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Meet Julie & Tom...
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Although she’s the fun and outgoing one, Julie Tam has always lived in the shadow of her older sister, Charlotte. Now Charlotte has a good career and a great boyfriend whom their parents love, and Julie has neither of those things.

Her blind date with Tom Yeung is disastrous; however, he’s exactly the sort of guy her parents would like—a methodical, strait-laced pharmacist who even folds his underwear and wears paisley ties. So, she pretends they’re a couple to impress Mom and Dad in their phone conversations. When her mother insists that Julie bring Tom to her hometown for Christmas, Tom, who has no plans for the holidays, agrees. 

But Julie doesn’t know how she’ll tolerate a whole weekend in his company, especially when they have to share a bed and participate in a gingerbread house competition together. The man is irritatingly proper and set in his ways.

Except after hours of baking and skating and opening presents, she’s starting to find Tom annoyingly attractive and even endearing. And now, she doesn’t want this holiday weekend to end... 
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Chapter 1
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Julie Tam’s roommate had one flaw: she was a matchmaker.

“I just have a feeling you’ll be perfect together!” Bridget Hamilton squealed as they sat on the shabby couch in their apartment, watching reality TV, eating popcorn, and drinking wine.

Ever since Bridget and Julie had met back in university—more than ten years ago now—Bridget had been trying to find a guy for Julie, and her interest in matchmaking had gotten more intense since she’d met the love of her life two years ago. She wanted Julie to have the same kind of relationship, which was sweet, but...

“Tell me about him,” Julie said, rolling her eyes.

Bridget shoved Julie’s knee and reached for more popcorn. “Don’t be like that. He’s great, I promise. His name is Tom Yeung, and he’s an acquaintance of Wayne’s. He’s a pharmacist—”

“Oh, hell no.”

“Why not?”

“He already sounds like the sort of man my parents want me to marry, which means I won’t like him.”

“Please.” Bridget clasped her hands together. “Just one date. I swear, I have a really good feeling about you two.”

“You also had a good feeling about Unicycle Taylor.”

The unicycle hadn’t been the problem. Actually, Julie had thought that was kind of cool. The problems with Taylor had begun when he was a jerk to the waiter, and the evening had gone downhill from there.

That was seven years ago now. Bridget had sent Julie on many blind dates since then—a few every year—and none had been quite as bad, but Julie still brought up Unicycle Taylor.

“Trust me,” Bridget said. “He’s nothing like Taylor.”

And indeed, he wasn’t.

That Sunday, Julie had her first date with Tom. They’d texted a few times to arrange the date, and at least he hadn’t shown himself to be an ass in the text messages. Julie had suggested dinner at a taco joint in Kensington Market that she wanted to try. Her sister, Charlotte, said it was excellent, and Julie had heard good things from other people, too.

Julie entered the restaurant right on time. It was a little loud, but not so loud that she wouldn’t be able to have a conversation with her date. Her heart was thumping a bit quickly, even though she was definitely not excited. She’d been on enough blind dates that she knew better than to expect The One. Maybe her heart was thumping quickly because she was worried it might be a terrible night.

That seemed more likely.

She hadn’t seen a picture of Tom beforehand, but it wasn’t difficult to spot the East Asian guy sitting alone at a table. 

Wearing a goddamn tie.

What kind of thirty-two-year-old man wore a tie on a date at a casual restaurant? 

In addition to the tie, he wore a collared white shirt and a brown sweater that would be better suited to an old man. He was studying the menu with the concentration Julie’s parents wished she’d had for Chinese lessons back when she was a kid. 

Yes, Tom was far too serious for her. That was already clear.

But she was doing this for Bridget. Because matchmaking was literally Bridget’s only flaw, and she was an excellent friend otherwise. They hung out all the time, and Bridget had listened to Julie’s rants about how she didn’t know where she was going in life. Bridget had also looked after Julie last month when she’d gotten drunk on soju.

“Hi,” Julie said as she approached the table. “You must be Tom. I’m Julie.” She extended her hand.

Tom had been frowning at the menu, and he continued to frown as he looked up at her. 

Apparently, he’d already found her lacking.

He wasn’t unattractive. She could admit that much. He had short black hair, which was neat—of course it was neat—and there was nothing wrong with his features, although his lips were rather thin and severe.

She didn’t feel butterflies. Only mild irritation.

Why the fuck was he already frowning? 

He seemed to realize what he was doing and changed his expression to a small smile before shaking her hand. “Hi, Julie.”

The rumble of his voice was nice, and his hand was warm. Hers were cold from the walk in the chilly November air.

She didn’t let her hand linger in his, though.

“Nice to meet you,” she said, even though she didn’t quite feel that way.

“Likewise.”

She picked up her menu. “What looks good?”

Before Tom could answer, the waitress came around. Julie ordered a margarita, and Tom ordered a glass of the house red. He probably thought margaritas were too wild.

She studied the menu. “Would you like to split the street corn as an appetizer?”

He frowned again.

He was getting on her nerves. Couldn’t he at least try to have a pleasant meal with her?

“Oh, please,” she said. “Are you going to tell me you don’t like corn on the cob? Are you afraid it’ll mess up your paisley tie?”

Yep, now that she was closer, she could see his tie was paisley. Totally not her thing.

“I don’t like how corn on the cob gets stuck in my teeth,” he said.

He was probably also obsessive about oral hygiene and would be horrified to learn she’d had a few cavities.

“And it has mayo. I don’t like mayo,” he continued.

Oh, dear.

Nope, they definitely weren’t compatible.

Julie lived for mayo. Mayo was freaking delicious.

Well, whatever. She really wanted the street corn, so she’d eat both cobs herself, then have two tacos instead of three.

“What are you getting?” she asked.

“The carne asada bowl,” he said.

“This place is famous for its tacos, you know.”

“I’m aware.”

“But you don’t like tacos?”

“They’re too messy.”

“I know hard-shell tacos are messy, but that’s not what they serve here.”

“They’re still messy,” he said. “Difficult to eat. I hate when the filling falls out.”

“You don’t like corn on the cob, you don’t like mayo, you don’t like tacos. What do you like, Tom Yeung? Brown rice, baked chicken breast, and steamed broccoli? Folding your underwear?”

“I wouldn’t say I like folding my underwear—”

“But you do fold your underwear?”

He sipped his water and didn’t deign to respond. “There’s nothing wrong with having a few foods you don’t like and being a little picky.”

Very true. It was just that those foods were things she considered, well, fun.

Their drinks arrived, and the waitress took their orders. Tom had changed his mind about the carne asada bowl and ordered tacos instead. At least he was polite to the waitress—that was one thing she could say in his favor. 

When the waitress left, an uncomfortable silence descended on the table. Tom sipped his wine, and Julie licked the salt off the rim of her margarita. She could feel him judging her, and she half expected a lecture on the dangers of too much salt.

“So, uh, tell me about yourself,” she said. They had to pass the time somehow, even though she was already sure they weren’t compatible.

He scratched the back of his neck. “I was born in Hong Kong...”

So, this guy was starting with his birth. Great.

“I have no siblings,” he said. “We moved to Canada when I was six.”

She suspected his Cantonese was better than hers. 

She wished her language skills weren’t so poor, but she hadn’t been the most attentive pupil. Rather than Saturday morning Chinese school—not available in her hometown of Ashton Corners or anywhere nearby—Julie’s parents had given her lessons themselves on the weekends, which she’d been less than thrilled about as a child. She bet Tom hadn’t caused his parents so much grief.

“I hear you’re a pharmacist,” she said. 

“Yes, at a hospital.”

“Did you always want to be one?”

He shrugged. “I had a few career ideas over the years.”

“Nothing as crazy as stunt performer or rock star, I bet.”

His lips twitched. “No. I wanted a degree that directly led to a career.”

Of course he did. His other career ideas had probably been engineer and doctor, exactly as his mom and dad wished. She was certain he’d been a good student.

“What about you?” he asked.

“I studied history in university. Now I waitress at a cider bar and make jewelry.” She held up the necklace she was wearing.

“You made that?”

Did he sound mildly impressed? Mildly horrified? She couldn’t tell.

“Where do you live?” he asked. “Near here?”

“No, my roommate and I have an apartment in the west end.”

“It sounds...chaotic.”

“What? Having a roommate? Multiple jobs? Eating corn on the cob and tacos?”

At that moment, her corn arrived. She reached for a cob and took a big bite, one with lots of mayo.

“All of it,” he finally answered.

“There’s nothing wrong with my life, even if it’s not prestigious enough for you. I get enough of that from my parents, thank you.”

“I didn’t say—”

“I can hear it in your tone.”

“Well, don’t tell me you’re not judging me.”

“Who on earth wears a tie on a date like this? Did you come straight from work?”

“No. What’s wrong with a tie?”

“It’s a casual date,” she said. “And your tie is fucking paisley, not something fun like martini glasses or Santas—”

“It’s not December yet.”

“—or even stripes.”

“What’s fun about stripes?”

“Nothing, but they’re better than fucking paisley.” She swore again, just to piss him off, then took an angry bite of her corn. Yes, Bridget would owe her for this. How had her roommate had a “feeling” about the two of them?

The waitress brought over the tacos as Julie was finishing her second cob of corn. There were kernels stuck in her teeth, but she didn’t care. It had been worth it. 

Tom looked at his tacos in bafflement. At last, he picked one up and had a bite. A single piece of pineapple fell out of his taco al pastor, and he glared at it.

“Before this date,” he said, “I read all about how to eat tacos without making a mess.”

She couldn’t help her chuckle. “And you weren’t satisfied by the results, so that’s why you’d planned to order the carne asada bowl?”

“A lot of the advice was contradictory.”

“What’s the problem with a little mess?” she asked, knowing full well that mess was everything he despised in life, and he probably thought she was more than a bit of a mess. Which might be true, but still. 

She grabbed the pineapple that had dared to escape his taco and stuck it in her mouth.

“That was my pineapple,” he said.

“I was cleaning up the mess. You should be thanking me.”

“Thank you,” he said sarcastically.

“That didn’t sound sincere.”

“Can we agree this date isn’t working?”

“Finally,” she said, “we agree on something.”

Still, she couldn’t help feeling the tiniest bit hurt that she didn’t seem to be good enough for Tom.

The waitress came by and asked how everything was. Tom said it was good, even if he’d been glaring at his taco two seconds earlier. Julie asked for another margarita—she definitely needed more alcohol to get through this dinner—and when the waitress placed the drink in front of her, she made a show of licking all the salt off the rim to bug her date.

Indeed, he stared at her, probably in utter horror.

Or maybe he’s thinking about you putting your tongue on him...

Where had that thought come from? It wasn’t like she was attracted to Tom Yeung.

They ate in silence for a few minutes, and then he took off his sweater. On some men, this might have been sexy, but it simply revealed his crisp white shirt and the full extent of the paisley tie. 

“You’re warm?” Julie asked. She found the restaurant rather cold.

“Uh, yeah.”

There was a fine sheen of sweat on his forehead.

Was he nervous? Angry he was on a date with someone who worked as a waitress at a cider bar?

She picked up her fish taco. The tacos really were good, and she closed her eyes, the better to savor it. It wasn’t like she needed to look at her companion.

“Oh my God. I’m so sorry.”

Julie’s eyes flew open at the high-pitched words. A server had accidentally dumped two tacos on Tom’s shoulder, and his pristine white shirt was no longer pristine.

Tom managed a smile and assured the waitress it was okay, no big deal, accidents happened, etc. The waitress seemed quite taken with his soiled white shirt and severe features. She leaned closer and attempted to help him clean up with a napkin.

Julie felt like she was intruding on someone else’s meet-cute.

Dammit, she was the one on a date with Tom! Not that she had any interest in seeing him again, but it would have been nice had he actually smiled at her like this and made an effort.

After fussing over Tom for far too long, the server left, and Tom excused himself to go to the washroom. 

While he was gone, Julie enjoyed her fish taco and margarita in peace. She was nearly finished her food when Tom returned, putting something in his pocket as he sat down.

Was that a stain remover pen?

She looked at his shoulder and saw that yes, the stain was barely visible. Perhaps it was smart to carry a stain remover pen—

No. It was freaking ridiculous on a first date.

Fortunately for him, the tacos seemed to have missed his tie.

“Do you hate tacos even more now?” Julie asked.

“That incident had nothing to do with tacos. Probably better than tomato sauce.”

Right. Whatever.

When they were done eating, Tom politely asked if she’d like dessert. The tres leches cake was tempting, but Julie declined. She wanted to get this date over with. She’d enjoy some kind of dessert at home, while she told Bridget just how terrible of a matchmaker she was.

Tom offered to pay, and she offered to split, but when he said again that he would pay, she didn’t fight it. He could damn well pay for this horrible date. Besides, the restaurant had comped their drinks, so it wasn’t very expensive.

“I’ll walk you to the subway station?” he said.

They barely spoke on the walk, though at one point, out of boredom, she asked, “What do you like to do for fun?”

Not that she could imagine Tom having fun.

“I enjoy reading,” he said.

“What about TV? You watch any shows?” 

“Sometimes.”

“I like Project Runway and The Great British Sewing Bee. Plus The Big Flower Fight.”

“I see.”

“My roommate and I also watch The Bachelor, and sometimes we binge shows like Too Hot to Handle.”

As expected, he looked appalled.

But who cared? She was never going to see this guy again.

Nope, when they said their good-byes at the subway station, they didn’t even pretend they’d had a nice time.

* * *
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Tom tried to date the way he did everything else in life.

Methodically and efficiently.

Thus, speed dating had appealed to him, but his two attempts hadn’t gone well.

A blind date, set up by someone he barely knew, wasn’t something he’d usually do, but he’d agreed anyway. He hadn’t been on a date in over a year, and he did want to get married one day. It was on his checklist.

Companionship would be nice, and it was just one of those things his parents expected him to do, so he’d do it.

But not with Julie Tam.

She was chaos incarnate.

She liked messy foods, she waved her hands around when she talked, and she watched far too much reality TV. She also had a hat that looked like a koala, complete with little ears. Why?

And she judged his food choices and thought he was a prick.

Really, they were complete opposites, and the date hadn’t been at all pleasant, aside from the fact that she was decent-looking and had a nice smile. It had caught him off guard, and he’d somehow managed to frown when she’d introduced herself. That was the only part of his behavior he regretted.

But he would never choose someone for a long-term relationship based on their appearance. That would be shallow. And foolish.

Tom Yeung did not do foolish.

No, people like Julie were better observed from afar or read about in books. She reminded him of visiting his aunt and uncle when he was younger. They’d had triplets, then two more kids. Personally, Tom felt that if he ever had triplets, that would be a big enough family and he’d get a vasectomy, but no, there had been five kids. Their house had always been a circus, and he hadn’t enjoyed going there as a child. It had been exhausting.

Once, he’d smelled something funny, and when he’d gone to investigate, he’d discovered ten moldy wontons in a vent. One of the kids must have hidden them there.

Such a waste of good wontons.

Tom walked briskly toward his condo after leaving Julie at the subway station. He’d bought his place because it was a short walk from all the hospitals on University. Very efficient—he didn’t waste much time commuting.

It was a cool night, but he didn’t mind. Light snowflakes had been falling when he’d left the restaurant with Julie. The first snow of the year. He vaguely remembered his colleague telling him that if you watched the first snowfall with someone, you were supposed to fall in love. She’d seen it in a K-Drama.

Pure nonsense, of course. 

Well, he’d go home, make a nice cup of tea, watch a show that wasn’t Too Hot to Handle (dear God) or The Great British Sewing Bee (slightly less frightening), and try to get the rest of the stain out of his shirt. 

* * *
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“How was your weekend?” Mom’s voice boomed over the phone.

Julie slumped on her couch. It was Monday afternoon and she’d been taking a nap.

“I had to work on Friday and Saturday evenings,” Julie said. “As you know.”

“Wah, you should get a job with normal hours.”

“You know, a lot of doctors don’t have regular hours.”

Mom huffed. “But you aren’t a doctor. You didn’t even take grade twelve biology or calculus.”

“Thanks for the reminder. I almost forgot.”

“Have you talked to Charlotte lately? They did some drilling based on her interpretation of EM data—I do not understand it all, but they made an exciting discovery!”

“Mm-hmm.” Julie’s sister’s accomplishments were always more impressive to their parents. Charlotte had studied engineering and now worked as a geophysicist. Though rather grumpy, Charlotte was the “good” sister. The one who had the more impressive degree and made more money.

“And Mike...”

Julie tuned out as Mom continued to sing the praises of Charlotte’s boyfriend, Mike Guo, who’d lived next door to them when they were kids. Julie had nothing against Mike. He was a friendly guy and seemed to be good to her sister, but it was just so exhausting how her mother would go on and on about him.

Yep, Charlotte’s life was exactly what their parents wanted, and Julie’s wasn’t.

“You haven’t had any dates lately, Julie?” Mom said. “You should—”

“Actually, I had a date last night.” 

“Who is he?”

“His name is Tom, he’s two years older than me, and he’s a pharmacist. He was born in Hong Kong.” Julie didn’t mention that the date had been a disaster.

Mom gasped in delight. “He sounds wonderful.”

Although Julie hated herself for it, it was nice to hear Mom being pleased about something in her life. It was nice to feel like the good sister for once.

Which was probably why the next words out of her mouth were, “He’s my boyfriend. We’ve been seeing each other for a few weeks.”

She hadn’t planned to say that. It just happened.

Mom immediately called Dad to the phone, and ten minutes later, when Julie ended the conversation, she was smiling.

Because her parents were in love with her fake boyfriend.

God, it was stupid.

