see that sooner.”



“We’re together now. On Christmas.”



“With forty pounds of Chinese food.”



“My fingers went numb carrying it. Be quiet now and make love to me.”



Ambrose did. His fingers went to her clit and he teased it as he started to thrust back into her with an intense rhythm that made her knees come up of their own accord. The brush of the Mrs. Claus outfit’s material against her skin only heightened the experience, the satiny feel making her nipples stiffen under their pasties.



“Fuck, Leigh,” he moaned. “You feel so damn good around me.”



Her hand went to his on her clit, then almost immediately up to her breasts. She moaned, “So… so deep inside me… sir…”



He grunted his pleasure at the word, but it was his hands that showed her how excited he really was. The one at her clit rubbed faster and his free hand went to her top. It was strapless, and he tugged it down, freeing it from the double-sided tape keeping her modesty in place. Across her nipple was a pastie, and this too he pulled away, leaving her small breast bared to him, her small pink nipple begging to be sucked.



He stopped just long enough to do that, and she cried out, “Mr. Cres… Ambrose, Ambrose, fuck me, fuck me hard…”



Ambrose let her nipple go and took her knees in hand. With that, he pounded into her, Leigh’s long legs kicking at the air.



“Oh f-f-fuck, oh, oh, oh fuuuuck!” she wailed, coming, coming so hard for him.



He fucked her even harder, her knees now nearly to her shoulders, her lower back coming up off the bed, leaving Leigh resting on her shoulders and her neck. Ambrose pounded down into her, her pussy so tight and wet around him it left little droplets spattering her stomach and the bedding.



“Leigh, nnnngh,” he growled, and she exploded again, her name on his lips forever ingrained in her mind, waking her in the night even decades on, making her smile and think of that first time together.



Her ankle shot free of his grasp and he took it again, bringing his lips to her foot before he let her drop back down to the mattress, her chest rising and falling with her erratic breaths. He cupped the back of her neck and pulled her up to him, kissing her with raw intensity, his tongue driving into her mouth like his cock was doing to her pussy.



“I’m close,” he said, staring into her eyes.



“Do it,” she breathed. “I’ve thought about this so much, Ambrose. It’s always been more than a crush. If you want a family with me… I want it too.”



“More than anything.”



In the last, he slowed, his smile warming her as much as the incredible sex. She stroked his cheek and kissed him, breathing his name over and over, and he jerked, spilling inside her, their lips coming together as shot after shot of him filled her up.



* * *



They both sat naked on the couch, Leigh on his lap and forking up bites of moo goo gai pan, noodles, and fried rice for each of them in turn. He was getting hard again, and soon the food would be put aside, but first came his story.



“There’s no way I can convince you it really happened,” he said. “But it really did.”



“I believe you,” Leigh said after thinking about it.



“You do?”



She gave him a forkful of noodles and mushrooms, and wiggled against his growing hardon. “You’ve always been practical, and I don’t think you hit your head. Besides, it’s Christmas Eve. Why not believe in a little magic tonight?”



“Simple as that?”



“Simple as that,” she said.



He took the plate from her and set it on one of the TV trays. He meant to dip her down to the couch so he could take her again, but they both got an eyeful of the presents, and looked at each other.



“Are you a presents in the morning, or on Christmas Eve type person?” she asked cautiously.



“The morning,” he said. He held her gaze a moment longer, and then he was rolling off her and knee-walking across the carpet to the tree to Leigh’s mad fits of giggles.



“Your butt is as yummy as I imagined,” she said. “All the girls are going to be so jealous.”



“Break it to them gently. I’m a hot commodity.”



He grabbed her bigger package first and brought it to her. She attacked it as he went back for his own. He hefted it and froze.



“No. No way,” he said.



“What is it?” Leigh asked.



“It… no. That’d be crazy.”



“Crazier than seeing Santa and Mrs. Claus take off on their sleigh?”



He chuckled, though it held a note of disbelief. Of wonder.



“Open it,” Leigh said.



He did, his heart pounding in his chest and the tears falling before he even had the pillow in his hands. It was an exact replica of the pillow his mother gave him before her death, the image just the same.



Leigh stood up and stared. “Is that…?”



“Yeah,” Ambrose said. He chuckled. “It’s the one I lost. I…”



She wrapped an arm around him and they both studied the pillow. “Christmas magic,” she said happily.



It really was. The pillow would never fade and never rip, becoming their firstborn’s comfort pillow in his young childhood and enduring their future spaniel’s teething phase. And every year around Christmas, when Ambrose would touch the faces of his parents, he could hear their voices as clear as day. Just for a few seconds, but it was more than enough.



In the present, Ambrose watched Leigh with amusement as she tossed aside the paper she shredded off her gift. Inside was a cardboard box adorned with festive artistic doodles. Leigh ran a finger across something inscribed on there. “’For the artist. May your inspiration never dry up.’ Aw, that’s beautiful.”



They both stood to pull the present out. It was an easel, and with it two canvases. Leigh pressed a hand to her mouth, then dropped it and gasped, “That’s amazing. I needed these.”



Ambrose started to move the cardboard box, but there was still weight at the bottom. He tipped the box carefully so it slid towards him, and pulled it out. It was a wooden box, ornate and oiled. Inside, Leigh discovered a set of rich oil paints, her favorites. What she didn’t realize until months later was that the paints would never run out. There would always be more.



Years and years later, after their first child was married, Leigh would do something silly and private. She painted a scene, of a certain jolly old man in a red suit and his wonderful wife. She had never met them, but from Ambrose’s verbal descriptions alone, she came up with a wonderful rendition of the pair, holding hands in front of a sleigh. She addressed the painting simply to “The North Pole,” never expecting it would reach its destination. But that Christmas, a card would be left next to the plate where hours earlier had been three cookies. In it was a picture of a great mantle, and a painting above it.
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Camille leaned against her husband’s shoulder in the backseat of their chauffeured car after the evening’s festivities. The hour was early but the event exhausting. Camille felt good and mellow, in a catnap sort of way. The streetlights sliding by outside the windows put her in a hypnotic state, helped by the remains of Reggie’s aftershave.



He wrapped his arm around her and kissed the top of her head. “You were beautiful up on that stage,” he murmured to her.



She smiled. “Thank you. The lights were so hot I thought I might melt. And you looked so handsome tonight too. I could have danced with you all night.”



“I’m sorry.”



He was referring to the headache that tore them away from the party. They plagued him all week but that night was particularly bad. After Camille’s speech and a few dances, Reggie told her he was going to slip away because the noise and the lights were severely affecting him. He tried to insist she stay, since she ran the Bridgekeeper Buddy program and the fundraiser was their biggest of the year, but she opted to leave with him.



“Don’t be. My feet were killing me anyways. But I hope you’ll go see Dr. Winston soon.”



“I’ll schedule something tomorrow.”



That got Camille’s attention. Reggie was of the particular male mindset that no matter what was wrong, he’d never set foot inside a hospital. He could have been mauled by a bear and he would have thought a bandage would do just fine. For him to actually admit he needed a doctor was nearly unheard of.



“It really is bad,” she said.



“It’s easing up now,” he said, and squeezed her tighter. “Honest.”



She let herself be lulled in again by the lights and the rich smell of him. Nestling against his shoulder, she murmured, “Thank you for being so supportive.”



“Thank you for having the most wonderful heart on this planet.”



While Camille had a degree in finance, philanthropy and charity work was her true calling. She earned a small nominal paycheck from the Bridgekeeper Buddies, but it was Reggie’s family money in medical lasers and optical equipment that truly allowed her to focus on the numerous shelters housing animals approaching the end of their lives, as well as the recent additions of two no-kill shelters for unadoptable animals in the suburbs.



It was a good life, one Camille was grateful for. With Reggie by her side, she felt complete, whole, able to be her best self. Though the wild spark of their early years together had begun to fade, they settled into a glowing warmth that filled every part of her.



She slid off her heels and twirled her feet. Reggie glanced down with some amusement and said, “I can see bruises.”



“Mm hm. I knew to wear them once or twice before tonight. But they are cute, aren’t they?”



“They are. How about a foot massage when we get home?”



“With funny business afterwards?”



“If you’re lucky.”



She glanced up at him. “I’m feeling lucky.”



To their driver, Reggie said, “I’m going to kiss my wife good and plenty back here. I promise, nothing hotter than a PG-13 rating, but if you get to a red light and want a pretty tame show, take a peek.”



Their driver, a middle-aged Latino, chuckled and said, “I’ll be rooting for you.”



Reggie kissed Camille, and she slipped him a little tongue, her hand on his thigh awfully close to his dick. He roused at her touch, and she smiled against his lips. His own hand went to the back of her neck, her weak spot, and she melted into him, murmuring his name under her breath.



Heat coiled through Camille, made her want to sit on his lap right then and there, but their home wasn’t all that far from the Frostberry Center where the fundraiser took place. They soon arrived curbside, and slid out.



“Uroos,” Reggie said.



“What?” Camille asked, smiling quizzically at him as she leaned back in for her heels. The damned things were going straight to her friend Chelsea. They had the same size feet and Chelsea was better at ignoring torture by cute straps.



“You got it,” he said. She shook her head and followed him up the sidewalk to their house. It was a beautiful home, more a small cottage, really, with steep gables and stone siding she adored. A new construction when they bought it, she invested her free time the last few years in making the lawn lush and planting flower gardens on all sides, as well as adding a fenced backyard for their rescue dogs.



Those same dogs, Gator and Magpie, yapped happily at their return. When Reggie opened the door, they raced circles and jumped up on their legs. Both were mixes, Gator mostly terrier, Magpie a true stew of dog breeds that could best be described as a black burrito on long legs. They were both older dogs, and Gator’s fur was starting to thin in alarming ways, but to look at their excitement, Camille could almost believe they were puppies again.



“We’re um, kids,” Reggie said, leaning down to rub Gator’s back. They both favored him unintentionally. That had been true of all the dogs that came before them. Not that they didn’t love Camille too, but her husband was definitely the doggy chosen one. She pretended not to know his secret of feeding them extra treats. It was cute.



“You okay?” Camille asked.



It took Reggie a moment to realize she was talking to him. He straightened, Gator in his hands, frantic to lick his face. He allowed her a couple kisses and smiled tiredly at Camille. “Fine. You want to let them out and get a glass of wine, I’ll get the ocean.”



Ocean? His speech was slurred and disjointed. Maybe he had a few more drinks than she realized. “Oh honey, take a shower, relax. I know your head is hurting.”



He came to her and snuck in a kiss before Gator could do the same to her. “I want to.”



With that, he set the pup down and gave Magpie some love too before walking to their master bedroom. Camille headed for the back door and the dogs followed. There was a mess in the laundry room on one of their pee pads, so while they were outside, she took care of that, washed her hands, and fetched a bottle of wine from a rattan basket on their kitchen countertop.



Just as she uncorked it, she heard a thump. At first she thought it was the dogs, but they came right in and she didn’t see anything suspicious in the backyard.



“Reggie?” she called. No response. She headed back for the bedroom, feeling that mellow warmth start to slide away. “Reggie?”



“Mmmmfah,” Reggie moaned.



The wine bottle dropped to the carpet, gurgling red all over. Camille raced to the bedroom and saw the image she would carry with her the rest of her life. Not all the bathroom was visible, just a few feet of tile and the edge of the countertop – and Reggie’s legs, twitching on the floor.



“Reggie!” she screamed, and she was there, right there, dropping down next to him, the tile cool and hard against her knees, and he was facedown, trembling, his arm at an awkward angle where he landed on it, broken or dislocated or something. But he didn’t seem to notice. His eye was barely open and that half of his face looked like it had melted.



Camille’s babbling intermingled with the dogs’ whining. They came into the bathroom, heads down, nuzzling at Reggie. Camille ignored them and started to turn him, then wondered if that was the right decision, her panicked mind fracturing the question a dozen times as she rested a hand on her convulsing husband. Then she was up and running, going for her phone on its charger on her end table. She snatched it up and dialed 911, trying to remain calm but flubbing it badly as she shouted for them to get someone to her house, that she thought her husband was having a stroke.



Reggie made another sound, an unintelligible string of syllables. It would be the last time he ever tried to speak.



She sat by him, holding his good hand and crying. She never heard the EMTs enter the house and was only aware of them when they were taking Reggie away from her. His heart still beat but his mind was gone, leaving only a husk of the kindest, sweetest man she’d ever known or would know.



He lived a week, long enough for his parents, his brothers, and his closest friend to fly to see him. His family wanted to make sure every option had been exhausted before they let Reggie slip away. Though they put on a good show of supporting Camille, in the quiet hours, as she held Reggie’s hand, she wondered if they might not blame her in some way for this. She certainly did. If she could have convinced him to go in sooner for his headaches, maybe the doctors could have found something. If they left the party sooner, maybe the lights and sounds wouldn’t have so adversely affected him. Maybe a hot shower could have soothed what was wrong with him.



If. If. If. Maybe. Maybe. Maybe.



The time came. Surrounded by their families, Camille clung to Reggie’s hand and kissed him for the last time. It didn’t feel like enough. There should have been angels in that room waiting for him. There should have been some golden song, welcoming him to the better place he truly deserved.



Instead, there was silence.



* * *



Three years later, Cal finished sweeping the last kennel of the morning. Its current resident, Knickers, watched from the gated play area, a look of consternation on his face. His underbite left his bottom row of teeth jutting up over his lips, which he licked constantly.



“Don’t worry, buddy, I’m not taking your toys away from you,” Cal said. Knickers barked as if to say “damn right.”



From down the long hallway, the dryer dinged. Cal headed that way, past rows of dogs in spacious, freshly cleaned kennels. Usually there was a crew of three to do this job, but Cal, who worked with the shelter on an as-needed basis as a vet, volunteered for the job of taking care of the animals Christmas Eve through Christmas Day to give the shelter’s staff the holidays with their families. His sister and parents lived out in Pennsylvania and were all traveling to see other relatives. Cal had no plans himself except to drop in and say hello to some friends throwing parties throughout the city, so this was a pleasant enough way to occupy his time.



With choral Christmas music playing softly on his phone, he fetched the last few dog beds and blankets from the dryer. As requested, he called Laurie, the head of the shelter. She picked up on the first ring.



“Merry Christmas Eve, Calvin!” she said. She was a big woman with a big voice, and always pleasant. They got along well. She got her start in the business in a similar way, working the phone as a teen for a vet in Chicago. She worked for a number of vets throughout the years, ending up in New Bainbridge twenty years later when the Bridgekeeper Buddy charity opened up no-kill shelters in New Bainbridge. She was hired on, and hadn’t looked back since.



The Bridgekeepers were a large part of why Cal could afford to do so much pro bono work with the shelters in the city. They were a great cause and attracted a lot of donors. Much of those funds went into insuring that the animals in the shelters’ care were taken care of by the very best. On normal days, Cal devoted his mornings to routine pet care, and the afternoons were spent taking care of the many needs of the Bridgekeepers’ shelters.



“And a merry Christmas Eve to you too. First round’s nearly done. Just finishing up with the dog beds and blankets, and then I’m out of here.”



“Everyone doing okay? Is Blackbeard’s tummy settling?”



“Still upset but I think he’s doing better. It’ll take a few days to acclimate to his new food, but if it’s still bothering him day after tomorrow, we’ll try something even more bland and see how that works.”



Usually the dogs that ended up in the Bridgekeeper shelters were near their end of life, but Blackbeard was a hale and hearty exception. The Chihuahua mix was fourteen but a person would have never guessed it, given his energy and ferociousness. If his health continued to deteriorate, it would break Cal’s heart. But he thought Blackbeard would pull through just fine. The dog was a real scrapper and he wouldn’t be surprised in the slightest if someday Blackbeard was in contention for oldest dog alive.



“Well, you’re the expert. Let me know how he’s doing tomorrow, okay?”



“I’ll do that,” Cal said. “I’ll check the heat and lock up before I go. Anything else you want me to take care of while I’m here?”



“Nope, but I did leave you a plate of goodies in my office. You have the keys, just let yourself in.”



“Aw, Laurie, that’s too sweet of you.”



“You have to try the fudge. Blanche says she likes the chocolate best, but I like the cappuccino.”



“Cappuccino fudge?” Cal asked, amused.



“I know, right? I saw the recipe and had to try it. Let me know what you think. Are you still planning on going to the lunch with Mrs. Blanchard?”



Camille Blanchard headed up the Bridgekeeper Buddies. Cal was still relatively new to the organization and hadn’t yet been formally introduced, but someone pointed her out at a function earlier that year. A beautiful woman, with an hourglass figure and a sharply featured face that could have been in movies. Every year, Mrs. Blanchard hosted a lunch for everyone across the city who volunteered to take care of the animals over Christmas.



“I think so. Hey, free lunch, right?” He started down the hall, the basket of blankets and dog beds under one arm. “What’s her story? She single?”



“You would ask that,” Laurie said. “You thinking of cheating on me?”



“Whaaaat? Never.” The joke was an old one. Laurie was a lesbian and happily married, but they flirted with each other “for practice,” Cal called it.



“She’s…” Laurie sucked her teeth. “…complicated. Her husband passed away a few years ago. I forget from what, but it was very sudden. I don’t think she’s dated much since then.”



“Oh hell. Now I’m sorry for making the joke.”



“Don’t be. But it’s even more complex than that.”



“What do you mean?” he asked.



“Oh, I don’t want to be a gossip but… the woman she was isn’t the woman she is now. Before he passed, she was one of the kindest, sweetest people you’d ever meet. And now…”



“Bitter?”



“Yes. And no. I… hm. This is so hard to explain. She’s bitter, yes, but she also took on volunteering at three of the shelters today. By herself. She’s not a hateful woman, I don’t think. But she’s struggling to hold onto the good in this world.”



“I can’t imagine,” Cal said.



“Don’t say anything to her about any of this. Please. It could mean my job.”



