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“You’re driving me nuts,” Emerson muttered, taking his hand off the wheel for a moment to lay it on Nate’s bouncing knee.

“I’m sorry,” Nate replied. “I’m just nervous.”

“Why are you nervous? I’m the one meeting your parents for the first time.” He glanced at Nate out of the corner of his eye and then back at the road. It hadn’t been bad when they left Minnesota State University, but on the drive north, the weather had gotten progressively worse, and he wanted to make it to Nate’s family home in once piece.

“Yeah, I know. But I haven’t introduced anyone to them since the girl I dated in high school.”

“Oh,” Emerson replied. Nate hadn’t mentioned that before. 

“I thought I told you, Em.” Nate’s knee started to bounce again, and Emerson slapped a hand down on it again. 

“No, you definitely didn’t.”

“Sorry.”

Emerson sighed and glanced at his phone. The GPS showed that they were about five miles from Nate’s parents’ house now. There was no point in getting annoyed with Nate and starting a fight right before they got there. Nate probably hadn’t kept that information from Emerson intentionally, and he knew they were both anxious about the meeting. 

They had only been dating for a few months, although it felt like much longer. They met early in their Junior year and pretty much fell head-over-heels in love. It had been a whirlwind, but a good one, and when Nate asked if he wanted to celebrate Christmas with him, Emerson said yes. His own parents were a little bummed, but he and Nate were headed there on the twenty-eighth to stay there through New Year’s Day. 

“It’s fine, sweetie,” Emerson reassured Nate. “I’m not mad.”

This time, Nate was the one to reach out and lay a hand on Emerson’s thigh. It was warm, even through his heavy jeans, and he was suddenly very glad that they were spending the holidays together. He couldn’t imagine being apart from Emerson after three whole months of being nearly inseparable. 

As Emerson got off the highway and headed to Nate’s house, the roads grew worse and traffic slowed to a crawl. The house was located in a little suburb north of Minneapolis. They’d driven the almost ninety miles from Mankato in pretty good time, but some of the side streets hadn’t been plowed very well after the latest dump of snow, and Emerson’s crappy little Kia was struggling. They were both quiet so Emerson could focus on the road, and when his GPS tried to send him the wrong way, he turned it off and let Nate navigate. The drive was made worse when the wind and blowing snow suddenly picked up, and Emerson had to keep both hands clamped tightly on the wheel to keep the car from drifting. 

Unlike Nate, who had grown up in Minnesota, Emerson was from Oklahoma, and although he’d driven in snow growing up, it was nothing like the amounts that got dumped on the state he lived in now. They weren’t supposed to be driving Emerson’s car, but Nate’s vehicle was even older than his, and a few days prior, the Jeep had died and refused to be resurrected another time. So there they were, in the warm—nearly stifling—Kia that was no match for the sloppy roads and rapidly worsening storm. Emerson squinted through the windshield, trying to make out the road in front of him. Yes, yes, there was a stop sign there, he realized a little too late. 

With more fishtailing than Emerson would have liked, they managed to stop, and he felt Nate’s tight grip on his thigh ease as he let out a relieved whoosh of breath. “Make a right here,” Nate croaked. The next mile or so was filled with a few more white-knuckled moments, and by the time Emerson pulled into the neat little one story ranch house with green shutters, he was a wreck. He lifted shaking hands off the wheel and put the car in park. He leaned his head back against the seat and took a couple of deep breaths before rolling his head to the side to look at Nate who looked equally relieved to have made it in one piece. 

“If the roads are this bad on the way home, you’re driving.”

Nate gave him an apprehensive look, but nodded. Emerson leaned in toward him, giving Nate a reassuring smile. His dark brown hair was tucked under a blue knit cap, and although the expression in his brown eyes was serious, the corners of his mouth lifted. When he was happy, he had the most beautiful smile. 

Emerson leaned in, nuzzling his nose against Nate’s. “Hey, we made it here safe. Let’s just go in the house, get the meet-the-parents out of the way, and stay in where it’s warm and cozy.”

The house does look cozy all covered in snow, Emerson thought as they lugged their bags up the sidewalk. There were cheerful colored lights on an evergreen in the front yard and a few wrapped around the railing, along with a wreath that sported a jaunty red bow on the door. It seemed warm and welcoming, and even though the stressful drive had only increased his nerves about meeting Nate’s parents, he was hopeful and optimistic that they’d like him. 

Both boys stomped their feet and dusted the snow off as they got themselves situated. Nate dug in his pocket for his keys but Emerson stopped him, wanting one last kiss before he braved meeting the future in-laws. Because no matter how short of a time he had been with Nate, he knew that was what he wanted. He wanted to spend the rest of his life with Nate, buy some little house in a neighborhood like this and have a life together with a couple of kids and maybe a dog. Just because he was young and gay didn’t mean he didn’t want the kind of life his parents had together.

They weren’t going to rush things by running off and getting married too soon; they were trying to be practical about it. But Emerson knew what his goal was, and in order to achieve that he had to impress the people he would someday be related to by marriage, and he was scared shitless he’d screw it up.  He let go of the handle of his suitcase and set the large shopping bag full of presents down on the cement. “Kiss for luck?”

Nate looked up at him, his eyes crinkling as he smiled. “Sure, Em.”

He lowered his own bags down and took Emerson’s face in his hands, his gloves—still lightly dusted with snow from touching the trunk lid—were cold on Emerson’s cheeks, but his lips were warm and soft. “They’re gonna love you, I know it,” Nate said when he drew back.

“I hope so,” Emerson said with a sigh. He couldn’t imagine what it would be like if they didn’t. He kissed Nate again, this time with a little tongue and he felt more than heard Nate chuckle. They were pressed flat against each other—Nate’s hands still cradling his face, and Emerson’s hands on Nate’s hips—when the door opened. The sudden rush of warmth and light into the cold, snowy night made them jerk apart and Emerson’s cheeks flooded with heat. Shit, not the way I wanted to meet the parents, he thought, feeling a rush of disappointment. It wasn’t supposed to go like this at all.

When he turned to look inside, there were two people staring at them, open-mouthed. He tried to shake off the embarrassment as he stepped forward, straightened his hat, and stuck out his hand with a smile. “Nice to meet you Mr. and Mrs. Collins. I’m Emerson Brady. Nate’s boyfriend?”

The last part wasn’t supposed to come out like a question, but he grew more and more apprehensive at the blank look on their faces. What the hell is going on? He wondered as the nerves he’d been holding at bay for most of the day finally let loose. 

