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        Joel McArthur thought he knew everyone in the small town of Christmas Falls. He’s been running Ginger’s Breads bakery for more than a decade, after all.

      

        

      
        But who is the mysterious runner who’s been passing by his shop every morning?

      

        

      
        Hayden Bradley’s post-college plans fell through, landing him in this stupid small town he can’t get out of fast enough.

        He hates Christmas and he’s tired of the endless holiday cheer.

      

        

      
        But as Hayden finds himself spending more and more time at Joel’s bakery, he’s forced to admit that he’s developed a taste for the ginger-molasses cookies and the handsome ginger-haired baker who makes them.

      

        

      
        Christmas Falls is a multi-author M/M romance series set in a small town that thrives on enough holiday charm to rival any Hallmark movie.

      

        

      
        Content Warning: Discussion of a past death of a parent/missing them at the holidays.
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CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Joel McArthur woke well before dawn and was still half-asleep as he trudged down the stairs and flipped on lights in his bakery on the first floor.

      He followed his nose to the coffeepot, grateful for the timer he’d set. He poured himself a cup, doctored it with some cream and sugar, then carried it into his office.

      Sinking into the squeaky old desk chair, he rubbed a hand over his face as he tried to get his brain online.

      His first cup of coffee brought him to life enough to review his plans for the bakery for the day. There was no time to waste when he had so much to do.

      Once he was fortified with caffeine and he’d shoved some peanut butter toast and a banana in his mouth, he got to work.

      Joel began every day by prepping the dough to bake.

      As he kneaded and shaped the doughs that had been rising overnight, then set them aside for a second round of proofing, he settled into a rhythm, his mind wandering to vague thoughts of the upcoming holiday season.

      Christmas was his favorite time of year, but Thanksgiving was a close second.

      Thanksgiving was in a few weeks and he’d need extra bread for stuffing. He usually sold more cinnamon rolls and breakfast treats as people picked up baked goods to share with out-of-town relatives, so he’d need more of those as well.

      Maybe he’d make a nice sage and onion focaccia bread and some cranberry orange muffins soon. They’d be perfect for the transition from pumpkin spice everything to Christmas flavors like eggnog, cranberry, and peppermint.

      He smiled at the thought of peppermint bark cupcakes and eggnog quick bread.

      Several hours later, after the first batch of crusty loaves were baked, muffins were cooling in their little paper cups, and doughnuts filled the air with their heady scent, he poured himself a second cup of coffee, taking his time to make this one a little more special.

      He pulled out a mini-quiche and carried the plate and mug to the front of the bakery, flipping on a few low lights over the glass display case.

      It was still dark out. Not even seven a.m. yet as he stood by the front window, the steam from his coffee rising to tease at his nostrils.

      Joel took a sip, closing his eyes and letting the rich flavor flow over his tongue, relishing the sweet cream and the hint of brown sugar and cinnamon.

      As Joel studied the quiet street of Christmas Falls, Illinois, peace settled over him.

      Two of his employees would be arriving soon but he liked being alone in the bakery.

      Once he was ready to face the hectic day ahead, he always drank his second cup of coffee and savored it as he stared out the window of his shop.

      Joel watched the sun rise while he sipped his coffee and enjoyed the last few bites of eggy ham and cheese quiche with rosemary.

      It was cold this morning. It had frosted overnight and the rising sun sparkled off everything, turning the small town into a fairytale of dazzling light.

      Behind Joel there was more work to be done.

      His bakery would soon be filled with the chatter of his employees and the tinkle of the bell over the front door as patrons began streaming in. But for now, the space was quiet and peaceful and Joel soaked in the wonder of the new day.

      Slowly, Joel turned his head, searching for the runner he’d been watching for months now. Nothing yet, but it was still early.

      He was surprised anyone was up at this hour unless they had to be.

      Joel blinked and a lone figure appeared in the distance, jogging down the middle of the street like always.

      There were few people out at this time of day and even fewer cars so it was safe enough, but Joel always had to bite back the urge to tell the guy to move to the sidewalk.

      The runner passed by Joel’s bakery every morning and with every day that went by, Joel grew more curious about who he was.

      Growing up here in Christmas Falls, Joel had spent his free hours in high school working at his uncle’s bakery, needing the money to pay for college. He’d reluctantly come home in the summers to work, eager to leave the small town behind after graduation.

      He’d never planned on moving back for good.

      It was about a year after Joel had finished his business degree when Uncle Raymond had his first heart attack.

      Aunt Margaret asked Joel to come home and help out. His cousins Arlo and Jerry were doing the best they could but they had other commitments and responsibilities.

      Besides, Joel was the one who truly loved baking.

      Aunt Margaret had said it would only be for a few months until she could find a buyer for the place, so he’d packed his belongings in Chicago and moved home again, secretly grateful to quit a corporate job he’d come to hate.

      Before he could blink, a few months turned into a year.

      Then two.

      When Aunt Margaret had told Joel about the interested buyer and their plans to retire and travel to warmer climates in the winters, it had hit him like a ton of bricks that he was happy here.

      He was happy running the little bakery and living in the small apartment above it. He didn't miss the noise or the traffic or the hectic lifestyle of the city.

      Aunt Margaret had smiled when he'd handed her the business proposal he'd written.

      “I'll sleep easier knowing someone in the family is running it,” she’d assured him.

      And that was that.

      Joel McArthur became the proud new owner of Ginger’s Breads.

      A decade later, he had no regrets.

      Now that the business was established and he’d hit his mid-thirties, he thought it would be nice if there was someone to share dinner with. Someone to come home to. But he liked his life too much to change it.

      He loved this small town where he knew nearly everyone and there was always someone to lend a helping hand. That sense of community he’d never found anywhere else.

      Now, the bundled-up runner passed by his window and Joel squinted, wondering who on earth he was.

      It was hard to tell his age or anything about him.

      He ran with his head down, moving fast, like he was angry at the world.

      Joel wondered what prompted the guy to get out of bed at such an early hour every morning. Especially now that fall was quickly passing into winter.

      The mysterious runner had never looked in his direction before, so when he swung his head and glanced over now, Joel jerked in surprise.

      He lifted his hand in greeting, expecting the gesture to be returned, but all the runner did was lower his head and continue on.

      “Huh, odd,” Joel murmured.

      But behind him, a timer beeped. The back door opening and his employees arriving signaled it was time to resume his day.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, Hayden Bradley rolled his eyes at the signpost pointing the way toward the bakery downtown. Ginger’s Breads.

      What a ridiculous name.

      He supposed it made sense since the big bearded guy who was always in the window was a ginger. But it was still a corny name.

      According to Hayden’s mom, the guy who owned the place was named Joel. He was also gay, which was supposed to be a selling point.

      She'd talked the town up big when Hayden had arrived a few months ago. Like he was supposed to be impressed by a ridiculous little town with a gay baker.

      She was trying to make him feel better but ugh, he didn’t care.

      Nothing was going to make him feel good about being an unemployed college graduate living in his mother’s basement. He was supposed to be back in Chicago working for the tech start-up that had gone belly-up before he'd worked a single day.

      He'd been so proud of himself too. He'd had the job lined up before graduation and had already been searching for a new apartment and a new car he was going to buy.

      Instead, he’d spent the summer answering increasingly concerned calls from his mom, Diane, and feeling like a complete failure. She'd been nice about it, making sympathetic noises every time he admitted he still hadn’t found a position.

      He’d applied for about a million jobs, hoping his savings and the odd freelance gig would get him through the dry spell. He'd even begged the owner of the coffee shop near campus for his job back, but there were so many people like him with no money, no job, and no future. They didn’t need him.

      “Sorry,” the owner had said with a shrug. “I don’t have any openings. I’ll let you know if any come up.”

      But either they hadn’t—suspicious, since there had been constant turnover the whole time Hayden had worked there—or the guy had forgotten about him, which seemed more likely.

      When Hayden’s money had run out, his only option had been to move to the small bumfuck town in the middle of Nowheresville Illinois and crash in the basement of the house where his mom now lived with her new husband.

      His stepdad, Luke, was nice enough to him and great for his mom, so it could have been worse.

      But Hayden still felt like a failure.

      He was twenty-three, for God’s sake. This shit was embarrassing.

      His social life—not to mention his sex life—had taken a nosedive since he left the city and pretty much all he did now was hunt for jobs and run.

      The running was something to kill time and meant he didn’t have to talk to anyone.

      That was what he really liked about it. That and it made the insomnia a little better.

      He’d had trouble sleeping for as long as he could remember.

      He’d spent years listening to people tell him all he needed to do was get more exercise and he'd sleep like a baby.

      Well, he was up to running eight miles a day, and he still didn't sleep for more than a couple of hours at a time. Clearly, those people had no idea what they were fucking talking about.

      Hayden automatically turned right onto Prancer Street, sneering at the name on the street sign. The whole town was Christmas themed.

      Gross.

      Supposedly, it had been called Milton Falls way back in the 1800s but, according to his mom, some factory had started churning out holiday décor after WWII or something and everything had snowballed from there.

      Now, he lived in a place with roads named Blitzen Street and Candy Cane Lane.

      There was literally a place called Santa’s Workshop.

      Maybe Ginger’s Breads wasn’t so bad …

      Hayden jogged through the intersection then glanced over at the bakery.

      It did look sort of cozy today, with the lights glowing inside when it was all gray and dreary out.

      It had been clear and cold yesterday morning, but today it was drizzling icy rain and Hayden had already almost lost his footing a few times as patches of wet pavement began to freeze.

      The big bearded ginger in the window lifted a hand in greeting again. Hayden looked away, refusing to acknowledge him.

      He didn’t know why he’d looked over yesterday.

      The guy really was kind of hot, but why was everyone here trying to make friends with Hayden? He wasn’t going to stay in this too-small, holiday-themed town.

      Hayden glanced over again to see the baker still staring, a small smile on his face as if he was amused by something Hayden had done.

      Hayden put on a burst of speed, but the moment his running boot touched the ground, he knew it was a mistake.

      His foot slipped and he windmilled for a second, trying to right himself. But there was nothing but slick road beneath his feet and, with a thud, his ass hit the ground.

      Stunned and winded, Hayden stared up at the gray sky, pain flaring to life in his elbow and tailbone.

      The tinkle of a bell made him look over, head still swimming, and a moment later a big body blotted out the storm clouds overhead.

      “Hey, are you okay? I’m Joel. I run the bakery here.” He peered at Hayden, a frown wrinkling his forehead.

      “Do I fucking look okay?” Hayden groused.

      “Well, no. That’s why I came out to check. Did you hit your head? Twist an ankle?” Joel patted him all over, like he was trying to assess for damage.

      Hayden did his own assessment. “No. Just banged my elbow and bruised my ass. I’ll be fine.”

      He sat up, wincing.

      “Maybe take it slow,” Joel said as he stood. “Just in case.”

      Ignoring him, Hayden got to his feet, which went out from under him again and he fell heavily against Joel’s chest.

      “Whoa, watch it, kid,” Joel said, gripping Hayden’s upper arms to keep him from taking them both down. “It’s a little slick out.”

      “I hadn’t fucking noticed,” Hayden muttered against his shoulder, embarrassed.

      With Joel’s hands on his upper arms, he finally got away from the icy patch and onto solid ground again, glad the street was deserted.

      He winced at the throb in his tailbone and the smarting of his elbow. And shit, his knee kinda felt like it had been tweaked too.

      Perfect.

      Joel gave him a onceover. “Why don’t you come inside? You look a little banged up.”

      “I’m fine,” Hayden insisted, but when he took a step forward, his knee buckled.

      “Yeah, clearly, you’re not. Quit being stubborn and come inside for a couple of minutes. At least it’ll be more comfortable in there.” Joel shivered and Hayden realized he only wore dark pants, a short-sleeved T-shirt, and an apron over both. No coat. He was probably freezing.

      Of course, Joel was the one who’d run outside like some kind of white knight, so why should Hayden feel sorry for him.

      But since Hayden couldn’t put any weight on his fucking knee, he should probably accept the guy’s offer.

      “Yeah, uh, my knee …”

      “Here, let me help.” Joel reached an arm out and, reluctantly, Hayden let him slide it under his shoulder. It was awkward since he was so much bigger and broader than Hayden was, but it did take some of the weight off Hayden’s knee.

      With Joel’s help, he limped toward the bakery’s door. They didn’t really fit through it very well, but Joel turned sideways and Hayden squeezed in, biting back a curse as he bashed an elbow on the doorframe.

      His good elbow. Great, now both were bruised.

      “Shit, sorry,” Joel said. He had a really deep voice. Low and rumbly. “Okay, let’s get you to this chair.”

      The small café chairs were flipped upside down on top of the tables, and Joel righted one and helped him into it.

      Hayden let out a relieved sigh.

      Joel flipped another chair and crouched down beside him, patting the seat. “Put your foot up here.”

      Hayden did it without arguing.

      “Can I get you anything?” Joel asked, studying his face intently. His eyes were very blue.

      “No, I’m fine,” Hayden said, looking away. “Just, uh, maybe need a minute to catch my breath and rest my knee.”

      “Want some ice?”

      “Might not be a bad idea.”

      The baker held out a hand. “Joel McArthur, by the way.”

      “Oh, uh, Hayden Bradley.”

      When they shook, Hayden’s hand was completely engulfed by Joel’s big, strong paw.

      “Nice to meet you, Hayden. I’ll be back in a moment with some ice.”

      Joel rose to his feet and Hayden snuck a glance at his retreating back.

      Yep, big everywhere. Broad shoulders, solid ass, long muscular legs … Well, maybe this town wasn’t so bad after all.

      Hayden studied the space while Joel was gone. The front door opened to a small area with a handful of café tables and chairs. It was a cozy place, with an exposed brick wall, wooden L-shaped counter, and old-fashioned black and white tile floors, lovingly maintained.

      It had the vintage, slightly rustic feel that so many new businesses tried to emulate but never quite managed to pull off.

      When Joel returned, Hayden snuck another look at him. He really was a ginger. His beard was a dark auburn, his hair a slightly brighter red. Despite his size, his smile creased the corners of his eyes and made him look friendly, rather than intimidating.

      He held up an ice pack and a white box with a red cross on it. “Here’s some ice and I brought a first aid kit too, for your elbow.”

      “My elbow?” Hayden twisted his arm and groaned when he saw he’d ripped through the fabric of his jacket and shirt. Fuuuck. Two expensive things he didn’t have the money to replace.

      His mom would probably buy him new ones for Christmas anyway but gah, he hated being so dependent on her. She’d spent her whole life working so hard to take care of him and he wanted to show her that he could handle it now and she didn’t have to worry about him anymore.

      And at some point, Luke would probably get sick of Hayden hanging around, right?

      “Looks like you banged it up pretty good, huh?” Joel shook the ice pack, then squeezed it, activating the gel inside.

      “Guess so,” Hayden agreed with a sigh.

      “Well, we’ll see what we can do to fix you up.” Joel knelt on the floor and draped the ice pack over his knee. “How’s that?”

      “Fine.”

      “Now let me take a look at your elbow. Think you can get the jacket off?”

      “Yeah.”

      Hayden grimaced as he worked the coat off.

      “Might want to lose the shirt too,” Joel said with a frown.

      Ordinarily, Hayden wouldn’t mind a hot older guy asking him to take off his clothes, but he’d never stripped in the middle of a bakery before.

      Joel must have seen something in his face because he shrugged. “Only if you feel comfortable. I just thought it would make it easier to get the gravel out.”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      Hayden pulled his shirt completely off, wincing again when the fabric tugged at his raw skin.

      Joel’s eyebrows lifted. “That’s some ink you have there,” he commented, nodding at the tattoos covering Hayden’s chest and upper arm.

      “Yeah. You got a problem with it?”

      “No.” Joel gently lifted his arm to chest height. “Can you hold it here so I can clean your elbow?”

      “Sure.”

      Joel was silent for a moment as he slipped on latex gloves and ripped open a packet. “This disinfecting wipe is probably gonna sting.”

      “Yeah, doesn’t feel good,” Hayden managed when the alcohol hit the wound.

      Joel shot him a sympathetic look. “I know. I’ll be as gentle as I can.”

      But Hayden couldn’t stifle a hiss as Joel dabbed at it.

      “I have some ink too,” Joel said in a conversational tone. “Not as much as you but a few things.”

      “Great. Good for you,” Hayden said through clenched teeth.

      God, tattooing needles he could handle, but rubbing alcohol on his scraped elbow was the worst. He really had banged it up good.

      Joel let out a chuckle. “Well, you’re a friendly one. I’d say you must not be a morning person, but I see you out here every day before the sun is up. Just hate gingers or what? Convinced we don’t have souls?”

      Hayden blinked. “I … no. Someone I dated in college was a ginger.”

      Joel’s lips twitched. “Good to know.”

      “Honestly, I’m tired,” Hayden admitted. “And life sucks right now and …”

      Joel raised an eyebrow and Hayden cursed internally, quickly changing the subject. “Anyway. I’m not trying to be a dick. I’m pissed I didn’t see the icy spot. Although if you hadn’t waved, I would have been looking where I was going.”

      “Oh, this is my fault?” Clearly amused, Joel carefully set the bloodied wipe aside and opened another. “Good to know.”

      “Well, if you’d put salt down, the ice wouldn’t have been there,” he grumbled, trying to ignore the queasy twist in his stomach at the sight of the blood.

      “I do salt my sidewalk,” Joel protested. “But the road is the city’s job. Maybe you should try running on the sidewalk like a normal person.”

      “Yeah, well, there’s more room on the road,” Hayden said. “And it doesn’t change the fact that you distracted me.”

      “Yes. I see now. I’m definitely at fault for being too friendly. Good thing you can’t sue me for that.” Joel grinned, like he found the whole thing amusing, as he went back to dabbing at Hayden’s skin.

      Hayden grunted. “You almost done there?”

      “Yes.” Joel set the second wipe aside. “Let it air dry for a minute and I’ll bandage it. How’s the knee?”

      “What are you, a paramedic in your spare time?”

      “Nope. Played a lot of ice hockey growing up. We got banged up pretty good. Besides, bakeries can be dangerous places. It’s good to know how to treat minor injuries.”

      “Huh.”

      “So, now that we’ve established my credentials, how’s the knee feeling?”

      Hayden lifted the ice pack off and flexed his leg. “A little better actually.”

      Joel beamed. “Good. Glad to hear it. Now, let’s get this bandage on your arm.”

      Joel leaned in, head bowed, and Hayden took a deep breath. He smelled like fresh-baked bread and cinnamon.

      Not surprising, considering what he did for a living, but it was nice.

      Not that a good-smelling, good-looking gay baker was going to change Hayden’s mind about this town. But if he had to get bandaged by someone, it wasn’t the worst.

      “Now,” Joel said when he was done. “Why don’t you give the ice pack another ten minutes or so to do its work? Would you like something to drink while you wait?”

      “Got any beer back there?” Hayden joked. “Or something stiffer?”

      Joel gathered the first aid supplies, his ears turning a little red. “Mmm, not at this hour. I was thinking more like coffee? Tea? Hot chocolate?”

      Interesting. Had he thought Hayden was flirting?

      “Coffee. Cream and sugar.” As Joel walked away, Hayden tacked on, “Uhh. Please.”

      Joel shot him another amused look over his shoulder then disappeared into the back of the bakery.
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CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Hayden Bradley was a weird kid.

      Not that he was a kid kid. He was certainly over eighteen if he was that thoroughly tattooed and probably at least twenty-one if he was casually joking about drinking.