“I won’t. Of course not. All right, I should get this done and go home to grab a shower.”



Laurie brightened. “And let me know what you think of the fudge.”



“Of course. Thanks again, Laurie.”



“Thank you. You’re a rock star. Merry Christmas Eve!”



Cal hung up and finished with the last few dog beds and blankets. These dogs he knew and trusted well enough to pet. Some of the dogs were too skittish for that, but these ones were sweet, and Knickers was frantic for attention. Calvin spent some time with them one on one, wishing as he always did that he could adopt them all. The first vet he worked for before starting his own clinic told him he’d grow out of that urge to adopt the animals he saw, but so far, Cal hadn’t, and he was grateful for that. He kept himself to an ornery fat housecat he adopted after a failed surgery to save one of his eyes, and a black Lab mix probably twelve or thirteen years old and on her last legs. She was a sweet girl who spent most her days sleeping, and Cal was always comforted by the sound of her snoring. He thought when she passed he might adopt a couple more dogs, maybe energetic ones he could take running with him. Little Blackbeard would be perfect for that, he thought. Even if the dog didn’t like a harness and leash, there were papooses for dogs that small he could wear. His own personal five-pound attack dog, strapped to his chest.



With the dogs tucked in, he took one last look around the place, checking locks and lights, and stopped by Laurie’s office to grab the Christmas goodies. She had really outdone herself, with fudge, cookies, and all sorts of other treats.



On his way out to his car with a mouthful of rich, coffee-flavored fudge, Calvin saw something odd. Reindeer – actual reindeer, as far as he could tell – led a gorgeously crafted sleigh down the street. Seated upon that was a couple in the best Santa and Mrs. Claus outfits he’d ever seen. Cal grinned wide and called, “Ho ho ho!”



“And a ho ho ho to you, Calvin!” Santa boomed back as they passed.



Before a startled Cal could react, Mrs. Claus called too, “Follow your heart!”



The snow swirled before his brain could come up with a response beyond a, “Huh?” and they were gone. He ran for his car as fast as he dared and pulled out of the parking lot in the direction they’d been going, but of the sleigh and its occupants, there was no sign.



* * *



Camille walked through the biting cold but did not feel it. This was her second to last obligation for the year, and then she wouldn’t need to head up another dinner, fundraiser, or meet-and-greet until Easter. That was a relief these days, though once upon a time she would have been eager and happy to meet the kindhearted people who volunteered their time at the shelters on Christmas Eve and Christmas Day.



Now, like the rest of her life, it felt mechanical. She did this because it was unfair to pass it off to her vice-president or any of the other executives at the charity. They had families to go see, children to take care of, friends to make merry. Camille had the dogs and an empty house. She had movies and a couple bottles of wine. She had herself.



Merry Christmas
 , Reggie whispered in her ear with perfect clarity. She wanted to scream.



 She thought about calling Jay, the guy she most recently dated. His company that night would be nice, but maybe he’d think it was more than what she wanted from him. She tried to be honest with him about that, but he still got hurt. Same with Sam before him, the only other man she dated since Reggie passed. Both men wanted more from her than she was willing to give. Damn it, she was forthright that they could stay the night now and then but it was not a relationship. They would not have matching toothbrushes. They would not do holidays together. They would not ever take Reggie’s place.



Both of them asked her the same thing. Was that what Reggie would want for her? In both cases, she kicked them out. Of course it wasn’t what her husband would want. But it was what she wanted, and she was the one who was alive, who had to suffer through every fucking day.



A graying man with a younger woman and what had to be grandchildren held the door open for her as she approached the restaurant. Camille thanked him and tried to smile when he wished her a merry Christmas. Smiling felt harder and harder, like she was losing the skill to even fake it. Same with hugging and being hugged. A friend took her out to dinner that week since she was going to be gone for the holiday and when they said their goodbyes, they hugged. Camille was amused to discover she wasn’t sure what to do with her hands or her head or any of it. It felt as foreign as sprouting wings and flying.



This restaurant wasn’t strictly vegan but offered plenty of meatless choices. Camille had no problem eating meat but a lot of the employees, volunteers, and donors for the Bridgekeepers were vegetarians or vegans. To that end, she always tried to have those options on the menu, be it at a restaurant where she was hosting a function or catered events. This was a nice place, with a rustic exterior and a cozy cabin-like feel to the interior. The jazzy Christmas music playing wasn’t to Camille’s taste but at least it wasn’t Christmas pop music.



The handsome young host beamed at Camille as she removed her cloche and scarf. She tried to smile back and again it felt like someone else was performing the act. Christ, she was tired.



“Camille Blanchard. I have a private table reserved for the Bridgekeeper Buddies.”



“Of course. Just one moment and I’ll have a server take you back.”



“Has anyone else arrived?”



“No. You are the first.”



The place was busy but the servers knew money when they saw it and soon a waiter zoomed over to guide Camille to a roped-off area towards the back of the restaurant. He unhooked the rope and showed her to a long table. Though from that table she could see the pegs where all the accompaniments were hung, the waiter still gave her a ticket when he took her things. It amused her, and for the first time that day, her smile was genuine, if brief.



Though she was sorely tempted by a glass of wine, she opted instead for water, and set about laying out the holiday-themed thank you cards from her purse for the volunteers that day. She used to take such joy in handcrafting them, adding bits of tinsel or paper wreaths and presents to the thick card stock and including a handwritten note to the volunteer.



This year, Camille didn’t have the energy. She might not have brought the cards at all if she hadn’t driven by a stationery store a few days prior. Even just picking out thank you cards felt like some Sisyphean act, taking her the better part of ten minutes. Thank God her assistant prodded her to get them done the day before or Camille might have left them on her desk until next Christmas.



She fanned the cards in a small circle at the center of the table and added to them small gift boxes of chocolate truffles. With probably five minutes before anyone started showing up, she cleared her throat and started mumbling her practiced thank you speech to everyone who would be attending.



 Once again, the thought of leaving the Bridgekeepers flittered through her mind. Even in her extended grief, it was not an easy decision to make. She loved the organization and firmly believed in its goodness. She loved animals, and getting the chance to take care of so many of them gave her a sense of purpose and pride. But would the organization be better served with someone else at its helm? Someone who wasn’t just going through the motions most days?



Camille didn’t know, but she had a sinking suspicion that yes, the Bridgekeepers would be better off without her. Reggie, his lawyers, and money managers made sure the organization would be secure financially for a long time to come, and she herself was well taken care of by the same people and their smart investments. But Camille liked having a job, and had no clue what she would do afterward if she resigned. More charity work would probably be out of the question. If she couldn’t raise her spirits enough to manage her greatest pride and joy in the Bridgekeepers, then she almost certainly couldn’t manage another charity.



So troubled, she didn’t notice the waiter guiding a couple to her table until they were upon her. “Camille, it’s good to see you again.”



Camille glanced up and rose to her feet. The Kozaks were a pair of sixty-something retirees who liked to help out at the shelters on a limited basis when they flew up each winter for the excellent skiing and snowboarding at the local resorts in the Harpy Mountains. A pleasant couple, Ed Kozak gave her a handshake and Jeanne hugged her. Again Camille thought how strange the simple act was to her now.



“It’s so very nice to see you,” Camille said. “There’s a thank you card and of course treats.”



“That’s why we do these things. You have the best taste in snacks,” Ed said, taking one of the boxes.



Before he could open it, his wife squeezed his hand. “Lunch first, or you’ll be too full.”



Ed gave Camille a long-harried look. “The doctor has me on this shot. Great for losing a few pounds, but I eat much more than a half a sandwich and I’m done.”



“It sounds miraculous,” Camille said, trying for light and falling flat. They smiled politely anyways, and fell into the usual conversation about the dogs in their shelters’ care and of course the weather.



The next to arrive was Sally Fleischer, a plump forty-something who was given community service in her twenties after she was found guilty of drug possession, which as she explained it was due to a bozo of an ex-boyfriend and her terrible taste in men. It led to her working in a pet shelter first to make up her community service, and then as a part-time employee. She came to like the work, and stayed on, eventually heading one of the shelters.



“It sounds like there’s a heck of a traffic jam along the Interstate,” she said as she dropped into a seat on the other side of the Kozaks. “The radio’s saying it was a couple nutjobs with a sleigh and reindeer. Just parked the thing right there. Can you believe that?”



They could not, and Ed and Jeanne dug out their phones to look up the local news. Sally was right. Hm. That would probably mean at least a few of the volunteers would be held up in traffic. The four of them decided to order, and Camille listened with half an ear to the others talking about the road blockage and the hypothetical routes the other volunteers would need to take to get there when the waiter led one more person back to them.



Dr. Calvin Brodie was a familiar sight, though only at a distance. He was a relatively recent hire by the organization, working as an on-call vet for their various needs. That was pretty much all Camille knew about him.



“Why hello there,” Sally muttered as Dr. Brodie approached, and Camille silently agreed with the sentiment. He had the facial features of a hard man, all sharp angles with a square jaw. But his eyes softened the effect and gave him a look that wouldn’t have been out of place in a college classroom, especially with his swearer and overcoat combination. He was clean shaven, with tightly cropped hair somewhere between blond and brown.



“Your coat?” the waiter asked the vet.



“Oh, I see the peg right over there,” Dr. Brodie said, instantly winning a point with Camille, who had the same exact thought but hadn’t blurted it out like him.



“It’s restaurant policy. You’ll get a ticket.”



“All right. Wouldn’t want to break any rules,” Dr. Brodie said. His smile wasn’t quite a smirk – again, his bedroom eyes softened the effect – but it only touched half his face like one might. He shrugged out of his coat and handed it over.



Camille stood. “Dr. Brodie, everyone. He’s one of our newest veterinarians and doing a great job for us so far. “



He reached out to shake her hand. His was so big that it practically enveloped hers, making her shiver. It was an odd favorite of hers, men’s hands, the bigger they were, the better. And Dr. Brodie’s were big.



“Please, Calvin is fine. I’ve never liked going by my title,” he said. “And thank you for hosting us.”



There was a moment, so brief she wasn’t entirely sure if it actually happened, when it seemed like Calvin didn’t want to tear his eyes away from her. Everyone else rose to greet him and he took a spot next to Sally, who stared at him pretty nakedly. If she went after Calvin with her steak knife and fork to cut a piece of him off to chew on, Camille wouldn’t have been surprised.



“The others might be late,” Ed said. He nodded towards Sally, who filled in Calvin on the strange holdup on the Interstate.



“That’s weird. I saw a sleigh and reindeer as I was heading for my car at the shelter,” Calvin said. “Can’t be that many real reindeer in the city.”



“You really think they were real?” Ed asked.



“You know, I was certain when I saw them, but now… you give it forty-five minutes and you start doubting your brain,” Calvin said. The waiter approached and he ordered, then refocused on the table at large. “Well, a merry Christmas to everybody who celebrates.”



Everyone jumped in with a response in equal measure. Camille waited until they were done and pointed out the thank you cards and truffles.



“Ah, you really didn’t need to do anything, but I’m a sucker for candy and chocolate,” he said. “How were everybody’s animals today?”



Sally took point with that one. Her shelter had just picked up a trio of LaPerm cats, not quite purebred, but pretty close. Only Calvin was familiar with the breed so she dug out her phone and showed the long-haired cats off.



All the while as they talked, Camille focused mostly on the vet. She didn’t much care that the others saw her staring. He was a charming man, and despite his early flurry of pleasantries, a quiet one. He watched the conversation flow around him, focused on the speaker. Only now and again did his eyes stray back towards Camille. His looks were… intriguing. Not quite leering but definitely interested. She always did up her makeup for these things with some flair, and she knew how damn tight the sweater she wore was.



He would make for an way to pass the afternoon, she thought. A quick, no-frills hookup. Something to lessen the endless ache of loneliness, even if it was just for an hour or two. One-night stands were not her thing, but today, as rotten as she was feeling, she would make an exception.



As the food hit their table, more people finally started to show up. Camille greeted them as warmly as she could, knowing it must have come across as fake as it felt but unable to help herself. When everyone who could make it was there, she called for everyone’s attention and ran through her speech.



“It takes a lot of heart and will to make yourself available for actual volunteer work this time of the year,” she said. “I want you to know, on behalf of all the Bridgekeeper Buddies and our furry and feathered wards, you are all held in the warmest regard today and tomorrow. Happy holidays, and I wish you-”



She looked at Calvin, and a memory of Reggie flickered through her mind, of him at one of these things, dabbing his lips with a napkin, eyes shining with good humor.



Her words faltered and she had to clear her throat. “-wish you nothing but the best,” she finished, her words having lost their strength.



Calvin held her eyes a moment, then jumped in, raising his glass of water. “To our many little best friends,” he said, still glancing sidelong at Camille.



Minutes later, when Ed and Jeanne asked the waiter for their coats, Calvin started to lift his coat ticket too. Camille said calmly, “Calvin, a word with you a moment?”



“Take my spot,” Sally said. She’d given up on flirting with him early in the meal and watched the pair’s barely guarded interest like it was a soap opera playing out in front of her. “I should get home.”



Calvin thanked her, and slid over to her chair when she was gone. As the rest of the table said their goodbyes, Camille leaned towards Calvin. He leaned in too and Camille murmured, “I need companionship this afternoon. Would you like to come home with me?”



His eyes widened, but he recovered fast. “Uh. Yes. Sure. That would be… yeah.”



* * *



Cal followed Camille’s Yukon through the blizzard well past the city proper and beyond the bedroom communities surrounding it. Her area was clearly upper class but subtler than the usual flashy mansion sections of the city. These were homes that emphasized land over the size of the building, and the small home they pulled up defined that. A slim, elegant cottage, it seemed wildly out of place for the city, but fit right at home in that area. He wondered what it would look like in the spring. The snow blanketed what promised to be lots of shrubs and bushes, and a handful of young trees dotted the yard.



Camille pulled into the yawning garage and Calvin stopped at the curb. She stepped out, looking back at him with an expression utterly devoid of emotion. If he had to describe her that day in one word, it would be “tired.” Everything she said or did at the luncheon felt drained of any life. It wasn’t that she was outright rude to any of them, but if she wanted to be there, she certainly didn’t act like it.



He thought about that a lot on the road to her house, and whether or not he was doing the right thing here. Certainly, his dick approved of her and her knockout body and gorgeously fine-featured face, but that wasn’t the only reason he came along. Camille had a story, and nothing intrigued Calvin more than a woman with a story.



Maybe it was even more than that. Something Laurie said stuck with him, that Camille was trying to hold onto the good in this world. This woman wasn’t much of a puzzle. Her husband passed, and she hurt. But she was clinging on. At lunch, that had been obvious. Calvin wasn’t so foolish as to think he could save Camille or some romantic nonsense like that. But maybe he could give her a few moments of… something. Sex, sure. But… maybe this was a woman who needed more than that.



Camille waited for him in the garage, and closed it as he entered. Before he could speak, she said with indifference, “This is not a relationship. This will just be some fun between us and that will be it. Can you handle that?”



“Sure.”



“Do you have condoms?”



“I have two. That going to be enough?”



Her lips quirked like she wanted to smile. “I suppose that depends on you.”



She led him inside into a short hallway, where they removed their shoes and coats. When they hung the latter up, Camille looked over her shoulder at him. “Something to drink?”



“No, I’m good. Thank you.”



She nodded at that. They walked past an office and a laundry nook and into a gorgeous living room. He expected cottage stylings like the exterior, but the interior was modern and beautiful. A dog barked with an almost quizzical note somewhere in the house, and out trotted a black mixed breed dog with long legs and a chubby torso. It chuffed, though it wasn’t quite looking straight at them.



“What’s your name?” Calvin asked the dog.



“That’s Magpie.”



“Safe to pet?”



“Yes.”



As Calvin knelt to pet the old dog, Camille went to a decorative side table, dropped her purse and her keys, and fetched a cookie jar. From it, she produced a cracker-like treat, broke it in half, and wordlessly handed off one to Calvin. He held it in his palm, and calmly said, “Gentle now, old girl.”



The dog took the treat and crunched away happily, despite the smattering of missing teeth in its mouth. Camille gave the dog the other treat, and led her to the back door to let her out. “Give me a minute,” she said faintly. “I don’t want to leave her out in this.”



“I don’t blame you. I have an old Black lab mix and a cat at home. From our shelters.”



“Mine…” Her voice trailed off. Still not looking at him, she shivered. “It’s easier if we don’t really get to know each other.”



Stung but hoping it didn’t show, Calvin said, “All right. If that’s what you need.”



Now Camille did glance at him as she opened up the patio door for the dog to come back in. “Let’s get something straight right here and now. I was married. I loved my husband very much, and he’s gone now. Several years. I tell you that so that you understand where I’m coming from on this. You are not going to be my white knight. I don’t need your pity. What I need is a man to fuck me hard enough to make me forget the world for a while and then leave. Is that okay with you?”



As a response, Calvin went to her. He didn’t answer, but when her dog walked back in, he reached behind Camille and pushed the door shut again. She glared up at him, but there was red in her cheeks too. Her hands went for the back of his head as he gripped her ass and jerked her to him. Her body was full and ripe in his hands, making him grunt his pleasure.



She lurched upward, not so much to kiss him as devour his mouth with her own, her tongue slipping between his lips, her breath hot and hard. He returned it just as fiercely, his hands going now to her top and lifting it. She attacked his slacks, both of them making frustrated noises when they realized they needed to tend to their own clothes for a moment to get free of them.



Christ, she was something else. Her waist was slim, but she nearly spilled out of her bra. Soft and fit, she had to be the sexiest woman he’d ever seen. Her eyes lit with dark good humor errant strands of hair falling across her face.  He somehow came out of his momentary paralysis and kicked off his slacks while she worked on her own. Her panties outlined her pussy, and when Calvin slipped his hand into them, he found her wet and ready for him.