Oh, well. She’d keep up this ruse for a few more weeks, then tell her parents that she’d broken up with Tom and it wasn’t meant to be. 

No big deal, right?
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Chapter 2
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“How was your date at the wine bar on Wednesday?” Mom asked.

Julie pressed the phone to her ear and curled up in her bed. “Oh, it was excellent.” She tried to sigh happily. “Tom is very knowledgeable about wine, and he knew the pastry chef, so we got free dessert.”

Mom, naturally, was excited by the word “free.”

Tom Yeung, boyfriend extraordinaire, had taken on a life of his own. Yes, he was still organized and neat and worked as a pharmacist at a hospital, but he wasn’t a taco-hating killjoy who frowned a lot.

It was fun to have a pretend boyfriend, and Mom ate it all up, though perhaps it was time for Julie to end her so-called relationship...

No. She didn’t want to deal with her parents’ disappointment.

But she’d kept this up for a while. It was mid-December now, more than a month after her only date with Tom. She hadn’t talked to him since, but that didn’t stop her from inventing stories about him.

“You must ask him to come to Ashton Corners for Christmas,” Mom said.

“I think he’s spending the holidays with his parents,” Julie said. 

“It doesn’t have to be Christmas Day. It can be Christmas Eve or Boxing Day. Whatever is best for him. But we must meet your new boyfriend. Since he’s so devoted that he made you jook when you were sick and stayed with you for two days, I know he will make time for your family.”

“Okay, okay, I’ll ask.” 

Unfortunately, Mom did not drop this topic. She called every day, reminding Julie that she very much wanted to meet her new boyfriend.

That Saturday, Julie was working at Ossington Cider Bar when Charlotte and her friends walked in. They came here somewhat regularly, but it had been a while since their visits had overlapped with Julie’s shifts, and as luck would have it, she was the one serving their table today.

Charlotte ordered the driest cider on the menu, then said, “Do you know whether your boyfriend will be able to join us for Christmas?”

“I’m not sure yet.”

“Mm-hmm.”

Did Charlotte suspect Julie was lying about Tom? 

God, Christmas really was going to suck this year. Thanksgiving had been bad enough—and that had been in Toronto. Cranky Charlotte would be all cutesy with her boyfriend, and Mom and Dad would keep bugging Julie about her lack of a respectable career and asking why Tom wasn’t there—and maybe they, too, would wonder if he wasn’t real.

Well, Tom was very much real. He just wasn’t her boyfriend.

For good reason.

But if he came to Ashton Corners, it would distract everyone from Julie’s supposed failures in life. They’d be proud of her for catching a wonderful man like Tom.

Mom and Dad adored Mike, but Tom could speak Cantonese and he was a pharmacist, which likely rated above financial advisor on their ladder of success. 

Ugh. Her parents and their ridiculous ideas of success. Pharmacist might still be below neurosurgeon, but it was pretty high up there.

What if she asked Tom to come with her?

She shook her head as she walked away from Charlotte’s table. That was a silly idea. Besides, surely he had something better to do for Christmas than accompany Julie to Ashton Corners for a few nights. After all, they’d only gone on a single bad date.

But what if...

Perhaps she’d ask him, just in case. If he said no—which he likely would—she could honestly tell her mother that she’d asked. Then sometime in January, she’d tell her family that they’d broken up, but she’d rather continue the ruse for a little longer.

Because Julie was no longer the underachieving daughter, working as a waitress and living with a roommate and single at thirty.

With Tom, she had a level of respectability in her family that she’d never had before.

* * *
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Tom Yeung was sitting in his living room, reading the novel that had won last year’s Governor General’s Award for fiction and sipping a cup of jasmine tea. It was his day off, and it had been a good day so far. He’d finished his laundry and his weekly grocery shop. He’d also mopped and dusted, and now he was rewarding himself with a break.

His phone rang, and to his surprise, Julie’s name flashed on the screen. He’d never intended to talk to her again, but he hadn’t deleted her contact information.

What did she want? A recommendation for a stain remover pen?

“Hello?” he said as he set down his book.

“Hi, Tom! It’s Julie. Do you remember me?”

“Of course.”

“You didn’t try your best to put our date out of your mind?”

“It was the first date I’d had in a long time, so it was hard to forget.”

“Right. Well, I have a big favor to ask of you. You can say no. I totally understand. But hear me out, okay?”

He had no idea what to expect. “Okay.”

“I’ve told my parents that you’re my boyfriend because you’re exactly the sort of guy they’d love for me to date. The lies kind of got out of control, and now they’d like you to come to my hometown with me for Christmas. And I’d like you to come, too, since it would distract them from my many failures.”

“Your many...failures.”

“Oh, come on. It’s not like you were impressed by my life, either.”

“I wouldn’t say that. It’s just not the kind of life I’d enjoy living myself.”

“Whatever. I’m sure you have plans for Christmas, but—” 

“Where is your hometown?” he asked.

“A few hours from here. On Lake Huron.”

“Who will be there?”

“My parents, my sister, and her boyfriend.”

“What days would you like me to visit?”

“December twenty-fourth to twenty-seventh, but that’s flexible. Are you seriously considering it?”

He knew it was crazy, but yes, he was.

“I’d arranged to have a few days off at Christmas,” he said, “in exchange for working New Year’s. But my parents are now going out of the country because my uncle is sick.”

In addition to being worried about his uncle, he was disappointed he’d have to spend Christmas by himself. 

“I’m surprised you care about Christmas,” Julie said.

“You figured I’d be the Grinch?”

“No, but holiday spirit doesn’t seem like your thing.”

The truth was that Tom quite liked Christmas. His parents were Christian, and so they’d always celebrated it, but when he was six, they’d arrived in Canada in early December. He remembered the drive from the airport, snow falling outside the windows. He’d never seen snow before, and it was magical. His parents had fussed all over him, afraid he would catch a cold as he ran up to their new house and grasped piles of snow in his bare hands. They had a yard with snow! They hadn’t had that in Hong Kong.

A few days later, he’d been in his new school, knowing only a few words of English. There had been a lot to adapt to, but the one thing he’d loved from the beginning was winter, plus all the Christmas stuff at that time of year. 

The idea of a small-town Christmas sounded idyllic to him, even if it meant spending more time with Julie. Meeting her family was a bit frightening, too, but it sounded as if her parents would like him.

“I’ll go,” he said. “Do you have a car? We can take mine if you don’t.”

“Really? You want to spend Christmas with a stranger’s family?”

“You’re not a stranger.” 

“I’m basically a stranger. Who likes mayo and corn on the cob.”

“I’m sure I’ll manage.”

“I don’t understand.”

He sighed. “I don’t want to be alone at Christmas, and this is the best I can do, okay?”

“I love your enthusiasm.”

“Thank you.”

“If we could take your car, that would be great. Would you be able to drive my sister and her boyfriend as well since none of us have a car? We can all meet at your place.”

He pinched the bridge of his nose. This was already overwhelming.

“Alright,” he said. “What should I bring for your family?”

“Just something small for my parents. By the way, they think you’re an expert on wine and friends with a pastry chef.”

“I’m...what? What else have you invented about me? Please provide me with a list. And I sure hope you didn’t tell them that we watched The Bachelor together.”

She snorted. “As if I tell my parents about reality TV. They receive an edited version of my life. Fine, I’ll get you a list.”

Perhaps this was a mistake.

“Remember,” Julie said, “you’re supposed to act like my boyfriend. Pretend you adore me. Pretend you think my koala hat is cute, rather than an affront to sensible fashion.”

“I never said that.”

“I could see it in your eyes.”

“No, you couldn’t.”

She sighed. “Look, if we bicker sometimes, that’s okay. My sister and her boyfriend bicker, and nobody believes they aren’t in love. Still, you’re going to have to make a bit of an effort.”

“Okay,” he said.

“But at the same time, don’t forget we’re not actually together.”

“I don’t think that will be a problem.”

“I doubt it’ll be a problem for me, either, but I thought I’d make that extra clear.”

Well, that was a slight blow to his ego, but not at all surprising.

Would this be better than spending Christmas alone? He wasn’t sure. 

However, he’d already agreed to it, and he didn’t break his promises.
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Chapter 3
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“Guess who texted me the other day?” Bridget skipped into Julie’s room and sat down on her bed.

“I don’t know,” Julie muttered. “Santa Claus?” She threw another sweater in her suitcase. It was supposed to be very cold this weekend.

“Aw, why are you in a bad mood?”

“Because I have to spend a whole weekend with my family. And Tom.”

They’d be driving down to Ashton Corners tomorrow, and now that the holidays were approaching, Julie regretted her plan. What had she been thinking? 

Three nights with her family and Tom Yeung. It sounded hellish.

But she couldn’t go back on her word now. Her mother would never get over the disappointment, and Tom might also be disappointed since he, to her surprise, liked Christmas.

“Tom texted me!” Bridget said, a big grin on her face. “He wanted to know what to buy you for Christmas.”

Oh. Julie should have made it clear he didn’t need to get her anything.

It wasn’t like she’d gotten him a gift, though she really should have, seeing as he was doing her a favor. But it was too late now.

“That’s...nice,” she said mildly.

“I told you I had a good feeling about the two of you,” Bridget said.

Julie started pulling socks out of her drawer. “Don’t tell me you’re still hoping we’ll get together. We went on a date and it was terrible. End of story.”

“And now you’re faking a relationship and inviting him home for Christmas.” Bridget giggled. “It’s perfect. You’re so going to fall in love.”

“The man wears paisley ties to first dates at taco restaurants, Bridget. Paisley ties.”

“Yes, he’s deliciously stern.”

“You have a boyfriend, you know.”

“Tom doesn’t do anything for me, I promise, but he’s perfect for you.”

“Why? Because his family’s also from Hong Kong?”

“Of course that’s not the reason,” Bridget said. “I just have a feeling—”

Julie rolled her eyes.

“—that this is going to work out. Like a Hallmark movie.”

“How many Hallmark movies have you seen with two Asian leads?”

“None, but you’re charting new territory. Isn’t that great?”

“Fuck off.”

“Perhaps you’ll do some fucking this weekend.”

“I don’t think Tom would do anything as crude as fucking. Especially not in his fake girlfriend’s parents’ house.” Wow, that was a mouthful.

Bridget waggled her eyebrows. “He might surprise you. And you might be his real girlfriend by that point.”

“Why are you so invested in this?”

“Like I said, I just have a feeling.” Bridget hopped up from the bed. “Be sure to bring some sexy flannel pajamas.”

“I’ll keep that in mind, thanks.”

* * *
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It was noon on Christmas Eve, and Tom was supposed to be on the road with Julie, Charlotte, and Mike. Instead, he was waiting for Julie in the lobby of his building. She’d said she’d arrive early, but nope, her sister had beaten her here, and this was rather awkward.

Not that it would be substantially less awkward with Julie, but still. 

“You must be Tom,” said the woman in the blue parka. “I’m Charlotte.”

“And I’m Mike,” said the man next to her.

Tom shook their hands and murmured appropriate greetings.

“Sorry I’m late.” Julie burst through the door to the lobby, behind an older man weighed down by shopping bags. She was wearing that ridiculous koala hat again, as well as a red jacket, and she looked...

Okay, she looked cute. Her cheeks were flushed, either from the cold or because she’d been running. Or both. 

He decided to forgive her tardiness. After all, she was only six minutes late.

It wasn’t long before they were on the Gardiner, heading out of the city. Tom was driving, of course—he wouldn’t dare let anyone else drive his car. Besides, he’d always preferred being the driver over being a passenger. He sometimes got nauseous when he wasn’t driving.

Though he might get nauseous from the cacophony.

He wasn’t used to being in the car with other people. Julie and Mike were both pretty talkative, plus Julie kept shooting him weird looks. She was sitting beside him, and even with his gaze straight ahead, he could feel her eyes on him. He suspected she was unhappy with his red paisley tie.

When getting dressed this morning, he’d felt the perverse urge to get under her skin—most unlike him—and so he’d gone for the paisley tie.

“How did you two meet?” Mike asked.

Indeed. How did Tom and Julie meet? This had not been included in the long list she’d sent him the other day.

“My roommate Bridget set us up,” Julie said. “She met Tom through her boyfriend and figured he’d be perfect for me.”

“Given you’re complete opposites,” Charlotte said, “what made her think that?”

“Like you’re one to talk. You and Mike are very different, too.”

“True. But be honest, Julie. Tom is nothing like your previous boyfriends. In fact, he’s suspiciously similar to the kind of guy Mom and Dad would want you to date—and such men usually have you running for the hills. Remember when Mom tried to set you up with her friend’s son—”

“Funny story,” Julie said. “My first date with Tom actually didn’t go well.”

He was interested to hear where she’d go with this.

“We went to the taco place you like in Kensington Market,” Julie continued. “He wore a tie, and he refused to get street corn with me because it had mayo and he hates mayo. He was also reluctant to order tacos because they’re too messy, and he was perturbed when I licked the salty rim of my margarita.”

Well, of course. It was a lot of salt. Besides, he’d been captivated by the sight of her tongue, not that he would ever admit it.

Interesting that she seemed to be sticking with the true story of their date. 

“He also brought a stain remover pen,” Julie went on.

“It came in handy,” Tom said.

“Did Julie throw salsa all over you?” Charlotte asked.

“Alas, no,” Julie said. “A waitress dropped tacos on him. And then I refused dessert because I wanted the date to be over. Afterward, when we were outside the restaurant, I said we weren’t compatible and shouldn’t do this again, but he disagreed.”

Okay, so this was where her tale differed from reality.

“He thanked me for getting him out of his comfort zone,” Julie said.

Sure he did.

“And then he kissed me.”

Oh, did he now?

“So he wasn’t too stuck-up after all?” Charlotte asked.

“Apparently not.”

Tom glanced at Julie. Her cheeks were pink. 

What, exactly, was her ideal kiss? Would he have slipped his fingers under that koala hat and into her hair? Would he have pressed her against the wall?

Would they have spent the night together?

The other three occupants of the car kept talking, but Tom’s mind stayed on that date and how the end of the evening might have gone differently.

* * *
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“Ah, Tom! So nice to meet you. I’m Bonnie and this is Albert, my husband.” Mom pumped Tom’s hand enthusiastically after he took off his shoes. “You are so festive!” She gestured to his green sweater and red tie.

Julie reached for Tom’s hand. When he shook her off, she nearly hissed in his ear.

We’re supposed to be a couple. Hold my hand, dammit!

But then she realized he was picking up the bottle of wine and Santa Claus tin from one of the bags he’d brought inside.

“This is for you, Bonnie,” he said. “Thank you very much for having me for Christmas.”

Mom regarded the bottle of wine. “How much was this?”

“Mom!” Julie said. “It’s a gift. It’s impolite to ask. Look at what’s in the tin.” She was also curious to know what was in there. Tom hadn’t mentioned it.

“Fudge!” Mom popped a piece in her mouth. “Where did you buy it?”

“I made it,” Tom said.

Julie gave him a look. She’d have thought Tom would be against something as frivolous as fudge.

“There are cookies underneath,” he said.

Cookies and fudge. Julie hadn’t pegged Tom as a baker. She wondered if he wore an apron while he baked, or if he’d just have his stain remover pen handy.

“What’s so funny?” Mom asked.

“Nothing.” Julie put her hand on Tom’s arm and steered him toward the collection of slippers. Then she led him to the Christmas tree, where she started pulling presents out of the bag she’d brought. Tom set a bunch next to hers, and she shot him a look. The wine, cookies, and fudge had been sufficient.

At least one of those presents must be for her. She wondered if he’d listened to Bridget’s suggestions, or if he’d bought her a paisley tablecloth or something equally hideous.

Charlotte and Mike were also putting out presents. Mom and Dad walked into the room a moment later.

“Tea or coffee?” Dad asked Tom.

“Tea, please,” he said. “Your Christmas tree is beautiful.”

Dad spent the next ten minutes telling Tom about all the stores he’d visited to get the best Christmas tree for the cheapest price, and all the comparison shopping he’d done for Christmas tree stands.

Yes, they had a real Christmas tree this year, to Julie’s surprise. She figured it had something to do with her parents’ excitement over both of their daughters bringing home appropriate boyfriends for once. Usually they put up an old artificial tree, the same one they’d had since she was a child. It certainly didn’t smell this nice.

“I’ll have coffee,” Charlotte said.

“We all know you will have coffee,” Mom said. “No need to tell me. Mike?”

He looked at his watch. “I’ll have coffee, too.”

“As will I,” Julie said.

After she finished putting out presents, they went to the kitchen for tea, coffee, and treats.

So. Many. Treats.

Tom’s fudge and cookies were, at most, ten percent of what Julie’s mother had baked. She’d really gone all out this year. There were shortbread cookies and gingerbread men and iced sugar cookies and truffles. 

Tom was polite throughout it all. He answered every question and gave the occasional compliment. He listened to her parents rant about the weather, the price of gas, and the Christmas decorations on Main Street. 

Unlike their first date, she could find no fault with his behavior.

Except that he wasn’t quite playing the role of adoring boyfriend. He occasionally looked at her and shot her the briefest of smiles, but that was it. 

The only reason it mattered was because she needed her family to buy her act. Her parents were eating it all up, but she wasn’t sure about Charlotte. 

But otherwise, dinner went well. Mahjong went well. 

And then it was time for bed.

“Did you set up the futon in your study, Dad?” Julie asked.

“Why would he do that?” Mom asked. “You are a grown-up.”

“I’ve been an adult for a while, you know.”

“But now you are thirty. You can share a room with your boyfriend, I don’t mind.”

Julie’s mother had said this before, but Julie had believed the rule would only apply to Charlotte, not her.