      But the snarky attitude made him seem a little younger.

      He was cute though.

      He had a rather angular face and a shock of thick dark hair under the stocking cap he’d tugged off. He had a sprinkle of freckles across his nose, tired dark eyes, and the grumpiest expression Joel had ever seen in his life.

      He didn’t know what the attitude was about but it amused him. He reminded Joel of Old Man Shelton, the curmudgeon who lived on the outskirts of town.

      At a quarter the age.

      Joel slipped one of yesterday’s pumpkin cinnamon rolls onto a plate and stuck it in the microwave for a few seconds to heat and soften it. He placed it on a tray with a steaming mug of coffee then carried it out to the front of the shop.

      No one was grumpy after one of his cinnamon rolls.

      Hayden had put his shirt back on and was staring at his phone but, otherwise, he hadn’t moved from the spot where Joel had left him.

      Joel set the treats on the table with a flourish. “Your coffee. And a pumpkin cinnamon roll, if you’d like it.”

      “Thanks. Damn that looks good.” Hayden reached for the food immediately and tore off a bite.

      “I’m pretty good at what I do.” Joel walked over to a nearby table and pulled a chair down.

      “Guess so,” Hayden said around a mouthful of cinnamon roll. “Oh man, is this cream cheese frosting?”

      “Of course,” Joel said, affronted Hayden had even considered he’d use anything else. Sugar glaze had its place but on cinnamon rolls, cream cheese frosting was the only way to go.

      Joel continued to set up the front of the shop as Hayden ate and drank.

      After Hayden had demolished half the roll in a handful of greedy bites and slurped down some coffee, he wiped his mouth on the back of his hand.

      “Thanks,” he said. “This really is amazing.”

      Joel hid a smile at his grudging tone. “You’re welcome.”

      “Uh, thanks for everything, actually.” Hayden gestured vaguely, then tore off another bite of cinnamon roll.

      “No problem.”

      While Hayden resumed eating, Joel went behind the counter to prepare a few things there. He was surprised Cassie and Bennie weren’t in yet. It was ten minutes past when they usually arrived. Hopefully they were taking it slow due to the icy roads and hadn’t run into trouble on the way.

      “So, Hayden Bradley,” Joel asked as he pulled out a little chalkboard to write down the day’s quiche specials. “What are you doing in Christmas Falls?”

      “Absolutely nothing,” Hayden muttered. He stuffed the final bite of cinnamon roll in his mouth and drained his coffee. “Look, I should go.”

      “Uhh, no rush,” Joel said, confused by the abrupt change in attitude. “You can stay as long as you want.”

      “No. No, I need to get home.” He stood and yanked on his jacket. “Thanks for everything but I need to run.”

      “You sure your knee is up for that?”

      “Yeah. I mean, I’ll walk home, not run. But you know what I mean.”

      Do I? Joel wondered.

      “I can drive you if you need it,” Joel offered aloud, straightening. “You’d have to wait a few for my employees to get in because I can’t leave the shop, but—”

      “No. No, it’s fine. It’s … I’m fine.” He tugged on his hat.

      The sound of Cassie and Bennie arriving made Joel try one more time. “Staff’s here. You sure you don’t want a ride?”

      “I said I’m fine!” Hayden snapped. But he immediately winced and said, “Sorry. Uh … thanks for the rescue and the food. I owe you anything?”

      “Nah, it’s on the house,” Joel assured him. “Be safe out there.”

      “Thanks.” Hayden ducked out the door, the bell chiming for a moment in the quiet bakery after he was gone.

      “Feel free to come back any time,” Joel muttered.

      “Who was that?” Cassie asked curiously.

      Joel jerked in surprise and glanced over. “Some kid. He was out running, and he bit it in the street.”

      “Oh yeah, I’ve seen him around,” she said with a nod. “Total grump. He never waves back. Sorry we’re late, by the way.”

      “Roads?”

      “Yeah. I almost took Bennie’s mailbox out when I picked him up. Everything is icing up something terrible.”

      “Tell me about it,” Joel said with a chuckle as he finished writing Harvest Quiche: made with mushrooms, butternut squash, bacon & sage on the chalkboard. “Like I said, the kid totally wiped out in front of me.”

      “Need me to salt the sidewalk?” Cassie asked, lifting a pierced eyebrow.

      Her dirty blonde shaggy haircut, piercings, and sleeves of tattoos still gave her the edgy look she’d had since she started working at the bakery as a teenager. She was thirty-seven now—only two years older than Joel.

      “He slipped on the road, but it couldn’t hurt to add extra.” Joel propped the chalkboard on the small stand on top of the pastry case.

      “Hey, why is none of the bread in the oven yet?” Bennie called out.

      “Shit.” Joel looked at the wall clock with a grimace. He was already twenty minutes behind schedule. “Uhh, I got distracted. Be right there.”

      “He is cute, isn’t he?” Cassie said with a sly grin.

      “Who? Bennie?” Joel gave her a perplexed look.

      Tall, rangy Bennie with his bright smile and perpetual five o’clock shadow? Joel supposed he was good looking but he’d never really looked twice at his employee before. Besides, Bennie was happily married with a couple of toddlers.

      “No.” She laughed. “The running kid.”

      “Oh, Hayden? Yeah, I suppose.”

      “Oh, Hayden, is it?” she teased. “I see you already got to know him. Breakfast date over pumpkin cinnamon rolls and coffee, huh?”

      Joel flushed. “It wasn’t a breakfast date. It seemed like the polite thing to offer him when he was sitting here with an ice pack on his knee.”

      She frowned. “Should he have been going home on foot if his knee was injured?”

      “No,” Joel said. “I offered him a ride, but he booked it out of here like his pants were on fire so there wasn’t much I could do.”

      “Too bad. Like I said, he’s cute. And you won’t let me set you up on any dates …”

      Joel groaned. Cassie had been relentless lately.

      “Yes, well, I’m not looking for love,” he reminded her as he walked toward the kitchen. “I’m looking for an enjoyable holiday season and great sales!”

      “There’s more to life than work!” she called after him.

      Perhaps there was.

      But as Joel hustled to help Bennie get baked goods in the oven, he considered the idea that the bakery was more than work.

      It was his place in the community, his way of giving back.

      So while he might not have a special person in his life, he could share a piece of himself with everyone in the town of Christmas Falls.

      Baking was his joy, his passion, his purpose.

      It was so much more than a job.

      It was love.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, sweetheart. What happened?” Hayden’s mom asked as he limped into the house. “You were gone so long we were starting to get worried.”

      “Just slipped. Nothing serious.”

      His knee did hurt worse now that he’d walked the whole way home. He’d made it half a block before he’d regretted not taking Joel up on his offer. But if he had, he would have had to admit he lived with his mom and stepdad and … no.

      “I knew you shouldn’t have gone out in weather like this,” she said. “I said that last night, didn’t I, Luke?”

      Luke made a noncommittal noise around his breakfast.

      “Seriously, I’m fine,” Hayden assured her. He stripped off his coat. “My coat isn’t. But I’ll heal.”

      “Hayden …” She froze, staring at his elbow. “Oh, is that a bandage? I didn’t realize Doc Burton’s was even open this early.”

      “No.” Hayden sat and unlaced his boots. “I slipped in front of the bakery and that Joel guy gave me some first aid supplies. I even iced and rested my knee.”

      “Oh.” Her expression smoothed out. “Well, that was nice of him. I hope you thanked him.”

      “I did.” He had, hadn’t he?

      Her gaze turned speculative. “Joel’s very handsome, isn’t he? A bit old for you, I suppose but …”

      “Mom,” Hayden said, exasperated. “The dude bandaged my elbow and gave me a cinnamon roll. It doesn’t mean I’m going to fall in love with him.”

      Although it was a pretty damn good cinnamon roll. And he knew his mom was just worried about how lonely he was.

      “Well, I know,” she said. “But you haven’t made any friends here and—”

      “I don’t need any friends here,” Hayden said with a sigh. She meant well but she kept hoping he’d meet a guy or make friends or do something to settle down in this silly little town and he had no interest. “All of my friends are back in Chicago, and I’m not planning to stay long term.”

      “Have you looked for jobs here?”

      “Of course I have!” he said as he put his boots on the rubber tray to drip-dry. “I’ve looked for jobs everywhere!”

      “Okay, okay. I’m just asking. Now, how about some breakfast?”

      “I’m gonna shower first.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Already had a cinnamon roll,” he reminded her as he walked toward the basement door. “I’m good.”

      Hayden’s knee twinged as he walked down the basement stairs to his bedroom. But rather than head for the shower, he flopped onto his unmade bed and stared up at the drop ceiling.

      As far as basements went, it was nice. It was finished, so although it was a little cold, it was cozy enough. There was new carpet on the floor, and he had a bathroom of his own.

      But it sucked to spend every day feeling like a failure.

      Yeah, Hayden wasn’t the only person in this situation. There weren’t enough jobs and apartments were too expensive, and tons of people his age were moving back in with their parents after college.

      But Hayden’s dad had raised him better than that. He’d taught Hayden about hard work and being self-sufficient and …

      Of course, if his dad hadn’t been working on a roof on a rainy afternoon, maybe he wouldn’t have broken his neck.

      Hayden’s thoughts twisted away from the memory of the accident.

      It had been ten years since he lost his dad. He didn’t know why he was thinking about it so much lately.

      But it had started around graduation.

      Crossing the stage, Hayden had shaken the dean’s hand and expected to see his mom and dad cheering for him. Seeing Luke there had only reminded him of what he’d lost.

      Taking pictures with them. Dinner after to celebrate …

      Luke was a good guy, but his dad should have been there.

      And Michael Bradley had died in November, so maybe that was why it had been worse in the past few weeks.

      Growing up, Hayden had loved Christmas, but the holidays hadn’t been the same since his dad passed.

      Hayden closed his eyes and dug the heels of his hands into his eyelids. He felt bad that he was snapping at everyone.

      He didn’t mean to.

      But it was hard to be cheerful and friendly when he felt so alone and lost.

      He was sleeping worse than ever and maybe it was a little bit of everything making his whole life feel flat and miserable.

      For his mom’s sake, he’d try to get excited about the holidays though.

      He’d tell her how much he loved her turkey and stuffing, and he’d help her decorate the tree but, inside, all he’d be doing was counting down the days until he found a job and moved out of this ridiculous Christmas-themed town.

      “Bah, humbug,” he muttered to himself.
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CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      CHAPTER TWO

      Hayden Bradley was a weird kid.

      Not that he was a kid kid. He was certainly over eighteen if he was that thoroughly tattooed and probably at least twenty-one if he was casually joking about drinking.

      But the snarky attitude made him seem a little younger.

      He was cute though.

      He had a rather angular face and a shock of thick dark hair under the stocking cap he’d tugged off. He had a sprinkle of freckles across his nose, tired dark eyes, and the grumpiest expression Joel had ever seen in his life.

      He didn’t know what the attitude was about but it amused him. He reminded Joel of Old Man Shelton, the curmudgeon who lived on the outskirts of town.

      At a quarter the age.

      Joel slipped one of yesterday’s pumpkin cinnamon rolls onto a plate and stuck it in the microwave for a few seconds to heat and soften it. He placed it on a tray with a steaming mug of coffee then carried it out to the front of the shop.

      No one was grumpy after one of his cinnamon rolls.

      Hayden had put his shirt back on and was staring at his phone but, otherwise, he hadn’t moved from the spot where Joel had left him.

      Joel set the treats on the table with a flourish. “Your coffee. And a pumpkin cinnamon roll, if you’d like it.”

      “Thanks. Damn that looks good.” Hayden reached for the food immediately and tore off a bite.

      “I’m pretty good at what I do.” Joel walked over to a nearby table and pulled a chair down.

      “Guess so,” Hayden said around a mouthful of cinnamon roll. “Oh man, is this cream cheese frosting?”

      “Of course,” Joel said, affronted Hayden had even considered he’d use anything else. Sugar glaze had its place but on cinnamon rolls, cream cheese frosting was the only way to go.

      Joel continued to set up the front of the shop as Hayden ate and drank.

      After Hayden had demolished half the roll in a handful of greedy bites and slurped down some coffee, he wiped his mouth on the back of his hand.

      “Thanks,” he said. “This really is amazing.”

      Joel hid a smile at his grudging tone. “You’re welcome.”

      “Uh, thanks for everything, actually.” Hayden gestured vaguely, then tore off another bite of cinnamon roll.

      “No problem.”

      While Hayden resumed eating, Joel went behind the counter to prepare a few things there. He was surprised Cassie and Bennie weren’t in yet. It was ten minutes past when they usually arrived. Hopefully they were taking it slow due to the icy roads and hadn’t run into trouble on the way.

      “So, Hayden Bradley,” Joel asked as he pulled out a little chalkboard to write down the day’s quiche specials. “What are you doing in Christmas Falls?”

      “Absolutely nothing,” Hayden muttered. He stuffed the final bite of cinnamon roll in his mouth and drained his coffee. “Look, I should go.”

      “Uhh, no rush,” Joel said, confused by the abrupt change in attitude. “You can stay as long as you want.”

      “No. No, I need to get home.” He stood and yanked on his jacket. “Thanks for everything but I need to run.”

      “You sure your knee is up for that?”

      “Yeah. I mean, I’ll walk home, not run. But you know what I mean.”

      Do I? Joel wondered.

      “I can drive you if you need it,” Joel offered aloud, straightening. “You’d have to wait a few for my employees to get in because I can’t leave the shop, but—”

      “No. No, it’s fine. It’s … I’m fine.” He tugged on his hat.

      The sound of Cassie and Bennie arriving made Joel try one more time. “Staff’s here. You sure you don’t want a ride?”

      “I said I’m fine!” Hayden snapped. But he immediately winced and said, “Sorry. Uh … thanks for the rescue and the food. I owe you anything?”

      “Nah, it’s on the house,” Joel assured him. “Be safe out there.”

      “Thanks.” Hayden ducked out the door, the bell chiming for a moment in the quiet bakery after he was gone.

      “Feel free to come back any time,” Joel muttered.

      “Who was that?” Cassie asked curiously.

      Joel jerked in surprise and glanced over. “Some kid. He was out running, and he bit it in the street.”

      “Oh yeah, I’ve seen him around,” she said with a nod. “Total grump. He never waves back. Sorry we’re late, by the way.”

      “Roads?”

      “Yeah. I almost took Bennie’s mailbox out when I picked him up. Everything is icing up something terrible.”

      “Tell me about it,” Joel said with a chuckle as he finished writing Harvest Quiche: made with mushrooms, butternut squash, bacon & sage on the chalkboard. “Like I said, the kid totally wiped out in front of me.”

      “Need me to salt the sidewalk?” Cassie asked, lifting a pierced eyebrow.

      Her dirty blonde shaggy haircut, piercings, and sleeves of tattoos still gave her the edgy look she’d had since she started working at the bakery as a teenager. She was thirty-seven now—only two years older than Joel.

      “He slipped on the road, but it couldn’t hurt to add extra.” Joel propped the chalkboard on the small stand on top of the pastry case.

      “Hey, why is none of the bread in the oven yet?” Bennie called out.

      “Shit.” Joel looked at the wall clock with a grimace. He was already twenty minutes behind schedule. “Uhh, I got distracted. Be right there.”

      “He is cute, isn’t he?” Cassie said with a sly grin.

      “Who? Bennie?” Joel gave her a perplexed look.

      Tall, rangy Bennie with his bright smile and perpetual five o’clock shadow? Joel supposed he was good looking but he’d never really looked twice at his employee before. Besides, Bennie was happily married with a couple of toddlers.

      “No.” She laughed. “The running kid.”

      “Oh, Hayden? Yeah, I suppose.”

      “Oh, Hayden, is it?” she teased. “I see you already got to know him. Breakfast date over pumpkin cinnamon rolls and coffee, huh?”

      Joel flushed. “It wasn’t a breakfast date. It seemed like the polite thing to offer him when he was sitting here with an ice pack on his knee.”

      She frowned. “Should he have been going home on foot if his knee was injured?”

      “No,” Joel said. “I offered him a ride, but he booked it out of here like his pants were on fire so there wasn’t much I could do.”

      “Too bad. Like I said, he’s cute. And you won’t let me set you up on any dates …”

      Joel groaned. Cassie had been relentless lately.

      “Yes, well, I’m not looking for love,” he reminded her as he walked toward the kitchen. “I’m looking for an enjoyable holiday season and great sales!”

      “There’s more to life than work!” she called after him.

      Perhaps there was.

      But as Joel hustled to help Bennie get baked goods in the oven, he considered the idea that the bakery was more than work.

      It was his place in the community, his way of giving back.

      So while he might not have a special person in his life, he could share a piece of himself with everyone in the town of Christmas Falls.

      Baking was his joy, his passion, his purpose.

      It was so much more than a job.

      It was love.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, sweetheart. What happened?” Hayden’s mom asked as he limped into the house. “You were gone so long we were starting to get worried.”

      “Just slipped. Nothing serious.”

      His knee did hurt worse now that he’d walked the whole way home. He’d made it half a block before he’d regretted not taking Joel up on his offer. But if he had, he would have had to admit he lived with his mom and stepdad and … no.

      “I knew you shouldn’t have gone out in weather like this,” she said. “I said that last night, didn’t I, Luke?”

      Luke made a noncommittal noise around his breakfast.

      “Seriously, I’m fine,” Hayden assured her. He stripped off his coat. “My coat isn’t. But I’ll heal.”

      “Hayden …” She froze, staring at his elbow. “Oh, is that a bandage? I didn’t realize Doc Burton’s was even open this early.”

      “No.” Hayden sat and unlaced his boots. “I slipped in front of the bakery and that Joel guy gave me some first aid supplies. I even iced and rested my knee.”

      “Oh.” Her expression smoothed out. “Well, that was nice of him. I hope you thanked him.”

      “I did.” He had, hadn’t he?

      Her gaze turned speculative. “Joel’s very handsome, isn’t he? A bit old for you, I suppose but …”

      “Mom,” Hayden said, exasperated. “The dude bandaged my elbow and gave me a cinnamon roll. It doesn’t mean I’m going to fall in love with him.”

      Although it was a pretty damn good cinnamon roll. And he knew his mom was just worried about how lonely he was.

      “Well, I know,” she said. “But you haven’t made any friends here and—”

      “I don’t need any friends here,” Hayden said with a sigh. She meant well but she kept hoping he’d meet a guy or make friends or do something to settle down in this silly little town and he had no interest. “All of my friends are back in Chicago, and I’m not planning to stay long term.”

      “Have you looked for jobs here?”

      “Of course I have!” he said as he put his boots on the rubber tray to drip-dry. “I’ve looked for jobs everywhere!”

      “Okay, okay. I’m just asking. Now, how about some breakfast?”

      “I’m gonna shower first.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Already had a cinnamon roll,” he reminded her as he walked toward the basement door. “I’m good.”

      Hayden’s knee twinged as he walked down the basement stairs to his bedroom. But rather than head for the shower, he flopped onto his unmade bed and stared up at the drop ceiling.

      As far as basements went, it was nice. It was finished, so although it was a little cold, it was cozy enough. There was new carpet on the floor, and he had a bathroom of his own.

      But it sucked to spend every day feeling like a failure.

      Yeah, Hayden wasn’t the only person in this situation. There weren’t enough jobs and apartments were too expensive, and tons of people his age were moving back in with their parents after college.

      But Hayden’s dad had raised him better than that. He’d taught Hayden about hard work and being self-sufficient and …

      Of course, if his dad hadn’t been working on a roof on a rainy afternoon, maybe he wouldn’t have broken his neck.