He pushed her backwards towards the kitchen as she traced his chest and stomach. Working out was his great passion apart from his job and he was glad for it now as Camille let out a breathy moan. He pinned her to a cabinet, his fingers still inside her. She arched up on her tiptoes, her head twisting down and away from him.



“Look up at me,” Cal said. “If this is going to be our only time together, I want to remember that pretty face when you come.”



Camille did, and for a moment, a brief, crazy moment, she started to say something. “I’m…” Sorry? Was she going to say she was sorry? Whatever it was died before she finished the thought. She grabbed his free hand and brought it to one of her big tits, her walls slamming back into place. He fondled her as she reached behind herself and unhooked her bra, letting it fall to the floor. Her big breasts were real, a marvel of size and perkiness, and he cupped the one he’d been groping to lean down and suck her big nipple into his mouth, his fingers pumping into her harder and faster.



“Fuck,” she said, “keep that up, just like that, f-fuck, Calvin…”



That was what he did. Her pussy walls throbbed against his fingers, getting wetter and wetter. She gripped his head and tightened against her breast as she began to quiver. He sucked the nipple harder, his tongue flicking against it.



Camille’s voice went high and whiny, a sound that drove him wild. “Ahhh, ahhhhhH, Calvin, nnnn, oooh, fuck, oh, Calvin!”



Her hips jerked as she came, her walls throbbing a hard beat around his still-plunging fingers. He straightened up and gripped her neck as he kissed her with loud, noisy smacks. She kept rocking on his fingers as he kept up the fast pace, her eyelids fluttering.



“Like that?” he growled.



She nodded with quick tiny jerks of her head. “Y-yeah, yes.”



“You’re mine for the next couple hours, Camille. And I’m going to take advantage of every minute.”



“I’m not… any… anyone’s,” she said.



“No?” He twisted his hand so he could seek out her spot. She nearly lost her balance when he found it, big, soft, and ready for him.



“Oh, fuck!” she gasped.



“I’m going to make you come again. And again. And again,” he said, letting go of her neck and reaching down to grip her tasty ass.



“Yes, yes, take me, just keep… doing, ungh, keep d-doing th… that… oh, oh Calvin….”



“I didn’t take you for the swearing in bed type,” he said. “Wonder what else I can make you scream when you come.”



And she did scream, just seconds later, her eyes closed, her body arching, her knees shaking so hard she might have fallen if he didn’t have her right up against the counter.



“Fu-uuuu-UUUUCK!”



He kept pumping a few seconds more, then pulled his fingers out of her. Her chin dipped nearly to her chest, but she watched him through errant strands of her hair as he sucked his fingers clean of her. He really did mean to fuck her, but the taste of her made him hungry and he knew just what he wanted to eat.



She gasped wordlessly when he gripped her by the ass and lifted her up onto the countertop. Her panties had come down her hips but not entirely, so he gripped those and ripped them away. She spread her legs for him and pulled him to her, but he didn’t fuck her, not yet. Instead he knelt and positioned her so he could eat her out, noting with savage satisfaction just how wet her thighs and lips already were. There were even droplets of moisture on the ground that had to be from her.



Calvin spread her wide and ate her with no reservation. She had liked his fingers pounding into her so he kept up an intense pace, licking her fast and as deep as he could manage, then attacking her clit not just with his tongue, but with his thumbs. She liked that, bucking her hips up off the counter and driving them against him as best she could, but in that position, the show was almost entirely his.



Her trembling fingers gripped his hair and dug into his scalp. Later he’d find little scratch marks on his scalp, fingernail-sized. Fuck marks, one of his exes used to call them. For the moment, he didn’t notice the little lances of fire. His everything was Camille’s pleasure and the taste of her.



It was so easy to tease an orgasm out of her. Her body was eager for him, and it wasn’t long before she was off to the races again, unable to contain a half-laugh, half-gasp. “Please,” she begged him. “Take me to bed.”



He pulled back and stood to help her off the counter. Again, Camille forgot herself and reached up with trembling fingers, nearly brushing his face. Then she blinked and looked away, blushing bright red as her hand dropped. He started to speak, but she cut him off.



“It’s this way. Please bring your condoms.”



Without thinking about it, Cal did what she intended to do. He moved his hand to her face. She froze as he cupped her jaw, his thumb stroking her soft, warm skin. He kissed her, a brief thing that he broke almost immediately. There was some tectonic shift in her, a trembling so hard that he thought she might collapse, and then she pulled away, silent and moving towards the bedroom.



He grabbed up his jeans and the condoms out of his wallet. When he stood back up, he glanced over at the table where she dropped her keys into the bowl. Beside the bowl was a stack of Christmas cards, unopened. Above the table, the whole wall was decorated with a dozen framed photos of Camille with a man that had to be her husband, a handsome, broad-shouldered and mildly overweight man with a narrow face and a smile that must have made him devastating. The pair looked so happy in all of them.



“Coming or not?” Camille called from the bedroom.



Calvin snapped out of it, and hurried to her, condoms in hand. She rested on the bed on her hands and knees facing away from him, ankles twirling in the air as she looked back at him. Her ass straddled a perfect line between fit and juicy, and his half-hard cock rose heroically at the sight.



Her pussy was still wet, but when he climbed on the bed behind her he took a moment to lick her anyways, enjoying taking his time with this. “Don’t tease,” she said, her fingers slipping through her hair and gripping her own head.



He came around on his knees. “Get me hard then,” he said, and she took him in her mouth, her eyes locked on his as he rocked back and forth inside her wonderfully warm mouth.



Her lips were slim and small and she could hardly take more than a few inches of him hard. That was all right, though. Camille might have been high society but she knew how to use her tongue on a man, working him as he slowly fucked her face.



When Cal was ready he pulled back and stroked her face. She watched him roll on a condom and thrust her ass up higher.



“Don’t hold back. I want it hard.”



He thought about that shrine to her passed husband and wondered about that, but he nodded and positioned himself behind her once he uncrossed her ankles and spread her legs. Her head came up with his first thrust. Her wet cunt welcomed him, taking well over half of him deep inside her. Calvin grunted his approval, gripped her waist with one hand, and smacked her ass with the other.



“Yes, spank me,” she moaned.



“I’m going to fuck you now, Camille.”



“Do it, do it, p-” He pulled back and thrust forward again. “-God, ah, that’s big…”



Calvin smacked her ass again as he pulled back. The sight of her reddening cheeks as they rippled back against his cock drove him mindless and wild. His lust roared in his ears as he took her for his pleasure, hard, deep strokes into her that left Camille bouncing back and forth every time. She fitted him so goddamn well. He hated having the condom between them and wished this could be skin to skin, his come blasting deep inside her.



“Ah, ahhhh, ah, mmmm…”



“You like that?” Calvin asked.



She dipped her forehead against her arms. “Mm, hm,” she moaned.



Her breasts bounced to the hard thrusts. He reached under her to squeeze one, grinding his cock inside her. Her head came up and she twisted her head to look at him, eyes dazed, her lips parted. They moved together again, and this time Camille was just as enthusiastic as him, bouncing back against his cock.



“Pull my hair, spank me a-again, use me, goddamn it,” she said.



Calvin grunted with irritation and building lust. He positioned himself so he was on one knee, his other leg bent, and he began to slam into her pussy. He brought his hand up and smacked her ass again.



“Yesss, ungh, God, yes, like that, f-fuck, again, do it again!”



Spank!



“Harder!” she yelled.



“Fuck, Camille,” he growled, and spanked her again and one more time. He brought his hand up again, but her cheek was so red that he stopped himself. Did Camille want it rough? Or did she want to be punished? He was okay with spanking her and good hard sex, but there was a line and he was dangerously close to crossing it.



“What are you doing?” she asked. “Spank me!”



“No,” he said.



“Nnnngh, fuck!” she shouted, and pulled away from him. She turned around on her knees and shoved him, hard. He dropped on his back, and she mounted him, grabbing his cock before she slammed down on him. “You’re just like the others! You won’t hurt me. I’m not made of fucking glass!”



“I’m not spanking you again,” he said. “Whatever it is you need, I’m not doing that, Camille. I’m not hurting you.”



With a furious look, she drove up and down on his cock, taking her pleasure for herself. Now this Calvin didn’t mind. Her big bouncing breasts made for a hell of a view, and the sneer she gave him told him she knew what she looked like. She dropped, her hands on his chest as she kissed him hard.



And… was she crying too?



“Fuck you,” she whispered. “Fuck you. Fuck…”



Her eyes closed, and her lips drew back in a grimace. She shivered, and Calvin realized she was coming again. He gripped her ass and rolled with her onto her back. She kept her eyes closed, but her hips rocked to meet his as he plunged into her, no longer going fast, but taking her like an excited lover would, slow, hard thrusts that made her gasp with it.



He didn’t know what to say to ease her pain. But he could show her this one kindness and not be the man she hated, who he now understood wasn’t him. His heart broke for her. When he kissed her tears away, she gasped even louder, and twisted her head away from him.



He slowed. Stilled. Came. He barely noticed as he watched her hand ball into a fist and come to her mouth. She bit it and sobbed, and with her other hand, she felt for his chest. He took that hand between his own and squeezed it, and she whispered, “Get out.”



“I… okay,” he said softly. “If you need me-”



“Get out!” she shouted. “Get the hell out of my house! Why wouldn’t you listen? Why wouldn’t you listen to me?”



He pulled out of her and slid out of bed. He dropped his condom into a wastebasket, and before he left the room entirely, he went back to the bed, took the covers, and pulled them up around her as she curled up, her knees to her chest, her sobs coming fast and hard.



His heart so heavy it felt like a boulder in his chest, Calvin stepped out into the hallway and shut the door behind him. Even muffled, Camille’s tears cut him deep and he tried to think of what to do. But he knew one thing about women that had serve him reasonably well throughout the years. When he was uncertain what to do for them, just listening was almost always the answer. So instead of going back into the room and trying to console her, Calvin started back to the kitchen to collect his clothes and leave.



He noticed some things he’d missed earlier in his haste to sleep with Camille. The kitchen was spotless, as was the living room, for the most part. But next to the couch was a folded blanket, sheet, and a pillow. She had been spending a lot of time there, he thought. There were no Christmas decorations set out, but there were two big black plastic totes in the corner with a snowman and Christmas tree sticker on them. It hit him then what he wasn’t seeing. Family photos. Signs of anything other than her life with Reggie.



This woman was terribly alone.



He looked back towards the bedroom, and rubbed his eyes. “I’m sorry,” he muttered, wishing he could heal something that could never be healed. He dressed, and left Camille there in that shell of a house.



In his car again, he glanced aside at the plate of cookies and treats Laurie made for him. He hesitated, then dug out one of his business cards from the card case he kept in the center console. On the back of it, he wrote her a brief message.



 



You are not alone. Call me, even if it’s just as friends.



 



To the bottom, he added his number, and tucked the card into the treats. At her front door, he knocked, but didn’t wait for a response. He left the plate on her doorstep. “I’m sorry,” he murmured again, and walked back to his car.



* * *



By the time Calvin knocked on her door, Camille was all cried out and on her back, staring up at the ceiling. She had embarrassed herself, being so naked in her desires like that. Not just for the sex, but to be used and hopefully thrown away. And he’d seen right through her. Lovely. That wasn’t at all going to make the Easter fundraiser awkward if they bumped into each other.



Instead of smiling, the thought left her so tired.



He knocked, and Camille stood up, feeling stiff and sore from the hard sex. God, it had been good, right up to the end, at least. The two lovers she’d taken since Reggie were okay in bed, but Calvin danced with her like he knew her as well as Reggie had. Moving gingerly, she fetched her robe and walked for the front door, thinking Calvin had forgotten something. But by the time she got there, he was gone, and a plate of cookies and treats remained. She sighed, leaned down, and picked it up. Tucked in among the treats was a business card, facedown and with a note on it. She read it, sniffed, and walked back into the house, wanting to cry again but utterly unable to.



She spent a long time in the shower, shivering despite the brutally hot water, and after, threw on a pair of sweats and a tee shirt. There were no parties to go to, no family dinners, nothing. Not for a lack of her friends and parents and extended relatives trying, but she shut them down. The thought of having to endure their pity like in the earliest months made her skin crawl. And yet she missed them too. Missed a lot of things, but she was no good for any of them. She was the bitter apple that would spoil the bunch. Calvin just got a bite of that.



She collapsed on her couch, pulling the pillow and blanket to her. She should get up and fit the sheet across the cushions, but she was bone weary. So many hours of her life were now spent here, on that couch. Magpie came out of the office and nosed at Camille’s foot before dropping with a weary huff and falling asleep almost immediately.



Camille reached down with her foot and rubbed the sweet old dog. How she missed Gator in that moment, gone months after Reggie. Sometimes she thought about getting a second dog so Magpie had company, but she wasn’t sure if the stress would be bad for the dog or not. Camille tucked the pillow under her head, turned on her TV to a schmaltzy station playing a Christmas movie, and closed her eyes, hoping when she woke again that the holiday would be over and that she’d have the answers to her job situation.



Her dreams had always been strong things, movies playing out in her mind so vivid Camille later would swear she could smell and touch things that she experienced. Most of the time if she dreamed of men it was Reggie, or sometimes her high school and college boyfriends. But now she dreamed of Calvin, the two of them walking up the street, her with Magpie on a leash, him with his black Lab and a panting Chihuahua. It was fall, and a leaf stuck to Calvin’s coat. Camille plucked it off him. He turned his head and watched, amused, as she lifted the leaf and blew it off her hand. It was a placid dream, as sweet as any she’d had in years.



Thumps shook her, but she didn’t want to wake. She felt good in this dream, content. Something invaded her nose, the scent of gingerbread and something rich that took her a moment to identify – mulled wine. Pleasant smells, but still she fought to remain in the dream, because when she woke up, she would be cold again, and alone.



“I’m not hurting you,” Calvin said, repeating what he told her in bed.



“You can’t promise that,” she mouthed but couldn’t quite say.



He didn’t respond to that. Instead, he smiled, held up a string of silver bells, and rang them.



Camille woke with a start to two strangers decorating her tree, two very familiar figures, in red and white outfits, him with a beard. Camille wiped the sleep from her eyes, closed them, and reopened hem. Sure enough, they were still there. Magpie sat beside them, looking up at Mrs. Claus adoringly. She reached down to scratch her on the back of her neck, her favorite spot.



“Well…” Camille said. “This is weird.”



“Was it a good nap?” Mrs. Claus asked.



“I’m not sure I’ve woken up yet,” Camille said, but she knew. In all her dreams, as realistic as they could be, she never had sleep in her eyes in them. She’d chalk them up to home intruders except right in the middle of the wall near the front door was a brick fireplace where one had not existed before.



Santa held a star in his hands, and settled it on top of the tree. It was the oldest decoration in the house, passed down from Camille’s grandmother the year she and Reggie were married. It seemed to her that it gleamed brighter now, or maybe that was her imagination.



He turned, and with a voice both deep and musical, said, “Oh, our sweet Camille.”



She cried then, and two strangers came to her, sitting on either side of her, their arms wrapping around her. She could hide nothing from them, and more importantly, she could hide nothing from herself. All the bitterness that had been welling up inside her for years burst, the vile boil finally lanced, and she cried and she cried. Not just because she missed Reggie, but for herself, and for the happy woman she’d been. She collapsed into Mrs. Claus’s soft shoulder, thinking about the men she’d hurt, thinking about how far away her family was, about the unopened Christmas cards, the presents she’d been given and stuffed away in a closet so she didn’t have to look at people’s kindness, the sharpest weapon in the world.



And she wept most of all for an innocence she’d lost.



This was how it went for a long, long while. She cried, and they held her. It was a gift she could never hope to repay.



Magpie whined. It was the act that broke the spell. Camille wiped away her tears, sniffed, and stood. “The jammed roads. That was you?”



“Yes,” Mrs. Claus said. “We hoped to help create a more, mm, intimate setting for you to meet young Calvin.”



Camille went for the back door to let Magpie out. The dog bounded out there, woofing happily at something on the roof. Or some things. Something stamped up there, sending a cloud of snow down. Camille stepped out and watched in wonder as a reindeer rose up and settled back onto her roof, flying for the briefest of moments.



She was sure when she went back inside the house, this wonderful delusion or whatever it was would be over. But no, there they sat, Santa reaching for the plate of cookies and treats that Calvin left. Mrs. Claus swatted his arm and he gave her a dirty look and a wrinkle of his nose.



“Please,” Camille said. “Help yourselves. They weren’t actually meant for me, I don’t think, but… well.”



“Only if you’ll have one with us, my dear,” Mrs. Claus said.



Camille called in Magpie, and came back to the couch. She sat, and selected a piece of fudge. It tasted, of all things, like coffee. No, that wasn’t quite right. Cappuccino, maybe. It was divine. Santa selected a sugar cookie, his wife a piece of bark. They each ate, and Camille settled back against the couch.



“Why me?” she asked. “I don’t want pity. I…” But even to her ears, the words rang untrue. Because she did, to her great shame.



“It’s not pity to want to help people heal,” Mrs. Claus said.



“And it’s not weakness to accept their love,” Santa added. “Even if you choose not to pursue things with Calvin after tonight, please know you have a heart that should be shared with the world.”



“I don’t know if I can. I feel so… so angry, all the time,” Camille whispered. “I hate him for leaving me. And I hate… I hate myself for wanting to need people again.”



“A goodbye is one promise we are all given,” Mrs. Claus said. “Christmases end. But there is always another. And long after the last of us have passed, there will be other life. Here, and among the stars.” She gestured at the star on the tree. “Darkness and life and light. These are what is, and what will always be.”



“Is there a heaven?” Camille asked.



“Even we don’t know that,” Santa said, taking her hand and squeezing it. “But magic exists. You. Calvin. The others we visit today, you’re proof of that.”



Camille laughed softly. “Says the man and woman with flying reindeer.”



“Our magic is nothing compared to the good you two will do in your lives,” Mrs. Claus said.