Well, this would be interesting.

* * *
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When Tom learned he and Julie would be sharing a bed, he’d envisioned a queen, or at least a double. Not ideal, but workable.

But when he and Julie headed upstairs and she turned on the light, he was speechless.

Not only was there just one bed, but it was a twin bed.

“We’re supposed to share th-that?” he stammered.

“Yes,” she hissed. “I thought they’d want you to sleep on the futon, but I guess they love you so much that they’re allowing us to stay in the same room.”

“I’m not sharing that bed with you,” he hissed back. Hopefully their voices were quiet enough that no one could overhear.

“Have you never shared a bed with a woman before?” 

“Of course I have.”

“Did she dare to take more than her share of the blankets?” Julie stepped closer to him. “Press up against you in the night? Breathe a little too loudly?”

His hand was suddenly reaching toward her.

He shoved it back to his side. “I’m happy to share a bed with a woman—”

“It doesn’t cause too much chaos in your life?”

“—if, first of all, it’s bigger than a twin. And, second of all, we’re having sexual relations. Not necessarily that night, but in general—”

“God, do you hear yourself? ‘Sexual relations’? Really?”

He ignored this. “But there’s no way for a guy my size to share a twin bed without being in physical contact with the other person, and it’s difficult for me to sleep in that situation. That’s all.”

She blew out a breath. “Fine. You’re right.”

“Then why did you give me such a hard time?”

She shrugged. “I can’t seem to help it.”

“So, I’ll sleep on the futon?”

“No! That’ll make everyone suspicious. We have to act like a couple, and if we were a couple, we wouldn’t have a problem with sharing a room.”

“But they don’t think we’ve been together for long,” he said. “I can sleep out there and say I’m, uh—”

“Respecting my virtue? It’s the twenty-first century, Tom.”

“I’m not the one who used that phrase. You did.”

“Nobody will buy it. Certainly not my sister. They know me.”

He raised his eyebrows. The room was very, very quiet, and he was acutely aware of her, even though she was farther away than she would be if they shared a bed.

He swallowed. “Um.”

“Are you judging me?”

“No, I just...” This whole conversation was making him flustered. He couldn’t think when she was so close to him. When it was just the two of them.

They’d never been alone like this before.

“It’s fine,” he said at last. “You’re fine.”

She stepped back, and he felt like he could breathe again. She seemed to calm down, too.

“I’ll get my old sleeping bag from the closet,” she said. “One of us can sleep on the floor.”

“I’ll do it.”

“You sure?”

“Yes.” He pulled a pair of flannel plaid pajamas out of his suitcase. “I’m going to have a shower.”

“Wow, you really do fold your underwear,” she murmured, peeking into his suitcase.

“Why wouldn’t you? It’s only sensible.”

“Maybe you haven’t noticed, but I’m not the sensible one in this family.”

Now he was wondering what not-so-sensible underwear she had in her suitcase. What would she think about the fact that all of his clothing was carefully organized by color at home?

When he got back from his shower, Julie had changed into her pajamas, which had little snowflakes on them, and he nearly said they were cute.

What was wrong with him? He didn’t need to compliment his fake girlfriend’s pajamas.

She’d also gotten out the sleeping bag, and he unrolled it while she brushed her teeth. When she returned, she shut off the light before walking over to the bed.

He yelped. “You stepped on my shoulder.”

“Sorry. I’m not used to having someone sleep on my floor.”

“Why are you making it sound like this is my fault? The whole pretend boyfriend business was your idea.”

“Shh. I don’t want anyone to hear. And tomorrow, you’re going to have to do a better job at pretending to be my boyfriend. You’re not being affectionate enough or calling me by any nicknames. Like ‘honeybuns.’ Or ‘mon petit chou-fleur.’”

If she hadn’t turned out the light, she’d be able to see how horrified he was.

She giggled.

Oh, God. She’d been teasing him.

“Alright,” he grumbled. “I’ll be sure to call you ‘my little cauliflower’ tomorrow—” 

“It sounds better in French.”

“—and give you lingering looks. I might even squeeze your hand.” He rolled over so he was facing away from her, even if he was on the floor and she was on the bed. “Goodnight, Julie.”

“Goodnight.”

Though they weren’t sharing a bed, it still took him a long time to fall asleep.

And this was only the first of three nights.
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Chapter 4
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Tom woke up the next morning to someone stepping on his foot.

“Sorry!” Julie said. 

He didn’t reply. It had been less painful than when she’d stepped on him yesterday.

Half an hour later, he was sitting at her desk when she returned from the washroom after her shower, wearing a pink sweater that looked incredibly soft. So soft that he nearly reached out to touch it.

She looked at his tie and rolled her eyes.

He didn’t tell her that he was wearing a tie just to get on her nerves. He took his turn in the washroom, then they headed downstairs together. 

“Oh, look!” she said as they walked into the living room. “My parents got stockings for you and Mike.”

There were four stockings hanging above the fireplace. Two Mickey and Minnie Mouse ones, which he suspected were for Julie and Charlotte. Probably the same ones they’d had for thirty years. The other two had a more sober holly and ivy pattern.

Truth be told, he was feeling pretty good this morning. Usually on Christmas, he’d drive to his parents’ house for dinner, but before then, he was on his own. There was no Christmas tree, no stockings.

He lifted one of the holly and ivy stockings. “How do I know if this is mine or Mike’s?”

“It doesn’t matter. They’re all the same.”

“Shouldn’t we wait for other people?”

“No, we’re always allowed to open these when we wake up.”

He wasn’t sure why she led him into the kitchen, but when he saw what was in his stocking, he understood.

It was all fruit. Clementines, oranges, kiwis and persimmons. Even a dragon fruit.

“When I was a kid,” Julie said, “I thought there was a big greenhouse at the North Pole because we always got fruit in our stockings.”

“But there would be twenty-four-hour darkness at the North Pole at Christmastime. Might be hard for fruit to grow in such conditions. Or would there be special lights—” 

“Tom!” She gave him a gentle shove, and he rather enjoyed it. Kidding around with her. Participating in someone else’s Christmas traditions.

“I bet you never believed in Santa Claus,” she said. “I bet you’d walk down the stairs calmly on Christmas morning, even as a six-year-old, wearing pressed pants and a tie.”

“You really lack imagination, you know that?”

“Don’t you dare accuse me of lacking imagination. I thought there was a greenhouse at the North Pole. And my job involves being creative.”

Her job making jewelry. Right. 

He lifted the snowflake pendant from around her neck. “It’s very detailed.”

“Yes, I’m capable of being meticulous, Tom.”

They were veering off course. 

“I never said you weren’t.” He put her necklace down, his fingers briefly brushing against her skin. “I like it.”

“You don’t need to say such things just because—”

“I mean it. I do like it. I don’t have that talent and skill. I’m sure it took time to learn how to make such things.”

She nodded, and the moment stretched on for a few beats longer than was comfortable. His gaze was focused on the snowflake...and, okay, maybe on her cleavage, too.

“Now let’s eat our fruit!” she said with excessive enthusiasm. “I always sneak some treats on Christmas morning as well.” 

He started peeling a clementine while she made coffee and brought over a plate loaded with a variety of cookies and a few pieces of fudge. 

“Dig in,” she said. “Or is having cookies at eight in the morning too scandalous for you?”

“I’m not as stuck-up as you imagine.” He reached for a shortbread cookie.

When Julie licked the juice from an orange off her fingers, he was entranced by that simple action. What would it feel like to have her tongue—

“I smell coffee.” Julie’s sister walked into the kitchen, closely followed by her boyfriend.

Tom stilled, feeling like he’d been caught being naughty, which was unusual for him. But he’d merely been admiring his fake girlfriend. Getting into his role, that was all. 

Nothing to feel guilty about.

And to get deeper into his role, he wiped an imaginary crumb off Julie’s cheek.

* * *
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Later in the morning, after Bonnie and Albert had put the chickens in the oven, it was time to open presents. But first, Bonnie insisted on showing Tom all the decorations on the tree that Julie had made as a child. These included a clear plastic sphere with a cotton ball snowman inside, a horse made of wine bottle corks and colorful yarn, and a starfish reindeer.

“When we were on holidays, we saw Santa ornaments made of starfish,” Bonnie said. “Julie said she wanted to make some herself, so we bought starfish, but because she wanted to be different, she painted a reindeer instead.” She smiled as she touched the bottom of the ornament.

“I always thought it was funny-looking,” Charlotte said. “Like Rudolph fell off a roof and went splat on his back.”

Julie stuck out her tongue at her sister.

“Now I will select the first round of presents,” Bonnie said. “One for each person.”

Tom’s heart beat in time to the unfamiliar Christmas song in the background as Bonnie placed a present wrapped in solid red paper on Julie’s lap. There were two boxes, in fact, held together with green ribbon.

That was his gift for Julie.

“Ah, very sharp edges,” Bonnie said. “Nice wrapping job. And this is a nice red color.”

“See, my mom really loves you,” Julie said. “She’s even impressed by your wrapping skills.”

“Maybe he had it done at the store,” Albert said.

“No, I did it myself,” Tom said. “I used to wrap presents at the mall during the holiday season for extra money.”

That job had frayed his nerves. Why did so many people leave their shopping until the last minute? Why couldn’t they be organized and orderly? 

The environment had been far from ideal, but Tom hadn’t minded the actual wrapping.

“I didn’t know that,” Julie said, then immediately started tearing open the paper. 

Whereas he’d always neatly pull the tape off the paper. It made him cringe to see her ripping his neat wrapping job, even though the paper would be thrown out—unless her parents saved wrapping paper, like his mother used to do.

“This box is fairly light.” Julie held the first one in the palm of her hand, then opened it up. “I have no idea what this could be...oh!”

He’d gotten what Bridget had suggested: some hand-dyed variegated yarn. Apparently, Julie enjoyed knitting while watching TV, but she would never get anything like this for herself because it was expensive.

Indeed, it had been far from cheap. He hadn’t known yarn could cost so much. But it was lovely, he had to admit. Two hanks were vibrant pink and purple; the others were blue and green. 

Her lips curved up as she lovingly stroked the first hank of yarn. It was just yarn to him, but it seemed to make her happy, and that warmed something inside his logical heart.

“Thank you,” she said at last, then leaned forward. Her lips approached his, and...

She kissed his cheek, and he breathed out a sigh of disappointment.

No, relief.

It was definitely relief.

“I’ll make you a scarf.” She held the yarn up to his neck. “What do you think?”

“A pink and purple scarf?” Albert said skeptically.

“Men can wear pink and purple.” Julie scowled. “Why not? It suits your eyes, Tom.”

Charlotte snorted. “He has the same eye color as the rest of us.”

“Wah, be quiet!” Bonnie said. “They are in love. People say silly things when they are in love. It’s normal.”

“Love is never going to make me say ‘pineapple on pizza is delicious,’ that’s for sure,” Charlotte muttered.

Tom wanted to protest, too. He would never say silly things while in love. Certainly, he’d never done so before.

But, for the sake of their act, he said, “I’ll wear it if you knit it for me, but I think it would suit you better, Julie.”

To his surprise, he truly meant those words. If she made him a scarf, he’d wear it, even if the colors clashed with the rest of his wardrobe. 

It was just because he was into the spirit of Christmas, that was all. 

Julie opened up the other box, and from the copious amount of tissue paper, she withdrew two glass vases in different shapes, one purple and one blue.

“For when I get you flowers,” he stammered. 

This present had been his idea. He’d figured it was a very girlfriend-appropriate present.

“These are nice,” Bonnie said. “Much better than what Christopher got you.”

“Who’s Christopher?” Tom asked without thinking, feeling his hands clench at his sides.

“A guy I dated a few years ago,” Julie said. 

“He gave her an electric toothbrush,” Bonnie said.

“A sensible thing to own,” Tom said, “but not a good Christmas gift for Julie.”

Bonnie beamed at him.

Julie turned to Tom. “I’m sorry I didn’t put a present for you under the tree. I have something, but I, uh, will give it to you in private.”

She didn’t get you anything.

That was okay. He was just her fake boyfriend.

“I look forward to it,” he said solemnly.

“Why is it so private?” Bonnie asked. “Is it dirty?”

“No, I just prefer to do these things when we’re alone,” Julie said.

“Here.” Albert passed a package to Tom. “You can open this one. From us.”

You didn’t have to. 

Tom treated the wrapping paper with care, folding it up before opening the box, just to piss Julie off a little.

The box contained two ties. One was a sober checkered pattern that he approved of. The other was a garish Santa Claus tie. 

He couldn’t help chuckling. Julie must have told her parents to get him ties.

“These are great,” he said. “Thank you.” He nodded at Bonnie, then Albert.

“You must wear the Santa Claus tie now,” Bonnie said. “Tomorrow, Christmas will be over and it will be too late. Julie, put it on for him.”

“Like this?” She wrapped the Santa Claus tie around her own neck.

“Why are you being so childish?”

Julie reached toward Tom and unknotted the tie he was currently wearing: a sedate green tie. Green because he was trying to be festive.

His breath came rapidly as her fingers brushed his throat. When she began knotting the new tie, he stiffened. He was very particular about his ties, and in his opinion, Julie was not tying it properly. But he kept that comment to himself.

Why was this affecting him so much? He didn’t understand.

And had her nose always been this cute? What on earth made her nose cute? 

“There,” she said, patting his shoulder. “Perfect.”

He tucked the tie under his sweater because it looked stupid otherwise, and to his delight, since the top of the tie was black, it was impossible to tell that he was wearing a Santa tie now.

“No, you’re ruining all the fun,” Bonnie said.

“I agree.” Julie’s lips twitched. “Santa must be visible. Take off your shirt.”

He looked at her, wide-eyed, then realized she meant his sweater. She must have said it like that to horrify him.

Since he was a dutiful boyfriend, he removed his sweater.

“Very nice,” Julie murmured. “Now all you need is a pink-and-purple scarf to go with it.”

The idea of such an outfit was an insult to his eyeballs, but he smiled at her and felt a rush of warmth in his chest, which he attributed to holiday spirit.

* * *
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Julie’s family never had turkey for Christmas lunch. Or roast beef or ham. Instead, they had roast chickens, served with her mother’s lor mai fun.

“Mmm, my favorite,” Mike said as Mom passed him the sticky rice.

Mom smiled.

But if anything, Tom was getting more attention from her parents than Mike was. Julie couldn’t help feeling proud of that, even though it was probably because they’d known Mike since he was a child and had never met Tom before.

Take that, Charlotte!

It was silly to feel this way, but she couldn’t help it.

And unlike usual, Mom hadn’t brought up Julie’s career—or lack thereof.

Tom really was doing a good job. He was polite, always offering to help, and he’d taken the time to buy her a thoughtful present, one that made it look like he truly knew her. Bridget had likely told him to get the yarn, but still. Julie had been surprised.

Though she shouldn’t be. 

How much care did Tom put into other things in his life? Like his relationships. Would he prepare special romantic dinners for a girlfriend? Would he be particularly attentive in bed?

She pinched her lips together. No, she would not think about Tom in bed. She wasn’t attracted to him in that way. He wasn’t bad-looking, but he didn’t really do anything for her.

Though the Santa tie did suit him, and when he reached for the mashed potatoes, she admired his arm.

This was weird.

She was also surprised when he put a dollop of mashed potato next to his sticky rice. She’d have thought that would offend his taste buds.

Yes, her family had mashed potatoes in addition to sticky rice. Because Julie loved mashed potatoes. It was like having dressing and potatoes with turkey, right?

After Julie had finished her second helping of mashed potatoes, Dad brought out the tins of cookies. She was full, but she could make room for shortbread.

“Almost time to go skating?” she asked. Every Christmas afternoon, they went to the ice rink in town, and she’d told Tom to bring skates. 

Mom had a mischievous look on her face, and Julie was instantly filled with dread.

“Since both of my daughters now have boyfriends,” Mom said, “I thought it would be fun to do a little competition. See who is the best couple.” 

Tom looked at Julie, as if to say, You didn’t warn me about this.

“What do we have to do?” Mike asked.

Mom beamed. “It’s a gingerbread house competition.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 5
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Tom had never made a gingerbread house, and he was having performance anxiety. 

“Mom, it’s Christmas,” Charlotte said. “We shouldn’t be doing work.”

“This is not work, it’s fun.”

“Then why aren’t you participating?”

“Because I cooked lunch. Plus, I’m judging. Very important to have an impartial judge.”

Julie snorted at the word “impartial.”

“Your mother has been watching Sugar Rush,” Albert said. “This is the problem.”

“Not a problem,” Bonnie shot back. “It’s very practical because now I have thought of a fun activity for Christmas. We usually go skating, then don’t know what to do. This will pass the time.”

“I don’t think this kitchen is big enough,” Charlotte said.

“I know. Unfortunately, we do not have the Sugar Rush kitchen, so you will need to take turns. Each couple will have two and a half hours. We will flip a coin to decide who goes first.” Bonnie pulled a quarter out of her pocket. “Heads, Charlotte goes first. Tails, Julie goes first.”

It was heads.

“But first, you all have half an hour, while your father and I clean up the kitchen, to prepare your plans. Here are the baking supplies.” Bonnie pointed to two large plastic containers in the corner of the kitchen. “This is so exciting!”

“I’m going to need lots of coffee to get me through this competition,” Charlotte muttered.

Tom had never watched any type of baking competition on TV, though he knew there were a bunch of them. The concept of Sugar Rush was less offensive than Too Hot to Handle, but it wasn’t his thing.

“We’re going to kick your ass,” Julie said to Charlotte.

Apparently, his fake girlfriend was really competitive and would probably expect great things from him.