      Hayden’s thoughts twisted away from the memory of the accident.

      It had been ten years since he lost his dad. He didn’t know why he was thinking about it so much lately.

      But it had started around graduation.

      Crossing the stage, Hayden had shaken the dean’s hand and expected to see his mom and dad cheering for him. Seeing Luke there had only reminded him of what he’d lost.

      Taking pictures with them. Dinner after to celebrate …

      Luke was a good guy, but his dad should have been there.

      And Michael Bradley had died in November, so maybe that was why it had been worse in the past few weeks.

      Growing up, Hayden had loved Christmas, but the holidays hadn’t been the same since his dad passed.

      Hayden closed his eyes and dug the heels of his hands into his eyelids. He felt bad that he was snapping at everyone.

      He didn’t mean to.

      But it was hard to be cheerful and friendly when he felt so alone and lost.

      He was sleeping worse than ever and maybe it was a little bit of everything making his whole life feel flat and miserable.

      For his mom’s sake, he’d try to get excited about the holidays though.

      He’d tell her how much he loved her turkey and stuffing, and he’d help her decorate the tree but, inside, all he’d be doing was counting down the days until he found a job and moved out of this ridiculous Christmas-themed town.

      “Bah, humbug,” he muttered to himself.
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CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m heading out!” Hayden called to his mom as he zipped his winter coat.

      She stepped out of the kitchen, drying her hands on a towel. “Where are you going?”

      “The Wi-Fi is acting up again. I’m going to go downtown and see if I can find a place with some.”

      “I think Jolly Java has it and …” She paused, giving him a little smirk, her tone teasing. “Were you perhaps thinking of visiting Ginger’s Breads? Don’t think I didn’t see you and Joel McArthur flirting last night at the tree-lighting ceremony.”

      “We weren’t flirting!” Hayden protested. “He was being nice. He asked about my knee.”

      “Mmhmm.”

      “He did!”

      “Oh, I’m sure he did. He’s a very nice man. Everyone in town loves him.”

      Hayden reached for his backpack. “There you go. He was just being polite.”

      Although maaaybe last night Hayden had wondered the same thing.

      For a minute there, he’d thought there might be some flirting, but then he watched Joel smiling and laughing with everyone who came up to his table, and decided he’d probably imagined it.

      His mom had probably imagined it too.

      Of course, Joel was the one who’d sought Hayden out in the first place. That had to count for something, right?

      Gah, no, what was he doing? Was he really so desperate for sex and attention that he was all worked up about some random baker?

      That was what happened when you spent too long in a small town. It warped your brain.

      “So, is the bakery where you’re headed?” she asked.

      “Probably. They have really good cinnamon rolls.”

      “Oh, well, if you are, could I ask you to pick up some bread for me?”

      “Sure. What kind?”

      “I can’t remember what they call it but the seeded bread. You’ll know it when you see it. It has pumpkin, sunflower, and sesame seeds on top.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Hayden said.

      “Oh, and a loaf of cinnamon raisin swirl. And maybe a dozen of their old-fashioned sour cream doughnuts.”

      “Anything else?” Hayden asked, amused.

      “I don’t think so, but I’ll text if I think of something.”

      He turned to go but she stopped him. “Wait, let me grab some cash for you.”

      Hayden waited in the entryway, growing sweaty in his winter coat and hat as she ran to get money from her purse. He wished he could tell her he’d cover it, but his bank account was getting depressingly low.

      “Here you are.” She thrust cash into his hand. “Don’t worry about the change.”

      Hayden wondered if the whole thing had been a ploy to slip him some extra money without him protesting.

      She frowned. “I might have you pick up a pie, too. Or is it too early to get something for Thanksgiving?”

      “It’s a week away,” Hayden said. “Seems like it’s too early to me but what do I know?”

      “Well, ask Joel what he thinks.”

      “What kind do you want if he says it’s not too early?”

      “Caramel apple and pumpkin.” She thrust more money into his hand. “Here. That should cover it.”

      “I gotta go,” Hayden said, reaching for the doorknob. “I need to get this application in. I already lost half the morning fighting with the internet.”

      “Yes, yes, go,” she said. “Sorry to keep you. Have fun!”

      “I’m sure it’ll be a blast.”

      Hayden stuffed the cash in his pocket and escaped out the door, hoping that once he got the application in, his shitty morning would turn around. He’d hardly slept and once he did, he’d woken up from a bad dream, feeling all groggy and weird.

      The internet issues didn’t help and Hayden was really, really ready for something to be easy and go right for once.

      He was tired of feeling like his whole life was one step forward, three steps back. At this rate, he’d never end up where he wanted.

      Was it really asking too much to have a job he liked, a nice little apartment in the city, friends to hang out with, and some hot guys to hook up with occasionally?

      That was reasonable, right?

      Hayden’s car started but it sounded a little reluctant. Hayden prayed it would hold out longer. Hopefully, it was only the cold making the vehicle sluggish.

      “C’mon, baby, you can do it,” Hayden coaxed as he put the car into drive.

      He eyeballed the gas gauge. That was getting low too. Great. More money to spend.

      Bleh.

      And he still hadn’t bought his mom anything for Christmas.

      “The most wonderful time of year my ass,” he muttered as he turned toward downtown Christmas Falls.
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        * * *

      

      Joel was tidying the area around the register during the early-afternoon lull when the bell above the door jingled.

      Expecting to see one of his regulars, he was surprised when Hayden stepped through the door.

      “Hey there!” Joel greeted him. “How’d you enjoy the tree-lighting ceremony last night?”

      He shrugged. “It was okay. I got a few good pictures.”

      “Oh, nice. Can I see?”

      “Uh, sure.” Hayden pulled out his phone, queued up the pictures, and handed it over to Joel.

      “Nice. You have a good eye,” Joel said a few moments later as he handed it back.

      “Thanks. I’m not really a photographer or anything but my art background helps.”

      “Oh I bet.”

      “You said you have Wi-Fi, right?” Hayden said. “Can I set up here? The internet at home can be kinda funky, and I need to get a job application in this afternoon.”

      “Oh, sure.” Joel tapped the sign on the counter with the login and password, wondering exactly where Hayden lived. “Have at it.”

      Hayden hesitated, clutching the strap of his backpack. “Do you have lattes?”

      “Nope,” Joel said. It was too much of a hassle to deal with and the people who couldn’t live without the fancy stuff were always free to go to Jolly Java. “I’ve got free brewed coffee, hot chocolate, and water for tea in the carafes over there though.”

      “Free?” Hayden raised an eyebrow. “For all of it?”

      “Yeah. I mean, if you’re taking a table for a while, the nice thing to do would be to pay for something, even if it’s only a cookie or whatever,” Joel said with a shrug. “But it’s not mandatory. I’m not going to kick anyone out if they need a place to kill some time or send in a job application.”

      Hayden drummed his fingers on the counter. “Uh, I’ll take a cinnamon roll. Like the one you gave me the other day.”

      “You really liked that, huh?”

      Hayden gave him a small smile. “It was the best I’ve ever had.”

      Joel grinned back. “One pumpkin cinnamon roll coming right up then. Grab whatever table you’d like. Mugs are on the counter there”—he pointed across the room—“and you can help yourself to any of the beverages.”

      “Thanks.” Hayden shifted, hitching his backpack a little higher. “Uh, you gonna charge me for this cinnamon roll or what?”

      “Oh.” Joel blinked. “Yeah, that’ll be two-ninety-nine, plus tax.”

      “Wow, that’s cheap.”

      “You’re used to city prices, huh?” Joel said with a laugh.

      “Yeah. I went to the University of Chicago and shit’s expensive there.”

      “It is,” Joel agreed. “But I try to keep things a little more manageable here. I get a good steady business and this time of year a lot of out-of-town people show up. Long term, I’d like to do more special orders, but …”

      But he hadn’t gotten around to figuring out how to revamp his website. There weren’t enough hours in the day for everything he wanted to do.

      Hell, he rarely decorated his apartment for the holidays anymore. All his time and energy went toward making the bakery festive.

      Joel cleared his throat. “Anyway, yeah, you can pay cash or use your card.”

      “Cool. And oh! I almost forgot. My mom asked me to pick some stuff up while I’m here.”

      “Who’s your mom?” Joel asked, curious. “I might know her.”

      “Diane Bradley—err, Wheeler. She got married last year.”

      “Hmm. That name doesn’t sound familiar.”

      Hayden shrugged. “She married a guy named Luke Wheeler. You know him?”

      “Oh, yeah. I do. Nice guy.”

      Hayden nodded. “Yeah, he’s good to my mom.”

      “I’ve probably seen them both in here then. I am not sure I ever officially met her though.”

      “Well, she can’t stop raving about you and your bakery,” Hayden said with a grin. “I’ve got a whole list of stuff she wants.”

      “Well, give the list to me and I’ll pull that together for you while you focus on your job applications.”

      “Thanks. Is it too early to get pies for Thanksgiving?”

      Joel grimaced. “From my perspective, yes. They’re always best fresh. And while you can freeze some of them, I don’t like to freeze custard pies like pumpkin.”

      Hayden nodded. “Okay. I’ll pass that along.”

      “If you’d like, I can write up an order for the pies and someone can pick them up next week.”

      “Sure, that’ll work, I think.”

      Joel took the pie order, then put a couple of loaves and a box of doughnuts in a bag. “If you want, I can hold on to that back here so you don’t have to worry about it until you leave.”

      “Thanks.” Hayden shot him a fleeting smile and grabbed the cash in his pocket. “How much for all of that?”

      After Hayden had paid for everything, Joel pulled the pumpkin cinnamon roll out of the case and set it on a plate. “You want it heated?”

      Hayden’s eyes widened. “Hell yeah. That was the best part.”

      Joel turned away, hiding a smile. Hayden definitely had some potential under all the grump.

      Maybe he’d been in pain the other morning. Or maybe he’d gone through a breakup or been fired from a job or hated the holiday season in general.

      There were a thousand reasons he might not be very friendly. And he had warmed up a little last night at the tree lighting.

      Either way, Joel was curious to learn more about him. And from the way Cassie smirked as she wiped off the back counter nearby, it hadn’t gone unnoticed.

      “So your knee is really doing okay?” Joel asked a few minutes later when he set the plate with the cinnamon roll on the table near Hayden’s battered old laptop.

      Hayden glanced up from the screen, blinking. “Uhh, yeah. It feels fine now. I think I’ll start running again tomorrow.”

      “Resting is smart. So, do you run for fun or is it a competitive thing?”

      “Oh, for fun.” There was a funny little twist of his lips like he didn’t quite mean that though.

      Joel frowned.

      “You might want to check out the festival 5K charity run. Happens every year before the Parade of Lights.”

      “What’s a parade of lights?”

      Joel gaped at Hayden. “You really are new to town, aren’t you?”

      Hayden squirmed in his chair. “Well, I moved here in September. I’m not staying though.”

      “Are you going to be here through the holidays?”

      “Probably.”

      “You should check out the parade. It takes place at night and floats are all lit up with Christmas lights. The fire department goes all out decorating their ladder truck. The local marching band plays Christmas music and Santa arrives in a sleigh. It’s a good time.”

      “If you say so,” Hayden said, tone clearly dubious.

      “It really puts you in the holiday spirit.”

      “I’m not much of a holiday person,” Hayden muttered, reaching for the plate with the cinnamon roll.

      “Hard to avoid around Christmas Falls,” Joel joked.

      Hayden rolled his eyes. “Tell me about it.”

      “Anyway, you should think about the 5k. You can find the info for it on the town’s website.”

      “I don’t know,” Hayden said, tearing off a bite. “I don’t really run with people.”

      “Bit of a lone wolf, huh?”

      Hayden chewed and swallowed. “I guess. I don’t really know anyone in town, so …”

      Huh. That was unusual. Younger people didn’t typically move to Christmas Falls without knowing someone in town.

      “You said you’ve been here since September.”

      “Yeah.”

      Joel frowned. “And you don’t know anyone?”

      “Well, my mom and my stepdad, obviously.” Hayden shrugged. “But that’s it.”

      “You haven’t made any friends in town?”

      Hayden shrugged. “Not really. I’ve gotta get to this application though.”

      Joel grimaced, feeling bad. “Yeah, yeah, of course. Sorry. I’ll leave you to it. Good luck!”

      “Thanks.”

      Joel tried not to hover while Hayden worked but if he found plenty of excuses to hang around the front register, well, he was only getting things in order before the holiday rush began, right?

      Cassie kept smirking like she wanted to tease him about it, but the shop was rather quiet, with only a few customers trickling in or out, so she refrained.

      Unfortunately, there was something about Hayden that Joel found incredibly interesting.

      And Joel wasn’t sorry when he happened to be dusting the shelves on the nearby wall as Hayden stood with a groan.

      “All set?” Joel asked.

      “Got my application in, at least.” Hayden stretched, his shirt sliding up to reveal a sliver of his stomach.

      Joel tore his gaze away before it lingered too long but he caught a flash of something in Hayden’s gaze, like he’d noticed it anyway.

      Joel cleared his throat. “Good. What was the application for?”

      “Oh, um, a web designer job in St. Louis.”

      “Nice. Well, I’m sure you’ll find something soon enough.”

      “Six months ago would have been soon enough,” he muttered as he walked over to refill his coffee mug.

      “Yeah, it can be tough.”

      “I’ve been looking in Chicago. St. Louis. Honestly, anywhere I can find anything.” He let out a sigh as he stirred in sugar. “The problem is no one seems to be hiring.”

      “Sorry, I don’t know anyone in the field.”

      “I wasn’t asking for help.”

      Joel raised his hands, palms out. “I won’t offer any then.”

      Hayden grimaced. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap. It’s just frustrating, you know? Everyone has advice. And they act like jobs are … growing on trees. But it’s getting harder and harder to find stuff.”

      “That does sound frustrating.”

      “And I feel like everyone I know hates their jobs or barely tolerates them. Do you really enjoy all this?” Hayden made a vague gesture with his hands as if to indicate the space around them.

      “Running a bakery?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I do.” Joel smiled. “I love it actually.”

      Hayden seemed to consider it. “Hmm. Seems to me like it could get boring.”

      “Definitely not around the holidays,” Joel said with a laugh. “We’re slammed. I have people lined up down the sidewalk to pick up baked goods.”

      “Right, but …” Hayden shrugged. “I mean, whatever. That’s good you like it. I couldn’t do it.”

      Joel shrugged. “Well, I hate spending all day on a computer. Good thing I’m not a web designer.”

      Hayden chuckled. “Yeah, good thing. I saw your website, and it’s kind of shit.” His tone was playful, not harsh.

      Joel laughed too, enjoying the good-natured teasing. “It could stand an upgrade.”

      “How’d you end up a baker?”

      “Well, it started when I was a kid. My Grammy was an amazing cook. I used to spend hours in her kitchen and I use a lot of her recipes here.”

      “Was? Oh, uh, I’m sorry about your grandma being gone.”

      “Thank you. We were close, but she lived a good life and it was quite a while ago.”

      “I, um, l lost my dad ten years ago.” Hayden looked down. “Sometimes it still seems like yesterday.”

      “Oh.” Joel stepped closer. “Wow. I am sorry to hear that.”

      “Thanks.” Hayden’s voice went a little rough. “It’s, um, pretty shit.”

      “I would imagine,” Joel said softly. Sensing Hayden would probably like a change of subject, he said, “Did you know this is a family bakery? I worked here in high school and through college. I came back when my aunt and uncle were ready to retire and bought it off them.”

      “Oh.” Hayden glanced up. “And you wanted that?”

      “I did.” He smiled. “They had other offers, but I couldn’t imagine not being here.”

      “The bakery? Or a cheesy town like Christmas Falls?” Hayden looked skeptical.

      “Well, both.” Joel’s smile widened. “And, hey, I like this cheesy town.”

      “Christmas all year round is so … hokey. Don’t you get tired of that?”

      “Its charms grow on you,” Joel said with a shrug. “You might even find yourself liking it one day.”

      Hayden snorted. “Yeah, right.”

      “Hey, never say never.”

      “Sure.” The skepticism on Hayden’s face deepened. “So what do people do around here for fun that isn’t Christmas themed?”

      “Oh, you’re asking the wrooong person about that.” Cassie laughed as she walked past carrying an empty carafe from the beverage station. “Joel would have to know what fun is to answer that.”

      “Hey!” Joel protested, laughing. “I know how to have fun.”

      “Sure you do,” she said drily. “When was the last time you went out with friends?”

      “Umm …” He wracked his brain, trying to remember. “Josh’s birthday?”

      “Exactly. That was in September.”

      Joel winced. “Okay, so I don’t get out much.”

      “He’s a workaholic,” Cassie said with a grin as she walked toward the back of the bakery. “A total workaholic.”

      “Ignore her,” Joel said when she disappeared through the swinging doors that led to the back hallway. “She’s exaggerating.”

      Hayden looked amused. “You sure about that?”

      “No,” Joel admitted with a sigh. “But I do know some places around here you could go. They’re all holiday themed because, well, it’s Christmas Falls, but I think you might enjoy them anyway. There’s Frosty’s. It’s at the corner of Christmas Boulevard and Dasher Street.”

      Hayden snorted, shaking his head. “God, this town is ridiculous.”

      “A little bit,” Joel admitted with a smile. “But like I said, it grows on you.”

      “So what’s this Frosty’s place like?”

      “It’s a pub. Casual. The kind of place you’d hang out with friends, drink imported beer, and munch on bar food. My friend Josh manages it with his brother.”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad.”

      “There’s also Rudolph’s on the other end of town. It’s a little higher end pub and pretty popular around here. The White Elephant does a holiday trivia hour but they’re more upscale as well. All three of them do holiday cocktail hours.”

      “My budget is pretty nonexistent so I’d better stick to Frosty’s.”

      Impulsively, Joel opened his mouth, planning to invite Hayden out for a friendly drink, his treat, when Cassie came out from the back of the bakery, looking a little frazzled.

      “Hey, Boss! I’ve got Mrs. Gilbert on the phone. She called about her usual order for her Christmas party, and she refuses to talk to anyone but you about it.”

      Joel grimaced. Henrietta Gilbert was a pain in the ass. She was a nice enough lady but she had some very specific thoughts about what she wanted and after a small mistake from an employee-in-training last year, she refused to deal with anyone but Joel.

      “Sure, be right there, Cassie,” he called, then turned to face Hayden. “I need to get this. Sorry.”

      “Yeah, no worries,” Hayden said as he slipped into his chair again. “I should keep job hunting anyway.”

      “Good luck!”

      “Thanks.”

      Joel strode toward the back of the bakery where Cassie was waiting. “What line is it on? I’ll take the order in my office.”

      “Line two.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Sorry if I interrupted your flirting,” she said under her breath. “I just know how picky Mrs. Gilbert is.”

      “Not to mention how big her orders are,” Joel said drily. “And I wasn’t flirting.”

      “Suuure you weren’t.” Cassie winked.

      Joel shook his head and ducked through the swinging doors and down the hall to his office. He dropped into the chair behind his desk with a sigh and reached for the phone.

      He wasn’t flirting with Hayden. He was going to invite the guy out for a friendly drink since he didn’t know anyone in town. And well, he’d lost his shot. He’d probably make it weird if he brought it up out the blue now.

      Damn it.

      “Hello, Mrs. Gilbert,” Joel said as pleasantly as he could manage. “I hope you’re doing well. How may I help you today?”
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CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      The following morning, Hayden waved as he jogged past Ginger’s Breads.