“He didn’t want to hurt me,” Camille murmured.



“There are worse foundations to a love story,” Santa said. “But we cannot push you. Only make the inroads.”



“And we cannot see too far into what will be,” Mrs. Claus said. “One of you will go first, Camille. It may be him.”



She took a breath and nodded, but she was silent for a long minute, thinking about the unopened Christmas cards on the hallway table. “I’ve not been exactly on the nice list lately.”



“The people who care for you understand. Reach out to them. Heal with them. You do not have to be alone anymore,” Santa said.



Camille hesitated again. It was early in the evening, and dark outside. Calvin had mentioned something at lunch about going to a couple dinners that night. But she owed him an explanation. And maybe more than that, she owed herself the tiniest kindness. It was long overdue.



“I think I need to make a phone call,” she said.



Mrs. Claus clapped like a child and bounced to her feet. “Oh Camille, I’m so happy for you.”



Camille let herself be guided to her feet. Mrs. Claus embraced her and kissed both her cheeks. When it was Santa’s turn, he leaned in and whispered into Camille’s ear, “You were my wife’s first choice tonight.”



“You never answered my question. Why me?”



The pair looked at each other, and held hands. Behind them, the fireplace that shouldn’t exist began to glow and rainbow-colored sparks fluttered to life.



“Kindness is a web,” Santa said. “And your strand will hold together many, many others.”



“It already does, sweet girl,” Mrs. Claus said.



Magpie came to them, panting happily. From a pocket on her coat, Mrs. Claus dug out a treat, and fed it to the happy pup. To Camille, she blew a kiss. The pair stepped back, and quick as a flash, the embers swirled around them. The colors flared, and they – and the fireplace – were gone.



Camille rushed outside, Magpie by her side. She looked up, and there on the roof were the reindeer and the sleigh, and two of the loveliest individuals she’d ever met. She waved, laughing and crying, and they waved back as the reindeer started to run – and fly.



* * *



Calvin usually liked dinner parties, especially since he got bored with his own cooking, but that evening, it was hard to focus on Monte and Veronica Smith’s party. His friends were great people and the spread of finger foods was amazing, but he was still locked internally in a never-ending loop of images. Camille, coming for him. Camille’s tears. Camille shouting at him when he wouldn’t spank her or hurt her the way she wanted him to.



He didn’t regret that, but he regretted leaving her in that state. Then again, he wasn’t sure what he could have done, if anything. The self-doubt gnawed at him. Several times he thought about calling Laurie to ask if she knew Camille’s number. He didn’t want to piss her off again, but he did want to know she would be all right.



But could a woman like that, who so obviously loved her husband with all her heart, ever really be all right after losing a guy like that?



He stood near the Smith’s tree, finishing off a deviled egg and listening with half an ear to Veronica’s old college friend Melanie talk about some of the wild times she and Veronica used to get up to. Despite the blonde’s massive breasts and plunging neckline, she could have told him she and Veronica were gangbanged by the football team and he wouldn’t have been able to muster up more than a, “Oh wow.”  Any other day and he might have carted her back home to bend her in half and fuck her brains out until she was drooling, but all he could think of were the rare moments that day when he nearly made Camille smile.



He took on his job because he wanted to take care of wounded animals. As a kid, Calvin was always bringing home something. Stray cats, an injured bird, once even a snake that someone had run over, though that one had been cast out of the house faster than St. Patrick and the snakes of Ireland. Later in life, it made for an easy decision when it came time to choose whether he wanted to pursue a degree helping people or animals.



Having feelings for Camille was understandable, then. She was a wounded bird, but it was more than that. She was a woman hiding her true self away, he was absolutely sure of that. A few times, she almost let that person through. The ways she almost touched him. The tears. The rage when he wouldn’t spank her again. He wanted to know that woman. He wanted to tease her out of her shell and see Camille for who she really was.



But he also wasn’t going to push. As much as he wanted to go back to her place and try to talk things out, he figured that would be a bad move. It was a distinct male vanity to think he had the power to fix things. The first woman he ever lived with once shouted at him that he had to quit trying to fix things and just listen to her. It was a good lesson. Harshly learned – they broke up about two weeks later – but he was glad it came so early in his life.



Whatever happened, it was up to Camille now.



“Did you hear even a word I just said?” the blonde asked.



Calvin snapped out of it and focused on her. “I… no.”



“Fucking asshole,” she said.



“It’s not you, it’s…” But she was already walking away, giving him the finger over her shoulder. Calvin’s friend Monte saw, and came over, stuffing his mouth with a crab cake.



“You’re off your game tonight,” Monte said through a mouthful of food.



“You’re assuming I had any to begin with,” Calvin said.



“Bull. She’s a layup. What happened?”



“Ah, had my head in the clouds. Wasn’t listening to her.”



Someone called Monte’s name. He slapped Calvin’s back. “Next time, huh?”



“Yeah. Next time.”



As Monte sauntered away, Calvin felt his phone vibrate. He pulled it out and glanced at it. To his surprise, it was Camille.



He bolted for the door, answering and bringing the phone up to his ear. “Hey, it’s, uh, Calvin. I… well, you knew that.”



She laughed. She actually laughed. “I did, but good to have confirmation.”



“Hang on, I’m at a party. Let me step outside.”



“No, I don’t want to take you away from anything.”



“Just, just hang on. I want to talk to you again.” He ignored Veronica and the blonde’s dirty looks on his way out the door. Outside, things were a lot quieter, and he could hear Camille better. “Okay. Here. A friend and his wife throw a party every year on Christmas Eve and… well, you probably don’t care about that.”



“No, it’s… it sounds lovely. Good party?”



“Amazing food. She’s a chef.”



“I didn’t mean to, to take you away from… I didn’t want…” She sighed. “Okay. Yes. I did. I am being selfish, and I’m hoping maybe we could talk.”



“On the phone, or…”



“In person, preferably. But I… like I say, I know you must have things to do tonight and…”



“Camille. I…” He was at a loss for words. “I’d like to see you again. Even if that’s just as friends or coworkers or… whatever it is you need.”



She took a moment, and when she spoke again, her voice was steady. “You know Grand Mercy Church?”



“Yeah, sure, I’m not too far from there, actually.”



“Good. Then I won’t be asking you to drive across the city. That would make me feel…” She paused again. “This is going to be tough for me. Can you meet me there?”



“Of course. Maybe… ten minutes.”



“Thank you, Calvin. And not just for this. For… seeing what I needed.”



Touched, he said, “Yeah. See you soon.”



They said their goodbyes, and he stepped back inside to tell Monte or Veronica he was taking off. Monte was nowhere to be seen, and Veronica and the blonde were surrounded by three of her husband’s coworkers, all men. Calvin was pretty sure one of the guys had his hand on Veronica’s ass.



“Ah, screw it,” Calvin muttered, turned around, and left.



The drive was a short one, and the snow blessedly stopped falling after the blizzard early in the day. The church was one of the biggest and oldest in the city, a combination of its original brick iteration and two later glass and steel additions. Calvin came there once before, to a wedding that summer. It was just as beautiful on the inside, with red-lacquered arches and vaulted ceilings.



He found Camille’s Tahoe near the far end of the lot and parked next to it. People were streaming in and out of the building in thin trickles, and from the open doors emanated the sound of someone testing speaker equipment. Calvin headed inside, where half the pews were filled with people in their finest. Up front was a pastor was checking a microphone with a sound guy at a speaker.



Calvin ignored all of that. His attention was solely on the woman sitting by herself a couple pews behind the rest. Camille glanced up and smiled tentatively at Calvin when he joined her. It was not a well-practiced smile, and it melted away as fast as it had come on.



“I hope you don’t mind,” she said softly, nodding towards the front. “There’s a children’s choir that performs here every year. I’ve never come. I always wanted to, but there was always something happening on Christmas Eve.”



“Sounds nice.”



“Are you religious?” she asked as he peeled off his gloves and his coat.



“Not particularly. I believe, but I guess I’m not all that sure what I believe in.”



“Well put.”



“You?”



“I am. I wasn’t always, but…” She shook her head. “If I told you I saw a little bit of magic today, would you believe me?”



He thought about that. “Why not? It’s Christmas Eve. I can believe in a little Christmas magic.”



She was silent for a while. “The pain… it comes from a bad place. I don’t like to admit this to myself, but I… I hate Reggie a little bit. It’s unfair, but… he died and he left me and I’ve never known how to deal with that. I might never be able to. You have to know that going into this.”



He didn’t answer, but took her hand and squeezed. She looked down at their digits, smiled to herself, and sniffed.



“And maybe I hate myself too. The night he died, we were at a Bridgekeeper function. He’d been having headaches for a while, and we both pretty much ignored them. Oh, I told him to go to the doctor, but I didn’t press. We were at this dinner, and I had to give a speech, and I thought we’d socialize with our friends, do some dancing, have a nice time… and then he got one of those headaches. It was bad enough he wanted to go home. I felt obligated to go with him.” She let go of Calvin’s hand and shivered. “I… tried to put on this face like I wasn’t disappointed. But I was. I was selfish. I wanted to be back at that party. And here my husband was… was dying, and I didn’t know it.”



“You-”



“Couldn’t have known. But it’s among the last of the emotions I associate with him. That’s not something I’ve ever been able to process. It eats at me. Every day.” She hesitated. “I don’t know what I can be to you, Calvin. Some days I might try to push you away like I did today. I saw a therapist early on and I quit going to her because I wanted her to rip the wounds open, not help me heal. I plan on going back again as soon as I can schedule something. I’m going to try to move forward, inch by inch. I hope… I hope you can find it in you to be a part of my life. But I’m going to be the messiest relationship you ever had.”



“I don’t mind a little messy,” he said. “As long as I can get to know you. I want to try, if you do.”



She smiled, and took his hand again. “I’d like to try.”



They sat in silence as the pastor finished the sound check. Together, the pair of newly-minted lovers watched as the man welcomed everyone to the church and the children’s choir that would be performing that night.



The children came out in black and white outfits. Calvin expected a cacophony. Instead, what they got was nearly twenty minutes of some of the most hauntingly beautiful music either of them had ever heard. The children’s voices filled every inch of the church with a soft, understated rendition of “Silent Night,” and Camille wept. For the past, for Reggie, for herself, and for this moment of unexpected perfection and beauty. By the time the children closed with “O Holy Night,” Calvin’s cheeks glistened with twin tracks too. And as the song closed, they looked at each other and kissed gently and chastely.



* * *



Camille stepped out of the shower with a pleased sigh. Oh, if only she could spend all day under the hot spray. That would be heaven. Then again, it was Christmas, and she could smell pancakes and bacon. That was worth it.



She pulled on her robe and slippers, and came out of the bathroom. Calvin had Christmas music on, and was standing by the stove singing along to an oldie. Magpie, Blackbeard, and Lady sat around him in a loose half-circle, hoping for scraps. Calvin didn’t notice Camille sneaking up behind him until she reached around him, her huge belly pressing against his back. A year on, and her love for him grew every day until she thought her heart would burst from it. It wasn’t always easy for her, but he was patient and knew when to give her the space she sometimes craved. He loved her, and she loved him, and that was all they needed.



“Merry Christmas, baby,” she murmured, and kissed the side of his neck before yoinking a piece of bacon.



Calvin grinned and turned to face her. “Merry Christmas.” As was always his habit, he kissed her first, his hand going to the swell of her stomach. This he kissed too, through the fabric of her robe. The baby had been a surprise. A shocking but pleasant one. He stood back upright, and cupped her chin before giving her a hungrier, needier kiss. “Let me take care of the kids, then I’ll bring you breakfast in bed.”



She smiled. “The bed, yes. The food… later.”



While he led the dogs outside for a bathroom break, Camille went to the tree and found one of her presents to Calvin. Back in the bedroom, she hurriedly unwrapped it and slid on the red thong and slutty red babydoll with white trim. By the time Calvin came back in, Camille had the bed stripped and rested at the center, head back against the pillows, hair splayed out. She had her fingers in the waistband of her panties when he came in, her pussy already so wet for him.



He stopped and stared. Good. Speechless was exactly what she was going for, and she got it. His brain finally kicked on again and he moved. She pulled her fingers free and licked them, watching him the entire time.



“Your breakfast is in the microwave,” he growled. “This…” He tugged down her panties and lifted the hem of her babydoll. “…is mine.”



He spread her legs and she moaned as he dove in to lick her pussy. Her clit and pussy in general had grown so sensitive throughout the pregnancy. It annoyed and delighted her in equal measure at work with the Bridgekeepers. She could nearly get herself off sitting on just the right spot on her office chair and wiggling the right way. At home, Calvin loved to make a game out of it, challenging himself to make her come as often as he could. Once they counted eight orgasms over a long, crazy night.



That Christmas morning, he seemed intent on reaching that record. Over and over again he took her there, his fingers in her doing magical things to her while his tongue and mouth didn’t give her clit a moment’s respite. A year and a day ago, and she kicked him out of her house. Now Camille couldn’t imagine a day without him. Her heart still ached for Reggie, her love for her husband still a huge part of who she was. But she discovered, to her awe and her delight, there could be love for two men in her life.



When she begged him to take her, he moved up her body, trailing kisses along her stomach. Just a month before she was due, her body ripe and ready for motherhood. Calvin loved it, went wild for it. He sucked one of her big nipples into his mouth through the fabric of her babydoll, and then the other, taking his time about it, his fingers still pumping in and out of her pussy. She pulled him the rest of the way or he’d spend all morning sucking her tits – not that she’d mind that, but she needed his cock inside her again.



“I love you,” she whispered as he slid into her. “Thank you for making this last year…” She couldn’t finish the sentence, but he nodded, and kissed her tears away.



“I love you too,” Calvin said. “Thank you for the best year of my life.” His wet fingers trailed her stomach. “And the best present a man could ever get.”
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Well, that was odd. It wasn’t every day Nicole saw reindeer and a sleigh parked outside her library, but there they were. Or at least, she assumed they were reindeer. Maybe they were elk. She wasn’t sure what the difference was, but regardless, she’d never heard of trained elk before.



Amused, she pulled into the lot. One last round of deliveries and then she was off for the next day and a half. A day and a half of snacks, candy, binging Christmas romance movies, and of course, reading. Nicole and her mother had a tradition as far back as her teenage years of giving each other gift cards explicitly for books. It sounded impersonal but both women got such joy out of it that it became the highlight of her year.



Nicole missed her family fiercely, but the weather wasn’t letting up that year and she couldn’t take time off from the library to fly out sooner. Despite her best efforts the city kept slashing her budget, and there was no more money for a part-time assistant, let alone a full-time helper. All this, despite the library’s burgeoning numbers that year.



The city council already leaned conservative, and used the current political turmoil over books to justify beginning the slow process of shaving the library down to its bare bones. She had no doubt that the building would be shuttered in the next few years if she couldn’t find help fighting back at their meetings, but so far, only a small handful of people showed up. Most of the library board didn’t even bother.



The building didn’t seem to matter enough to fight for it, and that depressed Nicole. She practically grew up in a library, her mother having worked at one for ten years before moving on to manage a big bookstore. At school, Nicole could invariably be found in the stacks, or stealing glances at her phone to read books on an app in the middle of class. She loved books, the feel of the pages in her fingers, the convenience of a digital e-reader, the beauty of organized shelves. If she had an addiction in her life, it was reading, and she was perfectly okay with that.



The library also served more practical purposes to a lot of people in New Bainbridge. The computers were in constant use by people who didn’t have one or needed to print something off. Kids came in for story time with one of the volunteers or to spend an hour or two while they waited for parents to get off work. Adults on a budget came in for movies. Her favorite was a group of older women who raided the audiobook section every couple weeks for something to listen to during their water aerobics and power walking sessions. To these people, the library mattered. It was difficult to get them to show up to the city council meetings, but if the library closed, there would be a void in their lives.



But no matter what she tried, Nicole couldn’t get them to stand up and fight for the place. She had to learn to be okay with that.



That was the future, and Nicole was not going to let the dark thoughts drag her down. She was, by nature, a buoyant person who loved life and fun. She was currently between relationships, though not for a long line of guys attracted to her. A short, fit librarian with a huge bust was going to draw them in droves. It was sort of cute, and it meant she never had a Friday alone if she didn’t want to.



She wouldn’t mind something more, though Nicole wasn’t certain what that “more” would be. Some really great guys crossed her path but she had yet to really settle on the “one.” This was complicated by feelings of bisexuality, which she had never explored, but would like to. Maybe her one and only wasn’t a man. Maybe it was a woman. She wasn’t sure, but she was still relatively young. She’d figure it out eventually. Or not. That would be okay too. She did not need a relationship to be her best self, but she sure wouldn’t mind someone along for the ride – and to ride, for that matter.



The reindeer and the sleigh at the library didn’t bother her perhaps as much as they should have. For one, the animals were beautiful. They pranced in place as she stepped out of her car. Nicole laughed with delight and said, “Hello there. You’re a lovely bunch, aren’t you?”



A couple of the reindeer actually bobbed their heads up and down, as if to confirm this. She laughed again, and wished she dared to touch them. But while they might be domesticated enough to pull the sleigh, she wasn’t sure how they would react to a stranger walking right up to them. Instead, she blew them a kiss and pulled the empty boxes out of the back seat of the Outback.



Though Nicole had the day off, she didn’t have much to do that Christmas Eve, so she decided to spend most of the day delivering used books to the small corner book exchange boxes across the city. The library always had on hand a massive number of books donated to them or going out of circulation due to age. She decided to box up dozens of the children’s and young adult books on hand in storage, and deliver them all across the city in time for Christmas. It was something little to help warm her own soul, and maybe make someone else’s day too.



She figured the sleigh had been rented by one of the board members and brought there to do an impromptu “visit with Santa” for some kids, but there were no other cars in the parking lot, just hers. Regardless, though the lights were on, it didn’t look like the door had been forced, or else she would have been calling the cops.