Well, he’d promised to be her boyfriend for the weekend, so he’d do his best. Had he known about this in advance, however, he would have done better planning. Like, attempted to make a gingerbread house on his own so he was aware of possible pitfalls.

After studying the contents of the boxes, Julie dragged him upstairs to the bedroom.

“Okay, we need a plan,” she said.

He scratched his head. “Um...”

“Don’t tell me you’ve never made a gingerbread house. It’s not like it contains mayo.”

He just stared at her.

“I’m kidding,” she said. “I’ve never made one, either, but I always kind of wanted to. At least you can bake.”

“I think you might be overestimating my skills.”

But truth be told, he didn’t mind baking. You just had to follow the instructions carefully, make sure you had the right ingredients and equipment. He was good at that sort of thing.

“Alright, here’s my suggestion,” he said. “I will do research and choose appropriate gingerbread and royal icing recipes, and you will, uh, do the design, okay?”

“You’re letting me do the fun part?”

“I figure you’ll be better at it than me, and it sounds like you want to win.”

She didn’t protest. She grabbed a pencil and paper and started to draw, while he sat on the bed and looked up recipes on his phone.

Ten minutes later, he’d lost track of how many recipes he’d examined, but he’d figured out which ones he wanted to use. He looked over Julie’s shoulder.

“How’s it going?” he asked.

She covered the page with her hand.

“You know I’ll have to see it eventually,” he said.

“Fine.” She revealed her drawing.

Even without color, it was a spectacular gingerbread house for only ten minutes of work. Two stories with a sloped roof and a porch; the roof of the porch looked like it was supported by candy canes. There were also two gingerbread people out front and a wreath on the door. Out back, there were snowmen, and these were labeled “coconut white chocolate truffles.” 

“Is it too much?” Julie asked. “Are you not up for the challenge?”

She was trying to get under his skin again.

“Nope,” he said. “No problem whatsoever. Just pass me some more paper, a ruler, and a pair of scissors.”

“What for?”

“So I can cut out templates for every piece we’ll need. Then I’ll make a list of everything we have to do and write a schedule.”

“Are you going to break down the two and a half hours into five-minute intervals?”

“I was thinking fifteen-minute intervals, but sure, your way works, too.”

She made a face at him, and it was...kind of adorable, actually.

He shoved that thought aside. He had a schedule to write.

And if there was one thing Tom Yeung loved, it was schedules.

* * *
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“...three, two, one. Go!” Albert said.

Charlotte and Mike slowly walked from the front hall toward the kitchen. 

“Why are you so slow?” Bonnie hollered. “This is a competition.”

Tom and Julie, on the other hand, were being kicked out of the house for two and a half hours so they couldn’t spy on their competitors. He was amused by Bonnie’s concerns about spying.

The two of them headed outside, their skates slung over their shoulders by the laces. They walked in silence until he said, “Is this what the holidays are usually like in your family?”

“Minus the gingerbread house?” Julie said. “Yeah. What about yours?”

He shrugged. “We eat. We each give each other a single present. My parents don’t bother with a Christmas tree anymore, just a wreath on the door. We have chocolate.”

“You make it sound boring.”

“It’s quieter than your family, yes. Sometimes when I was a child, we’d go to my aunt and uncle’s—before they moved across the country—but that was too much for me. They have five kids, all younger than me, including triplets.”

Her eyes widened. “I’m trying to imagine you corralling five kids.”

“They never listened to me, and they never cleaned up. It drove me nuts.” 

She laughed at this. She had a nice laugh, he realized.

“Anyway, thanks for inviting me,” he said. “So I didn’t have to be alone at Christmas.”

“That’s not why I invited you.”

“I know, but it was a side benefit for me.”

“Like having to sleep on the floor in a sleeping bag.”

“Yeah.”

“I’m sorry I stepped on you. Twice.”

He shrugged again. “It’s not like it was intentional.”

Conversations were different between them now. More amicable, even when they argued. There was less tension and—

Her gloved hand brushed his.

Scratch that. There was tension, but in a different way.

He was very aware of her. Aware of her earlobes peeking out from the bottom of her winter hat. The shape of her face, framed by the faux fur edge on her hood.

“I’m surprised you wear mittens, not gloves,” she said.

“Mittens are warmer. Your fingers aren’t separated, so they generate more heat. I have gloves for when I need them, but I don’t need them when I’m skating.”

“Of course you have a scientific reason. Perhaps I should put my mittens on, too.” She switched from black gloves to reindeer mittens.

“Did you knit them yourself?” he asked.

She nodded.

“They, uh, clash with your koala hat.”

He was horrified when he realized he rather liked her koala hat now. It suited her. Though it would be better if her hat matched her mittens.

She let out a burst of laughter, which pleased him.

“Are you a good skater?” she asked. “Did you play hockey?”

“My parents never would have let me play hockey, but they insisted I learn to skate. The first week we were in Canada, my father slipped on a patch of ice and had to go to the hospital because he broke his arm. My parents decided it was only sensible that I learn how to ice skate so I could avoid a similar fate.”

“Knowing how to skate doesn’t mean you won’t slip on ice.”

“Very true, but I didn’t complain. I enjoyed skating.”

They arrived at the rink a few minutes later. There were several people on the ice, and Julie and Tom sat on an empty bench to put on their skates. After lacing up her first skate, Julie took a break to warm her hands in her mittens, but he was less bothered by the cold air. 

At last, they were ready, and he decided to be a good boyfriend and help her onto the ice. Unfortunately, a little kid came whizzing out of nowhere at that exact moment. Tom shifted out of the way just as Julie clutched his hand, and he tumbled to the ice.

Well, not quite.

She tumbled to the ice, and he tumbled on top of her. 

“Are you okay?” he asked. 

“I’m fine. No broken arms.”

He should get up. There were dozens of people around them.

And yet, he stayed there for a few seconds longer. Even with all the layers of clothing between them, he liked being on top of Julie, his nose nearly touching hers.

“Tom,” she said, and he could feel her breath on his cheek.

“Right, right.” He scrambled off her and stood. 

He helped her up and she gave him a peculiar look, but she didn’t say anything.

It had been a couple of years since he’d gone skating, and this rink was bigger than the outdoor one closest to him in Toronto. A few people said hello as they skated. 

At one point, he reached for Julie’s hand and she gave him another look.

“Part of our act,” he said.

“My parents aren’t here.”

“But other people in town might tell your parents that they saw us. Best to be prepared.”

She didn’t call him out on the fact that he simply wanted to hold her hand.

After a few laps, they were herded off the ice for the Zamboni, and several minutes later, they returned to skating. 

However, skating around and around in a circle wasn’t something you could do for a long time. Eventually, they took off their skates, and there was still an hour and a half until her parents would let them back in.

Julie insisted they buy hot apple cider from the little stand beside the rink, and that took up another fifteen minutes. He’d be content to sit here in the cold, but Julie probably wouldn’t, so he suggested they go for a walk and she could show him all the sights in town. It wasn’t the picturesque sort of small town you might see in a movie. Sure, there was an old town hall with a rink behind it, but there were no cute stores or anything like that. 

“This is the elementary school,” Julie said, though that wasn’t necessary; he could read the sign perfectly well. “Which I attended for nine years. They replaced the playground a while back. I fell off the old one in grade three, when I climbed on top of the tube slide—that’s how I broke my arm, rather than slipping on ice.”

He found himself wanting to know all her childhood stories. She’d thought there was a greenhouse at the North Pole... What else had she believed? What had she enjoyed?

She’s just your fake girlfriend.

Except he wished he could kiss his fake girlfriend.

No. Julie was all wrong for him. Hadn’t they had a miserable time on their first date? But the better he got to know her, the more he liked spending time with her, and—

“Ooh, you know what we should do?” She didn’t wait for him to answer. “We should make snow angels.”

“Snow angels,” he repeated.

“You haven’t made snow angels before?”

“Um, no.”

This did not appear to shock her.

She led him to the field behind the school, where she flopped down on her back in the snow and moved her arms and legs back and forth.

He kept thinking about her being underneath him again. Removing his hand from his sensible gray mitten and slipping it under her clothes. Finding the warm skin above the top of her pants...

He hissed out a breath and shut his eyes.

Two seconds later, he was on the ground.

“Did you just push me into the snow?” he asked, sputtering. 

“I didn’t think you’d willingly make a snow angel, so I had to make sure you did something other than standing there, fantasizing about folding your underwear.”

“You’re thinking about my underwear. Interesting.” He looked up at the clouds in the sky, then snapped his head toward her. “Wait a second. Are we flirting?”

* * *
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Tom sounded outraged by the thought of something as juvenile as flirting.

He was definitely not the kind of guy Julie would date. 

But she was starting to see the appeal.

Not because he had a job near the top of her parents’ list of ideal jobs, but because he was so gosh-darn set in his ways, and she wanted to make him lose his composure. That was why she’d tossed him into the snow. 

She wanted to make him snap...and kiss her.

At that realization, she inhaled sharply. Yes, she wanted to kiss the guy she’d brought home as the perfect fake boyfriend to meet her parents.

What would he be like if he lost control? Julie couldn’t help wondering. 

She looked over at him and realized he was more handsome than she’d thought before. When had that happened?

Was it because of the thoughtful gift he’d given her? Or the dedication with which he’d planned their gingerbread house and trusted her to do the artistic part?

Was it knowing what it was like to have his weight on top of her, after they’d fallen together at the skating rink?

“Yes, we’re flirting,” she said lightly. “Surely you know what flirting is.”

He pursed his lips. Lips she wanted to kiss. 

He didn’t speak, however.

“Alright,” she said. “Time for you to make your first snow angel.”

He didn’t move.

“Tom!” she said. “I’m trying to inject some fun into your life.”

“My life doesn’t need fun.” He unenthusiastically moved his arms and legs.

“What’s more offensive to you?” she prodded. “The idea of fun? Or flirting?”

He scrubbed a hand over his face.

“You found it interesting that I was thinking about your underwear,” she continued. “Why is that so interesting? Have you wondered about my underwear? Whether it’s lacy? Or plain and practical?”

He made an incoherent noise.

Yes, he was thinking about it, and somehow, that thrilled her.

“I can’t imagine folding my underwear,” she said. “It’s just so itty-bitty that the idea of folding it seems ludicrous. Plus, it’s underwear. No one’s going to see it if it gets wrinkled.”

“Nobody?” That was said in a strangled voice.

“Why would you get to see it? It’s not like you’d be interested in someone who refuses to keep a stain remover pen in her purse.”

His eyes flashed, and an electric current went through her.

“Someone who wears a cute koala hat,” she went on. “And reindeer mittens. And wants to knit you a pink and purple scarf—”

And then he was on top of her, pressing her into the snow, his lips on hers before she could mention her love for reality TV.

Tom’s kiss was not restrained at all, just as she’d hoped. It was wild and greedy and oh-so-right. Although this was exactly what she’d wanted, it still surprised her, and it took her a second to respond.

But respond she did.

He tasted of apple cider and snow.

Wait—how did that make sense?

Nothing about the two of them made sense, yet here they were, kissing instead of making snow angels. When he bit her bottom lip and slid his tongue into her mouth, she moaned. 

“Yeah, you like that, don’t you?” His voice was husky now. Almost cocky.

Then he was back to kissing her, his warm mouth a delicious contrast to the cold air. He tugged off a mitten and slid his hand under her jacket. He made a noise of frustration, then groaned when he finally found her skin. 

His hand was warm, too. How was it so warm?

He rocked his hips into hers as he kissed her and touched her, showing her what it would be like if they had sexual relations. She could—just barely—feel his hardening cock through all their winter clothing, and oh God, she wanted more.

Earlier, she’d felt bad for his ex-girlfriends, dating such a stick-in-the-mud, but now she wondered how on earth they’d let him go. He was so damn passionate.

He shoved her scarf out of the way as he kissed her throat before making his way downward. If only he could kiss her breasts, suck a nipple into his mouth.

She was shockingly wet now.

Then his hot mouth was back on hers. Lips and tongues meeting, demanding more, and more, and more...

All of a sudden, he rolled off her. She felt his absence keenly.

“Uh,” he said as he put his mitten back on. “I don’t know what came over me.”

Normally, she’d have a saucy retort, but she couldn’t manage to speak. She’d wanted to make him snap, and snap he had. And it had surpassed her expectations.

“It’s okay,” she said, smiling at him, trying not to show how affected she was. 

He stood up and extended his hand. She took it, and he pulled her up. 

“We should probably head back now,” he said.

“Yeah.” She pointed at the ground. “Your first snow angel was a failure. I can’t even make out the angel’s wings. Doesn’t it bother you to be a failure, Tom?”

Something sparked in his eyes again, and anticipation thrummed through her body. He was going to kiss her, wasn’t he?

But instead, he started walking. 

“We don’t want to be late for the gingerbread competition,” he said.

She hurried to catch up with him.

And when she stepped inside her childhood home, she felt like a different woman than the one who’d left.
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Chapter 6
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This was not how Tom had thought he’d be spending Christmas Day.

“Make the white chocolate ganache for the truffles while I make the royal icing,” Julie said as she set up the stand mixer.

“But that wasn’t in the schedule until—”

“Just do it! The recipe is on my phone. I forgot that the ganache needs to cool in the fridge for a while, and we only have two hours left. Go! Go!”

Dutifully, he got out the white chocolate and the heavy cream.

The first batch of gingerbread was in the oven, and he thought things were going not too badly. Sure, Julie was bossing him around, but he kind of enjoyed it. As long as she mostly kept to his schedule, he wouldn’t complain. 

“What are the truffles for?” Bonnie asked. “This is a gingerbread house.”

“I’m being creative,” Julie snapped. “You’ll just have to wait and see.”

“What are you doing now?”

“Mom, shut up!”

Tom couldn’t imagine saying “shut up” to his own mother, but Bonnie seemed to take it in stride, and he understood Julie’s frustration.

It was annoying to bake when other people were watching.

He’d hoped her mother and father would get bored of being in the kitchen, but it had yet to happen. Although their presence made him a bit nervous, he tried his best to focus on the task at hand. 

And tried not to think about how he’d kissed Julie. 

He kept looking at her and bumping into her, though. The kitchen wasn’t huge, and he was always conscious of where she was in it.

Although this wasn’t what he’d expected when Julie had asked him to accompany her to her hometown, to his surprise, he couldn’t say he minded.

What was happening to him? He liked that she’d dragged him into the snow. He liked that she’d goaded him, and he’d kissed her without thinking.

He pulled the pans out of the oven and trimmed the gingerbread pieces to match the templates, as his recipe instructed. Everything needed to be perfect for the house to stay up. 

He was particularly pleased with the stained-glass windows. He’d cut window-shaped holes in the gingerbread and added crushed hard candies, which had melted in the oven.

“Those look great,” Julie said.

“What looks great?” Bonnie asked.

“Stop with the questions. We’re busy.”

“In the baking shows I watch, people are always talking to the bakers while they work. It’s not good television if they don’t talk at all.”

“But we’re not on television!”

Tom suppressed a laugh. 

“Can I try the gingerbread?” Julie asked him. “The part you trimmed.”

He picked up a thin piece and held it out.

“My hands are a mess,” she said. “Stick it right in my mouth.”

Was she doing this just to bug him?

“Please, mon petit chou-fleur,” she added.

“Why are you talking in French?” Albert asked. “What does it mean?”

“Probably something to do with sex,” Bonnie said.

Tom nearly choked, then composed himself and dropped the small piece of gingerbread in Julie’s mouth. He tucked a lock of hair behind her ear afterward, unable to resist touching her.

“Mmm, that’s delicious,” she said. “Good job finding the recipe, mon petit chou-fleur.”

“What are you calling him?” Albert demanded.

Tom put the second batch of gingerbread in the oven and tried not to feel too pleased that Julie liked it. Then he started cleaning the dirty bowls.

“Why are you cleaning?” Julie asked.

“Because I clean as I go.” He didn’t understand people who did otherwise.

“We have less than two hours to make an impressive gingerbread house. We don’t have time.”

Now this was getting out of hand.

He’d let a lot of chaos into his life today. A lot. He was coping reasonably well with it, all things considered.

But a dirty kitchen? That was one step too far. 

“I’ll be quick,” he grumbled. 

Cleaning did help to soothe his nerves. He was about to put another bowl in the dish rack when Julie said, “Tell me what you think of this color.”

She’d separated the royal icing into three dishes. The large dish contained white icing, but there were two smaller dishes, one with green icing and one with red.

“Does it have to be so bright?” he asked.

“I’ll take that as a sign it’s perfect. What do you think of the consistency? Do I need to add a little water?”

This was why he wished he’d known about the gingerbread competition beforehand. So he could have figured out things—like the consistency of royal icing—when there weren’t three people breathing down his neck.

Though this was kind of exciting, doing something he’d never done before under a strict time limit.

No! What was wrong with him? He didn’t like exciting.

“I think it’s okay,” he mumbled.

Julie shot him a quick smile, and he couldn’t help remembering what it had been like to have his lips on hers. He wished he could kiss her again. Would she taste like gingerbread now? 

He was horribly discombobulated.

But at least he had a schedule to adhere to. That did make him feel a bit better.

* * *
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“Why isn’t the roof on the gingerbread house yet?” Julie asked. “Come on, we only have forty minutes!”

“I’m waiting for the royal icing on the walls to set so the roof doesn’t collapse,” Tom said. “It would be best if we had longer, but another few minutes should do the trick.”

She decided to trust him. He’d probably done lots of research.

She had to admit they made an excellent team. He was in charge of the construction, and so far, so good. She also had to concede that his schedule had worked. They’d deviated from it in a few places—which, fortunately, hadn’t made him too addled—and were on time now. 