Nate’s parents just stared at him, blinking, but utterly still otherwise, neither reaching for his hand. Emerson looked around for a moment, feeling like someone was pulling a prank on him. “This is the right house, isn’t it?” He looked over at Nate, surprised to see that he was just as frozen, a horrified, uncomfortable expression on his face. “Nate?” he asked, his voice cracking a little. “Sweetheart, what’s going on?”

Nate finally seemed to rouse himself. “Mom, dad, this is Em. I’ve told you a lot about him, remember?”

Mrs. Collins nodded and gave Emerson a tight smile before looking over at her son. “Come in please.” Her voice sounded stiff and strained, and Emerson apprehensively followed them into the house. No one spoke as the boys dumped their bags on the tiled entryway, shrugged out of their coats, and unlaced their boots. Emerson felt like he was choking on the tension as he silently followed everyone into the living room, the warmth of the home almost painful on his chilled skin. It was a bright and cheerful space with carols playing in the background and a fat Christmas tree that took up one corner of the room. The tree was covered in a dazzling array of white lights and a hodgepodge of ornaments that had clearly been collected over the years alongside some red globes and a bright yellow star on top. 

In fact, as Emerson took a seat on the sofa next to Nate, he decided that was the ambiance of the entire house. Warm and welcoming, with a mismatched yet somehow appealing collection of furniture and decor. It wasn’t a show house, but a tidy, well-loved home for a family.

And yet, that family was not the loving, happy one Emerson had expected from the stories Nate had told him about. Mr. and Mrs. Collins were sitting stiffly on the couch across from them. Mr. Collins was glowering, and although Nate bore a passing resemblance to his dark haired, dark eyed father, it was hard to believe anyone who looked so unhappy could ever be related to Nate. Nate was always cheerful, always ready to look on the bright side of things and see the best in people.

Mrs. Collins looked equally uncomfortable. Her features were more like Nate’s, although of a lighter coloring. With her unflattering jeans and rather shapeless red sweater, she looked like just about any other suburban mom, but her expression was pinched and she perched on the edge of the sofa like she was about to bolt.

Emerson couldn’t take the silence a moment longer and he turned to look at Nate. “What is going on here?” he asked in an urgent whisper. “Why are they staring at me like I’m a zoo animal?”

Although he tried to be quiet, it came out a little louder than he intended and he heard Mr. Collins clear his throat. Mrs. Collins was the one who spoke though. “Well, um, Emerson was it?” He nodded. “When Nate told us he was bringing someone home for Christmas. We thought it was an uh, female someone.”

Emerson’s eyes bugged out and his head whipped around to stare at his boyfriend. Nate was looking down at the ground, hands hanging between his knees. “I—I don’t understand,” Emerson stuttered as he looked back at Nate’s parents. “Nate and I have been dating since September. I know he’s told you about me. I’ve heard his end of the phone conversations. This doesn’t make any sense.”

“Well,” Mrs. Collins said in an apologetic tone, “he called you Em. I think we must have assumed your name was Emily or Emma. Maybe this is our fault for just assuming he was dating a girl.”

Or, maybe that’s what they wanted to hear, Emerson thought bleakly. Because there should have been a lot of pronouns to clue them in. “Okay ...” he replied, not knowing how to respond otherwise. 

“We’re sorry. We don’t mean to be rude, we were just very surprised. We heard the car pull up so we thought we’d greet Nate and his uh, girlfriend at the door, and weren’t expecting to see him kissing a-a boy. I mean, his boyfriend.” Mrs. Collins looked miserable and Emerson felt himself softening a little toward her. It was clear that she honestly had been expecting one thing and now when confronted with something completely different, didn’t know how to react. But she was trying, and at least she was talking.

Emerson looked over at Nate and scowled. He wasn’t taking a part in the conversation though. “Um, I can see how that would be ... confusing,” he admitted, turning back to Nate’s mom. “Are you ... okay with it?”

“Of course,” she said hastily. “I mean, in high school when Nate told us he was bisexual we tried to be very supportive. But, well, we haven’t met any guys he’s dated. Until I guess, you.”

Emerson groaned and dropped his head into his hands. “Nate, I’m going to kill you,” he muttered. 

Nate finally stirred beside him and Emerson straightened up to look at him. Nate’s expression was stricken, guilt and worry mingling on his face. Normally, it might be enough to make Emerson relent, but he was pissed. Under the best of circumstance’s meeting your boyfriend’s parents was stressful. But like this? When they thought he was supposed to be a girlfriend? Yeah, that was a whole new level of stress. He didn’t think Nate had done it intentionally; it was just the sort of thing that Nate would have blundered into, but that didn’t make the situation any less awkward. 

“I’m sorry, Em,” Nate said, sounding miserable.

Emerson gave him a weak, half-hearted smile and turned back to the people across the room from him, fighting back the disappointment. “Look, if it’s making you uncomfortable, I can leave. If someone could drive me to the airport, I can try to get a flight to Oklahoma City. I’ll just spend Christmas with my parents. Nate can take my car back to school.”

Mrs. Collins looked horrified. “No, no, please don’t do that. We want you here; it’s just going to take a little while to wrap our brain around this. We want to welcome you here, and in fact, we’re sorry for our rude behavior.” She nudged her husband with her elbow and he cleared his throat again and nodded. He gave what Emerson assumed was supposed to be a smile, but came out more like a grimace. 

“We don’t want you to leave,” he added gruffly. 

Emerson felt Nate clutch his elbow and when he looked at his boyfriend’s face, his gaze was pleading. “Don’t go, Em. Please? I screwed up but I didn’t mean to, and I don’t want you to go. I want to spend Christmas with you.”

Emerson sighed and ran a hand over his hair. An inane thought popped into his head that he’d gotten his hair cut in order to impress Nate’s parents when he should have had a sex change operation. He knew Nate was bi and had dated a few girls in high school. But as far as Emerson knew, Nate had only dated guys in college and Emerson had always wondered if Nate saying he was bi had more to do with placating his family than any real attraction to women.

Not that his parents’ were assholes about it; clearly, they weren’t against the idea of their son dating another guy, but they weren’t comfortable with seeing it. At least not yet. Then again, since they’d only had twenty minutes or so to adjust to the idea, maybe he needed to cut them some slack. They were trying, he reminded himself.

“If you’re sure, I’ll stay,” he said, shooting Mr. and Mrs. Collins another weak smile. Nate grabbed his hand and squeezed it, but Emerson didn’t squeeze back. He and Nate were going to have a long talk. Preferably after a hot shower and a good night’s sleep, because if they tried to talk it out now, he’d just blow up at his boyfriend. “I think you three probably need to talk,” he said indicating Nate and his parents. “If you show me where I’ll be sleeping, I think I’ll take a shower and go to bed. I’m cold and exhausted, and it’ll give you all the opportunity to work this out.” There was no way he was sitting there in living room making awkward small talk all night until Nate got this squared away with his parents.