She unlocked the door and stepped inside. She heard giggling somewhere in the stacks, a sweet, warm sound. “Hello?” she called.



A man chuckled, a deep, exuberant sound. “Ho ho ho, Nicole! Hope we didn’t startle you.”



She didn’t know the voices, but she sure knew the costumes when the pair stepped out of the children’s section arm in arm. Santa and Mrs. Claus, and holy crap, were the coats and pants and boots incredible. Nicole struggled to place who they might be under the costumes but gave up. If she knew them, they weren’t familiar enough to recall a name.



“No, you didn’t scare me. I think if you were serial killers you’d have the most conspicuous vehicle in all of criminal history.”



“That’s a good point,” Mrs. Claus said brightly.



“Besides, there are cameras, and… I’m sorry, have we met? You know my name, but you have me at a disadvantage.”



Santa chuckled again, making his big belly jiggle. No way that was a pillow stuffed up under there. If it was padding, it was professionally done. Everything about them seemed so real. “You and I have met.”



“We have?” Nicole asked.



“Oh yes. You were five years old and had your doubts about me, so you decided to stay up all night to see if I’d really come.”



“My parents have told me that story,” Nicole said haltingly, her puzzlement growing even more. “I drank three sodas. I got terribly sick.”



“I remember well, my dear. The chimney opened up just before that. I walked you into your bathroom. You cried so hard because you thought I’d be mad at you for seeing me. You were afraid I wouldn’t leave you any presents.”



“Did you?” Nicole asked, amused.



“Let me think…” Santa said.



“A toy golf set and a book, but the book almost goes without saying,” Mrs. Claus said. “You loved your books, but you loved going out and golfing with your daddy too.”



Nicole stared at them, her smile widening. “One of their friends. That’s who you are. You live here in the city, and…”



“Don’t you think your parents might have mentioned knowing someone who raised trained reindeer?” Santa asked, his nose quivering with his amusement.



Nicole thought about that, and could come up with no good response. Instead, she changed tactics. “Well, what can I do for Santa and Mrs. Claus on this cold night?”



“Ah!” Santa said. “Be right back.”



“You were about to make the last of your book deliveries for the night,” Mrs. Claus said as her husband turned and headed back for the children’s section. “We wanted to make some donations of our own.”



“Oh, that’s… that’s very kind,” Nicole said, still trying to find her footing. Never had she mentioned to anyone that she was doing this today. It was a spur-of-the-moment thing. She stared at Mrs. Claus a moment longer, and finally came to life. “Won’t you come back to my desk? One of our regulars brought in some European cookies. Florentines and I think they’re called horn cookies? They’re very good.”



“We’d never turn down a cookie!” Santa called.



Mrs. Claus’s eyes twinkled at that. “It’s true,” she said. “We do love our sweets.” She patted her soft stomach, which while not as prodigious as her husband’s was still pleasantly plump. “As you can tell.”



“I think you’re both lovely,” Nicole said. “Even if you’re breaking and entering.”



She guided Mrs. Claus back to the reception desk. Santa was just a moment behind, a huge red sack slung over one shoulder. It was tied with a thick rope, which he undid as he neared. He jammed his arm into the bag and muttered to himself the most wonderful nonsense. “No, that’s the German versions… that book’s too spicy for the kids… Jello mold… no, that’s… ah!”



He pulled his arm free, and with it came a twine-wrapped bundle of books. Nicole, who was holding out the plate of cookies to Mrs. Claus, nearly dropped it. She gaped at the titles. There was nothing special about them. They weren’t the first editions Santa and Mrs. Claus stuffed into the shelves that Nicole would find in a couple days. But they were, all of them, her childhood favorites. Fantasy. Mysteries. Adventures. Science fiction. Every single one of those books meant something to Nicole.



Mrs. Claus took the plate of cookies from her and said softly, “How did we do?”



“These are… they’re my favorites. No one could have known all these,” Nicole said. “Some of these went out of print decades ago. No one remembers…” She trailed the name on one of the books. “My God.”



Santa bit into a cookie and moaned, “That is wonderful. Just wonderful.”



Mrs. Claus ignored him and wrapped an arm around Nicole as she still stared at the books. “You are an amazing young woman, Nicole. We bring gifts once a year. You give gifts far greater than ours every single day. Knowledge and light and love. Things this world desperately needs.” She chuckled softly and hugged Nicole tighter. “Keep fighting. Even if this place should close, never lose your love of the page because you guard the greatest magic of this world.”



Santa came to stand beside her too, his arm joining his wife’s on the other side. “And whatever happens tonight,” he said. “Follow your heart. That’s magic too.”



“You’re real,” Nicole breathed. “I am talking to… to Santa and…”



“Ellony. Or Mrs. Claus, if you prefer.”



“Santa and Ellony.” Nicole shook her head. “I… I think I’d better offer you one more cookie for the road.”



“Like my wife says,” Santa said, his nose twitching again. “You are magic.”



* * *



Shawn loved to hear his wife sing, and Melysa loved to sing along to nothing so much as Christmas music. The modern stuff was her favorite, R&B, soul, pop, country, it didn’t matter. If it was tinged with the holidays, she would invariably know the words.



On their way home from the children’s choir show at Grand Mercy Church, Melysa sang some of her favorites. The show was beautifully done and left them, along with most everybody in attendance, with misty eyes. Melysa clutched Shawn’s hand the entire time, enraptured by the magic they witnessed.



Now it was home for a quiet dinner. Steak and shrimp, then tomorrow, on Christmas Day, they would host an early dinner for her parents, siblings, and their families. And someday soon, their own family too. They were finally taking the plunge. Melysa would go off the shot and they would start trying.



Kids. His kids. He straightened at the thought, grinning to himself.



Melysa stopped singing and glanced at him. Her voice was soft and dark, as beautiful as her singing. “What’s got you smiling, Mr. Man?”



“Kids.”



“Going to be a bunch of them tomorrow,” she agreed. “Not too late to board up the doors and pretend we don’t live there anymore.”



“Our kids,” he amended.



“Ohhhh,” she said, moving her hand to his cock under his slacks and squeezing. “
 Our
 kids.”



“Think we should get in some practice before dinner.”



“Mm, but I’m awfully hungry. “



His hand covered hers. “Would something to suck on until we got home help?”



She laughed and teased him with swirls of her fingertips. “Only if I’m your dessert later.”



Shawn moved his hand to the back of her head. Her hair was done big and bold that night, her natural curls emphasized with rollers that afternoon. He loved the look on her, especially with whatever she did to her lashes to give her that sleepy, sexy look. Just as soon as he started to pull his wife towards his cock and she unbuckled, he had a thought and let her go.



“What, baby?” she asked.



“I want to film you sucking my cock tonight,” he said. “Those lashes. That lipstick. Whatever you did to your face. I ain’t ruining that before I get a video of your lips around me.”



“Mm, I like that idea, Daddy,” she moaned. Of course they weren’t actually related. But when Melysa was turned on, she loved calling him that.



She teased him all the way home, drawing her fingers up and down his dick or spreading her legs and hiking up her dress to play with herself through the fabric of her panties. By the time they hit their street, Shawn was ready to throw her on their bed and fuck her senseless.



A familiar Subaru pulling into the driveway of the small house kitty-corner to theirs got Melysa’s attention. “Ooh, your girlfriend’s home,” she cooed, gripping his rock-hard cock through his slacks. Melysa knew full well what Nicole Marsden did to him. The white brunette librarian was something like twenty-eight or twenty-nine, but her girlish face and huge, expressive brown eyes shaved years gave her a veil of innocent sweetness. “Anime eyes,” Melysa called them. Her face was just the beginning. Nicole was slim and short, but had the kind of breasts and ass that made her the target of a lot of angry looks and muttered words from moms and wives up and down the street. If she noticed, Nicole never seemed to let it bother her. She was a cheerful woman, and her intelligence shone like a glittering jewel even if she tried to downplay it. They played a trivia game against her and a boyfriend at a neighbor’s dinner party one time, and Nicole smoked all of them. It wasn’t even close.



Shawn started to slow for the turn onto their driveway, and Melysa said, “We still have that movie night basket for the McPhersons, right?”



“Unless you gave it away,” Shawn said.



“I have a gift under the tree for you we could give to them. Let’s give Nicole the basket.”



“Sounds good. I’ll roll by her and we’ll tell her what we’re doing.”



They did that, moving on past their house and pulling up into Nicole’s driveway. The houses out here were all small, not quite tract housing but just barely missing the definition. The real estate agent called them “starter homes,” and that was as good a name for them as any. Nicole’s was better kept than most in the spring and summer. She liked gardening, and could be found outdoors tending to her plants if she wasn’t sitting out reading. Some of the bitter women on the street whispered that she liked to be seen gardening because it gave her an excuse to bend over and show off either her plunging neckline or her juicy little ass in jean shorts. Privately, both Shawn and Melysa agreed with that, but they sure as hell weren’t complaining.



Nicole strode down towards them. It was a shame it was so cold, because her heavy puffy coat hid away the natural bounce to her every step. But she looked cute otherwise, in a slouchie beanie and pink snow boots. “Hello, merry Christmas!” she said, her breath misting immediately in the chill night air.



“You too,” Shawn said, his voice going to the natural pleased growl he emanated any time a beautiful woman was around him. He sensed more than saw his wife smirk at that. “We got a present for you back at the house. We’ll just run and grab it.”



“Actually, what are you doing for dinner?” Melysa asked.



“No plans,” Nicole said. “I was thinking homemade chicken noodle soup.”



“Hop in with us. Come to our place for steak and shrimp,” Shawn said, picking up on what his wife was doing. They knew Nicole had no family in the area.



Nicole hesitated, and for a moment, Shawn thought she’d say no. But then she glanced amusedly up at the sky, and then back at them. “I had someone tell me today I should follow my heart. If you’re offering… yes, I’d love to. I’ve got a wine and cheese basket inside. Let me run in and grab that. Something to contribute.”



“Sounds good to us,” Shawn said.



“Be right back,” Nicole said. She whirled and darted up to her house as fast as was feasible on the ice and snow.



Shawn rolled up his window and glanced at his wife. “You are evil.”



“Mm. I don’t know what you’re talking about, Daddy.”



“Yeah, sure you don’t,” he said.



* * *



Melysa had always loved how she and Shawn could vibe off each other. Her mother and father had it too, that almost psychic-like connection that let them figure out what the other intended without so many words.



Shawn knew what she was playing at. Several times in their marriage she allowed other women into their bed, not just to satisfy his cravings, but her own as well. She liked soft, beautiful things as much as she loved Shawn picking her up and throwing her on the bed to fuck her brains out. What she did not like was the idea of Shawn fucking any slut that caught his roaming eyes without her around.



To that end, they devised a system that worked well for them. If they were both interested in someone and both partners were present, the third was welcome in their bed. So far, that had only extended to women. Melysa was not comfortable with the idea of another man. She loved Shawn, but guys brought complications. Neediness. Infighting. Jealousy. Women could bring all that too, but by and large they tended to handle the “one night only” arrangement well.



There was one exception to that, a former close friend of Melysa’s. She knew Annise since college, and when she came to stay, Shawn had definitely been interested in the pair’s flirty openness. They hooked up one hot summer night and the sex was fantastic. Annise and Melysa fell into a competition of who could fuck Shawn and each other better. Only it wasn’t so lighthearted as that. When Anise flew back, she started texting Shawn off and on some flirty messages. That, Shawn didn’t think much about because they’d hooked up. He expected some comedown from it.



But then the texts stopped being so innocent. Shawn texted her and told her he was a happily married man, and while he was okay if things heated up if she came to stay again, he didn’t want any more sexts from her. That only seemed to provoke her, and Melysa got involved. Annise went nuclear. They tried to cut off communication with her but for weeks and weeks she would cyberstalk Shawn, creating new accounts to try and win him back and spread malicious and wicked bullshit about Melysa and her college days.



Ever since, the couple kept their threesome partners to people who weren’t particularly close to them. Sleeping with Nicole would mean breaking that rule, but she was a pretty safe risk in Melysa’s mind. Nicole was level-headed, intelligent, kind, and funny. She went on a lot of dates but seemed to be selective about the men she actually brought home. Stable, but out for a good time. Exactly what they needed in their life.



Plus, Shawn wasn’t the only one who turned into a drooling mess whenever they were around the librarian. She was one of the sexiest women Melysa had ever met. She had a wicked fantasy of rolling around with Nicole in a sixty-nine, Nicole’s creamy skin against her black thighs. Or Nicole wrapping those big tits around her husband’s big fucking black cock. The thought now of him splitting her little pink pussy wide made Melysa wet.



Melysa wondered if Nicole knew what she had in mind when she took Nicole’s coat from her. But if she didn’t, Nicole sure as hell must have gotten the hint when Melysa blatantly stared at Nicole’s shirt dress under a sweater. It was a perfect sexy, innocent librarian look, the collar of the shirt dress pulled up and over the collar of the sweater, the boots adding to the effect until she pulled those off, blushing under Melysa and Shawn’s gaze.



“Girl, you are delicious,” Melysa said. She brushed Nicole’s arm, trying not to be too blatant yet.



“You look amazing too,” Nicole said. “So beautiful in that dress. And your hair!” Her hand imitated Melysa’s, going to the other woman’s shoulder and rubbing.



They moved to the kitchen, where Melysa poured them both a glass of wine while Shawn got the steaks ready. The married couple talked about the Christmas show they watched that night, and Nicole talked some about the books she delivered all across the city.



“We had a really, really magical couple donate a bunch of children’s books at the last minute,” Nicole said. Her eyes flicked away and she smiled a secretive smile. Melysa didn’t know what that was about but pressed on anyways, reaching across and taking the other woman’s hand.



“You invite us along next year,” she said. “We’ll make a night of it. Get some Christmas music going, look at some pretty lights…”



“I’d like that,” Nicole said demurely, playing with a strand of her silky auburn hair. “And I’d love to see that concert next year. If you two want a guest.”



“Absolutely,” Melysa said, stroking the back of Nicole’s hand. Nicole blushed at that, but didn’t pull her hand away.



They talked about little things, moving into the kitchen so Melysa could prepare the salad and vegetables to go with dinner. Nicole offered to help, but Melysa put a hand at the small of her back, telling her she was their guest. When Shawn wasn’t looking, her hand dipped lower and squeezed. Nicole gave her a naughty grin, and Melysa winked.



When the steaks went on, Nicole excused herself to use the bathroom. Shawn and Melysa both watched their neighbor’s ass swish on the way out of the kitchen, and when she was gone, Shawn leaned in to murmur, “What are we expecting here? Because this one could get complicated.”



“We are vibing off her hard,” Melysa agreed. “We have fun. If that means something beyond tonight… we both like her, right?”



“Yeah.”



“Good.”



“You thinking like… a threesome relationship?”



“I’m thinking we take it one day at a time. But I would not be mad about that.” She patted his ass. “And I know you wouldn’t be either, Daddy.”



“Goddamn, baby.”



He set down the bottle of beer he’d been working on and took her in his arms. His hand went to her ass through her dress and gave it a hard smack. She moaned softly, and kissed him, their tongues lashing for control.



The steaks needed his attention, and he went back to them reluctantly. Melysa laughed throatily and walked out to the living room. Nicole had finished up in the bathroom and was studying a framed picture of Melysa and Shawn on their wedding day. She smiled, and gestured at it.



“I don’t think I’ve ever heard how you two met.”



“I was in college,” Melysa said, coming to the other woman and looking at the picture too. “A friend of mine was dating one of his friends, and invited me to come along and watch them play ball. We get there, and here’s this tall, jacked guy with the scraggliest beard you ever saw.”



“My beard was the shit,” Shawn grumbled from the kitchen.



“He watched me the whole game. Flirting. Telling me every shot was for me. He laid it on so thick I couldn’t help but laugh. So when he asked me out, of course I said yes.”



“Aw, that’s so sweet,” Nicole said.



“He still plays with most of those guys. You think he’s attractive now, you should see him on the court.”



“Pretty good?” Nicole asked.



“Best defensive game in this city,” Shawn said.



“I mean more his shorts and tank tops.”



“Now that I definitely need to see.”



Melysa glanced towards the kitchen, then back to Nicole. She leaned in and whispered into the brunette’s ear, “Anything you want tonight or don’t, it’s on the table. He’s clean, I’m clean. But if this makes things too weird, we get that and we won’t be upset.”



Nicole twisted so she could whisper in the other woman’s ear too. “I’m clean too. And I think a little risk is more than worth the reward.”



“We like to get very, very dirty. If there’s anything that makes you uncomfortable…”



For an answer to that, Nicole kissed her. Her lips were soft and petite, her eyes sparkling with good cheer. “I feel like being a little daring.”



“Good,” Melysa said, and brought a hand up to trace Nicole’s cheek. The other woman took her by the fingers and brought them to her lips. She sucked to the first digit, watching Melysa. “Good girl.”



* * *



Dinner held to it a predatory weight, everyone watching everyone, conversation falling off. The food was delicious but no one paid it much mind.



When Melysa cleared the table, she told her husband to join her in the kitchen. He did, and Nicole had a hard time not licking her lips at the bulge in his slack when he stoods. He was hard already and she nearly whimpered from need. He was going to split her in half if he was as big as it looked.



The married couple shared some whispered words. Nicole headed back again for the bathroom to brush her teeth fast with her finger before this got crazy. The entire meal she couldn’t stop thinking about that kiss she and Melysa shared. The other woman was exquisitely beautiful, with an ageless, heart-shaped face framed beautifully that night by the hair she teased out with extra curliness.



And Shawn… Shawn had always been a guilty pleasure of hers at night after Nicole ran into her neighbors. He had an almost angry face, his lips drawn back naturally and his brow furrowed. Weathered from his construction job and well-muscled from a love of working out, he was an intimidating man, not traditionally handsome but magnetic in a fierce way. He was the sort of man she dreamed about lifting her and taking her against a wall, or bending her in half as he fucked her relentlessly.