His insistence on washing everything as they went was a little annoying. In a normal situation, she agreed. It was best to keep on top of the cleaning. But this was hardly a normal situation.

“I think it’s looking better than Charlotte and Mike’s,” Dad said.

Mom smacked his shoulder. “Don’t say such things in front of the competition.”

Julie couldn’t help a private smile. It was just a gingerbread house, but she was winning against her sister for once.

Or maybe her parents were messing with her. She wouldn’t put it past them. 

She looked over at Tom, who was carefully applying royal icing to the tops of the gingerbread walls. He stuck the roof pieces on top and held them there.

It was rather hot to see him concentrating so hard on a gingerbread house.

Given the amount she was thinking about their kiss, it was surprising she was able to function at all, especially in such close proximity to him. She couldn’t stop wanting to wipe that look of concentration off his face...or watch him concentrate on other things. Like, if he had his head between her legs...

“Can I put the buttercream on the roof now?” she asked.

“Give it a few more minutes,” he said.

“Okay.” Instead, she iced the gingerbread people and the reindeer. The reindeer hadn’t been in the initial plans, but she very much wanted a reindeer. She gave him a red M&M for his nose and used gumdrops for buttons on the two people. 

“Don’t you think those buttons are a little big?” Tom looked over at her, the corners of his lips twitching.

OMG. He was teasing her!

She couldn’t help feeling warm inside. 

“They’re perfect,” she said. 

Finally, he decided the roof was stable. He probably had some kind of special engineering equipment for gingerbread houses in his pocket. And then he—

He was getting out his stain remover pen?

She studied his shirt and noted a small red stain on the sleeve. Red royal icing, she assumed. It matched his Santa tie.

Although it was utterly ridiculous to bake in such an outfit, somehow, it was charming. As was the stain remover pen.

She was sweating now.

She found him charming and incredibly handsome, and she wanted to see him take off that tie and unbutton the top button on his shirt. But that was probably something he’d never do in public.

And the fact that he wouldn’t...yes, she found that cute, too.

Focus, Julie. You’ve got to win this competition. 

For some reason, she felt like winning this competition would prove something to her parents and also make everyone believe that she and Tom were a real couple, because they worked so well together.

Don’t forget this is fake...

“You can put the buttercream snow on the roof now,” Tom said.

She brought the piping bag over to the kitchen table. “Get out the ganache and roll the snowballs in shredded coconut.” 

“Do you think they’ll finish in time?” Mom asked Dad.

“I don’t know. I think it’s going to be close.”

Julie sighed in frustration, but she wouldn’t let them get to her. 

She and Tom were making the best damn gingerbread house that two people who’d never made a gingerbread house before could construct.

Finished with the roof, she quickly piped buttercream on the ground around the house. Tom brought over two snowmen made of truffles. His elbow brushed hers.

“You’ll get buttercream on your tie if you don’t watch it,” she said as the end of his tie dipped precariously close to the buttercream on the roof.

She thought he might have uttered a swear word, but she couldn’t be sure. Then, to her surprise, he unknotted his Santa tie and draped it over the back of a chair.

She swallowed. That simple action had made her hot and bothered.

“An interesting development,” Dad said. “Baker Number Two is starting to undress.”

Tom’s cheeks were nearly as red as that royal icing.

“Dad!” Julie shouted. “Stop talking about this like it’s a sports game.”

“Ah, Baker Number One is talking back to the judges,” Mom said. “What do you think, Albert? Will this get her in trouble?”

Julie couldn’t wait for the competition to be over.

* * *
[image: image]


“...three, two, one. Time’s up,” Mom said.

Julie held up her hands. Unfortunately, the gingerbread man she’d been fiddling with immediately toppled onto its back, but otherwise, the gingerbread house was pretty spectacular, given they’d had little idea what they were doing and had to listen to her parents’ commentary for two and a half hours.

“What is Tom doing on his back?” Mom asked.

“How did you know that gingerbread man was Tom?” Julie said.

“It looks like there is a man and a woman, so it’s only common sense. Yes, the reindeer threw me off, but I think it must be you two.”

“He’s making a snow angel,” Julie said, glad the gingerbread woman hadn’t fallen on top of her companion.

“Charlotte and Mike!” Mom yelled. “You can come down now.”

A few seconds later, Julie heard footsteps on the stairs. On their way to the kitchen, Mike and Charlotte picked up a tray, covered in a large plastic container, from the dining room table. They set it next to Julie and Tom’s gingerbread house, and Mike lifted the container with a flourish, revealing...

What the hell?

Julie peered at it. It looked like a gingerbread house...sort of? But the roof had collapsed. And what was that giant blue thing?

“It’s a kraken,” Mike said, answering her unspoken question. “We were going for a steampunk theme.”

“Ah, so that’s what you were doing,” Mom said. “I did not understand at all.”

“Perhaps you should have gone for a ‘solid construction’ theme instead,” Julie said to Charlotte, who gave her the middle finger. 

Julie couldn’t help laughing. She and Tom had this in the bag.

Mom assumed a dignified stance. “Team Two’s gingerbread house clearly wins on presentation.”

“Agreed,” Dad said. “But which one will taste better? Find out after the break.”

“What are you doing?” Mom asked. “There are no commercial breaks on Sugar Rush. It’s on Netflix. Contestants, please take a plate and serve us a piece of your creations.” 

Julie grabbed a plate from the cupboard and placed the gingerbread reindeer on it, as well as a single coconut white chocolate snowball and a dollop of buttercream. Charlotte placed most of the kraken on another plate and handed it to their mother.

Mom broke off a piece of the kraken and chewed thoughtfully. “Not bad, but I don’t think the balance of spices is quite right. What do you think, Albert?”

“It’s delicious.”

Julie passed her plate over.

Mom bit off the reindeer’s head, and her eyes opened wide. “This is even better.” She swiped one of the reindeer’s legs through the buttercream. “Tasty snow, too.”

“I agree.” Dad had a bite of the snowball. 

They started whispering. Presumably, they were conferring about the winner. 

“Okay, we have come to a decision,” Mom said. 

Julie felt like she ought to hold hands with Tom for this announcement, so she clasped his hand and found it strangely comforting.

“The winner is Team Two, Julie and Tom!” Dad clapped.

Julie looked at Tom, and he gave her a small smile.

We did it!

When she’d met him more than a month ago, she never would have imagined she and Tom would be able to spend two and a half hours in the kitchen without killing each other, let alone win a competition.

“Do we get a trophy?” Julie asked.

“There will be a prize later,” Mom said, “but this is only the first of three challenges.”

“The first of three challenges?”
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Chapter 7
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“What are these other challenges?” Julie asked, rather afraid of the answer.

“Don’t worry,” Mom said. “They are shorter than two and a half hours. For the second challenge, you will each make eggnog. This time, your father and I will stay in the living room, so we will not know whose eggnog is whose when we judge.”

“I think you two”—Julie pointed at her parents—“should be the ones making eggnog. The four of us will be the judges.”

Charlotte nodded. “Excellent idea.”

“We’re not prepared to make eggnog,” Dad said.

“And we’re your elders,” Mom said. “You should respect us.”

“Combined,” Julie said, “we spent five hours in the kitchen making gingerbread houses under your scrutiny. We really weren’t prepared for that.”

“What do you think, Mike?”

Mike shoved his hands in his pockets and smiled. “I think I’d enjoy it if someone else made me eggnog.”

“Tom?”

“Whatever Julie wants.”

“And Julie wants the same thing as me,” Charlotte said. “For once, we agree, so you have to listen to us. You don’t know when this rare occurrence will happen again.”

“Fine,” Mom grumbled. “I suppose we can do this.”

“Excellent.” Julie took Tom’s arm. “Let’s sit on the couch and wait for our eggnog.”

Now that she didn’t have to worry about being distracted from making royal icing or buttercream, she allowed herself to remember the kiss they’d shared in the snow...

“Kiss, kiss, kiss!” Mom said, clapping her hands.

What the hell? Was Mom reading her mind?

This was most disturbing.

“Mom and Dad installed mistletoe in the doorway,” Charlotte said, smirking.

Julie looked up, and sure enough, there was mistletoe. 

They definitely couldn’t kiss the way they’d kissed earlier. She was not unleashing that side of Tom here.

It was for her alone.

“We’re not kissing in public,” Julie said.

Charlotte cocked her head and looked at Julie suspiciously. Had Charlotte figured out that Julie and Tom weren’t actually together?

Well, Julie wasn’t having any of that. She stood on her toes, cupped Tom’s face in her hands, and kissed him. Not a long kiss, but right on the lips.

“Try to look a little less stunned,” she hissed in his ear, then dragged him toward the couch in the living room. Charlotte and Mike followed. Since there wasn’t a ton of space on the couch, Julie shifted onto Tom’s lap. She heard his sharp intake of breath before he rested his hand on her waist.

“Alright,” Charlotte said, loudly enough for their parents to hear. “I have no idea how long it takes to make eggnog, but how about half an hour?”

“It should be at least an hour,” Mom said, “so the eggnog has time to chill in the fridge. It will be better this way.

“Okay, one hour. Starting...now.”

There was some noise in the kitchen, followed by shouting.

“You stepped on my foot!” Mom said. “No running in the kitchen.”

“You’re hogging the cream,” Dad shot back.

“I’m not hogging the cream.”

Julie and Charlotte burst into laughter.

* * *
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An hour later, each judge was presented with two glasses of eggnog. One was garnished with nutmeg and a cinnamon stick. The other looked slightly less appetizing. 

“Let’s try the fancy one first,” Julie said.

Julie, Tom, Charlotte, and Mike each raised a glass to their lips. Julie didn’t immediately taste hers, though. Instead, she turned toward Tom.

There was something delightful about watching him swallow, even if he’d made his appearance sterner by putting his tie back on—his original tie, not the Santa one. It really didn’t take much to get her going now, did it? How had—

Tom started coughing violently. “That was...strong.”

Julie tried a sip.

“A little heavy on the alcohol,” she declared. “Heavy on the nutmeg, too.”

Charlotte and Mike agreed with her assessment.

They each tried the second glass of eggnog. 

“A bit too sweet,” Tom said.

“I think it’s just the right level of sweetness,” Julie countered.

In truth, she did find it a bit sweet, but she wanted to be contrary.

“I think the consistency’s a little off,” Charlotte said, “but to be fair, I’m not sure exactly how thick eggnog is supposed to be.”

The four of them put their heads together to discuss the winner. Fortunately, they all agreed.

“Eggnog Two is the winner,” Julie said.

“See? Substance over style,” Dad said to Mom. “You thought you were all cool with your cinnamon stick, but mine tasted better.”

Mom sniffed. “Not my fault nobody appreciates a strong drink here.”

“You know what I think would be best?” Mike picked up the second glass of eggnog and dumped as much as he could into the first, then swirled it around with a cinnamon stick. 

Julie did the same, then had a taste. “I agree. Much better this way.”

Mom and Dad—after arguing for a little longer—finally decided to combine the pitchers of eggnog, which they brought into the living room along with the two gingerbread houses. Julie helped herself to one of the walls with a stained-glass window and sipped her eggnog. Tom broke off part of the roof, which had been decorated with red and green jellybeans in addition to the buttercream. He picked up a red jellybean, and then, to her surprise, he held it to her lips. She ate it from his fingers.

If there was no one else around, she would have sucked on his fingertips.

But as she looked around at her family, she felt a strange sense of warmth. Outside, it was cold and snowy, but in here, there was eggnog, gingerbread, family...and a fake boyfriend to snuggle up with.

And they’d won a competition today, and her parents had yet to bug her about her career.

Yes, it was a pretty good Christmas. There was just one thing that could make it better...

Her phone buzzed. A text from Bridget.

How’s Christmas with your fake boyfriend? Anything happen yet?

Well, Julie wasn’t going to mention that she’d kissed Tom. It would give her roommate too much satisfaction.

She put her phone on silent, set it aside, and looped an arm around her “boyfriend.”

* * *
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At eleven o’clock, Tom and Julie were upstairs in her childhood bedroom. 

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a day like this one. Something so chaotic and unexpected.

But in a good way.

He certainly didn’t need days like this on a regular basis, but it was Christmas.

“By the way,” Julie said, “I don’t actually have a present for you. Sorry. I should have bought you something, especially since you got me something thoughtful. I’ll get you a gift when we’re back in Toronto. Not a Santa tie, I promise.”

He waved this away. “It’s fine. I’m just glad you liked your present.”

He was glad she’d looked happy throughout the day, too. 

And that she’d spent a full two hours sitting on his lap.

Well, he wasn’t entirely glad about that. He was rather keyed up, and although he’d done many things he wouldn’t normally do today, jerking off in the washroom at his fake girlfriend’s parents’ house was a step too far for him. 

“You had a good time?” she asked.

“Yeah, it was...nice.”

“Such a bland description.”

He shrugged.

It was also nice being alone with her now, going over their day as they got ready for bed.

He pulled his sweater over his head, then removed his tie. He was about to unbutton his shirt when he realized what he was doing.

He was getting undressed while in the same room as Julie. 

It was like he’d forgotten she was his fake girlfriend. Like he felt comfortable with her in a way he hadn’t last night.

And if they really were together, maybe tonight he’d be—

No.

He had to put such thoughts out of his mind. Kissing her in the snow had been...an aberration. Yes, that was all it was. He wouldn’t let it happen again. 

But she’d sat on his lap, and now she was taking off her own sweater, revealing a camisole underneath.

He squeezed his eyes shut. When he opened them a moment later, he said, “I’m going to shower.”

“Is that really what you want?” Julie asked.

He gritted his teeth.

“I liked what happened outside,” she said. “I liked watching you lose it.”

He shook his head. “An aberration.” Reminding himself as well as her.

“You’re not attracted to me?”

She didn’t usually sound uncertain, and the uncertainty in her voice now—it undid him. Again. He stalked over to her and pushed her up against the wall by the desk. 

And he started kissing her. 

When he finally came up for air and pulled back an inch, there was a mischievous smile on her face.

This woman. She drove him mad.

No more flirting. He’d just keep kissing her and wipe that smirk away.

With his hands against the wall on either side of her head, he devoured her mouth with a need unfamiliar to him. When he ground his hips against her, she gasped, and his hands went to the hem of her camisole. He pulled it over her head and tossed it on the desk. Not the floor—he wasn’t an animal—but he didn’t bother to fold it. Then he unhooked her bra and tossed it on the desk, too. 

The brown tips of her small breasts hardened further due to the cool air...or because she wanted him. He slid his hands down the bare skin on her sides, hissing because he got to touch her like this. He rested his hands on her waist before bringing one peak into his mouth.

He’d eaten far too much gingerbread and other sweets today, but this was still the best of them all. Having his mouth on her. Feeling her hands grip his hair.

She started rapidly undoing the buttons on his shirt, like she was desperate to get her hands on him as well.

A small part of his brain was still functioning, and it was saying something about how this made no sense, he was just supposed to be the proper man whom Julie brought home to meet her family, they weren’t supposed to be getting naked in her childhood bedroom.

“Julie,” he said, stepping back. “Are we going to...”

“Fuck?”

He was rendered speechless. Not that she’d never sworn in his presence before, but hearing that word from her lips right now...

“Have sexual relations?” she said.

“Yeah. That. Are we going to?”

“You can say the word, Tom. Come on, I want to hear you talk dirty to me.”

This woman was going to be the end of him.

“Are we going to...fuck?” He wasn’t sure he’d ever spoken like this in his life.

“If you want to. Yeah.”

“But it needs to be what you want.”

“Why do you think I took off my sweater?” She cupped the undersides of her breasts and thrust them upward.

He sucked her nipple again. Because it was right there, offered to him, and she wanted him to fuck her.

It was simply logical.

“The only thing...I have to tell you...” She was having trouble speaking in sentences, and it was glorious. “Is that we can’t have sex on the bed.”

He released her nipple. “Why not?”

“I’ve tried having sex on that bed before, and it’s very loud. Squeaky. So, we’ll have to do it somewhere else. Like on the floor or the chair.”

He started assessing the different pieces of furniture in the room.

“Have you only had sex in a bed before?” It sounded like she was teasing him again.

He didn’t bother answering the question—her suspicions were correct. Instead, he unbuttoned her jeans and slid his hand inside her underwear, pushing a finger into her channel as quickly as he could. 

When he feared she might scream, he covered her mouth with his other hand. He loved her noises, but there were other people in the house. 

He was going to fuck her—er, have sexual relations with her—so well that she forgot to tease him. Forgot everything but his name.

That was a noble goal, wasn’t it?

He shoved down her jeans and lacy red underwear. Very festive. Some other time, he might have stopped to admire every inch of her skin, but instead, he put his mouth on her, and she gasped.

“If you’re going to be loud, I’ll have to stop,” he said.

She shook her head frantically.

“Good girl,” he murmured as he shoved two fingers inside her and sucked on her clit.

She tasted like heaven.

It didn’t seem proper that he’d gotten to taste so many wonderful things today, even if it was Christmas.

She bucked against his face, and he liked that she was greedy for him. Liked making her feel off-kilter, as she’d done to him all day.

Fuck, he was hard. 

When he circled her clit with his tongue again, she stiffened against him and clutched his hair, whispering his name.

That, perhaps, was the best part.

“Tom.”

He scooped her up and set her on the sleeping bag. She lay on her back, legs spread and knees bent, looking like she could think of nothing but having him inside her.

After he finished undressing, he scrambled for his toiletry case on the desk. He kept condoms in there, even if they were rarely needed, because he always wanted to be prepared. He rolled one on.