“Of course,” Mrs. Collins said hastily. “Let me show you your room.”

“Em,” Nate said, tugging on his hand as he stood. 

Emerson tried to smile down at Nate and reassure him, but he was so disappointed at the way the night had turn out, he had a hard time mustering it up. “Night, Nate. We’ll talk in the morning, okay?”

Nate’s face fell and he nodded. Emerson followed Mrs. Collins back into the entryway. He grabbed his things and she headed in the opposite direction down a long hall. “You’ll be sleeping in the guest room,” she said. “I—it has nothing to do with the fact that you’re gay though,” she reassured him. “We were planning the same thing when we thought you were a girl.”

“Of course,” Emerson replied, wheeling his suitcase down the carpeted hall behind her. He and Nate had only been dating for three months; he really hadn’t expected the Collins’ to let them sleep together. And right now, he was feeling kind of grateful for the space away from his boyfriend. 

Mrs. Collins flicked on the light as she stepped inside the room at the end of the hall. It was a small room, with little more than a guest bed, dresser, and nightstand. It was decorated simply, but the bed looked large and comfortable and that was about all he cared about right then. “This will be perfect, thank you.”

She bustled into the room, turning on the lamp and pulling back the covers. “There are extra blankets and pillows in the closet if you need them. The bathroom is a shared one, it’s directly to your left as you step out the door, and the blue towels in there are yours. Just let me know if you need anything.”

“Thank you,” he said, relaxing a fraction as she gave him a more genuine smile and joined him at the door. “I do appreciate this and I’m sorry for the miscommunication. I know this had to come as a surprise to you.”

“Oh you don’t have to apologize,” she assured him with a pat on the arm. “You’re right that you weren’t who we expected, but that’s Nate’s fault. I don’t think he meant to deceive us, but it’s put us in an awkward position. We’re going to have to explain to Ava and Katie that Nate’s girlfriend is actually a boyfriend. We’re not upset with you, but it does change things a little.” She gave him an apologetic glance. “But you’re welcome here and we do want to get to know the young man who has made our son so happy over the last few months.”

With a jolt, Emerson realized he had nearly forgotten about Nate’s little sisters. They were quite a bit younger than Nate; Ava was three and Katie was five, if he remembered right. That did make things awkward.  “I understand.”

“Let’s just sleep on this and we’ll start fresh in the morning, okay?” She turned and head out the door but paused and looked back at him. “We are glad to have you here, Emerson. We’ll figure this out, and I promise, by Christmas morning we’ll all be happily opening gifts around the tree together.”

“That sounds nice,” he said, hoping she was right but secretly wondering if there was any way they’d be able to pull that off in less than two days. 

With a quiet, “goodnight,” Nate’s mother left and Emerson shut the door behind her before flopping down on the bed. He felt a sharp stab of disappointment at the way the night had gone. All he’d wanted to do was impress Nate’s parents with how great he was for their son and it turned out he wasn’t even the right gender. He sighed and threw an arm over his eyes. Only Nate could manage this. 

Trying to force away the frustration and keep his attitude positive, he got up and decided to shower and get ready for bed. Maybe things would be better in the morning. All he could do was hope. He tossed his suitcase on the bed and unzipped it, pulling out a toiletry bag and pajamas to change into after his shower. 

There were raised voices coming from the living room when he stepped into the hallway to find the bathroom. He paused for a moment, hearing Nate arguing with his parents. “It’s not that we have a problem with Emerson being a guy,” Mr. Collins said, his voice loud enough to carry through the house. “We just had no idea he was ... well, a guy. You have to give us a little time to adjust. Your sisters are going to be very confused in the morning when a boy walks out of that guest room. We would have been happy to explain to them that you were gay, but we had no idea.”

“What part of bisexual didn’t you understand?” Nate said, sounding furious. “I told you in high school that I was attracted to guys, too.”

“We understand that, sweetheart,” Mrs. Collins said, her voice softer and more reassuring. “But we’ve never met any of your boyfriends. Truthfully, we thought maybe it was a phase.”

“Emerson isn’t a fucking phase,” Nate replied heatedly. “I love him.”

“We know that, son,” his father replied. “We’ve heard that since you met him, and we’re glad you found someone you care about so much and who treats you so well. It’s been non-stop “Em this and Em that” since you met and there are few things a father wants more than to see his son happy. But you need to understand that, right now, we’re trying to adjust to the fact that the person you were referring to is the opposite gender. Just give us a moment to get used to the idea.” 

Nate’s mother’s voice was so soft Emerson had to strain to hear it. “Nate, we love you no matter what, and we’ll love Emerson, too, once we get to know him. I don’t know how this mix up happened, maybe it was our fault for assuming it was a girl you were dating and not listening as carefully as we should have when you told us about him. If that’s the case, we’re sorry. But right now we need a little time to absorb this all. Tomorrow, we’ll get it straightened out with your sisters and go shop for some more male-appropriate Christmas gifts. As of right now, your boyfriend is getting a floral lotion set and a very feminine scarf, hat, and gloves. I’m taking a wild guess here, but the gifts probably aren’t going to be right for him.”

“Oh,” Nate said, sounding a little deflated. “That makes sense.”

Emerson shook his head and headed into the bathroom. He probably shouldn’t have eavesdropped, but it had been difficult not to listen. He really hated the fact that he’d caused such a rift in the family, even if the Collins’ were clearly trying to rally.

The hot shower felt heavenly, and Emerson’s skin was pink by the time he got out, although there was still a cold little pit of worry in his stomach that had nothing to do with his body temperature. It didn’t take him long to brush his teeth and take out his contacts, and as he dressed in clean underwear, pajama pants, and a soft cotton long-sleeve T-shirt, it struck him that it was the first time in weeks that he wouldn’t be falling asleep beside his boyfriend. In fact, he was going to bed without a kiss goodnight and that was almost worse. They’d fought before, but never gone to bed angry at each other.

He paused in the doorway of the guest bedroom, surprised to see Nate sitting at the foot of the bed, a hangdog expression on his face. “I’m sorry,” he said, sounding miserable. “I really fucked up.”

Emerson nodded and walked into the room, setting his toiletries on the dresser and tossing the dirty clothes into the suitcase before putting it on the floor. “I know, Nate. I get it. But it’s made things very awkward for all of us.”

“Are you mad at me?” Nate looked up at him with a pleading look and Emerson paused, just staring into Nate’s brown eyes for a moment. 

“I’m annoyed, yeah. And I really don’t want to talk about it tonight or I might get mad.”