Now Nicole knew they wanted her too, and it made her so wet sitting throughout dinner without squirming was nearly impossible.



When she came out of the bathroom she heard wet sucking noises. A shiver of anticipation ran up and down her spine. There they were, the couple of her wildest fantasies. Shawn was completely nude and seated on the couch. His thick muscles looked as hard as iron, and his huge black cock was clean shaven, his balls like plums, his hips like tree trunks.



On her knees on the couch was his wife, who was looking towards the hallway as Nicole came out. Shawn held back her hair from her eyes and she winked at Nicole. Her beautiful mouth was split wide by her husband’s thickness. She showed off, sinking lower and lower on him, taking almost every inch of him down her throat – until she did, her lips resting against his root, her eyes watering. She held him and held him and held him and finally came up off him, a river of saliva cascading down as she gasped.



“Fuck,” Nicole whimpered.



“Come here, baby girl,” Shawn said. “Let me see what you got going on underneath that dress.”



He pushed his wife’s head back down, not hard or forceful, but dominant. Nicole inched forward, watching Melysa suck his cock like she was starved for it. She was still in her beautiful black dress too, her cleavage nearly as enticing as Shawn’s gleaming dick.



Nicole moved to them, feeling light, feeling dizzy with the certainty that her life was about to forever be changed, drunk on the magic of the night, and most of all, so turned on. Up came her sweater, leaving her brunette hair falling every which way. She began to dance in place before Shawn’s knees while he watched, his normally sour lips drawn back with his pleasure.



Her moves were simple and inelegant, sways of her hips, rocking of her arms. She had already ditched her boots when they came in the door and now she curled her toes in anticipation of sucking Shawn’s cock with her friend.



“I won’t ever try to come between you,” she breathed, her hands moving up her body to her big breasts through the shirt dress. “That’s my promise. But I hope this isn’t just a one-time thing.”



“Baby girl, you’re ours now,” Shawn said.



Melysa came up off him, a dribble of spit running out of the corner of her mouth. “Ours,” she agreed happily. Shawn raised a hand and spanked her ass.



“Get back to sucking.”



“Yes, Daddy,” Melysa moaned, and dove back down on his cock, watching Nicole out of the corner of her eye.



“Daddy,” Nicole said, tasting the word and moving faster, squeezing her breasts and bringing one hand up to her hair.



“That’s what you call me now when it’s just the three of us,” Shawn said, moving his hand up and down his wife’s ass. It took Nicole a moment to realize he was rubbing her pussy and her asshole through the fabric of the dress. It made her breath quicken. “Say it. Tell me, ‘Yes, Daddy.’”



“Yes, Daddy,” Nicole said.



“Are you ours?”



“Yes, Daddy,” she repeated, grinning. Melysa made a pleased moaning noise around her husband’s tip.



Shawn said, “Good girl. Now strip for me. I want to see those big tits and that pretty little pussy. Then you both start sucking.”



Nicole kept swaying as she gripped the hem of the dress. It was a long one, demure in respect to her job. The fabric inched its way upward along her body, showing off her creamy toned legs and her thighs. At the sight of her bikini briefs, Shawn straightened, the hand on his wife’s ass moving with more purpose. So too did Melysa’s mouth, bobbing up and down Shawn’s length with growing need of her own.



Upward still, up and over her big breasts, her bra cupping and pushing them upward, presenting them to the married couple. Shawn grunted, “Fuck,” and moved his free hand to the back of his wife’s head again, fucking her face.



Nicole moved to an armchair and draped the dress over the back, bending and showing off her ass to them. She turned around and came back, hands all over herself, but not for long. She was anxious to get into this, to taste Shawn and Melysa, to be taken by that huge fucking cock. Her fingers danced around to the back of her bra and undid the clasp. She turned so her ass was to them again, pulled the bra off and covered her breasts with her arm. When she shimmied back around, Shawn simply growled, “Show me.”



She did. Her huge, natural breasts were capped by big brown nipples, peaked thanks to her teasing. She went to Shawn, kneeling on the couch on the other side of him. With one hand still on his wife’s head, he gripped the back of Nicole’s and brought her to his lips. He kissed her like he was already fucking her, taking her sloppily. She moaned and he chuckled before bringing that hand down to her ass.



“Fuck, baby girl. I’m going to take you in every fucking hole.”



“So big…” Nicole whimpered. “You’re going to stretch me out so much.”



She moved down, kissing his expanse of muscles on her way to his big cock. Melysa pulled off him with another slurp and asked, “Are you on the pill?”



“No,” Nicole said. She licked her lips and kissed Shawn’s tip. “He could get me pregnant…”



She drove down on his cock, sucking him into her slim, beautiful mouth. “I think she likes that idea, Daddy,” Melysa said, eyes sparkling. She kissed him hungrily, and stroked the back of Nicole’s head as she tried to take more and more of Shawn. “I like it too.”



He gave her ass a squeeze. “Get undressed.”



She did, standing up and slipping the shoulders of her classy black dress off her shoulders. The material fell to the floor. She was braless, with silicone pasties in place to hide her nipples. These she peeled off, tossing them on an end table. Nicole came off Shawn’s cock to watch, stroking him with both hands as she took in Melysa’s beautiful body. She was tall and full-figured, her trim waist flaring to wide hips. She cupped her big breasts and brought one of her nipples to her mouth before doing the same to the other one.



Like Nicole, she still wore panties and nothing else. She returned to the couch and leaned in to kiss Nicole above their man’s cock, her hands joining with Nicole’s to jack the base of hi shaft while the librarian worked his first few inches.



Shawn grunted, “Ah, fuck, that’s sexy.”



Melysa grinned and kissed Nicole again, this time adding a playful show of tongue. Nicole got into it too, and soon they were making out, jacking Shawn faster and faster. Melysa dropped down and licked the side of his tip. Nicole joined her, working the other side, their hands still a blur on his length. He gripped both their asses, and Nicole jumped when he brushed her bud through the fabric of her panties.



Together the pair of women licked up and down the length of Shawn’s cock. Melysa took one of his balls in her mouth, playing it with her tongue, and Nicole took that as a cue to try sucking him again. She was determined to learn to take as much of him as Melysa, but how the other woman managed to take him down to his root, she didn’t know.



She came off him and kept her lips pressed to him as she said, “I want to learn how to take him like you can.”



“I promise you’ll get as much practice as you want,” Melysa said, and the two shared another kiss before they both returned to his tip, locking eyes.



Shawn tugged down their panties at the same time, baring their asses and pussies so he could play. He knew his wife well and sank three fingers into her in rapid succession. With Nicole, he didn’t know what their neighbor could or couldn’t take, so he only drilled her with his middle finger to start. Her warm, wet pussy welcomed him.



“Such a tight little fucking pussy you’ve got for me,” he said. She rocked back against his finger, and he slowly added another. “I’m gonna love seeing that cunt wrapped around my cock.”



“Yesss, Daddy,” Nicole moaned. “Spread around you… taking every inch…”



He added a third finger, testing how much she could take. She gasped and eagerly drove her mouth down on his cock when Melysa offered it up. They took turns, sucking him fast, heads bobbing up and down. Shawn showed no signs of being close, but both women rocketed towards their orgasms, Melysa’s swaying becoming erratic and Nicole starting to let out a rhythmic string of moans and words when she was close.



“Oh, oh fuck, this is mmm gwar gwark gwark so wi… wild, so fucking wild…”



“Are you going to come for me, baby girl?” Shawn asked her.



“Yesss, Sh… Daddy, going to come, going to come all over y-your fingers… and when you fuck me, mm, it’s going to be so big inside me, oh fuck, oh, oh fuck…”



Melysa pulled away from Shawn’s cock, panting hard, her eyelids drooping as she played with her clit and her tits, watching the other woman. “Come for him, come for my husband…”



“Coming… for you… tooooo,” Nicole said, then gave a sharp cry and arched up, tossing her auburn hair back, her body jolting forward. “Fuck, oh fuck, oh FUCK!” she cried out.



Melysa didn’t think she’d ever heard the other woman cuss until that night and seeing the sweet, innocent-looking librarian bounce and swear while her husband fingered her drove her wild.



Shawn removed his fingers from Nicole and fed them to his wife. She devoured them, so close herself. To Nicole, Shawn growled, “Get up here. Knees on either side of my face. I need to taste that sweet cunt.”



Melysa watched as Nicole bounced to her feet, those big tits bobbing enticingly. The librarian hurried to do as she was told, cautiously balancing herself on one leg while she lifted her other, careful not to kick Melysa on accident. Shawn wrapped his hands around her and steadied her until she had her balance, resting her knees on the cushions. Those sagged under their weight.



“Ohhh, yesss, lick my pussy,” Nicole moaned.



The librarian’s ass was at the perfect height to be licked. Melysa moved without hesitation. She gripped Shawn’s dick and held him upright as she straddled his lap, staring at Nicole’s ass. Their friend looked over her shoulder as Melysa sank down on her husband’s cock, Nicole’s eyes widening as she realized what was about to happen. Melysa spread her friend’s cheeks wide and leaned forward.



“Oh, fuck! Ohhhh, fuck!” Nicole gasped.



Meysa rocked her hips on her man’s dick, still so close to coming. Rarely had she ever desired another woman this much, and never had she done this, but she dove right in now, eating out Nicole’s ass with wild enthusiasm, Rocking became bouncing and soon she was moving at a frenetic speed, her wet pussy clenching tight around Shawn. It wasn’t even so much the fucking that made her come as the moment, the dirtiness, the promise of more.



As she floated through the mindlessness at the edge of her orgasm, Nicole’s words floated through her mind.



He could get me pregnant.



Is that what you want, Nicole?



Do you want my man coming inside you?



Impregnating you like he’s going to do me?



“Ohhhhhhhhh, fu… fuck… fuck… her!” she cried out against Nicole’s ass, barely aware she was even speaking the words out loud. She came free of Shawn’s cock and he took it as a command. When she stood up, Shawn gripped Nicole by the waist and pulled her off him. She went, still standing on the couch, panting hard as Shawn jumped to his feet, He grabbed Nicole like that and slung her over his shoulder. With his free hand, he grabbed his wife by the arm and pulled her along towards the bedroom.



“Oh fuck, Daddy’s strong,” Nicole said as she bounced on top of his shoulder with every step.



“You have no idea, baby,” Melysa said.



She ducked into the bathroom to gargle and spit. By the time she sprinted back into the bedroom, Nicole was on her back on the bed, Shawn above her, shoving his cock through her big tits. When he saw his wife was back, he moved down immediately and pressed his cockhead to Nicole’s pussy.



“Not on the pill,” Melysa said.



“I’ll pull out, baby girl,” Shawn promised Nicole. She bit her lip and nodded. He pressed his cockhead against her pussy lips as Melysa slid onto the bed beside him. He looked at her first, kissing her. She gripped his chin and twisted his head back to the brunette sprawled out before them.



He pushed inside her.



Nicole’s reaction was instantaneous. “Oh, oh, that’s big, that’s so fucking BIG!” she cried out.



“That’s it, that’s it, taking me good, baby girl, taking Daddy good,” Shawn said.



“Big… inside me…” Nicole whimpered. He filled her every inch, stretching her wide around him. His cock looked like an arm disappearing inside her tight cunt. “Pussy’s… stretched… so wide for you… oh, oh, Melysa, he’s… nnngh… he’s fucking… me…”



Melysa wanted to say something, but couldn’t. She was transfixed by the sight of Shawn’s huge cock spreading their friend’s pussy and driving deep inside her. He wasn’t going fast, not yet, but he was going deep. Nicole might not have been able to take all of his length in her mouth yet, but her pussy took him in nearly as deep as Melysa could.



Shawn moved a hand to Melysa’s ass and swatted it. “Ride her face, cowgirl.”



Melysa moved. Nicole was being rocked back and forth by the force of Shawn’s thrusts, and was barely able to notice what was going on until Melysa knelt over her, her pretty pink lips glistening with her need. Nicole pulled her down the rest of the way, both women moaning at the same time and making Shawn grin. Melysa held a hand out towards him, and he took it, holding her eyes as he bucked into Nicole harder and harder. She mouthed, “I love you,” and he responded in kind.



“We’re keeping our baby girl, aren’t we?” he asked Melysa.



“She’s ours, Daddy,” Melysa said, her voice breathless.



“Yours,” Nicole agreed. She bobbed back and forth, her tongue everywhere thanks to Shawn, but Melysa wasn’t going to need much of a push to come again. She rested one hand on her ass and rocked her hips to the rhythm of her man fucking Nicole.



Shawn was barely holding on too, his cock sheathed so tightly by Nicole. But he fought it, holding on for his wife and the love of his life. Watching Nicole’s big tits bob back and forth with his every thrust was so goddamn hypnotic. There was something there with her, some spark he hadn’t expected. She joined in on their fun so wholeheartedly that it was going to be hard to let her go after this. What shape their relationship with her would take he had no idea, but he was sure as hell interested in whatever came for them.



His wife shifted, moving off Nicole’s face. “I want to look at her while she’s eating me,” she said. “Fuck her from behind.”



“Mmmm, yesss,” Nicole agreed. Melysa rested back against the pillows while Nicole knelt between her legs. Their eyes locked as Nicole began to eat her out, her fingers spreading Melysa wide.



Shawn stared at Nicole’s ass, running his hands all around her juicy curves before he hilted himself deeper and harder than he’d gone before. “Oh, oh, ahhhhh,” she gasped. He held nothing back now, his big black balls bouncing against her creamy white skin, her tits keeping rhythm. Melysa threw back her head, one hand at her clit, massaging herself as the other woman licked what she could.



“It feels so good… so deep… inside my p-pussy…” Nicole keened.



“Take him, baby, take him, such a good little slut for us, aren’t you?” Melysa asked, her own voice high and needy.



“S-slut for y-you,” Nicole agreed fervently. “T-take me, use me, use me however you w-want, just keep fucking… m-me, fucking my p-pussy…”



“Does he make you feel good?” Melysa whined.



“Shit, oh shit, oh fucking… yes… filling my fucking… my cunt… oh, oh so fucking good…”



Shawn drove into her harder and harder, his eyes wild. He had to grip her waist to keep her in place from the force.



“Every… inch,” he grunted. “Take every inch, that’s it, good fucking… slut…”



“YES!” Nicole screamed. “Every… fucking… inch, Daaaaaa-ddy!”



She came. It was like her wires had been cut, everything in her body stopping all at once. She collapsed forward, her mouth open, eyes closed, fingers clenching and unclenching. Shawn yanked out of her and Melysa was there, pouncing on him. He grabbed her and settled her on his lap, both of them still on their knees. Like that, he drove up into her, neither of them speaking anything more than grunts as their hips slammed together at the last, her lips seeking his over and over and over again. She came, and he could take no more. He dropped her on the bed next to the quivering Nicole. The librarian reached out with a trembling hand, and Nicole clutched it as Shawn fucked into his wife again, this time on her back. His manic pace left Melysa trying to twist on her side, the lust in her taking over her body, short-circuiting her as thoroughly as it had Nicole.



Again she came, only a minute on from her last orgasm. Her eyelids fluttered, her breath catching in her throat. And in the last, Nicole was there, her hand still entwined in Melysa’s, her lips on her shoulder, her cheek, her ear.



“Fuuuuu-uck!” Shawn roared, and finally began to come. There was so much of him, so much, and when he pulled out, Nicole crawled down Melysa’s body to drop her head against the other woman’s pussy and eat it out of her. With the last of her strength, she crawled back up to share the come with her new lover as still Melysa’s hips bucked.



Neither of them remembered passing out, or Shawn gently taking Nicole and resting her on her back on the edge of the bed so he could sleep between them. After that, he tended to them, as gentle as he’d been forceful just a few minutes ago. Nicole murmured something unintelligible, reaching for his cock again before he took her hand and moved it back to her side.



He dropped between them, pulled the covers up, and started to drift off, as happy a man as there ever was.



* * *



Nicole fought the urge to chew her nails as they drove to the library. It was do-or-die time. The last hearing before the city council inevitably voted to reduce her – and the library’s – hours to four a day, weekdays only. That would further drive down the numbers at the building, which would probably give the council the exact fuel they were looking for to close it out entirely.



Her hand rose to her mouth to chew on her nail, her age-old stress habit, then fell again for the third or fourth time in ten minutes. Beside her, Shawn said serenely, “You got this.”



“Nope. I do not. I, in fact, do not have this. They do. They always have. Ignorance is power, and that’s all they want. Power.”



He reached over and pressed a hand to her tummy. She wasn’t yet showing, not like Melysa and her soft baby bump in the backseat, but they just found out the good news a week ago. Two babies on the way. They were going to be spending a fortune on diapers. There was planning to be done, like if they would all move into the same house or if Nicole was going to still live at her own place. She hadn’t yet let that enormous life change hit her yet. One thing at a time, and first she wanted to deal with the city council.



“It’ll be all right, baby,” Melysa said, reaching up to grasp Nicole’s shoulder. Nicole took her hand and held it, more to stop herself from biting her nails than any real comfort.



City Hall was actually three buildings in a small complex centered by a tall plaza. The central building was the largest, with a garish but beautiful glass rotunda. Two more ordinary office buildings flanked it. The city council chambers were just off the rotunda in the central building.



The parking lot was usually maybe a fifth full for these meetings. The city’s residents were happy to complain online but rarely showed up for actual meetings. Then again, the city council rarely actually took public opinion into consideration, so there was a sort of negative karmic balance.



But that night, the parking lot was nearly full. People were lined up to get inside, and more were in loose clusters, talking and laughing. Some held picket signs they couldn’t read that far away.



“What the…?” Nicole asked. Then she could read the signs and gaped. All of them were variations on one theme – SAVE THE LIBRARY. Heat flared up behind her eyes, and tears slipped down her cheeks. “Was this… was this you?” she asked her lovers.