“You ready?” he asked, pumping his fingers inside her. She was so slick for him.

“What does it feel like?” There was less sass in her voice now, but still.

He thrust his cock inside her, as deep as he could. 

She parted her lips, looking shocked at how good it was. But to be sure, he whispered in her ear, “How’s that?”

She simply nodded. Kept nodding until he pulled out and pushed into her again. 

He kissed her lips, not only so she wouldn’t make too much noise, but because he was desperate for all he could have of her.

He shifted his mouth to her breast and cupped her ass with his hand, molding her against him. Amazed at how well they fit together. Then he was back to kissing her lips, wishing he could have his mouth on multiple places at once. She turned her head away as she clenched around him, and he continued pumping furiously into her until his own orgasm took him by surprise. He barely managed to bite back his cry.

He pulled out a moment later and held her from behind, breathing heavily against her shoulder. Perhaps he ought to be worrying about whether people had heard them, or wondering what had come over him and what this meant.

But he couldn’t focus on any of that. He could only focus on Julie, in his arms.

“You good?” he asked. “After...”

“After you fucked my brains out?”

Because he thought it would make her smile, he repeated her words. “Yeah, after I fucked your brains out.”

She did chuckle, which was lovely.

“You didn’t think I had it in me, did you?” he said.

“No, I really didn’t. Until this afternoon.” She wiggled her ass back against him. “You know, it isn’t very comfortable on the floor. You want to share the bed with me tonight?”
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Chapter 8
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When Julie awoke, Tom was sitting at her desk, and he was already dressed. Pants, sweater, collared shirt, tie. She felt a rush of affection at the sight of his tie. 

Geez, what was wrong with her?

She squeezed her thighs together as she remembered what he’d been like last night, underneath all those proper clothes.

Was he like that in bed with every woman? Or was she special?

And why did that even matter?

She’d had a reasonable amount of sex over the years when she was single. It didn’t mean she wanted a relationship with the guy. She simply enjoyed sex.

But this did not feel simple.

What did it mean to him? And did he regret it?

He hadn’t noticed she was awake, so she took a moment to examine him. It looked like he was sewing—what could he possibly be sewing? 

She just wanted to kiss him again. She might have thought his lips were a little thin when they first met, but now she thought they were perfect.

“Good morning,” he said, turning toward her.

He seemed like Regular Tom, not the guy who’d kissed her everywhere last night.

For a moment, she wondered if it had been a dream, but then he came over and sat on the side of the bed. He rested his hand on her shoulder, and it was like...her body remembered him.

“Did you sleep well?” she asked. 

He smiled. “Yes. Even if you kicked me once.”

“Did not!” she said, even though she probably had. But it was instinct to contradict him.

Except now when she contradicted him, he rubbed his thumb over her skin.

“I don’t regret anything,” she said. “Just to be clear. We slept together. No big deal.”

He merely nodded before returning to the desk. 

“What are you sewing?” she asked.

He tied a knot, then held up her koala hat. “I noticed one of the ears was falling off, so I fixed it.”

“You just happened to have a sewing kit in your suitcase?”

“Of course. I always bring it for overnight trips.”

Her heart melted a little. It was so like Tom. “Thank you.”

Finished with her hat, he started folding up his dirty clothes from last night. 

He wore briefs. She knew that much now. She was used to sleeping with men who wore boxers, or perhaps boxer briefs, but it seemed right that he wore briefs. It matched his ties, somehow. 

What if he wore just underwear and a tie?

She suppressed a giggle.

“What’s so funny?” he asked.

“You fold your dirty clothes.”

He put them in a bag with a drawstring, which he placed in his suitcase. “It’s a more efficient use of space.”

“But you have lots of room in your suitcase. It’s not necessary.”

“Habit.”

She found so many things endearing about him. She recalled how he’d whipped out that stain remover pen at the restaurant; she now found that cute, too.

It was truly ridiculous.

She could not be with Tom.

Sure, the sex had been great. Sure, he didn’t have sex the way he did everything else in life...but that was the problem. His lifestyle was incompatible with hers. He’d probably try to organize her life, and she’d chafe at his attempts. He might try to change her in the same way her parents did. 

He’d likely imagined being with a woman who was an accountant or engineer or similar. Something more respectable. He’d never said that, but it was easy to picture him bringing a mild-mannered accountant home to meet his parents.

Not someone like her.

But last night...

They were just having a little fun while they were on vacation. That was how she’d think of it. Maybe they’d sleep together tonight, but once they got back to Toronto, she’d probably never see him again.

She tried to ignore the hard lump in her stomach.

* * *
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Tom thought Julie seemed less spirited today, even if she’d assured him she had no regrets. Her parents had left to go Boxing Day shopping by the time they’d made it downstairs, so they’d spent the morning cleaning up the kitchen and playing mahjong with Mike and Charlotte, who’d since gone out for a walk.

He should enjoy it. Julie wasn’t giving him a hard time like she usually did.

But he was rather perturbed.

So he was relieved at what happened when they prepared lunch, even though it offended every cell in his body.

Julie toasted two slices of bread, then covered them with a thick layer of warm mashed potato while he looked on, horrified.

“What on earth are you doing?” he asked when he had recovered his speech.

“It’s a mashed potato sandwich,” she said. “Can’t you see that?”

Well, yes, but...

“It seems wrong,” he said. “You’re filling carbs with more carbs.”

“So?”

“Do you put anything else on this sandwich?”

“Yep.”

That was good news. If she added leftover chicken, it would improve the respectability of this sandwich. It would be thick and difficult to eat, but he could sort of understand such a sandwich.

Sort of.

Julie knocked her hip against his. “Now this is what really makes the sandwich.”

She was smiling now, and it was nice to see her smile again, though it also worried him. She seemed a little too pleased.

She opened the fridge and pulled out the second worst thing he could imagine.

Ketchup.

The worst, of course, being mayonnaise.

It wasn’t that Tom hated all condiments. He just didn’t like many typical North American condiments—ketchup, mayonnaise, and relish were atrocities. Mustard was acceptable.

His mouth fell open as she squeezed a generous amount of ketchup on the sandwich. Probably more ketchup than Tom had eaten in his entire life.

Then she took a big bite of her sandwich. “Mmm.”

All sorts of complicated feelings were swirling inside him. Horror, first of all. He’d slept with a woman who ate mashed potato and ketchup sandwiches. How had this happened?

Then, there was lust.

His gaze was intensely focused on her mouth. When she got a bit of mashed potato on her lips, her tongue darted out to lick it. 

What if she put her tongue on his cock—

No! What was wrong with him? He was in his fake girlfriend’s parents’ house, and he was thinking of her dropping to her knees and sucking him off. Her family could return at any second.

The final thing he was feeling was affection. Because it was so much like Julie—who thought nothing of wearing a koala hat paired with reindeer mittens—to enjoy a sandwich that was simply carbs and ketchup.

“Want a taste?” Julie held up the half-eaten sandwich. 

“Uh, no. I think I’ll pass.”

“Come on. I’ll give you a blowjob.”

Could she read his mind? Surely not. 

But now he had to make a truly terrible decision. On one side: mashed potato and ketchup sandwich plus blowjob. On the other side: nothing.

He started pro and con lists in his head, then stopped himself.

The only correct answer was to get her into bed some other way. She’d enjoyed it when he took off his tie yesterday. Maybe he could also...

Well, what did she find attractive about him? He wasn’t entirely sure.

“I’ll pass, thank you,” he said. “Not my thing.”

“That’s why I want you to eat it.” She wiggled the sandwich in front of his face, and some mashed potato fell onto her plate. She swiped the misbehaving mashed potato up with her finger and slid it into her mouth, and now he was really thinking about that blowjob. “Aren’t you curious?”

“Not really.”

“This isn’t the only weird thing I eat. I also enjoy everything bagels with peanut butter and cheddar cheese. Would you rather have a bagel with both peanut butter and cheddar, or a mashed potato and ketchup sandwich?”

“The former, I guess. Why are you only giving me terrible choices?” 

She had another bite of her appalling sandwich. “Okay. When I eat my special bagels in your presence, I’ll be sure to give you a taste.”

Her eyebrows lifted. Had she surprised herself with her words?

She was talking as though they’d be together for a while, but they were supposed to leave Ashton Corners in twenty-four hours.

He was disappointed there was only one more night of their lie, truth be told. In fact, his head was such a mess that he grabbed her mashed potato sandwich and had a bite because for some reason, this seemed like the right thing to do. He was definitely losing it.

The sandwich was as bad as he’d expected. 

No, it was even worse. He’d forgotten just how horrible ketchup was, and he gagged.

Julie laughed. “How about pickles and Nutella? Would that be better?”

He nearly gagged again. “Stop asking me such terrible questions.”

“I tried it once. A friend likes that combination, but it wasn’t for me.”

“That’s a relief.”

He felt like they were back to their usual selves now, and that, too, was a relief. She was pissing him off, laughing and smiling more than she had earlier. It was disturbing to have that mashed potato and ketchup sandwich to thank for anything, but there it was.

It was also disturbing how cute he found it when she popped the last bite in her mouth and licked her finger.

Do I have feelings for Julie?

No, it wasn’t possible. She was just his fake girlfriend.

He came up behind her and kissed the side of her neck. Because he was her pretend boyfriend, no other reason. She giggled and pressed herself back against him, and fuck, he was thinking about having sex in the kitchen. 

Tom had never had sex in a kitchen before. Bedrooms were for sex. Not kitchens.

But with Julie, somehow, everything was different.

He pushed that out of his mind by making himself a very sensible chicken sandwich.
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Chapter 9
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How was Christmas with Tom?

Julie looked at the text from Bridget and sighed. She couldn’t avoid her roommate forever. Bridget had already sent her three texts that she hadn’t answered.

You’re falling in love with him, aren’t you? Bridget asked a moment later.

Annoying matchmaker roommates.

No, but we slept together, Julie replied.

Unfortunately, that would fuel whatever “feelings” Bridget had about Julie and Tom being together. But Bridget was Julie’s best friend, and she felt the need to tell someone.

Plus, she couldn’t help smiling as she imagined Bridget’s reaction.

She wasn’t surprised when her phone rang a moment later. She accepted the call and excused herself from the living room, where she, Tom, Charlotte, and Mike had been watching TV and eating the remains of the gingerbread houses.

“Hi, Bridget. Why are you calling?” Julie asked innocently as she hopped up the stairs.

“Don’t try that with me. You know exactly why I’m calling. You slept with Tom! See, I knew you’d be perfect for each other.”

Julie shut the door to her room and flopped back on the bed. The bed that she and Tom had shared last night. 

Then she looked down at the floor. At the sleeping bag. 

They’d had sex there.

Every time she thought about it, desire curled through her body. She wanted to do it again. She wanted Tom, the proper pharmacist her parents loved, whom she’d offended with her mashed potato sandwich...she wanted him on the floor, taking her from behind...

“Julie?” Bridget said.

“We’re all wrong for each other, but the sex was good, yes.”

“I think that means—”

“No, it does not mean anything.” Julie didn’t tell Bridget about some of the things she’d been thinking this morning. She’d insist it was sex, nothing else.

“If you thought he was such an uptight pain-in-the-ass—”

“I never said that.”

“—then why did you sleep with him?”

“Because he kissed me while we were making snow angels, and it was like something in him snapped. He was really passionate. So, I figured the sex would be good, and it was.”

And now I like that he folds his underwear and has a sewing kit in his suitcase.

But if she said that, Bridget would keep bringing it up, and Julie was certain her feelings for Tom would go away once she was back in Toronto.

“Are you going to do it again?” Bridget asked.

“I promised him a blowjob if he tried my mashed potato sandwich, and he did, so—”

“That’s such a weird sentence.”

Julie laughed. “I know. Anyway, we’ll probably do it again tonight, no big deal.”

“Julie.” Bridget sounded far too amused. “I really think you and Tom—”

“No,” Julie snapped. “Stop saying we belong together.”

“But you—” 

Julie hung up. 

She stared at the phone in her hand. She’d actually hung up on Bridget. They got on each other’s nerves all the time, but it was never a big deal.

Why had she gotten so angry that she’d ended the call?

She scrubbed a hand over her face and shook her head. She’d calm down a bit and send Bridget a text. 

For now, it was time to eat more of her competition-winning gingerbread house. 

* * *
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Julie was in the living room, stuffing gumdrops into her mouth, when her mother poked her head in. 

“Can you help me with dinner?” Mom asked.

“I can help, too,” Tom said, standing up.

“No, no. You are a guest. Julie.”

Julie headed to the kitchen. “What do you need me to do?”

“I made stock with the chicken bones from last night. You will cut up bok choy for soup, okay? We will add wontons, too. They’re in the freezer downstairs. Also, you can start the rice cooker.”

Julie nodded and got to work. They were silent for a few minutes.

“I really like Tom,” Mom said, quietly enough that nobody would be able to hear from the living room. “I think he is good for you.”

Julie rolled her eyes. “You just like him because he’s a pharmacist. And he’s Chinese.”

“Well, I think he will understand you and your family better than someone who is not Chinese, that’s all. And I like his career, I will not lie.”

But I don’t like yours.

Mom didn’t say the words, but Julie heard them all the same.

“Why did you roll your eyes?” Mom demanded. “I like your boyfriend. Is this not good?”

This was the approval Julie had sought. Still, it rankled.

“You’re shallow sometimes,” Julie said. “You care about appearances.”

Mom gave her a look. “It’s not just that. He will be able to provide for you.”

Because I don’t trust you to provide for yourself.

“Mom—”

“He has been a good guest all weekend. He brought us those cookies and wine, yes? It was the best wine I have ever tasted.”

“Uh-huh.” Julie was pretty sure her mom did not have a refined palate when it came to wine. Red wine was red wine to her.

“And he can bake, and you did so well on the gingerbread house together.”

“Will you make all my boyfriends construct gingerbread houses now? As a sort of test?”

Mom gave her another look, then got something out of the fridge. “You are thirty, and he is a keeper—isn’t that what you would say? I don’t think you should have another boyfriend.”

For a split second, Julie imagined bringing Tom home again next Christmas. Maybe competing in another baking competition with him. Skating at the rink, hand in hand.

No.

She and Tom were not together. They would have their fake break-up soon. Sometime before Chinese New Year so Mom and Dad wouldn’t expect to see him then.

She felt a pang at the thought.

It made sense. For once, her mother approved of something she did. It would be sad to go back to being the daughter who didn’t meet expectations in so many ways.

Except that wasn’t really it. 

It would be sad not to bug Tom by talking about Nutella and pickles, not to have him kiss her with a passion he kept hidden from the rest of the world.

But those were no big deal. Really, they weren’t. 

She couldn’t see how Tom would want a relationship with her, and that shouldn’t bother her at all. She’d decided he was unsuitable practically from the moment she set eyes on him.

“Tom is much better than Chicken Face.”

Julie looked up from the bok choy. “Who’s Chicken Face?” 

Her mother actually looked a touch embarrassed. “It’s what I called your last boyfriend. The one you brought home for Christmas two years ago.”

That wasn’t actually her last boyfriend, but Julie didn’t share everything with her mom.

“Joe,” Julie said.

Mom waved this away. “Joe, John, Jordan. I could never remember his name, so we called him Chicken Face.”

Julie suppressed a laugh and did not ask why.

“First of all,” Mom said, “Chicken Face was in landscaping.”

“Which isn’t as prestigious as pharmacy, I know.” Julie sighed.

“Wah, it was not only that! He was not as kind and polite as Tom. And you have seemed very happy on the phone for the past month.”

Because Julie had enjoyed lying to her parents. How messed up was that? 

“Whenever you are in a room together,” Mom said, “he is focused on you, and he looks at you like...” She fanned herself.

“Mom!”

But Julie couldn’t put together any words after that.

What exactly was her mom seeing? Why did it make Julie’s heart flutter?

“Also, he got you a nice gift,” Mom said. “Chicken Face—” 

“Please stop calling him that.”

“But I have already forgotten his name.”

“Joe.”

“Joe got you a box of chocolates. Very generic gift. Not appropriate for a girlfriend. Though it was better than the toothbrush from Christopher.”

“How do you know Joe didn’t give me something else when we were alone?”

“Well, did he?”

“No,” Julie sulked.

“I didn’t ask how much money Tom spent on that yarn. I would probably not approve. It’s yarn. Can’t you buy yarn at the dollar store? But you looked happy with it and I know you knit. It’s nice he’s spending money on you. I’m sure he’s mostly smart with his finances, so this is okay. He’s treating you well, yes?”

Julie set down the knife. She’d known her parents didn’t only care about her getting a good job and also having a boyfriend with a good job.

Still, it was easy to forget sometimes.

“Chicken Face was not so attentive,” Mom said. “I notice these things.”

It was true. “Chicken Face”—Julie was going to have a hard time getting that out of her head—hadn’t been worthy of Julie’s affections.

Tom, however, would make a good husband for some accountant or engineer one day. He was attentive and thoughtful.

Julie felt a rush of guilt. She’d been lying to her family. Talking about her “boyfriend” over the phone was one thing, but he’d spent the holidays with them. Her mother adored him.

Her mother would be heartbroken when it was over.

“I’m going to get the wontons,” Julie mumbled. She hurried down the stairs to the basement and took a moment to compose herself before opening the freezer.

This was spinning out of control. She was making snow angels with Tom and trading mashed potato sandwiches for blowjobs.

And letting everyone treat him like part of their family.

It wasn’t an innocent little lie anymore.

But she’d come this far; she wouldn’t tell the truth now. And when they “broke up” in a few weeks, she’d tell her parents she’d ended it; she couldn’t bear to say Tom had dumped her. If her mother called her foolish in every phone conversation for the next six months, well, Julie would deserve it.