Nate’s shoulders slumped. “Oh.”

“Look, we can talk in the morning. Just give me tonight, okay?”

“Okay.” He stood, shoving his hands into his jeans’ pockets. “I love you, Em.”

“I love you, too,” Emerson said, feeling exhausted all of a sudden. “I’ll see you in the morning, okay, sweetheart?”

“Okay.”

Nate left slowly, clearly reluctant to go. He lingered in the doorway, staring back at Emerson for a long moment before he sighed heavily and closed the door behind him. Emerson scrubbed his hands over his face and then walked over to turn out the overhead light. He crawled into bed and clicked out the bedside lamp as well. He closed his eyes and tried to force himself to relax. It had been a long, exhausting day and all he wanted was to sleep.

~

Emerson awoke to tiny fingers poking his face. “That doesn’t look like an Emma,” a small, high-pitched voice said in a loud whisper. “Or an Emily. It looks like a boy.”

Disoriented by the abrupt awakening, Emerson batted the hand by his face and he heard a little yelp that dissolved into a giggle as the bed shifted suddenly. He cracked an eye open to see two small faces peering at him from the end of the bed. He bolted upright, the pieces coming together as his brain finally woke up. Two little girls, still dressed in pajamas and with long, tangled brown hair, stared at him curiously. “Uhm,” he cleared his throat. “Hi.”

The older one beamed. “Hi, I’m Katie.”

“Hi, Katie.” His voice was scratchy and he was suddenly glad he’d dressed in pajamas the night before. He usually slept naked. 

She giggled again and glanced over at the littler girl who was staring at him with wide dark eyes. “That’s Ava. She’s my sister. She’s three.”

“Hi, Ava,” he managed, but she just looked away bashfully. “Um, what are you guys doing in here?”

Katie bit her lip. “We woke up early and we wanted to see Nate’s girlfriend. Mom wouldn’t let us stay up to meet her,” she said, scowling a little. “But you don’t look like a girl. You look like a boy, like Nate.”

“I am a boy,” he agreed, his mind spinning as he worked out that he was going to have to be the one to explain to his boyfriend’s sisters about the confusion. “I’m ... Nate’s boyfriend.”

Katie gave him a puzzled frown. “Why did mom say you were a girl then? That’s dumb.”

Emerson cracked a smile. “Nate didn’t really explain it to her. My name’s Emerson, but Nate just called me Em, and your mom thought I was a girl.” He really hoped he wasn’t going to have to go into any more depth than that. How exactly did one explain to a three and five year old what being gay meant? And was that even his place to do? He felt panic rise within him, and he suddenly wanted to strangle Nate all over again.

“Oh.” She nodded sagely before her expression crumpled. “I wanted you to be a girl.”

“I—I’m sorry,” Emerson replied awkwardly.

“Mom said if we were really good, Nate’s girlfriend would play Barbies with us.” Katie said, sounding heartbroken.”

“I could play them with you,” he offered.

Her eyes got big. “You like Barbies?”

He didn’t really, but if it would win over Nate’s sisters, he’d do anything. “Sure.”

“But boys don’t play with dolls.”

“Some boys do,” he said. “My brother did.” The ironic thing was, his very masculine, very straight younger brother Steven had been far more into dolls than Emerson had ever been. Emerson was the one on the slightly effeminate, twink side of the spectrum and yet he’d preferred Legos. Still, he’d played dolls with Steve for years; he could handle Barbies with a couple of little girls. “I used to play with him a lot, actually. I’ll play Barbies with you.”

The little one, Ava, made a squeak of excitement and went scrambling off the bed and out of the room as fast as her short legs would carry her. Katie scooted down a little more gracefully and beamed up at him. “Okay, you go in the living room and we’ll bring our Barbies out,” she said, her tone bordering on bossy.

More amused than annoyed by her imperious demands, he nodded and took a moment to throw on a sweatshirt, pee, and brush his teeth. There was a mound of pink stuff on the floor by the time he made it into the living room and his eyes nearly bugged out when he saw the girls traipsing back and forth to bring out all of their toys. He had a feeling he was in way over his head. He chuckled to himself as he plugged in the Christmas tree and plopped down on the floor, sorting through the pile of Barbie crap. By the time they were done and settled down on the floor near him, Emerson thought that the Collins girls must actually own every single piece Mattel had ever sold. 

Emerson gamely played with them, and they seemed to like the way he came up with stories, although they had very short attention spans and barely settled on what they were having the dolls do before moving on to the next scenario and outfit change. Katie was every bit as bossy as she initially seemed. Ava was rather shy at first but she warmed up to him, and when she struggled to get a dress on her doll, she handed it to him to fix, and clambered into his lap and stayed there. 

They were still playing when a sleepy-looking, but fully-dressed Mrs. Collins stepped into the room. Emerson glanced up at her, not sure what she’d think of the scene, but she positively beamed at him, smoothing down her hair. “I see you’ve met the girls.”

“Ahh, yes,” he said, tugging the latest skirt onto Ava’s Barbie and handing it back to her. “They woke me up wondering why I didn’t look like a girl.”

She winced. “I’m sorry. I slept later than I intended. I was going to talk to them before you got up.”

Emerson shrugged and looked up at Mrs. Collins as Ava idly played with his fingers. “It’s fine, I don’t know how much they get it, but they know I’m Nate’s boyfriend.”

“He’s great!” Katie piped up. “Even though he’s a boy, he played Barbies with us, mom.”

Mrs. Collins smiled down at them. “I see that, sweetheart. I’m glad you like him. He’s special to your brother.”

Emerson let out a sigh of relief that only lasted for a moment when Katie spoke again. “If he’s your boyfriend, does that mean you kiss him?” She made a face of disgust, wrinkling up her nose and pushing her hair away from her cheek.

He glanced at Mrs. Collins but she just nodded at him to answer. “Uhh, yeah.”

“That’s gross,” Katie replied, and Ava giggled in his lap. “Boys have cooties.”

Emerson smiled at the childish reaction. “Yeah, but I love him, so I don’t mind his cooties.”

Katie hummed thoughtfully and jammed a shoe on her Barbie. “I guess it’s okay since you both have them. But don’t kiss any girls, cause you’ll give them your boy cooties.”

This time Emerson’s laugh was loud and genuine. “I promise, I won’t kiss any girls.”

Katie nodded seriously. “Good.”

With that, the topic was abandoned and Mrs. Collins just shrugged and smiled at him. He let out a sigh of relief that at least the girls seemed accepting of him. He was starting to feel a little more hopeful about the way the next few days would go.