“We asked some of the neighbors and some friends but this…” Melysa said.



“No. Wasn’t us,” Shawn said.



Two uniformed police officers were watching the group of people and talking to them. When one of them saw the SUV pull up, he stepped out onto the lot and pointed at a spot blocked off with an orange cone. He grabbed the cone and smiled broadly, which transformed his face from stern into handsome and almost boyish.



When they got out, the cop said, “Evening, folks. Nicole, right?”



“Y-yes, that’s right,” Nicole said faintly. “I’m not under arrest, am I?”



He chuckled and came around to her side to shake her hand. “No, ma’am.” He glanced back at the wall of people, then at her again. “But we have a mutual couple friends. Nick and his wife.” Lower, he added, “Jolly Nick.”



Nicole clapped a hand to her mouth. “All of them? They got all these people to show up?” The cop – Dave, she would find out – nodded. He turned and introduced himself to Melysa and Shawn, and told them that friends of the library had been organizing this for months.



Melysa came to Nicole, hugged her tight, and said, “See? Told you not to worry.”



The battle wasn’t won yet. Nicole knew that, but still her heart lightened and for the first time since she started this years-long fight with the council, she felt hope. As they were escorted inside, she stopped to turn and look up into the oncoming night. Maybe it was just her imagination, but she didn’t think so. The North Star seemed to twinkle a little brighter that night.



She brought her hand to her lips, and blew it – and her friends – a kiss.









A Hot MILF on a Cold Night



 



Contains: Age gap romance. All characters involved in sexual situations are eighteen or older



 



“Peanut?”



“I can explain,” Chelsea said.



“Where. The fuck. Is my car?” Quinton bellowed.



He was staring at the empty spot in the dorm’s parking lot. Well… technically, almost all the spots were empty, since everyone else had gone home for the Christmas break. Quinton worked there on campus as part of the maintenance crew and had the standard fee for staying on campus waived while also making time and a half. His plan had been simple. Work all the hours he could, then go home on Christmas Eve. Home was two hours away, so he planned on getting an early start ahead of the predicted snowstorm.



But now his plans were dashed by his insane best friend. No, “insane” wasn’t a big enough word. Batshit fucking crazy was probably more appropriate. He loaned her the car the night before because her girlfriend Nellie from Texas was flying in. The understanding had been she would return it and leave the keys in his dorm room while he was at a party the night before.



“I didn’t wreck it,” Chelsea said. “Peanut” was his nickname for her, because calling her “Nut” or “Nutcase” wasn’t as polite.



“You… that’s what you have to say? You didn’t wreck it? Where are you? Where’s my car?”



“Well… Mom’s flight got canceled, so she stayed home. Nellie and I wanted some alone time so that doesn’t work for us. Right? So Gina told us we could stay at her place.”



“You’re at Gina’s?” Quinton asked, feeling marginally calmer. Gina’s apartment wasn’t all that far.



“Um.”



Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck. “Where-?”



“Well… we got hungry. And we got to talking about, um, our favorite fast food, and I found out Megan’s never had Taco Infernus.”



Quinton growled, “There isn’t a Taco Infernus for-”



“-a hundred and eighty miles. A lot closer than you’d think.”



“Peanut!”



“We meant to drive back this morning. I had an alarm set and, and…”



“No. No, you didn’t.”



“I didn’t. But I meant to set one!” Chelsea said. “And now the roads are closed and… well… I’m sorry?”



“No. Sorry does not cut it. I’m stuck in fucking New Bainbridge and you’re getting tacos.” He took a breath. “Were they good?”



“Oh dude. So good. That new ranch chicken burrito is amazing.”



“You’re bringing me back like… fifty bucks worth.”



“Fifty-”



“You owe me and you know it,” he said, rubbing his eyes. “Shit. My mom is going to kill me.”



“Oh yeah! I had an idea about that. My mom’s going to be in town anyways, so I’ll give her a call. I’m sure she’d at least make you dinner tonight.”



“Tonight? The roads are supposed to clear up this afternoon.”



Silence, then, “Um. Quinton.”



“Peanut…”



“Look, Jaina’s throwing a party tonight here and I thought… you know, she gets wild, and it might be kind of fun and…”



“I am going to murder you,” he said with one hundred percent sincerity. Okay, maybe ninety-fie if she really did bring him back Taco Infernus.



“Dude. You get to hang out with my mom. Alone. For a night. You know she gets crazy giggly around you.”



“And you know I’m definitely going to try to be your stepdad, right?”



She sighed. “She could do worse. Just be good to her.”



“Wait. You’re serious.”



“You’re a hell of a lot better a guy than anyone I can remember her dating.”



“Thanks, I think.”



“Not a high bar, dude.”



“You really are serious.”



“I mean, I’m not my mom’s pimp, but I’m not going to be super mad if it happens, so long as you’re not an asshole. Let me give her a call and make sure she doesn’t have plans. And if you two do hook up, this counts as your Christmas present for life.”



 “Deal,” Quinton said, feeling a whole hell of a lot better about the holidays.



* * *



Summer Schuler sometimes saw so much of herself in her younger daughter it scared her. Her oldest, Megan, was so very like her father, studious, shy, a habitual cheater on her boyfriends. But Chelsea was a cannonball of fun and chaos, free with her emotions but fiercely loyal. Summer had been that way herself until she had her daughters. Motherhood brought with it a sobriety that she surprised herself by easily embracing. She had a feeling someday Chelsea would too, when or if she decided to settle down.



Today was not that day.



Chelsea called not long after Summer finished a morning workout. At forty, she had to work hard to keep her butt and thighs in shape, but she was proud of her hot mom looks. Soft and curvy, with a trim waist and tits that still knocked them dead, even after two kids. Once Chelsea graduated college and Summer was confident she had her financial footing secure, she thought about a present to herself in the form of a little boob job. Not much, just enough to give her some of the old bounce back. For now, she was happy with herself.



She was wrapped in a robe and clipping her toenails when her phone rang. “Hey, baby,” she said when she answered. “Tell me you’re not on the road.”



“We’re not,” Chelsea said. “They’re closed all the way to New Bainbridge, at least for now. I thought about coming home this afternoon but Jaina’s having a party tonight. We’re probably going to stay the night here and drive home n the morning, if the roads are okay.”



Summer felt relieved, then a wash of sadness. Her plans to visit old friends in Seattle fell through the day before when her flight was canceled. Megan was spending Christmas with her fiance and his family. And knowing her younger daughter, “the morning” probably meant well into the early afternoon. Christmas, mostly alone. Wonderful.



As if sensing her mood through the phone, Chelsea said, “Sorry. I really will try to make it home early tomorrow.”



Riiiiight. Chelsea nearly got kicked out of college her freshman year for oversleeping. “Of course,” Summer said, trying to sound like she believed her.



“You don’t believe me? Mom! Your sweetest, best daughter would never lie.”



“No, never,” Summer said.



“There is one thing. Quinton’s stuck at the dorms. Is there any chance I could talk you into maybe making him dinner or something?”



“Wait. You told me he was driving you!”



“I thought you wouldn’t worry as much if you thought he was with us.”



“You literally just told me you never lied.”



“I said I would never lie. From now on. Never again.” A pause. “Maybe, like, a little. But do you mind? He really is stuck. Dinner, and maybe breakfast or something in the morning until I get there?”



Summer sighed, though truth was, the idea of being alone with Chelsea’s best friend made her want to go a little giggly. A sophomore like her daughter, he was a handsome young man, built sleekly with a boyish, clean-shaven face framed by short-cropped black hair. His smile made Summer think of doing such wicked things with him, but at nineteen, he was only just barely legal.



“I can do that.”



“Your voice just went about ten times throatier.”



“It did not,” Summer said indignantly, though it might have. Her mind was already on The Incident, which she internally capitalized because she felt so guilty about it. And sometimes… well… naughty.



It took place early that semester. Quinton was a regular at her house, since he and Chelsea were close friends, and had been ever since he asked her out to a movie, found out she was a lesbian, and invited her to go anyways so he had someone to go with. Both Chelsea and Summer liked him for that, and especially afterwards, when he never tried to make a move on Chelsea again save to ask her on more friend outings.



Summer’s house had a pool, and Quinton loved to swim. He always came with Chelsea their freshman year, but with their sophomore year came Summer’s permission for him to come in through the side gate and use their pool by himself, something he took advantage of most weekends.



That particular day, Summer was in the kitchen, making a cucumber salad and trying to convince herself the reason why she was suddenly thinking about cucumbers at all wasn’t the young man swimming fast laps in her pool. He got out as she was finishing, water cascading off his young, sleek body and making her nearly drool. There was no pool house or anywhere truly private to change, but as long as she was home, Summer didn’t mind him drying off out there and coming in to grab a shower and change before he left.



He did that, and she fought the urge to sneak in there and peek in on him. The thought of him naked in her guest shower was a recurring fantasy of hers, and a favorite. He was quick about it, dressed in the bathroom, and stepped out to call thanks to her and let her know he was leaving. Summer was certain what he did was on purpose. He was always flirty with her, to Chelsea’s annoyance. But this… this was devious.



She came out of the kitchen and nearly stopped in her tracks. Though his sweats weren’t the infamous gray, they were a light blue, and detailed at just the right angle was one of the longest, thickest cocks Summer had ever seen. His smile told her he knew she was looking, and she stuttered her way through a goodbye. It had to be fake. A sock or… or something. He gave her a hug goodbye and she almost yanked down his pants right there to see if it was real. But Summer kept her composure, barely, and walked him out, promising herself she would not run right upstairs and masturbate with one of her toys to the thought of her daughter’s friend fucking her in every conceivable position. She failed. Miserably – or happily, considering she got about five orgasms out of the deal, eventually passing out and waking up to a vibrator with a dead battery.



Now, Summer and Chelsea said their goodbyes. She was a little peeved at her daughter, and more than a little sad she wouldn’t get to see Chelsea on Christmas Eve, but Summer was determined to make the best out of the day. She called Quinton, who picked up on the first ring.



“Hey, Ms. Schuler. Merry Christmas Eve. Also, I’m going to need to borrow a shovel to bury Chelsea when I’m done with her.”



“Aw, is hanging out with me on Christmas Eve and Christmas so bad?”



“No, it is not. Definitely not.” He sounded amused.



“Get some clothes together. You’re staying with me tonight.” She deliberately let the moment hang, then added, “In the spare bedroom.”



“Damn. Thought I finally won you over. All right. When works for you?”



“I need to do some shopping. Want to come with or should I pick you up after?”



“I’ll come with. I want to make sure you get at least two bottles of wine so I can get you good and drunk and make out with you.”



“Wouldn’t need to be drunk,” Summer said coyly, imagining Chelsea’s sharp “Mom!” as a rebuke. Of course, she would never actually do anything with Quinton. He was only nineteen, she reminded herself for about the thousandth time. Young enough he could probably fuck and fuck and fuck, then be ready for round two as soon as she caught her breath, but still… he was her daughter’s friend. Summer would not let anything happen.



Probably.



He said, “Seriously, take me with you.”



Trying not to think about how very flushed she was, Summer said, “Okay. On my way.”



* * *



Walking into the Deal Bunker on Christmas Eve was like purposefully punching a hornets’ nest with their faces. It was wall-to-wall people, most of whom looked angry, tired, and at the end of their rope.



“Okay, meet up in thirty?” Summer asked Quinton as he shrugged off his parka and laid it out on his cart. It was hard not to stare. He was slim but well-muscled and he obviously picked out that tight black long-sleeved shirt to show off to her. Then again, she maybe took ten extra minutes before she came to pick him up to slip into a plunging beige top, one that his eyes were locked on as she unzipped her own coat.



“Uh. Uh.” He finally glanced up and looked at all the other shoppers. “Better make it forty-five.”



They parted, and Summer shot for the food aisles. There were no turkeys or hams left, but she picked up shrimp for scampi that evening and a pork tenderloin for dinner on Christmas itself. The rest of the menu would be scattershot, but she was satisfied with the basics. She thought about wine, but when she walked by it, Summer realized it was possibly the worst idea of her life to have alcohol on hand with Quinton in the same house. Or… maybe a great one, she wasn’t sure. No, she was sure. It would hurt Chelsea if she slept with Quinton. Summer would not do that to her own daughter, even if their friendship was purely platonic.



But still, she eyed that wine awfully hard.



The clock was ticking. She rushed to make some other purchases, calling Chelsea as she got stuck behind three slow movers. If Quinton was staying for Christmas, she said, he needed a few gifts under the tree. Nothing extravagant, but things he could use.



“It sounds dorky, but a power strip,” Chelsea said immediately. “I meant to buy him one so I’m glad you asked.”



“I was thinking about getting him a little single serve coffee maker. Would the dorms allow that?”



“Yeah. Yeah, that would be cool. And maybe a tumbler.”



“Perfect. Thanks, honey.”



“Have fun, you two. Please don’t make Megan and I sisters again.”



“No promises.”



“Well… a brother would be all right, I guess. You two have fun tonight.”



“And what is that supposed to mean?”



“You know,” Chelsea said, drawing out the “know” playfully.



Summer laughed nervously, thinking about those damn blue sweats again. They said their goodbyes – again – and Summer made her way through the store slowly to housewares. Along the way, she spied Quinton in the book section, pondering the stacks. She smiled to herself. Quinton was not exactly a reader, but she was. He must have the same idea as her, buying a gift or two.



The single-serve coffee makers were easy to find, but it was hard to navigate the quagmire of people trying to get to whatever they needed. A mother with two very young ones in the cart looked ready to drop. Summer gave her a commiserative smile, and the young woman tried to return it.



A brother. Those had been Chelsea’s words, and Summer thought of them now as the little boy in the cart looked around, intimidated by all the people. It wasn’t the first time Summer had thought about that. She was still young enough she could have another child or two if she went off the shot, and with Chelsea and Megan grown now, it would be nice to have companionship around the house.



But Quinton being the father, now that brought another smile to her face. How would that work? Him going to college, her working at the office, conversations around the dinner table. “Oh hi, honey, did you get good grades today?” Foolish thoughts, but the idea of Quinton holding a baby in his arms definitely made her a little weak in the knees.



As she headed for the tumblers, she thought about the question that had been nagging her ever since Chelsea graduated from college. What did she truly want? She liked her life, the comfortable house, the pool, even her office manager job. Her sex life was generally pretty decent. But it had been years since she had a truly meaningful relationship with someone who mattered to her. She missed that, she supposed. She missed the comfort of a man beside her in bed when she woke up in the morning. She missed flowers for no good reason. She missed making dinner and a guy coming up behind her and goosing her ass. She missed the tenderness. She missed love.



That was silly. She would find someone, eventually. She just had to hang on. And in the meantime, she had yummy Quinton drooling over her and making her feel like a hot mom. That was all right.



She saw him again, this time looking at Christmas decorations. He waved, and she waved back. The snowmen he was looking at were chintzy, but kind of cute. She pulled a ninja move and doubled back, peeking around the corner to see him load his cart with one. He did, and when she turned back, there was the young woman with two kids again. The boy was reaching for everything, despite the mother telling him not to. Summer remembered those days well, carting around both girls and trying to keep the kettle from boiling over. If she had to guess, the boy was right on the verge of a full-on fit, and soon, she was proven right.



The boy saw some toys in the center of the aisle, an action figure of some kind, and shouted that he wanted one. The woman tried to calm him with platitudes about Santa coming in the morning, but the kid screamed for the toys. At the same time, he swung his arm out in a clothesline, knocking a half-dozen toys to the ground, to the mother’s horror.



As the woman’s little girl began bawling too, Summer rushed for them, pushing through a wall of people. Approaching from the other side were a Santa and Mrs. Claus in full regalia, along with Quinton, who had ditched his cart and was coming to help too.



“We got the toys,” Summer said to the mother. “You take care of your kids.”



“She should have left them at home,” someone snapped behind Summer.



Summer turned, and to the sixty-something man with a beet red face, she said calmly, “She’s obviously trying her best. It’s a stressful day for everyone.”



The man muttered, “Mind your own business,” then swung into an aisle to escape the blockage.



Hastily, Summer and Quenton picked up the boxes of toys and righted them while the mother, shedding a few tears too, tried to soothe her children. Santa and Mrs. Claus came to the woman, speaking in calm, low voices. Quinton smiled at Summer, and she smiled back. Mrs. Claus caught this, hesitated, and glanced between her husband and them.



“That’s interesting,” she said in a beautiful, warm voice that carried despite the chaos. “We weren’t here for you two, but your hearts are singing. Something happened. Yes… yes. There are always changes we can’t see. Sometimes bad, sometimes good. Sometimes like…” She paused. “How wonderful.”



“Sorry?” Quinton asked.



Mrs. Claus shook her head and smiled. Quick, so quick, she reached up and pinched his cheek. Then she turned to Summer. “Give yourself a gift this year. Be brave. Be happy.”



Before Summer could think what to say, Mrs. Claus helped pick up one of the children, while Santa lifted the other. The young mother smiled and thanked both Quinton and Summer distractedly, her focus on the kids, who were quickly soothed by the newcomers’ appearance and joviality. Their screams fell to snuffles and wide eyes, and all was well again.



As they walked away, Quinton said, “Neat outfits.”



“Yeah,” Summer said, and glanced back to see Mrs. Claus looking after her, a twinkle in her eyes.



* * *



Back home, the pair separated to wrap their gifts for each other. Quinton wasn’t sure about the book, snowman, and stoneware mug he bought Summer, but it was as good as he could manage on short notice. His mind drifted constantly back to her top and the huge amount of cleavage Ms. Schuler showed off. She seemed more playful too, which was fogging his brain even more than usual. Christ, he wanted to drill her all night.



The crazy thing was, she seemed to want it too.



When he emerged from the guest bedroom, she was still wrapping presents in hers, so he donned his coat again and headed out front to shovel Summer’s sidewalks. The snow was slowly easing up, like predicted, but there was so much on the ground already.