      A big smile lit up Joel’s face, and he waved back.

      Hayden turned away, hiding his smile in the soft fabric gaiter around his neck that had appeared in his room along with a brand-new coat.

      He’d thanked his mom but protested she didn’t need to buy him a running jacket.

      “Do you want your bare elbow flapping in the breeze while you run?” she’d asked with a small laugh. “We’ll call it an early Christmas gift.”

      So he was toasty warm and feeling very guilty about not being able to pay for anything.

      Maybe he should get one of the seasonal jobs Joel had recommended.

      Speaking of Joel … Hayden glanced over his shoulder at the bakery and bit his lip. Was it his imagination or had Joel been flirting a little more yesterday?

      Yeah, Hayden was going a little crazy with no social life and no sex life, but he hadn’t totally dreamed it up, had he?

      He could be into that. He wouldn’t mind a casual thing with a hot, brawny ginger dude while he was stuck here.

      Getting laid regularly would definitely make this place a lot more tolerable.

      From what his mom said, Joel was single.

      And the lady at the bakery, Cassie or whatever, had acted like Joel never went out. So unless he was discreetly using hookup apps or had a friends-with-benefits thing going with someone else in town, he’d probably be up for it.

      Unless he was weird about the age thing.

      Hayden wasn’t really sure how to ask Joel though. He was seriously bad at picking up guys this way.

      At a bar or a club? Sure. On an app? Definitely. That was easy.

      But sliding the idea of a hookup into a convo about job hunting and how corny this town was? Yeah, not so much.

      Bah. So annoying.

      Hayden turned toward home and put on a little extra speed.

      “How’s your knee?” his mom asked twenty minutes later as he stripped out of his jacket.

      “It was fine. No problems. I’m going to grab a shower then head out to do some job application stuff.”

      His mom frowned. “Is the internet acting up again?”

      “Signal’s weird in my room,” he said. Which was true, but he was maybe exaggerating a little.

      “Well, you can come upstairs, you know?” she teased. “We don’t expect you to hide in the basement like some sort of weird gremlin.”

      “I don’t want to be in the way,” he said, putting his boots on the tray by the door. “Besides, you don’t have pumpkin cinnamon rolls.”

      She laughed. “And I’m not a handsome single baker either.”

      Hayden flushed, hoping his cheeks were already red from the cold winter air. Damn it, she could always tell when he was into someone. “I mean, he’s not bad to look at.”

      “He’s not. And Luke really enjoyed the doughnuts you picked up. Oh, thank you for ordering those pies. Picking them up next week was a great idea.”

      He shrugged, walking toward the basement door. “It was Joel’s suggestion.”

      “Oh, is it Joel now?” she teased.

      “Would you cut it out?” he grumbled, but she just grinned.

      “Go, take your shower. I’m sure you want to look nice for Joel!”

      “Gah. You’re so annoying!” he muttered, but he was laughing a little. He was lucky to have a mom who let him crash with her and was encouraging him to go flirt with hot older guys.

      She got annoying sometimes, but he loved her fiercely.

      And if Hayden took a little longer picking out a shirt to wear, well, no one needed to know that.
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        * * *

      

      Suddenly, it was like everywhere Joel looked, Hayden was there.

      He ran by in the mornings and showed up at the bakery to sit on his computer and hunt for jobs and … well, Joel wasn’t complaining.

      It was something Joel wasn’t sure he wanted to look at too closely because he’d have to admit his failed attempt at asking Hayden to grab a drink with him at Frosty’s was a little more than a friendly offer to a new guy in town.

      Still, on Saturday afternoon as he wiped down the tables in front of the restaurant, Joel decided it was time to go for it.

      If he could find a way to work it into the conversation, he’d see how Hayden responded and go from there.

      “Any luck with the job hunt?” he asked Hayden, who was once again at the bakery, hunched over his computer.

      “Meh.” Hayden glanced up. “Not really.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Used to it at this point.” Hayden sighed and slouched back in his chair. “I’ve had a couple of interviews, but … I don’t know. There are a lot more web developer jobs out there right now.”

      Isn’t that what he talked about doing? “And you do …?” Joel prompted.

      “Web design.”

      “I have to be honest. I don’t have a clue what the difference is,” Joel admitted.

      “Oh.” Hayden chuckled. “Yeah, people get them mixed up all the time. Well, the super short answer is that web developers write the code that makes a website work. Designers make it look and feel nice.”

      “Got it. So you want a job where you make it look and feel nice.”

      “Yes. But even the entry level jobs want, like, five years’ experience.” Hayden rolled his eyes.

      “Can’t you do freelance stuff?”

      Hayden grimaced. “Yeah. And I have definitely done some. It was enough to kind of tide me over and pay for gas and insurance and all that but I haven’t been able to find anything in a while. And the problem is, there are no health benefits and there’s way less job security. You’ve really gotta hustle to get gigs lined up, and it just … I don’t know. I guess I know too many people trying to make that work and really getting fucked over when work dries up or they get sick. But, like, so few places want to hire actual designers to have on staff.”

      “Hmm. Yeah, I see the problem.”

      Hayden’s laugh was tired-sounding. “I think I might take you up on your idea though.”

      “What’s that?”

      “To see if one of the places around here needs some seasonal help. I don’t have any freelance gigs lined up, and I’d like to be able to buy my mom something nice for Christmas, you know? I remember you said Jolly Java was hiring but what was the other one?”

      “Dancing Sugar Plums. It’s a candy store. So I’d say only go for that if you really love spending time with children hopped up on sugar.”

      Hayden laughed. “Wouldn’t be my first pick.”

      “Then check with Jolly Java first,” Joel suggested. “That’s adults hopped up on caffeine but the place is always looking for more people this time of year. It really can’t hurt to stop by and ask.”

      “Guess not.” He made a face. “Oh yay, I get to go back to smelling like coffee all the time. I worked at a place near campus when I was in college, so at least I have that on my resume.”

      “Oh perfect. You’ll be a shoe-in then. And seriously, don’t hesitate to drop my name.”

      Hayden shot him a fleeting smile. “Thanks. This isn’t what I wanted to do though, you know? It’ll leave me with less time to job hunt but I suppose it won’t be for long, right?”

      “Exactly. And there is another perk.”

      Hayden tilted his head to look up at Joel. “Yeah? What’s that?”

      “They sell my baked goods.”

      Hayden laughed, a big, wide grin that lit up his face and almost took Joel’s breath away. “Okay, that is a definite perk.”

      “Can’t hurt to apply,” Joel managed.

      Oh, he was in so much trouble.

      Yeah, that friendly drink idea had definitely shifted to wanting to ask Hayden out for a drink. The kind where Joel might, if he was very, very lucky, have Hayden say yes if he invited him back to his place after.

      “Definitely.” Hayden bit his lip and looked up through his lashes. “You aren’t hiring, are you? I kinda like the idea of cutting out the middleman to get to the goodies.”

      “Oh, has Cassie been telling you about the perks of working here?” Joel teased. “The free baked goods?”

      Hayden blinked. “Seriously? I was kidding.”

      “Well, if it’s day-old and no one buys it …” Joel nodded at the wooden shelf across the room that held all of yesterday’s baked goods people could buy at a discount. “And whatever I can’t sell there, I send home with my staff.”

      “That’s nice of you.”

      “I can’t see letting it go to waste.” He shrugged. “But no, sorry, I’m not hiring.”

      Joel wasn’t as sorry as he probably should be. But he really wanted to ask Hayden out, and there was no way in hell he was going to get involved with an employee, seasonal or otherwise.

      “Bummer.”

      “I have some seasonal help but everyone from last year is returning, so …”

      “Wow, that’s some loyalty.”

      “I have a good staff,” Joel agreed. He cleared his throat to ask about that drink but Hayden spoke at the same time. “So, would you be—"

      “I know you’re pretty busy and stuff, but, uh, would you want to grab a drink at Frosty’s sometime?”

      Joel blinked and it took a moment for him to be sure Hayden had said that, not him.

      “I mean, if you’re not into that, that’s cool,” Hayden said, looking down. “I just thought—”

      “No, I’d love that!” Joel cleared his throat. Smooth, McArthur. “I mean, that would be nice.”

      A relieved smile spread across Hayden’s face. “Yeah? Tonight?”

      “Oh.” Joel grimaced. “I can’t do tonight, unfortunately. I have plans to go to the Ice Skating Social with Josh Gilmore. I’d reschedule, but he’s one of my closest friends and our schedules rarely line up. I don’t want to miss this opportunity.”

      “Oh, sorry.”

      “No, don’t apologize.” Joel shot him a smile. “I’m really looking forward to this. It’s been a while since I got my skates out.”

      “Right, you grew up playing hockey. I remember you saying that.”

      “Yeah.” Joel grinned. “I could meet for drinks on Sunday though. Well, after the Holiday Pie Bake-Off. I’m a judge there.”

      Hayden lifted his eyebrows. “Busy guy, huh?”

      Joel gave him a rueful smile. “Yeah, especially this time of year. I’d really like to grab a drink with you sometime though. If Sunday doesn’t work, we can find another time. I’ll make it happen.” Even if he had to give up some sleep to do so.

      “No, Sunday sounds good.” Hayden gave him a slow smile. “Meet you at the park after the bake-off?”

      “It’s a date,” Joel said with an answering smile, then wondered if he’d put his foot in his mouth by calling it a date.

      But Hayden nodded, his gaze warm. “I’m looking forward to it.”
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        * * *

      

      “Ready to get out there?” Josh asked as he approached the booth where Cassie, Trish, and Joel were set up with hot chocolates, mulled cider, and baked treats for the crowd.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be,” Joel said with a laugh. It had been a while since he’d laced up his skates. “You got this, Cassie?”

      “Got it, Boss!” she said with a little salute. “Have fun.”

      Joel usually worked the concessions booth at the ice skating social so he rarely found time to skate during the event. But Josh’s free time was precious so when he’d managed to scrape together a couple of hours and proposed meeting at the rink, Joel had asked Cassie to chip in and work the booth.

      Joel slung his pair of old hockey skates over his shoulder then followed Josh to the benches near the temporary rink.

      They sat and began loosening their skate laces.

      “So, it’s good to see you out and about,” Joel teased with a grin as he glanced over at his friend. “How are you doing?”

      Josh gave him a slightly wan smile in return. “Hanging in there, I guess.”

      “Meredith is okay, right?” Joel asked, concerned. “I mean, she’s not any worse, is she?”

      Josh’s wife was pregnant with their second child and had been diagnosed with preeclampsia, and was more or less on bedrest. Josh was running himself ragged trying to help her, take care of their toddler, Eagan, and manage Frosty’s with his brother Mik.

      It was way too much for one person.

      “She’s hanging in there too,” Josh said, slipping off his winter boot and replacing it with a skate. “We’re in the home stretch with the pregnancy. Meredith is due before Christmas so it’s a matter of getting through the next few weeks and hoping for a smooth birth.”

      “Good.”

      Josh glanced over at Joel. “What about you? How are things at the bakery?”

      “Great,” he said truthfully as he laced his skate. “Business has been really good lately. People seem to be enjoying all of the new recipes I’ve been experimenting with.”

      “I’m glad. What about your social life?”

      “Umm. Definitely far less busy than my work,” Joel admitted with a chuckle.

      Josh laughed too. “So, the usual then?”

      “Yes.” He gave his friend a wry grin.

      “Any prospects?”

      Joel shrugged. “I … maybe? Not for anything serious but maybe something fun in the short term? I’m meeting someone for drinks tomorrow but, honestly, I’m not quite sure if it’s a date or a couple of guys grabbing drinks.”

      Joel let out a little groan as another thought occurred to him. “Hell, I’m not even sure if he’s interested in men. I think he is but—”

      “But I’m better at picking up guys than you?” Josh teased.

      “Hey, that was one time,” Joel said, laughing.

      Josh had come to visit him when he was still living in Chicago and had been propositioned by several men at a gay club in Boystown.

      “Mmm. Sure. Keep telling yourself that.”

      Joel laughed and lightly slugged his friend’s shoulder. “C’mon, let’s get on the ice.”

      After a few laps around the rink, Josh skated close. “So, tell me about the guy.”

      Joel filled him in on what he knew of Hayden and how they’d met. “Is it weird that he’s just out of college?”

      Josh shrugged. “Nah, I don’t think so. Why? Does it bother you?”

      “No. But maybe I feel like it should?” Joel mused. He was at least eleven or twelve years older than Hayden.

      Josh chuckled. “I wouldn’t worry about it. It’s a short-term thing, right? As long as everyone is a consenting adult, I don’t see what the big deal is.”

      “Yeah, I hear you. And who knows? We might not even hit it off that way. Maybe we’ll just wind up as friends.”

      “That’s not all bad, right?”

      “No, definitely not. It’ll be good to get out and relax regardless,” Joel said firmly.

      “Well, there you go. You’ll have a good time either way.”

      “True. So what about you?” Joel asked, weaving around a slow-moving toddler. “Don’t think you dodged my earlier question. How are you managing everything on your plate? I know it’ll be better once the baby is born and Meredith is recovered but still, I’m concerned about you.”

      “I appreciate that. And I do have a few ideas about lightening the load actually,” Josh said. “I invited Rudy and Mik over for brunch tomorrow.”

      “Yeah?” Joel asked.

      Josh, Mik, and Rudy were all former NHL players. Josh and Mik Gilmore had both retired to Christmas Falls where they eventually took over managing their parents’ pub.

      Rudy was Josh’s best friend and had joined him in town a couple of years ago. He now managed the competing pub in town, Rudolph’s.

      “I’m going to ask Rudy if he’ll take over coaching for me.”

      Joel brightened. “Oh, that’s a great idea.”

      Josh sighed. “I hate to give it up. I feel like I’m letting the kids down, but under the circumstances …”

      “I get it. You can’t do it all.”

      “I know.” But Josh looked a little forlorn.

      “They’ll be in good hands with Rudy,” Joel assured him.

      “Oh, I know. I wouldn’t ask otherwise.”

      “And there’s no saying you can’t take up coaching again once things settle down,” Joel pointed out.

      “True.” Joel’s expression lightened a little.

      “Now, c’mon. Let’s get some more exercise in,” Joel said with a smile. “Goodness knows, I could use it.”
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CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      A quiet rap on Hayden’s door made him look up from his laptop screen.

      “Yeah, come in,” he called out.

      Luke stuck his head in the door. “Hey, I hate to bug you, but do you have time to help me with a few things this morning?”

      “Sure,” Hayden said slowly. “What do you need?”

      Luke stepped into the room. “I need to get the gutters cleaned and the Christmas lights up. I’d like to do it while the weather is clear and dry.”

      Hayden glanced out the small basement window where sunshine streamed in. “Oh, sure.”

      He was still a little confused. He helped out by doing dishes and his own laundry and picking up after himself so he wasn’t a burden on his mom and Luke, but Luke had never asked him for help with projects before.

      Luke must have seen the surprise on his face because he leaned against the doorframe and spoke quietly. “She’s concerned about me going up on the ladder.”

      “Oh,” Hayden said, the pieces falling into place. “Of course.”

      With the way his dad had died, it was understandable his mom was a little freaked out about Luke going up alone.

      “Yeah,” Luke said. “And the last thing I want to do is worry her. So I figured it might help if we did it together in good weather.”

      “Absolutely.” Hayden rose to his feet. “Let me grab my coat and hat.”

      “You’re sure you’ll be safe?” His mom asked a few minutes later as Hayden pulled on his boots. A furrow had appeared between her eyebrows.

      Luke kissed that spot. “Absolutely, sweetheart. Hayden’s going to hold the ladder for me. We’ll be very careful, I promise. I won’t do anything risky.”

      “Okay.” She still looked a little concerned, but she stepped back. “Well, if you need anything, let me know.”

      “Of course.” Luke pulled open the door and disappeared through it.

      “It’ll be okay, Mom,” Hayden assured her. “I’ll look out for Luke.”

      “Thank you.” She gave him a wan smile. “I know I’m probably being ridiculous, but …”

      “I get it,” he said, his throat feeling a little thick.

      “And you’ll be careful too, right?” she asked, smoothing her hands down the sleeves of his jacket.

      “Yes. Just promise you’ll have some hot cocoa ready when we come in.”

      She smiled, and this time it looked a little more relaxed. “Of course.”

      The air was crisp and cold when Hayden stepped outside, but the sunshine was nice.

      Hayden and Luke worked together to carry the ladder out and Hayden steadied it while Luke climbed.

      A few minutes later, a shower of leaves fell to the ground, bringing their rich, earthy scent with them.

      “Thanks for doing this,” Luke said after they’d worked in silence for a little while.

      Hayden gripped the ladder. “Yeah, no prob. I’m glad you asked. I know this stresses Mom out.”

      Truthfully, he wasn’t so fond of heights now either, so he didn’t mind being the one on the ground.

      “Yeah. And believe me, I understand why.” Luke glanced down. “You both lost a lot.”

      Hayden nodded, his throat thickening. “Yeah. We did.”

      Another shower of leaves tumbled to the ground. “I hope I make her happy,” Luke said quietly.

      “What?” Hayden looked up, surprised. “Of course you do.”

      “I know I have big shoes to fill. And I’m not trying to ever replace him, you know?”

      “I know. But Dad wasn’t perfect,” Hayden admitted. “He worked a lot and sometimes he got really fucking grumpy when he was tired. And he snored on the couch a lot.”

      Luke barked out a surprised laugh. “Well, he and I have that last one in common, I guess.”

      Hayden smiled as more leaves showered down.

      “But Mom’s happy,” Hayden assured Luke. “And I’m really grateful you’ve been so cool about me moving in with you guys.”

      Luke scoffed. “Hey, I get it. Jobs are hard to come by. I’ve been there.”

      “It seems like you’re doing okay,” Hayden said, glancing at the house and the nice cars in the garage.

      “Sure. I am now. But when I was about your age, I didn’t know what I wanted to do with my life.”

      The ladder flexed as Luke came down the rungs. Hayden let go and stepped back to let him move it a few feet to the next section of gutters.

      “Really?” Hayden asked when Luke was back up on the ladder.

      “Really,” Luke said with a laugh. “After working a shit job I really hated, I got laid off and had trouble finding something new. I hadn’t gone to college and I didn’t know what I wanted to do with my life. I even thought about joining the military, but I couldn’t quite pull the trigger on that. Err, no pun intended.”

      Hayden laughed.

      Luke shrugged and continued. “But I went out to a bar one night and was shooting the shit with this guy next to me. I found out he was an electrician. He really loved it and he said he supported a family on his income and I thought, ‘Hey, that sounds pretty good.’”

      “Huh.”

      “So I got some info from him and enrolled in an apprenticeship program. I never looked back. I mean, being an electrician isn’t what anyone would call glamorous work,” Luke said with a little laugh. “But it’s a good way to make a living and I like working with my hands. I feel proud of myself at the end of the day, you know? Like I really accomplished something.”

      “I get that,” Hayden said. Luke owned his own company now and loved what he did. That was pretty much ideal.

      An acorn fell down, bouncing off the ground and landing near Hayden’s boot.

      “And I’m not suggesting you should be an electrician,” Luke said over his shoulder with a small smile. “You’ve got your degree and a field you love. But what I’m trying to say is that I get what it’s like to be in your shoes. I know what it feels like when your future is nothing but uncertainty. And I know you feel bad about staying here and not having your life all figured out, and I get that too. But you’ll get there. Don’t put so much pressure on yourself to have it all wrapped up in a neat bow right away, okay? You’re welcome to stay as long as you need.”