“Now,” Mrs. Collins said briskly. “Emerson, would you like to eat breakfast with me and the girls now? Frank already ate,” she said, referring to her husband, “and we’re going to take the girls out for a little while.” From her pointed glance, he guessed she was deliberately trying to offer him some time alone to talk things through with her son.

“Sure,” he agreed; his stomach was growling. “And thanks.”

She turned to the children on the floor. “Okay, girls, pick up the toys and put them back in your room. I’ll have breakfast ready for you by the time you’re done, but you can’t eat until the living room is clean and the toys are in the box.”

The girls groaned and protested, but they complied, and Emerson went to change into jeans and a sweater. When he was done dressing and styling his short brown hair, he peered into the kitchen. “Is there anything I can do to help you, Mrs. Collins?” he asked in a polite tone.

She glanced over him at her shoulder and her sudden, brilliant smile reminded him of Nate’s. “Oh no, don’t worry about it. I’m just about done. You have a seat. And call me, Sharon, please.”

“Sure, Sharon,” he said, feeling awkward as he took a seat at the table. “Um, I hope I did an okay job explaining things this morning.”

The toast popped up and Sharon buttered it, replying as she did so. “You did just fine. Honestly, the girls don’t care about your gender any more than we do. I know last night was very awkward, but I want to apologize again. Any person who will play Barbies with my girls and makes Nate light up like you do is alright by me.”

Emerson smiled and took a sip of his orange juice. “Thank you. You’ve been great, I just feel really uncomfortable barging in when Nate didn’t really make things clear.”

Sharon shook her head as she slid a plate full of eggs and toast in front of him. “You have nothing to be sorry about, and we don’t want you to feel uncomfortable. You and Nate work out what you have to, and then we’ll all focus on making this a wonderful Christmas. Hope scrambled is okay,” she added as an afterthought, referring to the eggs on his plate. 

“Thanks and, um, they’re fine. Perfect really,” he assured her.

The girls came running in shortly after and Sharon stayed busy helping them with their breakfasts as Emerson ate his. The kitchen was filled with laughter and they had just about finished eating when Frank came in. He’d clearly been outside; his cheeks were red from the cold and he was rubbing his hands together to warm them. “Driveway and sidewalks are cleared, Sharon,” he said. “We can head out when you’re ready.”

He leaned down and kissed Katie and Ava on the top of their heads. “Morning, girls.”

“Morning, daddy,” they mumbled around mouthfuls of food. 

Frank turned to him. “Morning, Emerson.”

Emerson set down his fork, no longer wanting the last bite of eggs. “Good morning, sir.”

“Call me Frank,” he said. “I hope you slept well.”

“I did,” Emerson assured him. “Thank you.”

“Well, he might have slept better if two nosy little girls didn’t wake him up to pester him,” Sharon said, drying off the skillet she’d just washed. 

Frank stared at them sternly, but even Emerson could see the twinkle in his eyes. “Girls, we've talked about waking up guests. That’s rude.”

“But we wanted to play Barbies,” Katie protested. “And Emerson did. He’s awesome. Can I go wake up Nate now?”

Emerson’s head spun at the rapid topic change but he was glad to see that Frank looked pleased rather than put out by the idea of his son’s boyfriend playing Barbies with his daughters. “I want your hands and face washed, teeth brushed, and you dressed in warm clothes before you do,” he said.

The girls whined, but they scrambled to comply. Emerson offered to help clean up but Sharon protested, and instead, he ended up on the couch playing video games on his phone. He heard the chatter of voices as the family got ready to go out. Nate’s voice joined them a short while later, but he didn’t see him until Sharon, Frank, and the girls had left the house with a cheerful goodbye to him. 

“Are you really mad at me?” Nate asked, sounding nervous as he hovered in the doorway of the living room.

Emerson sighed, paused his game, and looked up at his boyfriend. “Kind of.”

“I’m sorry.”

Emerson tossed his phone on the end table and sighed again. “I know you are. But seriously? Your parents thought I was a fucking girl. How is that even possible?”

“I dunno.” Nate braced his arms on the doorway. “I guess I never specifically called you my boyfriend.”

“Jesus, Nate, only you,” Emerson muttered, crossing his arms. “Didn’t you notice when they referred to me as ‘she’?”

“Obviously not,” Nate said in a defensive tone. “Look, I feel like an idiot, you don’t have to make it worse, Em.”

“I’m not trying to make it worse.” Emerson threw his arms out in frustration. “But I wanted to die of embarrassment last night. We all did.”

“I know,” Nate said with a frustrated sounding moan. “Believe me, if I could go back and fix it, I would.”

“This morning, your sisters woke me up trying to figure out why I didn’t look like a fucking girl. It was weird, Nate.” Emerson realized he was flailing his hands like he always did when he got frustrated, but he couldn’t help himself. “And then I had to wonder if your mom would be pissed at me for telling them I was actually your boyfriend.”

Nate had the good graces to look sheepish. “You know I feel horrible about this, right?”

“I know, I know,” he muttered. “I’m not going to stay mad forever. I just can’t believe you put me in that position.”

“I won’t ever do it again,” Nate offered, clearly trying to be helpful. 

Emerson snorted, despite the lingering irritation. “Oh good. You promise to tell your grandma I’m a boy before I meet her?”

“Yes,” Nate said. “When she gets back from Florida I’ll tell her.”

“Only you, Nate,” Emerson muttered again to himself. Seriously, Nate was that oblivious sometimes. He often missed all sorts of social cues; completely heedless of when their public displays of affection made other people uncomfortable. He was totally incapable of noticing when other people were hitting on him. Once, he’d even failed to notice when two of their friends were in the middle of fooling around when he and Emerson stopped by the dorm room they were in. The guys had clearly been making out, and Robert’s shirt was even on backwards, but Nate had blathered on and on about his classes, not paying attention to the fact that the guys clearly wanted them to just fucking leave. Emerson had practically dragged Nate out of there and he’d been genuinely shocked when Emerson explained the situation to him. If anyone could manage to not realize his parents thought he was dating a girl, it was Nate Collins. 

With a final, heavy sigh Emerson tried to let go of his anger and gave his boyfriend a tentative smile. “Come here, sweetheart.”

Nate let out a soft sound of relief and lunged forward, closing the distance between them. He clambered up onto the couch and stretched out over Emerson, kissing his face. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”

Emerson wrapped his arms around Nate and hugged him tightly. “I know.”

They lay like that a long time, arms wrapped around each other, Emerson stroking Nate’s back under the shirt he wore. 

“I love you, Em,” Nate mumbled against his chest.

“I love you, too, you big idiot,” Emerson said with a relieved laugh. “I am never letting you live this down though, you know.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know,” Nate muttered.