When he was nearly finished, Summer stepped out on her porch, a steaming mug in hand. She watched him, smiling faintly to herself, and for a moment, Quinton was struck silent and immobile at the sight of her. She was so goddamn beautiful like that, unguarded, her blonde hair down across one eye and one breast. Not for the first time, he wondered how a man could be so stupid as to cheat on her, and how the other lovers she had could let her slip away. He liked the girls his age. They were fun, but there had always been something about Chelsea’s mom that drew him in.



It was more than just that incredible body or her beautiful oval face and those warm blue eyes. It was the comforting presence of her, the adoring exasperation with Chelsea, and yeah, even the moments of vulnerability when she got a call from Megan, who he knew she wasn’t on the best of terms with. He heard a saying once in one of his English classes, a duck on a still pond, the legs kicking away under the surface. That was Ms. Schuler, only in her case, the duck also had some pretty goddamn great boobs, too.



“What?” Summer asked as he stared.



Be brave
 , that woman dressed as Mrs. Claus had said to Summer, but he needed the words too, or he might not have said what he did next and changed their lives forever.



“You’re beautiful like that,” he said softly.



“You are such a flirt,” Ms. Schuler said.



“No. I’m serious, Ms. Schuler. I mean it. You. Right now. I’d bet everything you’ve never been more beautiful in your life than right now. That’s not bullshit.”



She brought her mug to her lips, studying him as she sipped. Then, finally, she turned and headed for the door. He blew it, he thought, until she looked over her shoulder at him. “Stop with the Ms. Schuler. It’s Summer.”



“All right.”



“And finish up. You look cold. I’ll make some hot chocolate and we’ll watch a Christmas movie.”



“Sounds great to me.”



He did that, taking his time with the last few yards and running the shovel one more time through the edges of the sidewalk. Inside, he stripped off his shoes and coat, and found Ms. Schuler – Summer – standing over a stove. She was making the hot chocolate the old-fashioned way, and he leaned against the counter and watched, feasting his eyes on her spectacular ass. She blushed under his scrutiny but didn’t chastise him again.



“Your jeans are soaked,” she said. “Go change into something dry.”



It was just the opportunity he hoped for. He headed for the spare bedroom and changed. When he reemerged and stepped into the kitchen, Summer’s lips parted as she tried not to stare. He was back in the blue sweatpants again.



With her cup of tea refilled and his cocoa in hand, they moved things to the couch. There were a couple nice thick fleece throws, and they settled them around themselves as she found a movie on TV. For a few minutes, they sipped their drinks and watched, then casually Quinton said, “Still a little cold. Maybe if we both got under one blanket?”



“O-okay,” Summer whispered.



He scooted over on the couch, and she lifted her throw to settle it around them both. So close to her, he could feel her occasional shivering.



“You’re cold too, huh?” he asked, and wrapped an arm around her without waiting for a response.



“Quinton, I…”



“We’re just getting warm,” he said. She couldn’t help a quick flick of her tongue across her lips.



“Just getting warm,” Summer agreed, her words distant and pleased.



Sensing he was on the precipice of pushing things too fast, he let it rest there for a while, watching the movie with her, inhaling whatever sweet-smelling skin cream she used. But a curios thing happened. He realized the blanket was slowly coming down. It was minute, a motion so indistinct he thought it was his imagination until the throw was nearly to his lap. He glanced over just in time to see Summer look from his lap straight ahead, blushing furiously.



She was trying to get a look at his dick in his sweats again.



Without a word, his hand moved slowly across her arm. His breath stilled inside his lungs as his fingertips brushed her big motherly tit. Summer shivered, her lips parting, and now she stared at him as he stared right back. His fingertips grazed her nipple, circled it lazily, then went to the neckline of her plunging top.



“Quinton,” she whimpered, and he pulled the fabric to the side. Her big breast bounced free, the brown nipple huge and dark and peaked from his attention. He twisted and rested his head on her lap, looking up at her chest as it rose and fell. She moaned softly as his mouth connected with her nipple, sucking it gently into his mouth.



She should say no to this. He was half her age. He was her daughter’s best friend.



But Summer wanted this so, so much.



Be brave. Be happy.



One hand went to the back of his head, cradling Quinton as he sucked, staring up at her. Her thighs pressed together, and her other hand… her other hand went right to what she needed. She slipped it into those sweatpants and found him bare. No briefs or boxers between their skin. He was so fucking big, and his tip slippery with his need. She moaned as she began to stroke him, her Quinton.



Her strokes were fast and erratic, running down his length and taking in every magnificent inch of him. He was clean-shaven, a first for her in a man, and she delighted in the smooth feel of him all the way to his balls.



“That’s it,” she cooed, “suck my tit, baby. Look at how big and hard you are for me.”



“Fuck, Summer…” he moaned, straining against her hand. He gripped her tit roughly with one hand, his youthful eagerness taking over. She loved it.



“Yesss, be rough like that, nip my nipple, just a little bit now…”



He did, his teeth grazing her and sending little shockwaves of lust careening through her. Her thighs were damp with her need and she squirmed, smiling down at him beatifically.



“You’re going to get me off just like that, baby, just sucking my big tits. Do you like them?”



“Yeah,” he growled against her breast, and sucked hard again, squeezing, his hips thrusting up at her hand.



“I’ve thought about you teasing me with these sweatpants every day since you, mm, showed off for me. Such a naughty boy.”



“Fuck,” he breathed against her skin, prickling it. His hips began to jerk.



“Yesss, that’s it, suck my tits just… l-like that, mm. Want to see them bounce when I’m fucking myself with that big f-fat cock? So naughty. You’re so young, Quinton. So fucking young…”



He didn’t answer. Couldn’t. His breath came hard through his nose, in, out, his eyes like wildfire. More of his proof of desire slickened his tip and she worked his first few inches harder and faster, her hand making a soft squicking sound that made her mad with lust.



“We’re going to fuck all night,” she whispered. “My Christmas present to myself. You, coming in my hand, in my mouth, in my pussy.”



Harder his breath came, and now she was flexing her own hips, squirming. Oh God, his mouth felt so good on her.



“Your lips f-feel so good, baby, yeah, get that tongue all over my big tits. You’re going to make me come doing that, Q-Quinton, going to make me come just by sucking on me. Come for me, baby. Let me feel it.”



“Fuck, Ms. Sch… Summer…” he moaned. “C-close…”



She jacked him harder, her eyes lighting up, a wicked smile spreading across her lips. He grunted, and then his hips jerked, once, twice, three times, the come shooting into his sweatpants and against her hand. She kept jerking him and he sucked harder as she bounced, her lips parted, cheeks flushed.



“That’s it, that’s it, good fucking boy for coming for me, good boy,” she gasped, and brought her hands to her lips, sucking him down as he watched, wide-eyed. She licked up his come and swallowed, loving the bitter taste, loving this moment.



His tongue lashed against her nipple and he clamped down harder, sucking, teasing. His orgasm left her need right there, and now his hunger finished the race for her. Her hips jerked and she gasped, “Oh fuck, oh that’s it, that’s it you young fucking stud, keep sucking me, keep…” Her eyes widened, and she cried out, “Ahhh…. AH!”



Her orgasm hit her hard, her senses dulling, her breath catching before letting loose with a high shrill cry, a noise unlike any she’d ever made in the bedroom before. He shot upright and pushed her down onto her back, jerking at her pants until they were undone and down her legs. Her panties he shoved out of the way, and with his still mostly-hard cock, he thrust into her, making her cry out again. Even softening, he still filled her every inch, her walls crowding him, begging him for more. His hips bucked so hard she jerked from it, her tits bouncing to his manic fucking. She clapped a hand to her mouth and screamed her pleasure, a combination of his name and meaningless syllables. “Quin… aaaaaaah, nnnn, gah, fug, oh fug, yaaah,uh, yahuh, oh my FUCK!”



He softened and popped free of her, but he was not done. He lifted her as she was still quivering from that pair of orgasms. She was barely aware of him leading her through the house and to her bedroom, but there she finally regained her senses and kissed him hungrily as he got rid of her pants and shirt and divested himself of his own clothes.



He twisted her, his MILF fuckdoll puppet, and he bent her over the bed before dropping to his knees and burying his face against her ripe juicy pussy. She balled up her fist and hammered at the bed, her head down, her ass thrusting back against him. He had his nose right against her bud and ate her like she was a thousand-dollar buffet.



“Tell me this won’t be the only time,” he growled before consuming her again, his hands all over her big juicy ass. He pulled back just as fast again and demanded, “Tell me you’re mine.”



“I’m yours, mm, anytime, Quinton…” Summer moaned. Her fists balled up as he drilled a finger into her, then another. “Oh fuck, oh fuck, I’m yours, you can use me w-when… whenever you, ohhhh, oh  fuck, you want!” She felt his breath quicken against her delicate skin and his licking grew even more frenetic. “You tell me to, I’ll walk into your classes and get on my kn-knees for you. I’ll fuck you in your dorm, I’ll fuck you in front of your friends, fuck, I’m yours I’m yoooours!”



He slipped another finger into her, now licking around them as he pumped in and out of her soaking wet pussy. Her cries went high-pitched, a keen of pure animal lust. Her pleasure exploded forth again, her head sinking, elbows quivering so hard she could barely stay upright. But her head whipped right back up when his fingers slid free and something replaced them.



His cock. His nineteen-year-old fucking horsecock. And with a savage grunt, he drove every inch inside her.



“Oh, FUCK!” Summer yelled.



His fucking was hard and savage, and she loved it. Every time his hips slammed into hers, the bed shifted and her tits bounced to it. He slipped free once, then again a few minutes more, and she gasped over her shoulder, “Grip my waist, hold me in place.”



He nodded and did that, gripping her so hard she’d have small bruises later, but she didn’t care in the moment. Her world, her bliss, was the huge goddamn cock pounding her into next Tuesday. Her body drank him in. Her mind went bye-bye. All there was, was him.



Funny, but she thought she smelled cinnamon and cloves. Fractured images crossed her mind. Quinton, standing beside her, his arm around her waist as they stared out at the falling snow. Quinton, coming up behind her and kissing her neck as she was reaching for a glass from the cupboard, her twisting to meet his kisses with her own hungry ones. Quinton, in bed watching something on his phone as she read, her hand occasionally going to him to make sure he was still beside her. Quinton, across from her at a church, holding her hands, smiling as he told her what she meant to him.



Quinton, lifting their child.



The images danced in her mind as he pounded into her. Summer wasn’t even aware she was whimpering, but she was. “I’m yours. I’m yours. I’m yours…”



“Mine. Fuck… so fucking beautiful.”



“Let me see your face, let me…”



He pulled out of her immediately. Her legs had no strength and she sagged, He grabbed her around the waist and helped her upright. Her laugh was breathless, giddy. She kissed him, and stroked his fat cock before he laid her out on the bed.



“Let me show you a way,” she said. Quinton nodded. “Pick my feet up.” He did, and gave each of them a tender kiss. “Now put them on my shoulder.” He started to put them over each shoulder but she shook her head. “Just one. Cross the ankles.”



He did, puzzled, but then he saw how her pussy was exposed to him like that, and got it. He sank back into her, and the angle was incredible. He drove slightly down and against her spot, making her eyelids go half-lidded. “Like that?” he asked, his confidence gone n favor of a youthful need to please.



Summer smiled up at him. “Just like that. Take me, lover.”



The young man’s movements were slower this time. Not gentle, exactly. He still thrust deep, taking her with hard strokes that left her gasping at times. But he was transfixed by something in her eyes, or maybe it was her smile. Or maybe it was just Summer herself. Whatever it was, he held her ankles in place, drove into her, and both of them tried to live in the moment and not contemplate how crazy a relationship with each other would be



It was lovemaking, but it was a series of coded messages too. That Quinton wanted her, no matter the years between them. That she wanted him, despite the strangeness that would introduce into both their lives. The coded messages became something more tangible, little soft sighs, his grunting of her name.



Finally she pulled her legs free of his grasp and dropped them to the bed, bent them, and curled a finger at him. “I want you to kiss me again.”



He did, fighting the urge to goofily tell her he’d give her anything, anything she wanted, then and forever. His kisses were soft and gentle, hers exploratory and needing. Soon he started to buck against her with growing enthusiasm, his climax not quite there but getting close. She whispered in his ear that she was on the shot, and he could come inside her. That excited Quinton, and he began to thrust deeper, harder. She showed him how to pin her hands by her shoulders or above her head, and that he really liked. But it was when she got him on his back and started riding him that he lost himself completely to the moment, his eyes huge as he stared at her bouncing breasts and her hands on his chest or her own ass.



There was no holding back now for either of them, both too close for anymore sweet nothings. She took, and he strained to meet her. Summer came, and somewhere in the back of her mind, she thought she heard bells jingling. She never realized this, but Quinton had the same thoughts, blinking momentarily before he returned his attention to the beautiful forty-something mother dropping to kiss him, urging him on with hard rocks of her hips. He gripped her ass, bucked up into her, and came too, his face scrunching up and making Summer laugh throatily.



They collapsed together on the bed, catching their breath and stroking each other’s best bits. Summer nestled into him, and he held her, stroking her shoulder.



“Shit, this just got complicated,” he said.



“Regrets?”



“No. Not a bit. But I… that was a lot more than just sex, wasn’t it?”



“Yeah.”



“You okay?”



“Oh yes.”



“Good.” He hesitated. “Did you mean it? That you and I… we can do this again?”



“It’s cute to see you off your game.”



“I mean it.”



She kissed his chest. “I meant it, and I mean it now. If you want me, when you want me, I’m yours.”



“I’m going to want you a lot.”



“Good. Cuddle me.”



He did. She was warm, and soft, and she made him unbelievably happy, even if he wondered just how actually cool with all this Chelsea would be – not to mention Megan, who would probably disown her already nearly-estranged mother.



“Chelsea and Megan…” he started.



“I don’t know,” Summer said softly, taking his hand in hers. “But don’t do anything silly and think that I want you going anywhere. If they have a problem with this, they’ll have to learn to deal with it. Besides, Chelsea practically…” She trailed off.



“What?”



“Nothing.” But it was something. A thought occurred to Summer, and though it would have seemed crazy if it were anyone else but Chelsea, she realized with complete clarity it was
 exactly
 the sort of thing her daughter would do. She smiled to herself, nestled back against Quinton, and gave a deep, appreciative moan at the feel of his fingers on her breasts. Her suspicion could wait. For now, she wanted him, and everything he could give her.



* * *



Summer was startled awake when Chelsea called out, “Mom? We’re home!”



The one time Chelsea actually managed to wake up early. “Oh shit,” Summer, breathed, and laughed. She and Quinton hurried out of bed, Quinton going for his clothes, Summer some underwear and her plush robe. “Don’t get dressed here. The bathroom,” she hissed.



Quinton nodded and shot for the door, but it was too late by seconds. “Mom?” Chelsea asked, the glee evident in her voice. “Quintoooon? Where are you?”



“Oh God,” Summer groaned.



They got both barrels of Chelsea’s amusement all morning. Her girlfriend Nellie too, to a lesser extent. Summer and Quinton both weren’t sure what to expect, but Chelsea howling with laugher at finding them both stumbling out of the bedroom looking practically feral was better than the alternative.



But of course, Summer knew her daughter’s game.



Once she showered and Quinton replaced her, she came out to her daughter examining a beautiful platter of cookies and sweets on the coffee table. “Where’d you get this?” Chelsea asked, plucking up a finely-detailed Santa Claus cookie and taking a bite.



“I… what are you talking about?” Summer asked.



“Oh my God, this is amazing. The cookies? Who brought them by?”



“This platter? I’ve never seen it before. You didn’t bring it with you?”



“Noooo. That’s weird.”



“Maybe it was Santa,” Nellie said, taking up a cookie topped with candied fruits and biting into it.



Later, as Quinton was out front shoveling snow again and Nellie was speaking to her parents in Chelsea’s room, Summer came to her daughter and wrapped an arm around her.



“I know what you did,” Summer said softly.



“What’s that?” Chelsea asked, not looking at her.



“Pushing us together like that. Making sure we were alone.”



“That’s crazy talk.”



“Is it? You never get up early. Ever. You seem awfully wide awake for having driven two hours this morning. So tell me. where were you last night? Really?”



Chelsea hugged her tighter. “Maybe I didn’t really know what I could get you for Christmas until I saw you laugh at one of his jokes a couple weeks ago. And maybe… maybe it’s good to see you happy, Mom. He’s an amazing guy. You deserve amazing.” She kissed the side of her mother’s head and let her go. “Merry Christmas.”



“Merry Christmas, honey.”









Epi-Log on the Fire (I’m Sorry for That One)



 



With the reindeer seen to and the elves placated at least for the next day or two, they settled onto their big beautiful couch, both of them worn out from the long night and the yearly task they both so loved. She nestled against his stomach, and he wrapped an arm around her as they watched the colors of the fire shift and swirl.



“So… not so bad, coming with me, was it?” Santa asked.



Ellony Claus smiled. “I didn’t get nearly so airsick this time.”



“Amazing the work the elves have done on the sleigh.” He squeezed her tight. “Do it again with me next year. I hate being apart from you.”



“It’s only one night of the year!” she protested, making him chuckle.



“Is that a no?”



“I hate being away from you too, you silly lovely man. Of course I’d love to go with you again.”



They watched the fire a while, and then he finally said, “But did we really have to leave that nice couple those cookies?”



She swatted his stomach and sat upright. “Come on, Santa. Take me to bed, and make me the jolliest woman yet.”



He stood up. From a pocket, he produced a sprig of mistletoe, and held it up and over her head. She kissed him, both of them full to bursting with happiness. She took him by the hand, both of them remembering the night their own Santa Claus came to them and nudged them together.



The magic of the night might have ended, but for the two of them, their own magic would keep them warm until it was time to greet the world again.



 



* * * * *
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