      “Thanks,” Hayden said, swallowing past the little lump in his throat. “That’s really nice of you.”

      “Nah,” Luke said, pulling another clump of leaves free. “Just decent. Look, Hayden, I’m not your dad, and I’m not going to try to be. But I’d like to be someone you can trust.”

      “I do trust you,” Hayden assured him. “Honestly. You’ve been great to my mom and me.”

      Luke came down the ladder again and clapped him on the shoulder. “Good. You let me know if there’s ever anything else I can do to help you out, okay?”

      “Okay,” Hayden said thickly. “And let me know if I can do anything for you.”

      “Will do.” Luke smiled and reached for the ladder. “But I think the help today should cover it for a while.”

      “You mentioned putting Christmas lights up too?” Hayden asked.

      “Yeah. Do you have time for that?”

      “Maybe?” Hayden snuck a glance at his phone. “I’m supposed to meet someone for a drink this afternoon.”

      “Oh, no worries then,” Luke said. “If we don’t get to the lights today, it’s not a problem. I’m sure we’ll have another clear day in the next few weeks. I just hate putting them up once winter really hits.”

      “I think we can squeeze it in. We’ve got a couple of hours before I need to grab a shower and head out.”

      “Sounds good.” Luke tossed a small branch on the ground. “So, who are you meeting? If you don’t mind me asking.”

      “Oh, uh. Joel McArthur.”

      “The guy who runs the bakery, right?”

      “Yep.”

      “He’s a nice guy.”

      “Yeah, he seems like it,” Hayden agreed.

      “It’s good you’re making friends in town.”

      “It’ll be good to get out.” Hayden bit his lip. “It’s, uh, a date though.”

      “Oh, nice. Well, he’s pretty good-looking too, I guess. Not so much my type, but …”

      Hayden laughed. “Yeah. He is.”

      “You’re bi though, right?” Luke asked.

      “I am,” Hayden said. “I’m more into guys, but I dated a few girls in college.”

      “Christmas Falls is a good town,” Luke said. “I know small towns get a bad rap but this place is pretty open-minded. We’ve got quite a few same-sex couples around here so you shouldn’t ever have to worry about people being shitty to you.”

      “That’s good,” Hayden said.

      His mom had already assured him of that. It had been one of his bigger hesitations when he’d been debating if he was going to move here. But it was nice Luke cared. That he wanted to reassure Hayden.

      “Where are you and Joel going?” Luke asked as he climbed the ladder again.

      “Frosty’s.”

      “Oh, I like that place. It’s one of my favorites. You like IPAs or darker beers?”

      “IPAs.”

      “There’s a good local one I really like. I was going to suggest it but I can’t think of the name at the moment. It’s the one with the green label and a punny name.” Luke chuckled. “Guess I’m getting old.”

      Luke didn’t look old. He was in his late fifties and was pretty good-looking, with a silver-streaked light-brown beard and thick hair. He was active and fit, and Hayden could definitely see why his mom had fallen for him.

      Well, plus, he was a really good guy.

      “Hey, do you have any idea what I should get your mom for Christmas?” Luke asked a little while later.

      Hayden laughed. “No clue. I haven’t figured out what I’m getting her.”

      “Some help you are,” Luke teased.

      “Well, I can tell you what not to get. My dad got her gutters one year for their anniversary, and she was not amused.”

      Luke snorted. “Guess I better not buy that robot vacuum cleaner thingy she’s been talking about then.”

      Hayden grinned. “Guess you better not.”
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        * * *

      

      Joel surveyed the red and green plaid tablecloth lined with pies and groaned under his breath.

      So. Many. Pies.

      Joel had been judging the Christmas Falls Pie Bake-Off for years and somehow, in the intervening months, he developed amnesia. Every time he forgot just how many damn desserts he was going to have to taste.

      It wasn’t a hardship to eat pie and the bakers who entered the contest made delicious ones. But even though Joel only ate a bite of each, thirty-some bites added up.

      Joel glanced over to see their final guest judge had arrived.

      “So, we have a celebrity joining us this year, huh?” Joel lifted his eyebrows, nodding discreetly at Jeremiah Knight, an NFL player for the Charleston Condors.

      He was a hometown hero in Christmas Falls and, following an injury that had taken him out for the season, was recovering back home.

      Mrs. Lil, the owner of Yuletide Yarns, nodded at his comment. “Griff seemed to think it would be good for the festival. Jem’s a nice young man but really, what does he know about pie?”

      Joel laughed. “I think it’s nice to have a variety of tastes. Besides, we’ve been doing this for how long? It’s good to keep the event from getting stale.”

      Mrs. Lil eyed him. “I suppose,” she said, her tone dubious, completely ignoring his pun.

      She was the undisputed authority on pie baking in town and despite Joel’s years of participation in this event and his career as a baker, he knew he was an amateur in comparison.

      Jem must seem very wet behind the ears to Mrs. Lil.

      After Marlene, one of Griff’s main festival volunteers, kicked off the event with an official announcement to the assembled townsfolk and visitors, she introduced the judges.

      When Joel’s name was called, he waved to the crowd, scanning the throngs of people for one person in particular.

      Unfortunately, he didn’t see Hayden anywhere.

      Joel shouldn’t read anything into that, right? They’d agreed to meet after the event. After all, Hayden was a self-professed Scrooge about the holidays. Why would he hang out at a pie-baking contest watching Joel stuff himself with desserts?

      “Are you ready?” Mrs. Lil asked and Joel realized it was time to start tasting.

      He cleared his throat and raised his clipboard which held a scorecard and a pen, then brandished a fork in the other hand. “Ready!”

      They’d begin with the fruit pies, working their way up through the nut pies, then move on to the richer, heavier custard and cream pies.

      Mrs. Lil glanced over at Jem and his best friend Murphy Clark, the town’s gnome carver, who seemed to be there to lend moral support to Jem or something.

      Joel had gone to school with both of them and they’d always been joined at the hip. Apparently, they’d had a falling-out at some point but it appeared they’d mended things.

      “Young man,” Mrs. Lil called out to Jem. “Are you coming over here or not?”

      Jem and Murphy glanced over from the other end of the long table.

      “I’m going to start over here with the custard pies,” Jem called over.

      Mrs. Lil raised an eyebrow in Jem’s direction, shaking her head as she mouthed “amateur” to Joel.

      He smiled, ducking his head to hide his words and speaking quietly. “He’s a skilled linebacker. He doesn’t have to be a pro at pie tasting.”

      Mrs. Lil scoffed but stuck her fork in the first of the pies, a raspberry double-crust.

      She clucked disapprovingly. “Oh, dear. That’s much too heavy on the cornstarch. No one wants a pie that’s so thick it wobbles like Jell-o.”

      Joel took a forkful himself and nodded his agreement. “Excellent flaky crust and the balance of sweetness is nice, but I agree. The filling is much too thick. What a shame.” He noted his score on the card.

      Joel and Mrs. Lil efficiently worked their way through the fruit pies. There was a delicious cherry lattice they both raved about.

      The rum raisin pie was so boozy Joel blinked and wondered if Mrs. Lil would be safe to drive herself home. The fumes were going to his head and she was a tiny thing.

      Next up was a wonderful honey peanut pie that made Joel’s mouth sing.

      “Oh that is nice,” he said to Mrs. Lil. “Perfect balance of sweet and just the right amount of salt. And the crust. That is a gorgeous crust. Beautiful lamination.”

      Mrs. Lil nodded her agreement. “I do believe that’s the best crust we’ve tasted so far.”

      Unfortunately, the macadamia coconut pie was a disappointment, somehow both too sweet and too salty. But when they reached the end of the nut pies, Jem and Murphy were still working on the custards and creams.

      “You guys better get moving,” Joel told them quietly.

      “Yeah, Griff’s gonna have your heads if you don’t get your tushes going,” Mrs. Lil added. “We have a strict schedule to follow.”

      “It’s fine,” Jem said. “Here, I’ve got the … uh … golden cream one done.”

      “Was it satisfying?” Murphy teased as Joel and Mrs. Lil joined them at the custards and cream pies.

      “Children,” Mrs. Lil said firmly to Jem and Murphy as they dawdled. “Are you going to take this seriously?”

      “Yes, Mrs. Lil,” Murphy said, widening his eyes and trying to hide a smile.

      Joel took a forkful of a candy cane pie and nearly gagged. Oh no. Someone had gone too heavy on the mint extract and the pie tasted like toothpaste rather than a cool and creamy peppermint treat. He marked that accordingly on his scorecard.

      “Score that one high, okay?” Murphy said, gesturing to the honey peanut pie. “It might be the best thing I’ve ever put in my mouth.”

      Jem glanced over and raised an eyebrow. “Do I wanna know what kind of things you’ve been putting in your mouth, Murph?”

      “Maybe you should ask what I’m gonna be putting in my mouth in the future,” Murphy teased. He immediately turned bright red, and Joel blinked.

      Now that was interesting. He’d had no idea it was like that between Jem and Murphy.

      Huh. Good for them.

      “Maybe I should,” Jem said thoughtfully as they worked their way through the nut pies.

      Joel stole a glance at Jem and Murphy as they talked, feeling a bit wistful.

      Oh, he’d missed that kind of banter. The subtle flirty conversations where eye contact lingered and every moment felt heavy with anticipation.

      He wondered what tonight’s drink with Hayden would bring. Some good conversation and friendship? Or something more?

      Joel’s mouth watered as he remembered the ink stretched across Hayden’s skin and the lean musculature of his arms.

      “Are you two done yet?” Mrs. Lil asked archly, pulling Joel from his thoughts. “Jeremiah, this is not that complicated.”

      “I’m a discerning man, Mrs. Lil,” Jem called back. “With pie and everything else.”

      The heated look Jem shot Murphy further cemented Joel’s suspicion there was something going on between them.

      “So I hear, so I hear,” Mrs. Lil said with an approving nod, clearly having missed the subtext. Or maybe she liked the idea of Jem and Murphy together.

      Mrs. Lil could be an enigma, that was for sure.

      Joel returned his focus to the task at hand and took a forkful of gingerbread cream pie.

      He frowned. Well, that was a disappointment.

      Joel had been looking forward to it and while the filling was absolutely luscious and the spice was perfectly balanced, the crust was severely underbaked. He noted that on his sheet and moved on to the next entry.

      But when Joel got to the golden cream pie, he stopped in his tracks. Amateurs or not, it was every bit as delicious as Jem and his sidekick had proclaimed.

      Quite delicately flavored and perfectly balanced. Very intriguing. Joel would have to ask the baker how they’d made it once the winners were announced.

      “We just have the fruit pies left to judge, Mrs. Lil,” Murphy called out, once again failing to keep a serious expression on his face.

      “You two don’t run off with the apple pie, okay?” she retorted, her eyes twinkling.

      Jem grinned. “You know about the apple pie?”

      “Everyone in town knows about the infamous apple pie incident,” Joel said with a grin as he took his final forkful of pie. “My aunt told me when it happened. A cautionary tale, I think.”

      “Your granny, Murphy Clark, was the best baker in five counties,” Mrs. Lil proclaimed.

      Joel hummed around his bite of cranberry meringue. Ooh that was nice. He might have to experiment with something similar at the bakery. Maybe he’d do a citrus meringue. Oils would impede the formation of stiff peaks, but an alcohol-based extract added to the egg whites should do the trick.

      Joel nodded absently, his mind half on recipe development, half on the conversation as he spoke. “My aunt said she got her pastry crust recipe from Granny Clark.”

      And, if Joel did say so himself, he now made the best damn pie crust in the entire county.

      “I miss her,” Murphy said, sounding a little wistful.

      “I was sorry to hear she passed,” Jem said.

      Mrs. Lil whacked him in the side, and Jem let out a breathless laugh. “Could’ve come home when it happened, young man,” she said.

      A guilty look crossed Jem’s face. “I should’ve.” He turned to Murphy and spoke too softly for Joel to hear.

      Jem wrapped an arm around Murphy’s waist and held him close as they talked quietly.

      It made Joel ache a little, thinking about how long it had been since he’d had that sort of interaction with someone. Most days, he was perfectly content with his life as it was, but sometimes he felt an acute sense of longing for more.

      Shame this drink with Hayden wouldn’t get him any closer to a relationship, but it would be nice to spend some time with him at least. A break from the mundane.

      Jem paused, setting his fork down. “Oh my God, I think that’s the last pie.”

      With a laugh, Joel nodded his agreement, shaking off his earlier thoughts. “It’s a lot, isn’t it?”

      Jem nodded and groaned, rubbing his stomach.

      “You finished with your scorecard, finally?” Marlene asked Jem as she collected Joel’s and Mrs. Lil’s.

      Jem signed it with a flourish. “Yep,” he said, handing it over to her.

      “Took you long enough,” Mrs. Lil said, but she was smiling, her eyes twinkling brightly. “So, Jeremiah, how was your first pie bake-off?”

      “I’m going to leave it to the pros next time,” Jem said with a laugh. “You and Joel actually know how to bake a pie, so you should be the ones judging them.”

      “Don’t tell him,” Mrs. Lil said, even though Joel was standing beside her and could hear every word, “but that Joel, he makes the best pie in the county now.”

      Joel smiled. “That means something, Mrs. Lil. Thank you.”

      “Don’t let it go to your head,” Mrs. Lil warned, and Joel laughed.

      Aching stomach or not, there was a reason he took part in events like this.

      There was nothing he enjoyed more than combining his love of baked goods, the holidays, and spending time with the people of Christmas Falls.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Sugar Plum Park was packed when Hayden arrived ten minutes later than planned.

      He’d been worried Joel would think he was standing him up but to his relief, a big crowd was still assembled and it appeared the event wasn’t quite over yet.

      Hayden and Luke had finished cleaning the gutters and were done with all of the lights that required being up on a ladder. Luke had assured Hayden he could handle raking the leaves and stringing the rest of the lights he could tackle from the ground.

      After, Hayden got caught up drinking hot chocolate and talking to his mom and Luke, and nearly lost track of time. It was Luke who reminded him about his date and when Hayden came out of the bathroom after his shower, there had been a box of condoms on his bed.

      Face feeling a little hot, Hayden had stuffed a couple of the packets in his coat pocket. He had a few left over from his time in Chicago, but he was pretty sure they were still buried in some box in the closet. He wasn’t sure if the new ones were from his mom or Luke and he wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

      But at least this way, he didn’t have to stop somewhere and risk being even later.

      Now, Hayden watched Joel take his last few bites of pie and mark his scores on the card.

      When he threw his head back and laughed at something, Hayden smiled, studying him. God, Joel was so handsome. All big and warm-looking. There was something both sexy and cozy about him, and Hayden wanted to walk up to him, grab him by his plaid scarf, kiss the hell out of him, then snuggle in for a nice long winter.

      Which … the kissing-the-hell-out-of-him part made perfect sense.

      The rest of it, not so much.

      Hayden half-listened as some lady announced the winners.

      Martha’s cranberry meringue won best cream pie, Thomas’ cherry was voted the best fruit pie, and Sasha’s honey peanut won best nut pie.

      Hayden wasn’t so sure about the idea of cranberry meringue but he’d probably give it a try. Hell, none of them sounded bad. But he had a terrible sweet tooth.

      After the awards had been handed out, signaling the official end of the pie tasting, Joel finally spotted Hayden. He smiled and waved a greeting.

      Hayden waved back, and Joel held up a finger. “One minute,” he mouthed and Hayden nodded.

      He was in no rush.

      A small group of people were clustered around Joel now, so Hayden figured it would be more than a minute. He wandered off to grab some mulled cider and a cookie at the Ginger’s Breads booth, saying hi to Cassie, who shot him a knowing look.

      Carrying his treats, Hayden wandered closer to the pie tasting to watch Joel laugh and talk with people.

      He looked so good. Relaxed and happy, and damn it, Hayden was so into it.

      Hayden was pretty into those cookies too. Damn. The ginger packed a punch and he was starting to think they might edge out the pumpkin cinnamon rolls as his favorite treat from Ginger’s Breads.

      Of course, he hadn’t gotten his mouth on Joel yet.

      Joel glanced over a few times as he talked to people, clearly trying to edge away from the conversation and work his way toward Hayden. He kept getting stopped and Hayden chuckled under his breath.

      Joel McArthur might be the most popular man in town.

      And way too nice to tell people he had to go.

      Eventually though, Joel finally escaped, and he was grinning as he reached Hayden. “Hi.”

      “Hi,” Hayden said, his own smile widening. “I see you’re Mr. Popular.”

      “Sorry. Didn’t mean to keep you waiting.”

      “Nah, I’m fine. I was actually running a little late,” he admitted. “I was helping my stepdad clean the gutters and string lights.”

      “That was nice of you.” Joel glanced over his shoulder at the even bigger crowd around someone else. “And trust me, I’m not the one who’s Mr. Popular today. That would be Jem Knight. He was our guest judge this year.”

      “Huh. Isn’t he an NFL player?”

      “Yep. Plays for the Charleston Condors. Grew up here though and he’s home rehabbing after a pectoral tear.”

      “Cool. I mean, not the injury part, but the rest of it.” Hayden glanced at the pies being cleared away. “How was the contest?”

      “Good.” Joel grimaced. “I am quite full of pie though.”

      Hayden tilted his head to study him. “You still up for grabbing that beer or do you want to reschedule?”

      “Oh, no, I’m up for it.” Joel smiled. “Let’s head over to Frosty’s now before it gets too packed. I might take it slow on the beer but …”

      “No worries.” Hayden shrugged as he fell into step beside him. “I just thought it would be nice to hang out. Do something fun.”

      “I’m glad you asked. I was thinking about asking you to grab a drink, actually,” Joel said.

      Hayden glanced at him. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah, you beat me to it.”

      They shared a smile, their gazes lingering. Joel’s fingers brushed Hayden’s as they walked and neither of them pulled away.

      “Well, good.” Hayden’s skin tingled at the contact. “Unfortunately, my social life has been pretty sad lately.”

      “I’m not sure hanging out with me is a huge improvement,” Joel said with a small laugh. “Everyone knows I’m not the most exciting guy in town. I get up at four a.m. every day to bake bread.”

      “I’m usually up then too,” Hayden admitted. “But that’s the insomnia.”

      Joel grimaced. “That’s rough.”

      “Tell me about it.” Their shoulders bumped as they turned, walking toward Frosty’s in easy silence for a few minutes.

      As they reached Frosty’s, Hayden glanced over at Joel. “But seriously, I bet you’re more fun than you give yourself credit for.”

      Joel shot him a skeptical glance. “Mmm, I’ll take your word for it.”

      “I’ll let you know at the end of the night,” Hayden said with a little wink as he held the door for Joel. “Whenever that is.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Joel had spent most of the day waffling between thinking the upcoming drink with Hayden was a date, then convincing himself he’d imagined it. But as Joel followed Hayden into Frosty’s after that comment, he was elated to realize it definitely was.

      Maybe not a date-date though. Hayden wasn’t planning to stick around town for long, so this would never be anything serious.

      But after Hayden’s last comment, Joel felt certain tonight was at least a “getting to know you” type drink with the potential to turn into some casual fun.

      To be honest, Joel couldn’t remember the last time he’d had sex, casual or otherwise. Sweaty, under-the-sheets fun sounded amazing, but Joel was pretty sure all of the condoms he had expired long ago.

      Hopefully Hayden had some, because Joel didn’t relish the thought of stopping in town to buy a box. That was a surefire way for the whole town to figure out what they were doing.