She swiped at the tears threatening to fall from her eyes, then grabbed some wontons and headed upstairs.

“Hey.” Tom met her at the top of the stairs and placed his hand on her shoulder. “Is something wrong?”

“Why would you think anything’s wrong?”

“Your footsteps sounded angry.”

“You’ve spent forty-eight hours with me and now you think you can read my moods based on the sound of my footsteps?”

He raked a hand through his hair. “Well, no. But I thought I’d check, just in case.”

She sighed. She shouldn’t be upset with him. He’d done nothing wrong.

Like the straight-A student she was sure he’d been, he’d get good marks for his performance as her boyfriend today. But it was all an act, aside from his attraction to her. That was the one thing she had. She couldn’t imagine he was faking that part. 

She pulled him into the front room, where no one else would hear them.

“I feel guilty for fooling my family,” she said. “My mom loves you.”

“Isn’t that what you wanted?”

“Yes, but it’ll hurt when I tell her that we broke up.”

The corner of his mouth quirked up. “You can say I did something horrible. I’m not sure what, but you have a better imagination than I do. I’m sure you can figure it out.”

But she’d already decided to take the fall for the end of their “relationship.”

Oh, God.

Bringing a pretend boyfriend home for Christmas was not supposed to be this confusing. 

She’d always been the sister who got herself in trouble. Never that much trouble, really, but she was the one who’d come up with crazy schemes and break curfew. Not Charlotte.

It was just who she was.

“This was a mistake,” she said. “I’m sorry I dragged you into it.”

She could have sworn she felt him stiffen.

“It’s okay,” he said, running his hand through her hair as she burrowed against him. “Mistakes happen.”

“I doubt you ever make mistakes.”

“I got ninety-eight percent on a math test once.”

She looked up at him. He was laughing, the bastard.

He’d probably gotten below ninety-five on a test but wouldn’t admit to it.

“I also gave myself food poisoning,” he said. “I undercooked my chicken.”

She snickered. “If it were me, it would have happened when I was cooking dinner for my entire extended family.”

“I did have to miss an exam because I was violently ill.”

She snickered at that, too, and he shot her a look.

“And I bet you’ve been very, very careful ever since,” she said. “You bought yourself an instant-read thermometer, printed out a list of safe temperatures for different types of meat, and put it on your fridge.”

She did like this man. More than she would have thought possible.

And she loved teasing him and getting under his skin.

She was still feeling a bit of guilt—and all sorts of other complicated things—but it was better now, with him. 

When they returned to Toronto, Tom wouldn’t be part of her life anymore, but for now, she’d enjoy it. She wouldn’t let her thoughts intrude.

She tilted her head up and pressed her lips to his.

This kiss, it wasn’t because she’d made him snap. It was different. Gentle. 

Yet it still made her press her thighs together and want to be naked with him once more.

* * *
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After dinner, they all hung out in the living room and had a conversation about...something or other. Julie had stopped paying attention several minutes ago because she was looking out the window.

Snow was falling slowly in large flakes. Under the streetlights, it looked almost magical.

“You okay?” Tom murmured, wrapping his arm around her shoulders.

“Yeah. Just looking at the snow.”

It had snowed the night she’d met Tom. She remembered that now—it might have been first snow of the year. She hadn’t thought it was romantic then.

But now...

“You want to go for a walk?” Tom asked.
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Chapter 10
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Tom Yeung wasn’t very good at living in the moment. He was always thinking ahead, planning something, going over his to-do list. 

If he told Julie that, she’d probably make fun of him, but in a fond way.

She was better at living in the moment than he was.

Wearing her red jacket and koala hat, she spun in the snow under the streetlight. There was no purpose in doing such a thing, except because she wanted to.

“Julie,” he said suddenly. “Do you like your life as it is right now?”

She stopped spinning, which was a pity.

“It’s pretty good,” she said. “There’s time to relax and do the things I want. It’s hardly a life of luxury, but yes.”

“Would you want to make jewelry full-time?”

She considered this for a moment. “I don’t think so. That would put too much pressure on me to produce at a particular rate. To make pieces that would sell the best, rather than what I want.”

It was very different from how he’d ever imagined living, but he couldn’t picture her doing something similar to what he did. She wouldn’t like it, and he didn’t want that for her.

No, despite her parents’ expectations, she’d created the sort of life that worked for who she was, and there was nothing wrong with that.

He wasn’t like Julie, and he wouldn’t try to change who he was, but maybe, for tonight, he could try to focus on the present. On the falling snow and the woman at his side.

He wouldn’t think about how this was their last night here.

Being in Ashton Corners was like being in a different world. He’d never spent time in a small town like this. It was so quiet, unlike the city. Yet the weekend had contained a level of messiness and chaos that wasn’t part of his life in Toronto.

He took her mittened hand in his and led her down the street, not knowing where it went and feeling strangely okay with that.

They walked in silence for a few minutes, and then Julie stopped and looked out at the snowy streets.

“I’m trying to figure out how to capture this feeling,” she said. “That probably sounds ridiculous to you.”

“No, it doesn’t.” Though he wouldn’t have the foggiest idea where to start. “For your jewelry?”

“Perhaps. It’s serene, and yet I feel...alive.”

He was fascinated by how her mind worked. By how she’d come up with that brilliant gingerbread house design in such a short period of time. He’d just looked up recipes online and produced an overly-detailed schedule—that wasn’t the same.

Once again, they ended up at the school, though he supposed there weren’t many places to go in a town this small.

“Let’s make another attempt at snow angels,” she said. “Ones that actually look like angels, not like two people rolled around in the snow together.”

This time, he lay back in the snow without being pushed. He moved his arms and legs as he looked up at the falling snow and stuck out his tongue.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Making a snow angel.”

“And...?”

“Tasting snowflakes,” he muttered.

She didn’t tease him about that.

“Tastier than mashed potato and ketchup sandwiches,” he said.

She laughed, her laughter the only sound in the quiet night, and he was entirely too pleased with himself for making her laugh.

Being here with her was intimate, even though they weren’t touching, but he couldn’t explain why.

But dammit, he was tired of being apart from her, and they had tonight, if nothing else. 

He rolled on top of her.

“I think you just ruined your snow angel,” she said.

“Screw my snow angel.”

He felt like they’d switched roles in their relationship.

Fake relationship.

Whatever.

She laughed again, and he kissed her cheek, which was very cold.

“I think we need to get you inside,” he said.

“You just want to have sex with me.”

“I don’t just want to have sex with you, though you do owe me a blowjob. I mean, if you want to do that. If you’ve changed your mind, it’s okay.”

“I haven’t changed my mind,” she said. “We could have sex out here. Nobody’s around.”

“I think having sex outside in the winter is a step too far for me.”

Suddenly, the image of her tongue getting stuck on his dick—like a child licking a metal pole—popped into his mind. It was nonsense, of course. 

His dick might be as hard as a metal pole, but it wasn’t nearly that cold. 

He shifted on top of her, bringing his cock against her thighs.

“Tom,” she moaned.

“Let’s go home,” he said. “And by ‘home,’ I mean your parents’ house. Where there are four other people.”

As nice as the falling snow was, there were other things he’d rather be doing.

* * *
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This time, Julie was the one who pressed Tom against the wall and kissed him, only stopping to pull his sweater over his head. Then she went right back to kissing as she started unknotting his tie.

It was paisley, and it was hideous.

But she kind of liked it anyway, and now, she got to take it off. That was the best part. Stripping him down.

Once his shirt was undone, she ran her hands over his chest, reveling in the catch of his breath, the way he wasn’t fully in control, the way he removed her clothes with desperation.

It didn’t take long for them to get naked.

She pushed him down so he was sitting on the bed, and then she knelt in front of him.

As soon as her lips encased the tip of his cock, he tilted his head back, and his expression was one of agonized pleasure. She removed her mouth with a soft pop and pumped him up and down as she licked his shaft.

He sifted his hand through her hair as she sucked him, and she threw herself into the task of making him feel good, squirming with need at the same time.

This may be the only time you get to do this...

She pumped him harder and took him as deep as she could, wanting his groans to make her forget what the two of them were to each other.

His hand tightened in her hair.

She moved her mouth faster and faster. 

“Julie...”

He pulled her off his cock and positioned her on the floor, on her hands and knees. She heard him opening a condom packet, and then he slipped two fingers into her.

Yes, she was wet, so wet for him.

He withdrew only to thrust his cock deep inside her, and she pressed her face into the sleeping bag.

She’d wanted this, and it was as good as she’d imagined.

He pushed into her, again and again, yet as wonderful as he made her feel, she couldn’t quite forget.

This might be all we have.

And she wanted to cry out in pleasure, in anguish, because this could be the last time she felt him inside her, but she had to be quiet, much as it pained her.

He pressed his chest against her back and kissed the side of her neck. She collapsed onto her stomach, and still he kept fucking her. When he stopped moving, she almost moaned her disapproval, but then he flipped them over; she was on top of him and they were both on their backs. 

He began to pump into her from below. He massaged her breast, running his thumb over the hardened peak of her nipple.

“God, you feel amazing,” he murmured. “So amazing.”

He planted kisses on the back of her neck before moving his hand between her legs, circling her clit in time with his thrusts, and she came with a strangled whisper, the soles of her feet tingling. 

“Can you do that again for me?” he asked.

Yes, for him, she was pretty sure she could.

His thrusts became harder and deeper, and it was too much, too much, but just right at the same time...

She covered her mouth to muffle her scream.

* * *
[image: image]


Once they were in their pajamas, Julie climbed into bed, shifted over to the wall, and tapped the space next to her. Tom lay down with a smile and wrapped his arms around her.

She felt utterly spent, but she had a soft after-sex glow, and lying here with him was just what she needed.

“Once we’re back in Toronto,” he said, “I don’t have to pretend anymore, right?”

That after-sex glow receded.

“That’s right,” she said. 

“So, I guess this is our last night.”

She turned to face the wall so he could hold her from behind, and also so he couldn’t see how her foolish eyes were filling with tears.

He hadn’t said anything about wanting to see her again. 

And why would he?

He’d agreed to a weekend with her, that was it. She’d never thought she was his type, no matter what Bridget said. 

He also didn’t seem like the type to have sex with a woman he wasn’t dating, but perhaps fake dating was enough for him, and he could see this as a little break from the rest of his life. 

Then he could go back to counting his silverware or ties or whatever he did in the evenings. She couldn’t see how she’d fit into his world.

She felt silly for being affected by this. A part of her yearned for him to say, Let’s stop pretending. Let’s make this real.

She wasn’t in love with him, but she could be in time. She knew that now. 

How damn pathetic. He wasn’t the kind of guy she wanted for herself, right? It was just her parents getting in her head; her heart was trying to follow her parents’ wishes.

Except that wasn’t like her. She’d been proud of the fact that she did what she wanted.

But then she’d spun stories about Tom for a month, just to make her parents happy.

Not that sorting out her feelings mattered. Tomorrow, they’d be going back to their real lives, and so she’d build fences around her stupid, stupid heart. 

She shut her eyes and envisioned those fences.

“You okay?” Tom murmured.

“Yeah, I’m fine.”

She rolled over to face him again. Instead of thinking about all these feelings, she’d get lost in his body. Enjoy it as sex, nothing more. 

She slipped her hand under the hem of his plaid pajama shirt so she could touch his skin. Soft and warm; he’d been like a furnace last night when she’d fallen asleep in his arms, and that had certainly been nice in the cold weather. 

When she grasped his hardening length, he shoved down her pajama pants and slid his finger through her wetness. 

She would miss his clever fingers.

But no reason to be sad; there would be other men who’d make her feel just as good. 

Liar.

She drowned out the thoughts by moving her hand up and down his shaft.

“Should we move to the chair?” he asked. “Or the desk?”

“Why, Tom Yeung, you surprise me.”

He’d certainly surprised her a lot this weekend, that was for sure, but she wouldn’t let this go any further than it already had. 

Just one more round of sex...
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Chapter 11
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As it turned out, there wasn’t just one more round of sex.

No, there was another the next morning, too. 

As Julie packed up her suitcase, she tried to be upbeat. It had been good to be back in Ashton Corners, but in Toronto, she’d get to see Bridget. Go out for sushi and falafels and other things you couldn’t get in Ashton Corners.

Tacos, too.

Ugh, would tacos always be linked with Tom in her mind?

He was currently folding his pajamas and setting them neatly in his suitcase. 

She’d normally fold her pajamas, but she didn’t today, feeling like being contrary. Maybe wanting to annoy him.

Though he didn’t seem to notice.

Tom finished with his suitcase, then put on the tie he’d draped over the back of the chair. This one was plain gray and disconcertingly boring.

“You ready?” he asked.

She shook her head. “Your tie’s crooked.”

“No, it’s not.”

But when she walked over and undid his tie, he didn’t object. She carefully knotted it again, her fingers lingering on his chest and feeling the thump thump of his heart.

She swallowed. She would miss touching him.

When she finished the knot, she stepped back.

“Perfect,” she said.

It wasn’t perfect. It wasn’t bad, but the knot had been better when he’d done it. She knew that, and she was positive he knew it, too, but he didn’t say anything.

They spent the rest of the morning hanging out with her family, and Julie felt more sorrow than she usually did before leaving Ashton Corners.

For lunch, they had the last of the leftovers from Christmas Day and a green salad.

“Christmas is over and we need to be healthy now, yes?” Mom said as she served Julie a generous helping of salad.

But when they moved on to dessert, she put lots of cookies on Julie’s plate. 

“Julie, when is your next shift?” Dad asked.

“Tomorrow.” She picked up a shortbread cookie. “Six to midnight, I think?”

“Wah, I don’t like you working so late,” Mom said. 

Usually, the criticism of Julie’s job would have started earlier in her visit, but thanks to Tom’s presence, her parents had had other things to think about at Christmas. 

“I don’t mind working late,” Julie said. “I’m almost always up past midnight anyway, and it’s not as though I’ve ever liked mornings.”

“But you’re thirty now,” Mom said, “and you have a nice boyfriend. It’s time to grow up. Don’t you want to be...”

Don’t you want to be good enough for him? 

Mom wouldn’t be so crass as to say those words in front of everyone, but Julie knew what her mother was thinking.

“There are lots of things you could do,” Dad said. “You could be a financial planner, like Mike.”

“Just shoot me now,” Julie muttered. “No offense, Mike.”

“None taken,” Mike said.

“Maybe you could be a teacher,” Mom said. “You have a degree, so just one year of teacher’s college, yes? It will not make you rich, but it’s a stable job with a pension, and you will have summers off. Useful if you have kids—”

“Mom!” Julie said.

“It’s not like we demanded you be a doctor,” Mom continued. “We were very flexible.”

Someone cleared their throat. It took Julie a moment to figure out who.

Tom.

Oh, gosh, what was he going to say?

* * *
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“Julie does not need to change who she is.” 

Tom understood how annoying it would be if her parents did this every time she saw them. It wasn’t like they were mean. It was clear they only had the best of intentions, but...

No, he couldn’t take this anymore.

This was the woman he cared for, very much, and he hadn’t realized just how much until now. He didn’t want this to be over. He wanted to continue seeing Julie when they returned to Toronto.

Spur-of-the-moment decisions weren’t his thing, but he didn’t need to make pro and con lists to know he wanted to be with Julie. He’d never imagined having a long-term relationship with a woman who’d wear a koala hat, but all those vague, pre-conceived notions he’d had? They’d been thrown out the window.

It was fucking terrifying.

Still, he had no doubt he wanted her, and he wanted her as she was. 

“I know this isn’t the life you imagined for her,” he said. “My parents also wanted me to have a stable, comfortable career. But people don’t work at the same job for thirty years the way they used to. Life is unstable.”

He hated that, but it was true.

“Yes,” Charlotte piped up. “I know you approve of my job, but it’s the exact opposite of recession-proof. When there’s a recession, people aren’t doing mineral exploration. It’s very boom-bust. You can’t guarantee anything these days.”

Tom took Julie’s hand. “I support Julie in whatever she wants to do.”

It was against what he’d been taught, against his instinct, to speak back to someone’s parents, but he had to do it. A part of him wanted to mention that Julie had gotten a fake boyfriend for the holidays because she’d become so exasperated with their criticism. 

Fake. Pretend.

It made him cringe now. 

He wished this was real, with such an intensity that he wondered if he’d ever really been in love before. He wanted to tell her exactly how he felt, but not in front of her parents. 

Bonnie and Albert turned to each other.

“Ah, good, good,” Albert said. “You really do love her.”

Bonnie gave her husband a strange look. “I’m still not sure about this. I think it would be better if Julie was a teacher. Maybe an occupational therapist. But I’m pleased you will accept my daughter no matter what.”

Tom smiled at Julie. 

But she looked utterly broken.

* * *
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Julie couldn’t stand it any longer. 

She’d been lying to her family. She’d let them think Tom was important to her. Her parents liked Tom because he was exactly what they wanted for a son-in-law, and now they also liked him because he’d stood up for her?

She was the underachieving youngest daughter, and now she’d done it once more. She’d lied about her love life. Her parents would never see Tom again, and that would not make them happy.

It would not make her happy, either.

This had spun out of control, but the very least she could do was tell the truth. Sure, she was frustrated with her parents’ expectations, but they were good people. They didn’t deserve this.

She shoved her plate away. “Tom isn’t my boyfriend. I just asked him to pretend to be my boyfriend for the holidays so you’d think I was less of a failure.”

And then she bolted.
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“Aiyah! What is Julie talking about?” Bonnie asked. “This is not making any sense. A pretend boyfriend?”