“I just really wanted to impress your family,” he said. “You mean everything to me and I want them to like me.”

“They do, I swear. Even though you weren’t what they expected, they like you. Katie wouldn’t stop talking about you playing Barbies—wish I’d seen that by the way—and you got a lot of points from mom for that.”

“I hope so, I was so nervous that they’d hold this against me.”

“Honestly, all they want is for me to be happy.”

“I know, it just really sucked. Like, really.”

“Someday we’ll laugh about this,” Nate promised and Emerson chuckled. 

“I really hope so.”

“Sorry, Em.”

“You may have to stop calling me that,” Emerson muttered. “Apparently it sounds like a girl’s name.”

Nate shut him up with a kiss, clearly relieved that their fight was more or less over. It had all turned out okay, he supposed, even if it wasn’t the picture-perfect meeting he’d imagined.

They kissed for a long while, Nate propped on his elbows above Emerson. It was leisurely and unhurried, and Emerson could taste his boyfriend’s apology with every slow glide of his tongue. Emerson closed his eyes, his hands sliding up under Nate’s shirt to pull him closer. Nate moved to his jaw and then down to his neck, suckling on the skin below his ear. 

“No hickeys,” Emerson grunted. “Not while we’re here.”

Nate sighed loudly, sounding very put out, but he didn’t push it. He started nibbling gently on Emerson’s earlobe instead, focusing on the spot that always made him squirm. “How about this?” he asked breathily, his hand sliding up under Emerson’s shirt to tweak his nipple. “Can I do this?”

“You probably shouldn’t,” Emerson said with a moan. “I really don’t want your parents to see me with a hard-on when they get back.” He shuddered, imagining the awkwardness. 

Nate’s hands slid up from where it had been resting against his ribs to pinch Emerson’s nipple again as he ground down against Emerson’s rapidly growing erection. “You know, I can always take care of that for you,” he said flirtatiously, his lips just inches from Emerson’s. “That way you won’t have to worry about it when my family gets home.”

“Oh yeah, cause them walking in on us screwing around is really better,” Emerson retorted with a grunt.

Nate leaned down and kissed him hard before replying. “I’ll hear the garage door open. Please, Em. I want to make you feel good. Let me apologize for last night. I promise, we won’t get caught.”

Emerson opened his mouth to protest that they should at least move this to the bedroom but Nate’s hand snaking down to play with his cock distracted him. He moaned instead, and Nate took that as an indication to continue. Emerson made a few more feeble protests but Nate quickly unzipped his jeans and took him in his hand, using a firm, slow grip. Emerson let out a stuttering breath, feeling his whole body react to his boyfriend’s touch. “I really hope you’re right,” Emerson said with a moan. 

Shimming down his body, Nate took Emerson’s cock in his mouth before he could argue. Emerson’s thighs clenched, his body tensing with the shock of pleasure. Nate was very persuasive as he swirled his tongue around the head and his hands gently cupped Emerson’s balls. Nate’s hot, wet mouth sliding up and down his cock more or less rendered him stupid, and although he tried to keep half his attention on listening for anyone coming home, it became progressively difficult. He knew he was supposed to be paying attention to something, but that was about all he could recollect by the time Nate’s mouth grew demanding. There was just wet heat and the guy he loved giving him pleasure. It took little time before Emerson was arching his back, body bowing as he clutched the back of his boyfriend’s head. He came with a shuddering, sobbing gasp, softly calling out Nate’s name. Pleasure was everywhere, swirling through him, and turning him inside out. He could hear harsh panting in the quiet room and eventually realized it was him. 

He reached for Nate, intending to get him off as well, but the sound of the garage door opening sent them scrambling to right their clothes. Emerson suddenly felt very alert as he fumbled for his phone and began playing a game. Nate did the same with the TV remote and had just managed to turn on some random holiday movie before his parents and sisters trooped in the door. Emerson tried to stifle the blush that rose in his cheeks at how close they came to getting caught, but he was afraid it was useless. He couldn’t even look at Nate right then. He wasn’t mad, but he wasn’t exactly happy either. The blow job had been nice, he acknowledged, but he wasn’t sure it was worth the risk. He’d made a very stupid decision.

As the family went about their usual Christmas Eve activities Emerson couldn’t stop worrying that they knew what had been happening on their couch right before they walked in. He and Nate helped the girls build a snowman, and then they all had dinner together. Emerson tried his best to be charming and make everyone like him, but he felt like the harder he tried the more awkward things got. Ava and Katie were oblivious, but the strain was apparent to all of the adults. Whenever Nate reached for him, Emerson pulled back. He couldn’t bring himself to be too affectionate in front of Nate’s parents. He had a completely irrational fear that if his boyfriend’s parents really saw them acting like a couple, they’d be uncomfortable. And yet, it already was, and Emerson felt like no matter what he did, he couldn’t win.

After dinner, the whole family went for a walk through the neighborhood to look at lights. He lagged behind everyone else, feeling miserable. Watching Nate walk hand-in-hand with his sisters was a sharp reminder that he might never get that dream future with Nate that he’d imagined. He’d failed so miserably this weekend, and if Nate’s family didn’t like him, what hope did they have together? A sharp pang of hurt stung him, and he felt his eyes water. Although the air was cold, it wasn’t the wind that made him teary-eyed, it was the idea of losing Nate. Was he crazy in thinking that after three months, they could just waltz into a perfect future? Where had it all gone so wrong?

Katie ran forward to beg her father for a piggy-back ride and Ava got scooped up by her mother when it was clear that she was tiring. That left Nate and Emerson to bring up the rear. Nate glanced over at him, misery and longing written all over his face, and Emerson impulsively reached forward, snagging Nate’s hand in his. The relieved expression made Emerson’s heart ache. “I thought you were still mad at me,” Nate murmured. 

Emerson sighed, regretting the way he’d been acting. “Just making a royal ass of myself.”

Nate nodded, swinging their joined hands a little as they walked. “You’ve been acting weird.”

“I know,” Emerson admitted, lump in his throat. “I fucked this all up. I’m sorry.”

“You didn’t fuck it up,” Nate pointed out, squeezing his hand. “You just haven’t been acting like yourself. Relax. My parents actually like you; you’re the one making this a bigger deal than it needs to be, Em.”

With a jolt, Emerson realized he was right. He’d been trying so hard to impress Nate’s parents that he hadn’t really been letting them get to know the real him, and he wasn’t acting at all like his normal self. He pulled Nate close, pressing a kiss to the top of his blue hat. “I’m sorry.”