      Showing up together at Frosty’s would also start tongues wagging but … well, Joel could at least pretend like this was a drink with a new friend.

      Frosty’s was already busy, packed with people laughing and drinking and enjoying their bar food, but after a short wait, Joel and Hayden were seated at a small table off to one side of the pub.

      Hayden glanced around. “I could do without the place looking like the holidays threw up everywhere,” he said with a pointed glance at the nearby gnome, “but this is nice.”

      Joel smiled. “Yeah, I like it.”

      Hayden smiled back, and Joel’s breath caught. Hayden looked great tonight.

      Joel had never really seen him in anything but casual wear before but now he had on a pair of slim-cut gray jeans and a soft half-zip sweater in a shade of brown that looked fantastic with his dark hair and eyes.

      “You look really good,” Joel said, letting his gaze linger. “I feel like I’m a little under-dressed.”

      He gestured to his own outfit of olive-green corduroy trousers, a basic white tee, and an open flannel shirt in shades of green and rust. He wasn’t really the fashionable sort.

      “No, you look great.” Hayden leaned in, reaching out to touch Joel’s shirt sleeve where his arm rested on the table between them. “This is soft. I like it.”

      Their gazes locked and held as Hayden dragged his fingertips across Joel’s forearm. His tongue darted out to wet his lips and Joel drew in a sharp breath, surprised by the heat crawling up the back of his neck.

      “Welcome to Frosty’s,” their server said.

      Joel jerked in surprise, swallowing hard as he pulled back to look at her. “Oh, hey, Ellen.”

      “Joel! I haven’t seen you out and about in a while,” she said as she set out napkins and glasses of water.

      “Yeah, I have been pretty busy with the bakery,” he agreed.

      She glanced over at Hayden with a smile. “And I don’t think I recognize you.”

      “Oh.” He smiled back. “Hayden Bradley. I’m new to town.”

      “Nice to meet you, Hayden Bradley New to Town. Welcome.”

      Hayden chuckled. “Thanks.”

      Ellen glanced between Hayden and Joel. “Do you know what you want to drink?”

      Joel ordered his usual and Hayden, who had been scanning the beer menu, looked up. “Do you have an IPA with a green label and pun for a name? My stepdad said it was really good but he couldn’t remember the name.”

      “Oh, the Hoppy Holidays IPA? Yeah, that’s a popular one around here.”

      Ellen checked Hayden’s ID and Joel caught a glimpse of it. Hayden was twenty-three. Joel had guessed right.

      “I’ll get both of your beers right out,” Ellen said. “And if I’m not being too nosy, who’s your stepdad, Hayden?”

      “Luke Wheeler.”

      Her expression brightened. “Oh, he and Diane come in here sometimes. They’re both so nice. Luke’s a great tipper.”

      Hayden smiled. “Doesn’t surprise me.”

      “So you’re Diane’s son, huh?”

      “Yep. Just moved here after college while I’m job hunting.”

      A funny little look crossed Hayden’s face like he hadn’t meant to be quite so candid.

      Joel understood. Not everyone enjoyed having an entire town be all up in their business. But around here, people were so friendly it was easy to blab your entire life story without meaning to, and then everyone and their grandmother was talking about you.

      Joel cleared his throat. “Do you want to order any food, Hayden?”

      He glanced over with a grateful expression. “I’m thinking about getting something to eat. You want anything?”

      Joel made a face and held his stomach. “Ugh. Not at the moment. The walk here helped but I need to let the pie settle for a moment.”

      Hayden laughed.

      “Get whatever you want though,” Joel urged. “My treat.”

      Hayden studied the menu. “What’s good here?”

      “Everything,” Joel and Ellen said in unison.

      They all laughed.

      “I’d say Ellen is biased,” Joel said. “But seriously, Marina—the head chef here—is really good.”

      “Okay, well, what are your favorites, Joel?” Hayden asked.

      “Mmm, probably either the three-cheese artichoke dip or the deep-fried cauliflower.”

      “Yum. Okay. You convinced me. I’ll get both,” Hayden said.

      “Great choices,” Ellen said. “I’ll be back with them shortly.”

      “Thanks.”

      After she was gone, Hayden slid closer. “Thanks for the rescue there. She’d make a hell of a CIA interrogator.”

      Joel laughed softly. “She’s a nice person.”

      “Oh, I’m sure she is, it’s just …”

      “No, I get it,” Joel assured him. “The small-town thing where everyone knows everyone else’s business is a lot.”

      “Exactly. So … thanks for noticing.”

      Joel swallowed and refrained from telling Hayden he couldn’t take his eyes off him. Of course he’d noticed.

      If Joel were smoother, he’d know how to spin it as a compliment to Hayden’s good looks instead of potentially sounding weirdly desperate.

      Joel was far too rusty at dating to attempt it, however, so he changed the subject. “So, were you around when they announced the winners of the pie baking competition?”

      “Yes. I thought they all sounded good,” Hayden said. “But I have a horrible sweet tooth.”

      “Hmm,” Joel said. “I don’t know. Sounds perfect to me.”

      Hayden grinned and Joel mentally patted himself on the back. Okay, maybe he wasn’t totally rusty.

      “Which pie was your favorite?” Hayden asked.

      “Oh, tough call,” Joel mused. “It’s between the cranberry meringue and the honey peanut.”

      “So how’d you get into judging a pie contest anyway?”

      Joel chuckled. “Oh, there was a very rigorous application process.”

      “Really?” Hayden looked intrigued.

      Grinning, Joel leaned in. “Totally kidding. Mrs. Lil recommended me. She’s widely known as the undisputed expert in all things pies and her suggestion carried a lot of weight. Personally, I think she was tired of working with amateurs who wouldn’t know a meringue from a macaroon.”

      “That would be me,” Hayden said with a laugh. “I can tell you what I like to eat but that’s about it. I do make some kick-ass no-bake cookies though.”

      “Your drinks,” Ellen said, appearing at Joel’s elbow with their beer. “And let me know if you need anything else.”

      “Thanks, Ellen. I think I’m good for now,” Joel said. “Hayden?”

      He shook his head. “All set.”

      “Great. I’ll be back with your food when it’s ready.”

      “Here’s to new friends,” Joel said when she was gone, lifting his drink. Hayden gently tapped his glass against Joel’s, their gazes meeting and holding.

      “New friends,” Hayden said, brushing his knee against Joel’s under the table.

      Joel hummed with pleasure as he took a sip of his amber ale.

      “Oh, I like this beer.” Hayden licked his lips again and Joel felt it like a kick in the chest. “Want to try?” He held out his glass.

      Joel nodded. “Thanks. Want to try mine?”

      “Sure.”

      They swapped glasses and Joel took a small sip. Hayden was right, his beer was good.

      After he drank, Hayden hummed quietly and passed Joel’s glass back. “Not hoppy enough for me but it’s not bad.”

      “Yeah, they have a nice selection here,” Joel said with a contented sigh. He really should get out more often. Even if it was just to sidle up to the bar here and sip a beer while he ate dinner.

      Still, he preferred going out with someone like Hayden.

      “So what did you, um, do for fun in Chicago?” Joel asked. God, he was out of practice at dating.

      “Hmm.” Hayden shrugged. “The usual stuff, I guess. Dinner or whatever. Movies sometimes. My friends are super into clubbing and bars. I like it okay, I guess. Boystown can be fun but I am not a huge partier or anything.”

      Joel didn’t know if the comment about Boystown had been intentional, but it was definitely another strong hint Hayden was interested in men.

      “As you can tell from the comments from everyone who knows me,” Joel said drily, “I’m not a big partier either.”

      “I’ve been kinda shut off from everything lately but I do miss going out and doing stuff,” Hayden said, sounding a little wistful.

      “It’s hard sometimes,” Joel said with a sympathetic look. “You get busy and time sort of passes without you noticing it.”

      “Exactly.”

      “I try to go to town events a lot though,” Joel added.

      “Okay,” Hayden countered. “But how many of those are you working?”

      Joel winced. “Too many.”

      Hayden gave him a knowing look. “So what are you into that isn’t Christmas themed?”

      Joel chuckled. “I watch hockey when I can. Most of the games are broadcast too late though. I’m asleep by the middle of the second period.”

      “Me too. But that’s mostly my shitty sleep schedule,” Hayden said with a wry little smile.

      “When you say me too, do you mean you watch hockey or sports in general?”

      “Both, I guess? My stepdad is more of a football fan so I watch with him sometimes. But personally I like hockey too.”

      “Did you know three former NHLers live in town?” Joel asked.

      Hayden shook his head.

      “Mik and Josh Gilmore and Rudy Snow. I actually skated with Mik and Josh when I was a kid. Mik was a couple of years younger though.”

      “Wow. Were you any good?”

      Joel laughed. “Not even close to NHL good. I got weeded out pretty early and it was only a hobby for me. I didn’t have any aspirations of going pro.”

      “Still, that’s pretty cool.”

      “Yeah, they’re great guys. Josh is a good friend. He manages this place with his brother Mik so we might run into them tonight.”

      “Nice.”

      “Oh,” Joel said with a smile. “While I’m impressing you by name dropping, Jamie Walsh is my second cousin.”

      Jamie played for the Evanston River Otters organization just north of Chicago. He’d had a stellar season last year.

      Hayden’s eyes widened. “Woah, no way.”

      “Yep.”

      “He’s dating that former figure skater, right?”

      “Yes. Taylor Hollis. Although they got married recently, so if we’re getting technical, they’re not dating anymore.”

      Hayden grinned. “Ahh. I hadn’t heard. Ever met Taylor?”

      “No, not yet. Their wedding was very quiet and private. I did get an invite to Jamie’s Cup Day celebration last summer but unfortunately, I couldn’t make it.”

      “Oh, bummer.”

      “But Jamie gave me an open invitation to hang out if I’m ever in the area,” Joel said brightly.

      They didn’t spend a lot of time together but they ran into each other semi-regularly at big family events and stuff.

      “Very cool. Let me know if you ever need a date.” Hayden winked. “Especially if it involves hockey tickets.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” Joel grinned. “Did you play sports growing up?”

      “I ran cross-country. And my college roommate was pretty into hockey so we went to see the team play on campus a few times. I started watching the NHL more seriously when all of those guys in Evanston came out though.”

      “Yeah, it’s nice to see,” Joel agreed.

      “For sure.”

      For a moment, the conversation lapsed into companionable silence as they sipped their beers.

      “How’s the job hunt going?” Joel asked as he wiped some foam from his upper lip. Hayden’s gaze darted there, lingering on his mouth.

      “Not great. And not to be a total downer, but it’s making me feel really aimless.” Hayden sighed heavily and glanced away. “I just feel like so much of my life is on hold right now. I have to wait until I get a job to really know what my future will be like.”

      “I get that,” Joel said. “And I do know a small town isn’t for everyone. But man, buying the bakery was … such an amazing moment for me.”

      “Did you always know you wanted to stay here in Christmas Falls?” Hayden’s expression was curious and open.

      “God no,” Joel said with a laugh. “Not at all. I lived in Chicago for a while too while I got my business degree. I was sure I was going to be one of those hot-shot guys living in a condo in The Loop. But that wasn’t where my heart was. I was working at a bakery there while I took classes. I do not recommend that by the way. I think I got about four hours of sleep a night, if I was lucky.”

      Hayden gave him a sympathetic grimace.

      “After graduation, I quit the bakery and got a corporate job. I had some bullshit title like junior assistant business analyst or something.” He laughed softly. “And I was miserable.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah, I hated it. I hated business casual wear and staring at a computer and that no one was doing anything. They used all this corporate jargon and never really said a thing of value. They didn’t create anything. They talked about … about nothing really. It was all buzzwords about growth but they weren’t growing anything real and concrete. I realized if I spent the rest of my life doing it, I was going to hate my job and myself.”

      He shrugged, looking down at his beer before he continued.

      “Everyone was so proud of me for having the big fancy job and the fancy lifestyle. Meanwhile, I hated it. But I had a lease and a car payment and I felt so … trapped. Like I couldn’t undo everything I’d worked so hard for.”

      “Was there any part of it you liked?”

      “Other than a few co-workers, just the baking I did in my spare time.”

      “Yeah? Tell me about that.”

      Joel laughed softly. “Well, any free time I had, I was developing my own recipes in this tiny galley kitchen in my apartment.” He shook his head, remembering the way he barely fit in the narrow space. “There was no room to prep anything, nowhere to let treats cool. I wound up with flour on my sofa and cookies perched precariously on the radiator and yet, I was so happy. I’d stay up late baking, then drag myself into my day job. I remember sitting on the train on the way into work and thinking about how I needed to do something different but I didn’t know how.”

      He shook his head and glanced at Hayden, letting out a self-conscious little laugh. “Sorry. This is a downer. I don’t know how or why I even got on that subject.”

      But Hayden leaned forward. “No, keep talking. I want to hear the rest. If you want to talk about it.”

      “Well.” Joel took a sip of his beer. “My Uncle Raymond had a heart attack. And the minute I got the call from Aunt Margaret, I was relieved. Because I knew she was going to ask me to come home. She didn’t want to. She felt so guilty. But she needed someone to manage the place while he was in the hospital and recovering and her kids had other commitments. They did what they could but I was the only one who really loved baking.”

      Joel laughed softly, shaking his head. “You know, I don’t know if I’ve ever told anyone that before. That I felt relieved to get her call.”

      “Really?

      “Really. I felt like a jerk for thinking it.”

      “No, I don’t think that’s being a jerk,” Hayden said earnestly. “You wouldn’t have chosen for it to happen so you could change up your life. You were just glad the opportunity appeared, right?”

      “Yes, exactly,” Joel said, relieved Hayden understood. “So after that, I quit my job, sublet my place, and came home to Christmas Falls.”

      “To run the bakery.”

      “Well, it was supposed to be temporary,” he said, chuckling. “I thought I was going to—”

      “Here’s your food.” Ellen set two dishes on the table. “Sorry that took a while. Kitchen’s backed up. And be careful, the artichoke dip is very hot.”

      “Oh no, I think I ordered too much,” Hayden said after she left. “It looks great though. You sure you don’t want any?”

      Joel eyeballed it. He shouldn’t. He was still a little full from the pies but damn the appetizers did look good. And they smelled amazing.

      “I might graze a little.”

      Hayden grinned. “Perfect. I was hoping you’d say that. So, tell me about when you came back here. It was supposed to be temporary?”

      “Yeah,” Joel said with a little sigh. “I had plans. As soon as Uncle Raymond was well, I was going to go back to Chicago and open my own bakery there. I put together all of these business plans and saved up as much as I could from every paycheck I got. I went crazy, developing all of these recipes and baking constantly and …”

      “And then what?” Hayden had leaned forward again, hanging on his every word.

      “And then Aunt Margaret came to me and said she and Uncle Raymond were going to retire. The stress and the crazy hours weren’t good for Uncle Raymond’s health and they wanted to go someplace warm during the festival season instead of staying here and working twelve or fourteen-hour days.”

      “So you decided to buy the bakery then?” Hayden reached for a piece of fried cauliflower, dunking it into a small bowl of sauce.

      “Nope. It didn’t happen quite like that,” Joel admitted. “Aunt Margaret had another buyer lined up by the time I realized I wanted to stay here. I was happy here. But I still didn’t have enough money to buy the bakery.”

      He shook his head. “I remember sitting in my grandmother’s kitchen, talking to her about it. I really wasn’t angling for anything from Grammy. I never considered the idea of her giving me money. I was commiserating over snickerdoodles and hot chocolate but she offered me my inheritance. She said she was planning to leave my cousin Arlo the bed-and-breakfast he ran. And she was going to leave my cousin Jerry and me each a lump sum. But she said if I wanted, she’d give me mine early so I could buy the bakery.”

      “Wow.”

      “Yeah. I hardly knew what to say. But what she offered … it was enough. With what I had saved and Grammy’s inheritance, it meant I could buy the bakery. I could take over the whole building actually. I was already living in the apartment upstairs and I could have it all. Every recipe, every customer, every staff member who wanted to stay and work for me. It was so much easier than starting from scratch in Chicago where everything would be three times as expensive.”

      Joel shrugged. “I already had a home here, a community. I knew in my gut it was the right choice.”

      “I get that. I guess I’ve never really felt that sense of community before.” Hayden dunked another bite of cauliflower in the sauce. “Okay, not to change the subject, but this stuff is really good.”

      “It is, isn’t it?” Joel said, reaching for a bite of fried cauliflower. “I like the spicy mayo.”

      “Is that what it is?”

      “Well, I’m sure there are some secret ingredients only Marina knows but yeah, I think that’s the basics.”

      “Whatever it is, I wanna bathe in it.”

      Joel laughed. “So you like this and you like the pumpkin cinnamon rolls. What don’t you like?”

      “Olives. Cilantro. Cooked grains in soup.” Hayden made a face. “The texture is … bleh. My mom loves to make beef barley soup and it always smells good but I go to take a bite and gag.”

      Joel chuckled. “Do you cook at all?”

      He shrugged. “I can feed myself. I don’t starve if I’m on my own or anything. But I’m not really into it. I’d be happier if someone else just fed me.”

      Joel’s chuckle turned into an outright guffaw. “Good to know.”

      Hayden flashed him a smile. “You have a great laugh.”

      Flustered, Joel reached for a pita wedge and dragged it through the artichoke dip. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. It sounds nice.” Hayden looked a little flustered too. He cleared his throat. “Anyway, so you bought the bakery. Did you miss your life in Chicago?”

      “Not really. I missed some restaurants, some international markets. I missed having food delivered from literally anywhere at any hour. I missed the public transit. That’s about it.”

      “Not your friends?” Hayden looked surprised.

      “Not as much as I expected,” Joel admitted. “Most of those friends weren’t really friends. They weren’t bad people. I’m certainly not saying that. But we were more acquaintances, you know? We worked together or we’d met in college and once we didn’t have those things in common anymore, once it wasn’t convenient for us to hang out, we drifted apart.”

      “I’m kinda feeling that way about a lot of my friends too. Like … I see all the stuff they’re doing together and I’m super envious but they never really reach out to see how I’m doing. And I guess I don’t reach out to them much either but what am I going to say? Well, it’s day number sixty-seven and I’m still job hunting. No luck again today.” Hayden rolled his eyes and grabbed a tortilla chip. “Yeah, okay. That’s real exciting.”

      “You could always take photos of the ridiculous Christmas things around here and send them to your friends for a laugh.”

      Hayden chuckled, using the chip to scoop up some of the rich, creamy dip. “I do sometimes actually. Except for my friend Leo, I usually get a ‘ha-ha, so dumb’ from most of them. They’re probably tired of me bitching about the holidays.”

      Joel leaned forward. “So why do you hate the holidays?”

      Hayden froze and looked down, wrapping his hands around his beer glass. “I didn’t always. I used to really love it actually.”

      “So what changed?”

      “My dad died.”

      “Oh shit. Hayden ...” Joel hadn’t even thought of that and he felt so guilty bringing up something like that. “I’m so sorry.”

      “No, you’re fine.” Hayden shrugged. “It’s okay. I can talk about it. It’s just … we used to have all of these family traditions, you know? And he died in November, so that first Christmas was fucking awful. And they’ve never really gotten any better after.”

      Joel opened his mouth, then closed it.

      Hayden must have noticed though because he lifted an eyebrow. “What?”

      “I was going to ask how he died but you don’t have to answer that.”