“I suspected it, you know,” Charlotte said. “When I went to Julie’s room to look for something, there was a sleeping bag on the floor. Maybe that was just because it’s hard to share a twin bed, but...”

Tom should say something. Everyone was looking at him.

But Julie’s words had rendered him speechless. He’d never expected her to reveal the truth. Plus, the distress he felt at hearing her emphasize that their relationship was fake—it was overwhelming.

“Wah, tell me my daughter is lying!” Bonnie said.

Tom shook his head. “No. It’s exactly as Julie said. She asked me to pretend to be her boyfriend for the holidays.”

“But she has been telling us about you since November,” Albert said.

Tom nodded. “After we went on a date.”

“So you are dating?”

“No, her roommate set us up, and the date was a disaster, but I guess she talked to you on the phone and...” He stood up. “I should go to her.”

“I’ll go,” Charlotte said. “It’s not like you’re her real boyfriend.”

He flinched. “No, I’ll go.”

The look he gave Charlotte seemed to convince her.

He left the room.

Behind him, he heard Charlotte say to her parents, “You really do bug Julie about her career a lot. I’m not surprised she couldn’t take it anymore.”

Tom ran up the stairs and flung open the door to the room where he’d stayed for the past three nights.

Julie was looking out the window, sniffling.

* * *
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A solid pair of arms wrapped around her from behind. At first, Julie relaxed into them, but then she stiffened.

“You don’t need to do that,” she said, her voice monotone. “Nobody’s around, and they know you’re not my boyfriend.”

“But I want to hold you.”

Last night, she’d vowed to protect herself when she’d realized she was falling in love, but then she’d let down those fences, just for a moment. He’d stuck up for her, and now he was here...

That didn’t mean anything. It was just Tom being Tom.

He was much more than she could have imagined when they first met.

There was some yelling downstairs. Charlotte’s voice, then her mother’s, but Julie couldn’t make out the words. She should go down and make everything right, but also be clear that if her parents kept pestering her about how she lived her life, she was going to talk to them less often. 

God, this was a mess.

She freed herself from Tom’s embrace and started toward the bedroom door, but he stopped her with a hand on her shoulder.

“I have something to tell you. Five minutes. Please.”

The pleading note in his voice made her pause. She’d never heard him talk like this before.

“Okay,” she said.

He sat down on the bed. She sat next to him, and he took her hands in his.

“I don’t want this to be fake,” he said. “I want to be with you for real. When we go back to Toronto, I’d like to keep seeing you.”

She hadn’t let herself hope, but now he was saying the words she’d longed to hear.

However...

“We’re so different,” she said. “How will it work?”

“Just the way it worked this weekend.”

“We’re going to make gingerbread houses, drink eggnog, and fuck on the floor?”

“If you want. Though a softer surface could be nice.”

She laughed, even though it didn’t seem at all like the moment to do so.

“When we met,” he said, “we both quickly decided the other person was the opposite of what we wanted.”

“You like ties, but not mayo. It was disturbing. And you called my life ‘chaotic.’”

“My standards for chaos are very low, but as I’ve discovered this weekend, I like a bit of chaos. I had no idea what this weekend would bring, which freaked me out even as I wanted to do something to celebrate Christmas. But I enjoyed myself a lot, even my failures at making snow angels. Because I was with you.”

“The holidays are like a break from reality. Are you really going to feel this way when you head back to your regular life?”

“Julie, if you don’t want me, just say so. It’s okay.”

From his tone, though, it sounded like he’d be crestfallen if she rejected him. 

But he would thank her parents for their hospitality and drive everyone back to Toronto without a complaint.

She’d judged him based on his clothes and his stain remover pen and the food he wanted to order at the restaurant, but he was so much more. And she’d come to love the things she’d once hated.

“I do want you.” Her voice was unsteady. “Last night, I realized I was falling for you.”

He tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “But you were horrified you could feel that way about someone who wore paisley ties?”

“No. Well, maybe a little. But you hadn’t said anything, and I was convinced I wasn’t the kind of woman you’d want for more than a few nights. Though now I wonder...”

“I meant what I said downstairs. You don’t need to change. I wouldn’t rather date another pharmacist, if that’s what you’re imagining.”

“I hardly even know who I am. I feel like you’re supposed to have this stuff figured out by the time you’re thirty, but I don’t. I tried working in an office a few years ago, but it wasn’t for me. Waitressing is better, though I may well be doing something else in five years, even if I have no dream job I’m working toward. I’m just living my life as it comes.”

“And enjoying it. I like the Julie Tam I know, very much, and I want this to be real. If you’ll have me.”

Her stomach was swooping in an unfamiliar way. 

He meant it. No matter how many “buts” she threw out there, he’d say he wanted her.

She believed that now, and she believed they could make it work, even if she’d never convince him to eat corn on the cob with mayo. 

“I know I might not be exciting enough for you,” he said. “I know it might distress you to be with a guy your parents like, but... Julie. Say something.”

“Yes, Tom, I’ll go on a date with you when we get back to Toronto, and I have a feeling it will go very well. It might even end with us having sex in a queen-sized bed that doesn’t squeak.” She leaned forward, then froze. “Shit.”

“What is it?”

“Now I have to tell my roommate that she was right. We do belong together.”

“I hope you can live with that. For my sake.”

“I can, but God, she’s going to be annoying.”

He smiled, and now his smile made her warm inside, like drinking hot apple cider. He slid his hand up her cheek and looked into her eyes before pressing his lips to hers. She pulled him into her arms and deepened the kiss, needing more of him. Overcome that he could feel this way about her.

A real Christmas miracle.

She ran her tongue along the seam of his lips and—

“I thought it was fake!”

They jumped apart at her mother’s voice. Her parents were standing in the doorway to her room.

“Why didn’t you knock?” Julie demanded.

“Because you said you weren’t dating, so how could I expect this?” Mom put her hands to her head. “I’m so confused.”

“We’re together for real now.”

“Ah, really? You’re not lying to me again?”

“I’m not, I promise.”

“What’s happening?” Charlotte appeared in the doorway.

“I caught them kissing,” Mom said. “They are together for real, and it’s so exciting! Tom will make a perfect son-in-law.”

“I think—”

“Don’t tell me I’m getting ahead of myself.” Mom turned to Julie. “We understand we were wrong. We will not bother you all the time about your job.”

“Just because you approve of my boyfriend?” 

“No. Charlotte has convinced us.”

Julie shot a look at her sister, who shrugged.

“If you are happy and comfortable enough,” Mom said, “then it’s fine. You are a good daughter, and we are glad you have someone who appreciates you.”

“Thank you, Mom.”

Tom squeezed her hand, though he still looked slightly stricken. 

It was probably the first time he’d been caught kissing like this, although it wasn’t a first for Julie. With her, he’d likely find himself doing many things he’d never done before.

“We will leave you to it,” Mom said, putting her hand on the doorknob. “Just make sure you come down in half an hour.”

Julie choked. “We’ll be down in two minutes.”

When her family had gone downstairs, Julie put her hand on Tom’s cheek. 

“I’m sorry about that,” she said.

He gave her a peck on the lips. She missed the passion from before her parents’ interruption, but now, she knew there would be more kisses. They could wait until they were back in Toronto.

* * *
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An hour later, Julie, Tom, Charlotte, and Mike stood at the door with their suitcases...and lots and lots of food. Apparently, Mom and Dad didn’t think there was food in Toronto. Julie had tried to alter this misconception for years, but she’d yet to succeed.

She didn’t bother today, though. She was too happy to complain.

“One more thing,” Dad said. “The prize for the winners of the gingerbread house competition. Since we didn’t have three competitions as planned, Julie and Tom get the prize.”

Dad headed to the basement and returned with a box containing...

Even more food.

Specifically, baking supplies. 

“I’ll have to sit on the roof,” Charlotte muttered. “There won’t be room for me in the car.”

“I’m sure you will manage,” Dad said.

“Thank you,” Tom said as he took the box. “I’ll bake something nice for Julie at home.”

Julie knew he would. She smiled.

Yes, she was looking forward to spending more time with him. 

Without pretending.
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Chapter 13
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It was January third, a Sunday, and Julie was going on another first date. 

Okay, so it wasn’t really a first date.

She’d already gone on a date with Tom Yeung and later pretended to be his girlfriend. Since they’d decided to make their relationship real a week ago, she’d seen him a bunch of times, but with their work schedules, they hadn’t gotten to go out and redo their disastrous first date until now. Instead, they’d spent lots of time in bed together. 

Julie got off the subway and hurried to K-Polish, a Korean-Polish fusion restaurant on Baldwin Street. She was running a little behind because she’d spent too much time debating what to wear, but she’d eventually settled on a blouse with a plunging neckline and the necklace she’d recently made. It was a branch held by a silver chain, which didn’t sound exciting, but you had to see it. Julie had been inspired by all the bare branches with snow at this time of year.

It was snowing again now. Just barely—a few snowflakes fluttering here and there.

Her heart was beating fast, as though she was nervous, but there was no reason to be nervous. Tom was her boyfriend. Tonight would be fun.

When she arrived at the small restaurant, only seven minutes late, she quickly found Tom. It was no surprise he was already here. He was seated at a table and carefully sipping his red wine as he studied the menu, but he looked up as soon as the door shut behind her. 

She walked over to him, a smile on her face.

“Hi, you must be Tom. I’m Julie.” She extended her hand.

He shook it. “Nice to meet you.” 

“You’re showing a lot of skin today.”

“Indeed, I am.” 

He’d apparently decided a tie wasn’t necessary at a Korean-Polish fusion restaurant. He was wearing a sweater and a collared shirt, but the top button was actually undone.

She took off her coat and sat across from him.

“You look lovely,” he said. “Is that the necklace you were telling me about?”

When she nodded, he reached across the table and took it in his hand, brushing her skin as he did so. 

Slightly flustered, she opened the drinks menu. When the waiter came over, she ordered a soju bomb. The beer was some kind of Polish beer she’d never heard of.

“They just dump the soju in beer?” Tom asked as the waiter walked away.

“Yup,” Julie said cheerfully. “I know you’re curious. I’ll let you try a sip, don’t worry.”

Tom was likely appalled by the idea of this drink, although he didn’t say so. 

“Do you know what you’re ordering?” She gestured at the food menu.

“I’m planning to have the potato pancakes with kimchi jjigae.”

Julie studied her menu, though she kept getting distracted by Tom sitting across from her. Eventually, she managed to order, and their banchan soon arrived with her soju bomb.

Chopsticks were placed on top of the beer, and the shot of soju was placed on top of the chopsticks. Julie smacked the table with her hands a few times, and the shot fell into the beer glass, splashing a little liquid over the side.

Tom’s look of skepticism was priceless.

“Cheers,” she said, bumping her glass against his wineglass. Then she helped herself to the kimchi while he tried the sauerkraut. 

He also bravely tried her soju bomb and declared it wasn’t as good as the wine.

“I have something for you,” she said.

Although it was January third, the present she handed him was wrapped in mistletoe wrapping paper, since it was the Christmas present she owed him.

“Remember when we got stuck under the mistletoe?” he asked.

“I don’t think I’ll ever forget any detail of that weekend,” she said, and he caressed her leg under the table. “Are you going to open it?”

“Well, since Christmas was more than a week ago, I assume this is a very early Christmas present for next year, so it would only be right for me to wait fifty-one weeks—”

“Tom!”

He smiled at her and started ripping open the wrapping paper.

And by “ripping open,” she meant carefully peeling off the tape, then folding the paper afterward. Perhaps he was doing it slowly just to make her squirm. Or laugh.

He was surprisingly good at making her laugh. 

And he was especially good at making her squirm when they were in bed together.

At last, the wrapping paper had been removed, and he opened up the box to reveal a scarf in brilliant blue and green.

“Is this the yarn I gave you?” he asked. 

She nodded. “Do you like it?”

“It’s beautiful, but I feel guilty that you used your present to make me something.”

“No need to feel guilty. I enjoy making things for people I care about. God knows I’ve knitted myself enough things over the years. But I’m going to make another scarf just like it so we’ll match.”

“At least you didn’t want us to wear matching ugly Christmas sweaters.” 

She put a finger to her mouth and considered this. “An excellent idea for next year. Or I could get you a T-shirt that says ‘dreamer’ in big pink letters. Just like mine. I think you’d look quite dashing in such a shirt.”

“The word ‘dreamer’ clashes with my personality.”

“You dared to dream of being with me after our disastrous first date.” She pointed at the box. “There’s something else inside.”

He pulled out a small package of papers tied together with yarn.

“I thought I’d make you a keychain,” she said, “since you don’t wear jewelry. I sketched out a few designs and you can pick one. I think there are six? You, uh, provided me with lots of inspiration.”

“I’m not sure anyone has found me inspiring before.”

“Fortunately, I’m special.”

She reached across the table and squeezed his hand. 

They were two puzzle pieces that hadn’t fit together at first, but if you rotated them...

Ugh. Did that metaphor make any sense? Sometimes her brain didn’t function properly when she was touching him, but that was okay.

“On our last date,” she said, “I wanted to try the tres leches cake, but I refused dessert so I wouldn’t need to spend more time in your company.”

He chuckled softly.

“But tonight, I’m definitely having dessert. There’s a Japanese dessert place nearby, and they have matcha yuzu cake.”

“Sounds good to me,” he said. “I’ll happily follow you anywhere tonight, Julie. I’ll even allow another failed attempt at a snow angel.”

“The only reason the snow angels didn’t work was because you kept kissing me.”

“And what a great decision that was.”

Julie smiled at him and sipped her soju bomb.

She’d made some good decisions, that was for sure.

* * *
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“See, I told you,” Bridget said to Julie when she returned home at ten the next morning. “You guys are perfect together.”

“You haven’t been able to shut up about it for the past week,” Julie muttered. “You keep going on and on about how you’re such a great matchmaker. But how many bad dates did you set up for me?”

“Maybe if you’d given some of those men a second chance, it would have worked out.”

“Mmm, no. I think Tom is an exception. I’m sure if I’d asked Unicycle Taylor to come to Ashton Corners and pretend to be my boyfriend, it wouldn’t have gone well.”

“Whatever,” Bridget said. “A matchmaker can’t succeed a hundred percent of the time.”

“You don’t succeed even close to ten percent of the time.”

Bridget waved this off. “I’m just glad you finally realized my feeling about you and Tom was right.”

“Me, too,” Julie admitted. “It’s only been a week, but I really am happy with him.”

“Even if he hates mayo?”

“Even if he hates mayo.”

She’d never had a clear roadmap of where she was going in life, but this was still pretty far from where she’d expected to end up.

Not that she was complaining.

Having a matchmaker roommate and a paisley tie-wearing boyfriend could be pretty damn amazing.
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Epilogue
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Several weeks later...

On the evening of February twelfth, Tom was driving a car full of people to Ashton Corners for Chinese New Year. 

Julie, Mike, and Charlotte were arguing about pineapple on pizza, and the racket was giving him a headache. He’d already given his contribution to the argument fifteen minutes ago: pineapple on pizza was an abomination. Charlotte agreed with him; Mike and Julie did not. This wasn’t a topic that deserved twenty minutes of conversation, yet here they were.

Still, he liked his new life. He just hoped Julie wouldn’t try to make him eat pizza with pineapple, though that was less disgusting than a sandwich with ketchup. However, he’d surprisingly enjoyed everything bagels with peanut butter and cheddar, much to her amusement.

The last time he’d done this drive, he’d been accompanying Julie to her hometown as her fake boyfriend, but now, nothing was fake.

Everything was gloriously real, just as he wanted it.

He was looking forward to seeing her parents again, and he was glad their conversations with Julie had improved. He knew Julie used to feel defensive whenever she talked to them, but not so much anymore. Though her parents still regularly got on her nerves, in a loving way.

Just like she sometimes got on his nerves.

She’d also met his parents and charmed them, bringing sunshine to his serious family. They’d had their New Year’s celebration last night. Some of his extended family was in Toronto for a few days, too, and his uncle was doing much better now.

Yes, somehow the most ridiculous thing Tom had ever done—agreeing to be someone’s fake boyfriend—had turned out well. He certainly never would have expected it, but there it was.

Mike and Charlotte were now arguing about cider, and Julie turned away from their conversation. Tom could feel her looking at him, even though his gaze was fixed firmly on the highway.

“I wonder if there will be any competitions this time,” Julie said. “It’s Valentine’s on Sunday, so perhaps we’ll have to make Valentine’s Day cupcakes?” 

“Or a cake shaped like an ox. It’s the Year of the Ox, after all.”

Tom wasn’t sure what another holiday with the Tams would bring, but even though there were no itineraries or lists, he didn’t care. 

Because he’d be with Julie.

Besides, it wasn’t like he didn’t have his ties, his stain remover pen, his sewing kit, and his neatly-packed suitcase with him.

“I love you, Julie,” he murmured.

“I love you, too.”

He wouldn’t change a single thing about their Christmas love story, not even the part where he’d eaten a mashed potato and ketchup sandwich.

* * * * *
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Thank you for reading Her Pretend Christmas Date. This novella is Book 2.5 in the Cider Bar Sisters series, which focuses on Charlotte and her friends. Book 2, His Grumpy Childhood Friend, is Charlotte and Mike’s book. Book 3 should be out in 2021.

If you want to read more Christmas novellas with only one bed, I have two others! The first is One Bed for Christmas, a standalone prequel to my Baldwin Village series. You can get a free copy if you sign up for my newsletter here. 

The other is A Second Chance Road Trip for Christmas (Holidays with the Wongs, Book 2), which is also about returning to your hometown for Christmas. Except there’s a snowstorm...
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