Nate hugged him tightly and nodded. They were silent the rest of the way home, but it was a comfortable quiet. Emerson actually enjoyed the sight of the brightly lit houses and the fat snowflakes that drifted down. In the final block, Nate took off suddenly, yanking Emerson behind him. He yelped in surprise, but kept up, boots sliding on the slippery sidewalk. Despite the cold air burning in his lungs and the wind on his cheeks it felt good to run. Laughing as they ran hand in hand Emerson finally felt the last of his worry break free. He’d been a colossal idiot for worrying so much, for letting his fears and insecurities nearly ruin his first Christmas with Nate. 

They ran until they reached the house, skidding to a stop in front of the door. Laughing, Nate cupped Emerson’s cheeks in his hands, rubbing his nose against Emerson’s before leaning in for a brief kiss. It was an awkward kiss, not particularly elegant or romantic, but it was perfect. Emerson closed his eyes and rested his forehead against Nate’s. “Forgive me?” he murmured.

“Yes.” Nate kissed him again, this time a little slower and more deliberately. Emerson heard the Collins family going inside but the boys lingered outside on the porch for a few moments. The warm air felt good when they stepped inside the house still holding hands. While the little girls ran to change into their pajamas, Emerson took a moment to apologize to Nate’s parents.

“I—I know I haven’t made a very good impression on you in the last twenty-four hours, but I hope you’ll continue to give me a chance. I really love Nate, and I let myself get too wrapped up worrying what you’d think of me to act like myself.” He laughed self-consciously. “I hope that you’ll give me another chance and let me show you who I really am.”

“Of course. Let’s just wipe the slate clean and forget about all of it. Welcome to our home, Emerson. We’re so glad to meet Nate’s boyfriend, and we look forward to getting to know you better.” Sharon leaned forward to hug Emerson. 

Emerson sighed with relief, hugged her back, shook Frank’s proffered hand, and reached for Nate. “So, what comes next?”

“Oh, hot chocolate and Christmas stories,” Sharon said. “Speaking of which, I need to get started on the cocoa.”

“Let me help,” Emerson said, and he was rewarded with a bright smile.

They enjoyed cocoa and marshmallows on the couch while Nate read aloud. Lulled by the warm atmosphere and the sound of Nate’s voice, Emerson drifted off to sleep on Nate’s shoulder. He dimly heard Frank and Sharon tell them goodnight but he was too sleepy to respond. Nate must have thought he was completely asleep, because he heard him ask his mother something before she left. “Do you like Emerson?”

Sharon’s voice was warm. “I do. Very much, actually. I wish we’d had a better start, but I think he’s going to be a perfect fit to this family, Nathan.”

Emerson almost smiled at what she said and the fact that she’d called her son by his full name, but he remembered he was supposed to be asleep. 

“Thanks, mom.”

Nate stroked Emerson’s arm and he heard soft footfalls walking away before Sharon spoke again. “You know, as long as you aren’t in there together in the morning when the girls get up, I’m not going to be paying any attention to where you two sleep tonight.”

Nate sputtered, but was too flustered to respond and she walked off without another word. Emerson was still half-asleep when Nate tugged him off the couch and dragged him to the bathroom to brush his teeth and then to the bedroom. Everything was dreamy and a bit hazy as Nate stripped and lay down next to Emerson. “Love you,” was all Emerson managed before he was out, spooned around Nate, his lips on his boyfriend’s shoulder.

He slept deeply and didn’t wake until some time in the wee hours of the morning. The room was dark and the house was silent. Nate was curled around Emerson’s body, one hands splayed out on his stomach and the other beginning to roam across his body.

Emerson let out a quiet sound of pleasure and flipped over on his side, capturing Nate’s lips with his. At first, the kisses were slow and lazy. At some point, Nate had removed his own boxers, and Emerson did the same, shoving them down to the end of the bed. Their hands wandered over each other, naked bodies pressed together under the heavy blankets as the desire slowly built. He felt flushed and warm in the cocoon they’d made and the soft panting breaths and whisper-quiet moans were so intimate. Wary of making too much noise, they had to move slowly, focusing on the slow, teasing build up rather than the end goal. 

“I love you, Em,” Nate murmured as he licked a lazy path up his boyfriend’s throat. 

Emerson sighed and slid a knee between Nate’s thighs, palming his butt. Their cocks nudged together, the tips damp with anticipation. “Love you, too.”

In the dim light as they lay facing each other, Emerson wet his finger and watched Nate’s lips part in anticipation. He reached behind Nate, slipping between his cheeks and sliding the wet finger between them. Nate sighed, nuzzling Emerson’s cheek with his lips and positioned his mouth near his ear. “Can I top?” he whispered.

Emerson’s finger stilled but he nodded. “Of course.”

Nate rarely topped, he usually preferred Emerson to, but Emerson was more than willing to let him if that’s what he wanted. Nate reached back, fumbling for something on the bed and pulled a tube of lubricant toward them. Outside of the covers, the room was cold and so was the tube in his hand. They clutched it between them as they kissed, letting the slow buildup of desire begin again as the lube warmed. Eventually, Nate touched him, slick fingers preparing him, and Emerson had to roll onto his stomach and bury his face in the pillow to stay quiet. Still moving torturously slowly, Nate made him squirm on the bed for what felt like hours before he slicked himself and coaxed Emerson to roll onto his side facing him again.

Raising one of Emerson’s thighs, Nate pushed into him. Emerson’s breath caught in his throat for a moment and then he relaxed, pressing a hard kiss to Nate’s lips to keep from crying out when Nate was all the way inside him. It was the slowest, most deliberate way they’d ever made love. Usually they were so frantic to be together that the thrusts were hard and fast, their touches needy and desperate. 

Mindful of the otherwise silent house, they rocked together with slow, gliding movements, muffling their sounds of pleasure against each other’s lips. Under the covers their bodies grew warm and slick with sweat, their cocks trapped between their bodies and sliding together. Emerson shuddered; gripping Nate’s hip with his hand and tried not to cry out. He buried his head against Nate’s neck, biting his lip when Nate hit just the right spot. His head spun with the pleasure and he felt his vision swim as his orgasm hit, almost without warning. Clutching his boyfriend tightly, Nate managed a few more slow, deep thrusts before he came too, their come mingling together on their stomachs. He was shaking when he stilled and Emerson held him even more tightly as they lay there, allowing their breathing to slow and their hearts to stop racing.  After a few murmured I love you’s and sweet, slow kisses, they pulled apart. They cleaned up, laughing quietly that Nate was going to have to do laundry before they left, and curled up to go to sleep.