      “A roofing accident. He was up in shitty weather and the safety harness didn’t hold. There was a whole insurance thing that was kind of a mess but they finally found in our favor. The company had to pay out because they were negligent. I used the money to go to college.” His lips twisted but he glanced up, looking Joel in the eye. “So I get what you were saying earlier. Sometimes a really bad situation brings good things. And you feel so guilty for being grateful but …”

      Joel nodded and covered Hayden’s hand with his own. “Yeah, exactly.”

      Hayden sighed and seemed to shake off the somber moment, but he didn’t pull his hand away. Instead he slipped his thumb out from under Joel’s and grazed it across his finger. The touch sent tingles through Joel’s skin. “So anyway, the holidays haven’t been the same since then.”

      Joel winced. “And we really throw it in your face here, huh?”

      “Yeah, pretty much.” But Hayden was smiling now. “I mean, whatever. If it makes people happy that’s cool. I’m just really over it.”

      “That’s fair.” Joel let go of Hayden’s hand and reached for his beer. “So, tell me this, is there anything you do like about the town?”

      Hayden gave a thoughtful hum. “Well, food’s good. And I like the running route I have.”

      “Even when you land on your ass because of the ice?”

      “Could’ve been worse,” Hayden said with a smile. “At least I had a big, brawny guy to rescue me.”

      Joel flushed—the tips of his ears suddenly red-hot.

      “Big and brawny, huh?” He thought about his soft middle and tried not to feel self-conscious.

      “Yep. And did I forget handsome?”

      Joel raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know. Did you?”

      “I definitely did.” Hayden slid closer, their knees bumping under the table. “And that’s the big thing I like about Christmas Falls. There’s this hot bakery owner I’m into.”

      “You are, huh?” Joel asked as casually as he could manage.

      Hayden licked his lips again. “So into.”

      “Well.” Joel took a deep breath. “He’s pretty into you too.”
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CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      After a couple of beers and more food than he probably should have eaten, Hayden was feeling good.

      Despite the serious turn their conversation had taken earlier, it had been a good night. He and Joel had laughed a lot and Joel admitting he was into him too had done a lot to break the tension.

      The pub was loud so they sat close together now, laughing at something Hayden couldn’t even remember and he felt so flushed and happy he hardly recognized himself.

      This was fun.

      It had been so long since he’d gone out and had fun he’d almost forgotten what it felt like.

      He definitely hadn’t been on a date in a long time.

      When he’d looked up Frosty’s online the other night, he hadn’t thought it would be that great but now, looking around the cozy, dim space, listening to people laugh and talk … it was nice.

      The food was good and the beer was great and Joel was … Joel was really something.

      He had this deep, soft voice and these big hands and Hayden had been wanting to kiss him most of the night.

      Every time he took a drink, his tongue darted out to catch any stray foam off his well-trimmed beard and gah, Hayden wanted to feel that against his skin. He wanted Joel’s big hands and pink tongue and his soft-looking beard to rub across every inch of his body.

      He threw off a lot of heat too and Hayden felt flushed up to his hairline even though he’d peeled off his sweater an hour ago and wore a T-shirt now.

      Joel kept eyeing his tattoos and his knee was pressed right up against Hayden’s, their feet tangled together. Hayden didn’t know if he wanted to leave right now or for this moment to never end.

      It was perfect to just sit here and listen to Joel talk, a big smile on his face, as he gestured excitedly about something.

      But Hayden wanted what came next too.

      He wanted to know if Joel’s beard would be soft or prickly against his face or the small of his back.

      He wanted Joel on top of him, pinning him down with his thick body, inside of him and breathing hotly against his neck.

      Or, God, what if he was into letting Hayden fuck him? He probably had a great ass.

      Hayden shivered at that mental image and Joel paused in the middle of what he was saying. Something about the festival, maybe.

      “You okay?” Joel asked, brow furrowing.

      “Yeah, yeah I’m good,” Hayden assured him. He tilted his head and leaned in. “So, uh, I’m having a great time but what do you say we get out of here?”

      Joel glanced at his watch. “It’s still pretty early.”

      “Don’t you get up really early for the bakery?”

      “I do,” Joel said with a laugh. “But we’re closed Mondays so I can stay out a while longer tonight.”

      Under the table, Hayden slid a hand onto Joel’s thigh. “I was thinking maybe we could go somewhere a little more private. Like, your place. If you’re up for that.” Hayden squeezed his leg to get his point across.

      Joel blinked, then leaned in too. “If you’re not careful, I’m going to be up for that very, very soon. It’s been wayyy too long.”

      Hayden grinned at that. “Sounds good to me.” He slid his hand a little higher, letting it rest on Joel’s inner thigh.

      “Right. Yes,” Joel said hoarsely. He cleared his throat. “Let’s pay our tab and get out of here.”

      As they wove through the crowd a short while later, heading to the door, people shot them sidelong glances.

      The town’s rumor mill Joel had mentioned was really going to be working overtime after this.

      When they stepped out onto the sidewalk, the cool air felt good on Hayden’s flushed skin.

      Joel opened his mouth to say something but Hayden reached for the front of his jacket and pulled him down until their lips were inches apart.

      “This okay?” Hayden asked with a lift of his eyebrows and Joel nodded, closing the distance between them.

      “More than okay,” he whispered.

      Hayden closed his eyes as their lips met.

      Joel’s mouth tasted faintly of beer and his beard was soft, tickling Hayden’s skin.

      Yeah, Hayden liked that a lot.

      He shivered a little and Joel immediately pulled him close, teasing at the seam of Hayden’s mouth. Hayden opened, letting his tongue in. He wound his arms around Joel’s neck and kissed him back greedily.

      Joel groan quietly against his mouth and Hayden pressed even closer, wanting more.

      The door opening and voices spilling out made them spring apart. Joel grabbed his hand, tugging him down the sidewalk at a rapid clip.

      “Sorry,” he said with a laugh as they turned the corner. “I don’t really want to announce to everyone that we’re hooking up.”

      “No, I totally get it,” Hayden said, laughing too. “Small towns are a pain. I’d really rather not have people gossiping to my mom about it over the deli counter either, you know?”

      Joel squeezed his hand. “Exactly. I’m not ashamed of people knowing about us, but I don’t need the whole town talking about it.”

      “Sorry. I guess I was a little too eager,” Hayden admitted.

      “I’m not complaining.” Joel licked his lips. “So, my place?”

      “Yeah. If you’re good with that.”

      “Sure. C’mon, it’s this way.” Joel gave his hand another tug and Hayden followed.

      “Your apartment is above the bakery, right?” he asked.

      “Yep.”

      “That’s convenient.”

      “It’s definitely a short morning commute,” Joel agreed as he let go of Hayden’s hand. He stuffed his hands in his pockets and lowered his voice. “So, I don’t want to be presumptuous or anything but uh, if we’re going to need condoms, we might be out of luck. Mine are all expired and I didn’t have time to run out and grab some earlier.”

      “You can be presumptuous. And don’t worry. I came prepared.” He patted his jacket pocket.

      Joel smirked. “Good to know.”

      The walk was short and they did it in silence, eager to get to their destination. Joel went around the rear of the building, letting them in through the employee entrance. He unlocked another door and gestured for Hayden to go first.

      Hayden jogged up the stairs, stopping on a small landing, with one more locked door.

      “Sorry,” Joel said, sounding a little breathless as he unlocked that too. “It’s ridiculous, I know.”

      Hayden gave him an unconcerned shrug, then stepped inside.

      Joel flipped on the lights. “So this is my place,” he said, gesturing around.

      Hayden turned to face him. “I like it.”

      “You didn’t even look around,” Joel teased.

      Hayden smiled. “Mmm, I’m looking at what I’m really into right now.” He settled his hands on Joel’s chest and reached for his zipper.

      Joel’s swallow was audible. “I, uh, haven’t done this in a while.”

      “So I’d guessed from the expired condoms.” Hayden dragged Joel’s coat zipper down, the rasp of it loud in the quiet apartment. “It’s okay. It’s been a little while for me too.”

      For a moment, they stared at each other and Hayden wondered if Joel was having second thoughts.

      “You can change your mind,” Hayden added, frowning, though he gently pushed the jacket off Joel’s shoulders. “If this is moving too fast or—”

      “No.” Joel shrugged out of the coat, then turned and hung it on a hook by the door. “No, it’s not.”

      Hayden tilted his head and studied Joel’s face. “Okay. Well, tell me if you do change your mind or anything.”

      “I will. But I promise, I’m eager for this too. C’mon,” Joel said, reaching for his hand. “Let me show you my bedroom.”

      Hayden grinned when they stepped inside and Joel clicked on the lamp beside the bed. The room was simple, filled with a dresser, a couple of nightstands, and a big bed that took up most of the space.

      “I have a feeling this is going to be my favorite part of the tour,” Hayden teased.

      Joel smiled back, finally looking a little more relaxed. “I certainly hope so.”
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        * * *

      

      Joel’s heart beat quickly, fluttering in his chest as Hayden stepped toward him. They were really doing this.

      “Hi,” Hayden said softly, settling his palm on Joel’s chest. His hand was warm through the layers of fabric.

      “Hi.” Joel looked down, drinking in the sight of Hayden’s freckles and the straight line of his mouth. He curved a hand around the back of Hayden’s neck, brushing his thumb across Hayden’s lower lip.

      Hayden let out a breathless little sound and melted against him, parting his lips. His tongue came out to wet the tip of Joel’s finger.

      “I want to suck you,” Hayden rasped.

      Joel groaned and pressed their mouths together. The kiss turned heated quickly, their tongues tangling as Joel reached for the hem of Hayden’s sweater.

      It was awkward, trying to kiss and strip off their clothes at the same time, but they managed it clumsily.

      Joel got momentarily self-conscious as he stepped back and compared Hayden’s lean body to his own, much stockier one, but Hayden looked him up and down and licked his lips again. “Damn. You’re so hot.”

      “Yeah?”

      Hayden slid closer, running his hands across Joel’s chest. “Mmm. Love the hair.”

      Joel shivered at the brush of Hayden’s thumb against his nipple. “Thanks.”

      “Can I blow you?”

      Joel could only nod.

      Hayden gently pushed Joel back until he sat heavily on the bed. Hayden slipped between his parted legs and knelt on the rug below. He stared Joel in the eye as he ran his palms across his thighs.

      “Mmm.” Hayden made a noise of appreciation. “Fuck. Seriously. You are so hot.”

      The heated look in his eyes made Joel believe it and he shuddered with pleasure as Hayden ducked his head and pressed his lips to Joel’s cock.

      Joel wasn’t fully hard but it only took a few licks of Hayden’s tongue to get him there.

      Hayden’s mouth was wet and soft as he slid all the way to the base before gliding up and licking at the shaft. His movements were almost teasing and Joel had to grip the covers to keep from grabbing Hayden’s head and urging him to do more.

      The sight of his dark head bobbing in Joel’s lap was overwhelming enough.

      “Hayden,” Joel rasped, closing his eyes. “God, that’s so good.”

      Hayden kept going, teasing his tongue along Joel’s slit in a way that made him shudder.

      Joel thought he was holding it together until Hayden wrapped a hand around the base and took him deeper.

      Blood roared in Joel’s ears as Hayden began bobbing over him in earnest. The slick sounds and the heat of his mouth combined with the pressure and suction sent pleasure roaring through Joel.

      He settled a hand on Hayden’s dark hair. “Shit. I’m not going to last if you keep that up.”

      Hayden lifted off, dark eyes wide, lips reddened from sucking him. “Will you fuck me?”

      Joel swallowed. “Yeah, I can do that.” He preferred to be the one getting fucked but guys usually took one look at him and assumed he was a total top.

      Still, he didn’t mind the request. Especially not when Hayden looked at him like that.

      “Shit, I left the condoms in my coat. Be right back.” Hayden stood and with a quick kiss, disappeared from the room.

      Joel peeled back the covers, then rummaged in the nightstand drawer to find lube—thankfully he still had plenty of that—and by the time he found it, Hayden was back.

      He was lean and long, all tight runner’s muscles and splashes of bright ink against pale freckled skin.

      “Wow. You’re gorgeous,” Joel blurted out. He reached out and trailed his fingers across a tattoo near Hayden’s hip.

      Hayden shivered, his gaze hot. Without a word, he tossed several condom packets on the sheet, then crawled up beside them.

      Joel reached out and pulled him close, kissing him again. For a few moments they made out, their hands roaming across each other’s skin, before Joel rolled Hayden under him and reached for the lube.

      But he hesitated. At the risk of derailing the whole night, he had to ask. “Would you … would you mind switching it up? It’s not that I don’t want to fuck you but …”

      Hayden’s eyes widened and he sat up. “You’d be into that?”

      Joel blinked, surprised. “Yeah, people tend to assume I’m a top but that’s not what I prefer.”

      Hayden looked him up and down. “No, I think that would be hot. How do you want it?”

      “On my back?” Joel suggested. He felt old admitting it aloud but kneading and shaping dough day after day made his wrists ache and being on his hands and knees didn’t always feel great.

      “Cool.”

      As Joel settled onto his back and shoved a pillow under his hips, Hayden reached for the lube. He slicked his fingers, then shifted to take Joel’s cock in his mouth again. He took it slower this time, dragging his tongue up Joel’s shaft as he brushed his fingers against Joel’s taint.

      Joel reached down, lifting his balls out of the way, and Hayden let out a little hum of thanks.

      Hayden circled his opening, teasing a little, and Joel’s breath caught in his throat, pleasure streaking through him.

      Hayden looked up through his thick dark lashes, still sucking his cock as he gently pushed a finger inside.

      Joel had to look away or risk coming too soon. All of his nerves about asking Hayden if he was into this were gone, replaced by pure pleasure when Hayden opened him up.

      Hayden’s touch was sure and deft as he slid a second finger in to join the first. Joel groaned, deep in his chest, when Hayden sucked harder and then it was all he could do to keep himself from losing it at the overwhelming pleasure of Hayden’s slick mouth, and the press of his fingers.

      “That’s good, that’s good,” Joel said breathlessly when he couldn’t take another second of it. “C’mon, grab a condom.”

      Hayden let him go with a wet pop, then reached for the packet. He fumbled it and Joel took it from him, opening the foil and rolling the condom over Hayden’s dick. He let out a shuddering breath, and Joel smiled, sitting up to kiss him.

      They made out for a moment, Joel slowly stroking Hayden, slicking him.

      Hayden groaned against his mouth. “That’s too good. I won’t last if you keep going.”

      Joel smirked and lay back. “That’s how I felt earlier.”

      “Maybe we need to admit this first time is going to be over fast,” Hayden said with a breathless laugh as he walked forward on his knees, lining up and gently pressing against Joel’s entrance.

      Joel’s breath caught. “Yeah, maybe.”

      “Of course,” Hayden said as he sank inside, moving glacially slow. “If you were up for it, I could probably go a couple of times tonight.”

      Joel let out a quiet moan, though he wasn’t sure if it was at Hayden’s words, or the feel of him sliding in. “I’ll let you know.”

      “God, you’re so tight,” Hayden said, his voice a little strangled. He gripped Joel’s knee and blew out a heavy breath.

      “Like I said, it’s, uh, been a while. Give me a minute.” Joel felt like he could barely breathe at all. God, he’d missed this. Toys didn’t feel the same.

      “Yeah, of course.” Hayden rubbed a hand up and down Joel’s thigh. “Tell me when you’re ready.”

      He grasped Joel’s cock, which had gone pretty soft, and stroked, teasing his thumb along the crown.

      Joel took a deep breath and then another, letting go of the tension, allowing Hayden to sink a little deeper into him.

      Joel was harder now, responding to Hayden’s gentle teasing. Pleasure started to fill him, moving in tingling waves through his body.

      “Oh, yeah, keep going,” he urged, and Hayden gently pushed his leg up and back.

      Joel hooked a hand around the back of his knee, pulling it higher to give Hayden better access. He felt the tug of tight muscles across his leg and back and ruefully had a moment where he thought he probably should have stretched before this date.

      But he’d never expected it to end like this.

      He’d hoped. But he’d never expected it.

      When Hayden was firmly seated deep inside him, they stared at each other for a moment. Joel swallowed audibly, struck by the intensity of his gaze.

      And then Hayden was moving, rocking his hips in slow, steady thrusts, stroking Joel’s cock at that pace too.

      Joel closed his eyes, the pressure and fullness melting into something so good it made him gasp.

      “Yeah?” Hayden asked. “You like that?”

      “Yeah. Fuck. Keep going,” Joel urged, reaching for Hayden’s hip, urging him to move faster.

      For a few moments there was just the slap of their bodies together and the ragged sounds of their breathing.

      Hayden made a strangled noise, hips stuttering. “God, Joel, you feel too good. I’m gonna—”

      “Me too. C’mon. I’m close.”

      “Okay, okay.” Hayden spat in his hand and wrapped it around Joel’s cock, stroking fast and hard while he fucked him.

      Overwhelmed, Joel cried out, digging his fingers into his leg as the pleasure building and building at the base of his spine finally exploded, white-hot and streaking through him.

      He came with a few hard spurts that sent his head spinning.

      “Fuck, fuck that’s hot,” Hayden said breathlessly, letting go of Joel’s cock to grab his hip and thrust harder.

      A few more snaps of his hips and he let out a desperate groan.

      Joel blinked away the haze to watch Hayden throw his head back, lips parted, every one of his muscles standing out as he panted through his orgasm.

      Then, like all tension had left him, he relaxed with a sigh, his expression growing peaceful.

      “Oh, holy shit that was good,” he mumbled.

      Joel laughed, head still swimming. “My thoughts exactly.”

      Hayden gave him a dopey smile and gently pulled free.

      With a groan, Joel let go of his leg and straightened, wincing at the cramp in his thigh. Yeah, he needed to exercise more. Or stretch. Or something.

      But gah, he felt good otherwise.

      Hayden stripped off the condom and looked around. Joel pointed to the trash and when Hayden was done disposing of it, he collapsed on the bed, his breath whooshing out in big gusts of air.

      Joel wrapped an arm around him, pulling him closer, hoping Hayden wouldn’t mind.

      But Hayden snuggled into the embrace and let out a contented noise. “Wow. We’re good at that.”

      Joel laughed softly. He needed to clean up and he could really use some water, but for now, all he could do was agree with Hayden. “We sure are.”

      Hayden shot him a look from under his lashes, his smile a little sleepy and smug.

      “You want me to go soon?” he asked after a moment. “I don’t want to overstay my welcome.”

      Joel pulled him closer. “Nah. Not yet. Besides, I thought you bragged you could go a couple of times. I want to see proof.”

      Hayden laughed softly. “Okay. Give me a minute to catch my breath.”

      Joel ran a hand up and down his back. “Take all the time you need.”
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CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Hayden awoke to Joel’s soft snoring.

      It wasn’t loud or obnoxious, just a little rumble of noise in Hayden’s ear. But Hayden was the worst sleeper ever and it took almost nothing to pull him from it.

      A glance at the clock showed he’d managed a solid couple of hours though, so that was something.

      Being in bed with Joel was nice. He was big and sturdy, wrapped snugly around Hayden.

      Careful not to disturb Joel, Hayden reached down and idly stroked his cock, remembering what it had felt like to be inside Joel earlier. He hadn’t bothered to get dressed after they’d fucked and cleaned up and neither had Joel.

      They must have passed out almost immediately after.

      Hayden had been so surprised when Joel had asked him to top.

      He was getting hard now thinking about it. Remembering the look on Joel’s face as he pushed inside, the sounds he’d made, the way he’d felt, so tight around Hayden.