In the morning, Nate was gone, but the sweet ache inside Emerson was not. Neither was the content feeling from being close to him again. Despite the early hour, Emerson was happy when Katie and Ava bounced into the room, dragging him toward the living room. As Collins family tradition dictated, they had breakfast before they opened their stockings. The girls were so excited they were practically vibrating and Emerson was grateful he got to be a part of their Christmas. 

Any of the lingering awkwardness was gone, and Emerson didn’t hesitate to snuggle with Nate, acting just like they would at school. Nate’s parents just looked on fondly, and Emerson felt a profound sense of relief. Later that afternoon, they ate appetizers and the adults drank wine while they opened their gifts and Sharon documented everything with her camera. She even caught one of Emerson jokingly licking Nate’s cheek as they horsed around. He blushed with embarrassment that it was caught on camera, but at least now he didn’t feel awkward about being affectionate with his boyfriend.

They were halfway done opening gifts when Nate’s grandmother called. They put her on speakerphone and Emerson stayed quiet, unsure of how to behave. After the initial greetings, Merry Christmas wishes, and Katie yammering about the gifts she’d already opened, Grandma Collins spoke. “Is Nate’s girlfriend there? I thought she was coming.”

The room went silent for a moment and they all looked at each other before bursting into laughter. Nate spoke up. “Well, you see, grandma, it’s actually my boyfriend. His name is Emerson.”

Nate nudged him, indicating for him to speak up and his heart hammered in his chest. “Um, hello, this is Emerson. Uhh, Merry Christmas, ma’am.”

There was a beat of silence and then she laughed. “Nate, I think you’re going to have to explain how you mixed those two things up to me one of these days. I’m a little concerned about that college we’re paying for if you can’t tell the difference between a boy and a girl.” Her teasing tone softened. “And hello, Emerson. You better call me Grandma if you’re going to be sticking around, young man.”

“I certainly plan to ... uh, Grandma,” he added.

“Well good. I hope you’re at Easter then so I can meet you.”

“I’ll do my best,” he offered.

She changed the subject, clearly unconcerned about the news that her grandson was gay, and Emerson let out a sigh of relief. The family chatted more, but Emerson just sat there, content to have Nate in his arms. Sharon had been right that by Christmas morning they’d be happily opening gifts around the tree. His future with Nate wasn’t guaranteed, but Emerson thought they had a pretty good chance of making his dreams of having a family together happen someday. They were off to a good start. 

After Grandma Collins said goodbye, the family continued opening gifts. Nate loved the watch Emerson had bought him and Emerson was thrilled with the cologne and sweater from Nate. He smiled to himself when he saw the masculine looking scarf and hat set, video games, and gift card from Nate’s parents. He loved that now that the initial shock had faded, Nate’s family had welcomed him with open arms. 

He felt very lucky as he glanced around the room, watching Katie and Ava play with their toys as Frank stoked the fire and Sharon read the back of a book her husband had bought her. Nate leaned back against Emerson’s chest and he brushed his lips against his boyfriend’s cheek. If he closed his eyes, he could imagine his own future family with Nate; a couple little kids excitedly tearing into gifts and a dog napping by the fire. 

It wasn’t necessarily going to be easy, but they could get there if they wanted it bad enough and worked toward it. And someday, when their future children brought someone home for Christmas, Emerson would welcome them with open arms, no matter what. As long as they were loved, that was all that really mattered.

––––––––

Present Day...

––––––––

“I love that picture,” Nate said, sliding his arms around Emerson’s waist. Emerson smiled, looking at the framed photo on their mantle of him licking Nate’s cheek. 

“I still think I look like an idiot,” he grumbled, but he didn’t mean it. He liked the photograph, too. It was of Emerson and Nate’s first Christmas together, after one of the first major fights they’d had as a couple, and the first time Emerson had met Nate’s family. 

The trip to Minneapolis had been a disaster from the start and Emerson still loved to tease Nate about it, eight years later.

“That was a good Christmas, wasn’t it, sweetheart?” Emerson asked. 

“Yeah, it was.” Nate kissed his temple, fingers idly playing with the wedding ring he’d put on Emerson’s finger several years before.  He let out a tired sigh.  “Everything is ready for tomorrow and I’m exhausted.  Time for bed, I think.”

“Okay,” Emerson agreed, taking one last look at the utterly ridiculous photo and followed his husband, turning out the Christmas lights and flicking off light switches as they walked through their house. Nate stopped at the door to the bedroom next to theirs, tilting his head to look at Emerson.

Emerson smiled. “We can go in. But if you wake her up, you’re staying up with her.”

Nate opened the door quietly and they tiptoed in the room. Lily was sleeping in her crib, cheeks pink and lips slightly parted as she slept. Nate loved to watch their baby girl sleep, and with this being their first Christmas together, he was feeling especially sentimental. Not that Emerson was any better. There was an appalling number of gifts under the tree for her, despite the fact that she was too small to even care. As first time parents, they couldn’t help themselves.

Life had thrown them a few curveballs, but they’d ended up just about where Emerson had dreamed of. He had a husband, a cute little house, and a baby girl that he adored. There was even a puppy for Nate—hiding at the neighbors’ house until he could bring it over the following morning. 

Emerson looked down at Lily one last time before they turned to leave the room. At least we have a little while before she’ll be bringing anyone home for Christmas, he thought before heading out of the room hand in hand with his husband. 
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	Roped into cooking for a blind date, kitchen disaster Tyler Norwood is totally lost in the produce aisles of the local market until chef Michael Garcia rescues him.  Flirty banter over avocados leads to more than a passing attraction and Tyler must decide if he’ll keep his blind date or pursue the man heating up his kitchen.


	---


	The tension between them thickened and Tyler felt desire curl low in his belly as he stared back.  He couldn’t stop thinking about Michael’s lips and the way the full curve of them would feel against his own.  He was honestly one of the most attractive guys Tyler had met in a long time, and even in the small amount of time he’d known him, Tyler thought Michael was probably one of the nicest guys he’d ever met.  Few people would offer to help someone they were attracted to salvage a date with someone else.  He had no doubts that Michael was indeed attracted to him, and the feeling was certainly mutual.  Why couldn’t it have been Michael that Tyler had a blind date with?


	“Damn it,” Michael finally muttered, clearly thinking along the same lines Tyler had been.  “I really shouldn’t be fantasizing about a man when he’s about to go on a date with someone else.”


	“Yeah, well …” Tyler said, feeling equally guilty about his own fantasies.  But why should he ignore the guy he was incredibly attracted to, for some guy he’d never met and might not even hit it off with?  “You know what? Fuck it.”


	He leaned forward, pressing his lips to Michael’s.  The other man was still for a moment before he responded, lips and tongue seeking Tyler’s.  They both groaned and Tyler was surprised to find himself pinned against the counter.
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