      Hayden let out a quiet groan and pushed back against Joel’s body. He froze when he realized it, not wanting to wake Joel, but the snoring had stopped.

      Joel mumbled sleepily, his lips brushing the back of Hayden’s neck and sending a shiver down his spine. “You ’wake?”

      “Yeah,” Hayden whispered. “Sorry. I’m not a good sleeper. I should go.”

      But Joel grumbled again and wrapped an arm more tightly around Hayden’s middle. “What happened to the idea of another round?”

      Hayden laughed, glad he hadn’t overstayed his welcome already. “Yeah? You into that?”

      Joel made a scoffing noise, sounding more awake this time. “’Course I am. C’mon. Roll over.” He lifted his arm.

      Hayden flipped over to face Joel. The bedroom was dark but a little light filtered in from the hall through the half-open door. Neither of them had turned off the living room light before crashing, apparently.

      “Hi,” Joel said, smiling. He looked sleepy and content and Hayden had the urge to reach out and touch his face.

      “Hi,” Hayden whispered back.

      The air was charged with something Hayden couldn’t quite put his finger on and he wiggled closer, sliding his knee between Joel’s thighs, his cock brushing Joel’s belly.

      “Mmm.” Joel slid a hand down and cupped Hayden’s dick. “You’re hard already.”

      “Yeah.” Hayden propped himself on one elbow and reached down to take Joel’s cock in his hand. He was mostly soft, the skin hot and slightly damp from the heat they’d built up beneath the covers. “Remembering fucking you.”

      “Did you enjoy it?” Joel asked.

      The little note of worry in his voice made Hayden lean in and kiss him.

      “So much,” he whispered when he pulled back, still stroking lightly. “You?”

      “Definitely.” Joel’s answer was heartfelt and Hayden smiled.

      “Want to do it again?”

      “Yeah.”

      Hayden laughed softly at the quiet, almost hesitant response and the contrasting jerk of Joel’s cock in his hand. He’d never have expected Joel to be a little bit shy but it was cute. Hayden was really into it. “Okay.”

      He let go of Joel and fumbled on the nightstand for the lube and condoms.

      “Hands and knees?” he suggested.

      Joel hesitated. “That’s not my favorite. My wrists get a little fucked up from the repetitive stress of the bakery.”

      “Oh.” Hayden considered their other options. “Knees and elbows okay?”

      “I could do that.”

      The air was cool when Hayden threw off the covers and sat back but he felt heated from the inside out, watching Joel get into position.

      The light from the hall spilled over the bed in a wash of gold, revealing Joel’s ass and upper thighs. He was a little hairy. Not a crazy amount, just a light dusting that had felt nice against Hayden’s palms when he’d explored it earlier.

      Hayden stared, stroking his cock as he did so, and Joel craned his neck, looking back. “Everything okay there?”

      “Yeah.” Hayden reached out and touched his thigh reassuringly. “Just admiring the view.”

      Joel scoffed noise. “Yeah, okay.”

      “Mmm, you don’t think so?” Hayden got on his knees and shuffled closer, letting his hard cock graze against Joel’s dangling cock and balls. “Feels like it to me.”

      “Oh.” Joel let out a shaky little exhale. “Good.”

      “C’mon, are you telling me guys around here aren’t all over you?” Hayden asked in disbelief. He ran an appreciative hand across Joel’s ass, then slid it up his muscular back. “You’re a total bear. You’d be cleaning up in Boystown.”

      Joel definitely wasn’t the first bear Hayden had hooked up with. Just the first he’d fucked.

      Joel laughed. “Not really.”

      “Well, their loss,” Hayden said lightly. And definitely his gain.

      He sat back and dragged his thumb between Joel’s cheeks and dipped inside, pushing gently. He was still a little slick from the earlier fucking, softer and more open than he had been at the beginning of the night.

      Joel moaned quietly and Hayden did it again, popping his thumb in and out, toying with Joel’s rim. He was so hot like this, shifting restlessly on the bed, big thighs clenching with every movement.

      Hayden used his other hand to tease Joel’s balls, soft and slack in his hand. He stroked his shaft too, working Joel up, loving the little noises he made and the impatient way he began thrusting back.

      “C’mon. Fuck me,” he urged.

      Hayden couldn’t resist that. He fumbled for the condom and got it on, hands shaking a little from anticipation of how good it was sure to be. God, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so eager to fuck someone.

      Much less twice in a night.

      Hayden slicked himself, then lined up. “You ready?” he asked.

      “Yeah, yeah. Do it.”

      Hayden smiled and pressed forward. It was a slick, easy glide. Still nice and snug but not the overwhelming pressure from before. Joel immediately let out a pleased groan and rocked against him so Hayden took the hint and began fucking him, slow and deep.

      It was so easy to sink into that sweet rhythm and he quickly found the angle that made Joel groan and hang his head low.

      It was less hurried than before, easier to sink into it and enjoy. Hayden panted lightly, body beginning to sheen with sweat as they sped up.

      “C’mon, c’mon,” Joel urged. “So close.”

      Hayden spat in his hand and reached down, stroking Joel’s cock. It only took a few tugs before he came, letting out a long, low moan of pleasure that sent another rush of heat over Hayden’s skin, pushing him toward his own release.

      When he did come, it was overwhelming, the pleasure knotting low in his belly and sending his head spinning. He didn’t come as much as he had the first time, but it felt even more intense, leaving him panting and wrung-out.

      Hayden slumped onto Joel, momentarily light-headed, grateful Joel was strong enough to support his weight.

      “Sorry, sorry,” he murmured nonsensically against Joel’s sweat-slicked skin.

      “For what?” Joel mumbled, his voice a little muffled too, where it was pressed against his arm. “Giving me the best orgasm of my life?”

      Hayden grinned and pressed a kiss to Joel’s sweaty skin, those words sending a rush of energy through him.

      “Nah, not sorry about that.” As he carefully drew away, he licked his lips and tasted salt.

      “Good.” With a groan, Joel flipped over and flopped over on his back. He made a face.

      Hayden looked down, frowning. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. Wet spot. Too lazy to move.”

      Hayden laughed and although he needed to get up and throw away the condom, he stretched over Joel’s sprawled-out, sweaty body and kissed him.

      Joel slid a hand into his hair and they made out for a while. It was a little slow and lazy. Neither of them had the energy to turn it heated, not after the second fuck of the night, but it was nice.

      Joel’s hands were big and warm against his skin and his kiss tasted of well-fucked contentment. Hayden’s whole body hummed with that same feeling as he reluctantly drew back.

      “Sorry I woke you earlier,” he said but he didn’t really mean it.

      “Worth it,” Joel said emphatically, pushing Hayden’s hair off his forehead.

      “Good. Lemme go take care of this.”

      Joel’s apartment was old and so the bathroom was down the hall, rather than connected to the bedroom. The air was cool on Hayden’s flushed skin and by the time he disposed of the condom, cleaned up a little, and returned to the bedroom, Joel was dead asleep.

      He’d rolled onto his side, bare body still exposed to the cool air. Hayden hesitated, tempted to climb in beside him and sleep for a few more hours.

      But the town was already going to be talking about their date at Frosty’s and Hayden didn’t really relish doing the walk of shame in the bright light of day.

      Not that he was ashamed of hooking up with Joel. If anything, Hayden felt a little smug about snagging a guy like him.

      However, neither of them wanted to deal with the gossip and Hayden felt awake and alert now. He doubted he’d fall asleep easily a second time so he might as well go.

      With a small reluctant sigh, Hayden pulled the covers over Joel, who let out a contented sound.

      Smiling, Hayden found his clothes scattered around the room and dressed.

      He pulled the bedroom door softly shut behind him, pausing when he spotted a pad of paper and pen on a small table nearby. He scribbled something on it, turned out the light in the living room, then let himself out of the apartment quietly.

      He was still smiling twenty minutes later as he let himself into his mom’s house.

      That was the best date he’d been on in a long time.

      Maybe the best ever.
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        * * *

      

      Joel woke to drool on his pillow, vaguely confused about why he was sleeping on the wrong side of the bed.

      It took a moment for the haze of sleep to clear but when it did, he remembered the night before. He smiled, rolling over and expecting to see Hayden asleep beside him but there was no one there.

      Joel listened intently, wondering if Hayden was in the bathroom down the hall or something but no, the apartment was quiet.

      It was late morning.

      Or at least late morning by his usual standards. The sun was up and thank goodness the bakery was closed on Mondays or they’d have been in real trouble. Of course, if the bakery had been open, he’d have had angry mobs pounding on his door long before now.

      Still sleepy, Joel shuffled out of bed and tugged on pajama pants, tossing his own clothes from the night before in the hamper. There was no sign of Hayden’s.

      A tiny part of Joel hoped Hayden had made himself at home and was showering, searching for coffee, or relaxing on the sofa but the apartment was quiet. The light in the living room he’d left on the night before was off now and Joel finally admitted that he’d left.

      It was fine.

      Joel hadn’t really expected Hayden to stay.

      Given the number of nosy people in town, it was probably best he’d left before he was spotted leaving Joel’s place. But … Joel would have liked it if he’d stayed.

      Which was really rather silly.

      This wasn’t going to turn into a thing.

      Hopefully, if Joel was lucky, Hayden had enjoyed himself enough that it would be a semi-regular hookup when their schedules permitted but Hayden clearly had plans outside of Christmas Falls so they had an end date already.

      No point in Joel letting himself get sucked into the idea of it being more.

      That was a nasty habit.

      He often got attached quickly. While he wouldn’t say he’d dated jerks, per se, they tended to be a certain type of guy who only wanted a good time but pretended they were looking for more to get it.

      And they made him feel foolish when they blew him off later and acted like he was being unreasonable when he assumed it was turning into more.

      So this thing with Hayden would be good. If Joel kept that end date in mind, he could enjoy the great sex and not worry about any sort of future.

      Joel turned back, intending to go shower, when he spotted a notepad on the small table where he usually enjoyed his meals.

      The notepad and pen he left out to jot down recipe or menu ideas that popped in his head was askew and he grabbed it and read the message.

      Thanks! Had a great night! :) -H

      Well, that was … Joel didn’t know what that was.

      Positive, he supposed. Clearly Hayden had enjoyed himself.

      Maybe Joel could text him later. Was it too soon for that?

      Damn it, they hadn’t exchanged numbers, Joel realized with a groan. He didn’t know why. They should have done it before their date but it had seemed easy enough to suggest Hayden meet him at the pie-tasting contest and Joel hadn’t even thought about it last night.

      Was it a bad sign Hayden hadn’t left his on the note? Or had the idea not occurred to him?

      Ugh, no, Joel needed to stop getting so up in his head about this. Why was he always so prone to overthinking everything?

      He’d had a great night. He’d probably see Hayden tomorrow at the bakery.

      It was fine. It would be fine.

      Definitely.

      He had nothing to worry about.

      Probably.
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        * * *

      

      “Well, you had quite the late night,” his mom said with a smirk when Hayden finally walked up the stairs later that morning.

      He hadn’t slept after he got home from Joel’s, but he’d showered, done a load of laundry, and put in some more job applications.

      “I told you. Joel and I met up for a drink.”

      “Until four a.m.?” His mom took a sip of her coffee.

      “More than one drink,” he shot back.

      She smirked. “I’m glad you stayed up long enough to make sure you were sober enough to drive.”

      Gah. She was being so nosy. But what was he going to tell her? Yeah, Mom, we fucked so hard I passed out, then we went at it again.

      No. She was cool about things but there was a limit.

      “Sorry I woke you,” he muttered. “Didn’t mean to.”

      “Oh, I know. But even though you’re fully grown, I’m your mother. I worry.”

      “I promise, I was safe.”

      “So, good date?”

      “Yeah, it was … uh, nice,” Hayden said, his ears feeling hot. “He’s a nice guy.”

      “I’m glad you’re getting to know people in town.”

      Hayden walked over to the pantry to get cereal, ignoring her knowing look.

      “I’ve got a job interview later today,” he muttered at the box of Cinnamon Toast Crunch.

      “Oh, that’s great news, sweetheart!”

      “Don’t get your hopes up. It’s not a job-job,” he warned her. “Just a barista thing at Jolly Java for the holidays.”

      “You know you don’t have to—”

      “I know, Mom,” he said, turning to face her. She’d made it very clear she didn’t expect him to pay rent or anything and wanted him to focus on finding a position in his field. “I just … I want to have something to do. I’m going crazy sitting around and looking for career-type jobs.”

      “I get that.”

      “And, you know, it would be nice to be able to have some money to take Joel out …” he said teasingly, knowing that was totally the way to her heart.

      “Oh.” She beamed. “Well, I can’t argue with that.”

      And Hayden grinned. He’d been so right.

      “So I figured I’d pick up some hours and make a little extra cash and give myself some breathing room in my budget. And not lose my mind in the process.”

      “No, that’s great,” his mom said. “I understand. I just want you to find something that makes you happy. And I don’t want you to settle for something that’ll make you miserable.”

      “I know. And I know how lucky I am you’re helping me out. But I’ve been doing the same thing for months now and it’s getting me nowhere so I’m going to try something new,” he said firmly.

      “Well, good luck. I’m sure they’ll be delighted to have you.”
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CHAPTER TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The rich, slightly bitter scent of dark roast coffee hung in the air as Hayden slipped into Jolly Java.

      “Hey,” he said to the woman behind the counter. “I’m Hayden. I spoke to Holly on the phone about a job interview.”

      She grinned. “That’s me! Nice to meet you, Hayden.”

      “Here’s my resume if you want it,” he said, holding it out.

      Her grin widened. “Thanks, but I’m all set. I got the one you emailed. My job interviews are pretty simple. I want you to answer three questions for me.”

      “Sure,” Hayden said, carefully slipping the sheet of paper back into the leather portfolio case his mom had bought him a while back. “Of course. I’d be happy to answer any questions you have.”

      “What is your favorite drink to make and why?”

      Hayden considered the question. “Probably an espresso. Because it’s the basis for nearly every drink at a coffee shop. And it’s so simple, you really have to focus on the details and get it right. There’s nothing to hide it, no flavoring syrups or steamed and frothed milk. It has to stand on its own.”

      “I love that!” Holly beamed. “Question number two. What would you do if a coworker or customer was upset with you?”

      “I’d listen to what they were upset about. I’d apologize and offer to do whatever I could to fix the problem. If for some reason, that wasn’t enough, I’d quietly speak to my manager and see if they could help mediate and find a solution that worked for everyone.”

      “Perfect! Now, question number three. When can you start?”

      Hayden blinked. “Working here? Uhh, when do you want me?”

      “Yesterday?” She laughed.

      Hayden laughed too. “I don’t know how to get my hands on a time machine but if you would like, I can start now.”

      “I would love that,” Holly sighed, clearly relieved. “We could really use some help this afternoon. I looked through the resume you emailed and your answers to my questions were perfect. So if you’re ready to dive in, I’d be delighted.”

      Hayden nodded. “Of course.”

      Holly looked at the young woman behind the counter. “Good news, Rebecca, I found a new barista! Meet Hayden. Hayden Bradley, this is Rebecca Lively.”

      She turned, grinning. “Hi. At the risk of sounding inappropriate, I think I love you already.”

      Hayden laughed. “So, basically you guys are desperate for employees?”

      “So desperate,” Rebecca said with a shake of her head. “We were doing okay but someone is out with a broken foot and we’re a little short-staffed right now.”

      “But,” Holly said, “please don’t panic. I am hoping to get at least one or two new people before the holiday season hits in full force. Especially for morning shift.”

      Hayden glanced over. “Well, I’m a morning person anyway. I’d be happy to work that shift if you want me to.”

      “Please, Holly,” Rebecca said pleadingly. “Can we keep him?”

      Holly laughed. “If he’s willing.”

      Hayden grinned. This already seemed like it was going to be a fun place.

      “Definitely through the holidays,” he promised. “After that, I don’t know. I have a degree in web design and I’d really like to use it.”

      Hayden wondered if he should have been so honest or if he was shooting himself in the foot by admitting that.

      Holly nodded. “I get it. We’re happy to have you as long as we can. Now, come on. I need you to fill out some paperwork and give you a Jolly Java polo before we put you to work.”

      Half an hour later, Hayden stood in front of an espresso machine, nodding as Holly talked about the machine and its quirks. He’d used similar style ones but every individual machine had its own personality.

      “Well,” Holly said, when she was done. “This is your first order. I’d like you to make me an espresso.”

      Hayden nodded, smiling. “One espresso, coming right up.”
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        * * *

      

      For the forty-eight hours following his date with Hayden, Joel waffled between a buoyant mood every time he remembered the fantastic sex and nerves when he didn’t see him.

      Not that Joel had been counting down the seconds this morning and kept the bakery door unlocked in case Hayden wanted to stop in during his run to make out for a few minutes.

      That would be ridiculous.

      But Tuesday morning came and went with no sign of Hayden.

      Every time one of Joel’s employees working the front counter popped their head in the kitchen, Joel looked up, hoping they were about to tell him Hayden was there asking about him.

      It never happened.

      Still, the happiness that burbled out of Joel randomly at the thought of their night together didn’t seem to be dimmed by anything and by Tuesday afternoon, he was still humming to himself as he pressed dough into tart molds, shaping it for mini quiches.

      “Uhh, someone’s in a good mood today,” Cassie said with a laugh as she piped chocolate Italian buttercream onto cupcakes. “What’d you do, get laid recently?”

      Joel sputtered because he did not discuss his love life with his employees. “I am not answering that.”

      “Well, I saw him at Frosty’s on Sunday night with the grumpy runner kid,” Bennie said with a grin. “So I’m thinking yes.”

      “Hayden and I met for a drink,” Joel said, staring down at his workstation intently. Like he couldn’t make tarts in his sleep. “He’s new to town and doesn’t know anyone around here except family.”

      “Mmhmm,” Cassie said doubtfully. “And you went home alone after, right?”

      Joel let out a little grumble. Neither a yes nor a no.

      “So that’s not why you’ve been staring at the door all day and finding excuses to be up front more than usual?”

      Joel protested, “I haven’t been—”

      “Suuure, Boss,” she scoffed. “You definitely haven’t.”

      “I don’t think I like any of you very much,” he groused as he lifted the tray of mini tart pans to chill the dough once more before baking.

      “So you don’t want me to open next Monday so you can have another date night?”

      Joel groaned. Typically, the bakery was closed one day a week. It gave them time to do a thorough deep cleaning and, theoretically, for him to get some time off.

      But starting the week after Thanksgiving, and ending after Christmas, they were open seven days a week.

      Cassie had been itching for more responsibility. She was already a manager but Joel had always opened the shop himself. She filled in if he was too sick to pull himself out of bed or was so ill he posed a health hazard, but otherwise, he liked knowing everything was under control.

      He didn’t doubt her abilities but the idea of turning that over to anyone was difficult.

      But he’d promised her they’d do Mondays as a trial run and maybe, assuming that went well, he’d start taking a few mornings off a week.

      Which felt crazy but people were always harping on him for having no work-life balance so he supposed he was going to have to give it a try.

      It suddenly seemed nuts for him to do it now, at the height of their busy season though.

      Why hadn’t he tested it out last January when everyone was hibernating and sales were sluggish? Or in August, when most of the town was busy getting ready for back-to-school craziness.

      “Boss?” Cassie prodded and he shook his head.

      “I want you to open next Monday,” Joel said as firmly as he could manage. He’d be right upstairs if she needed anything anyway.

      Cassie cheered and did a fist pump.

      And maybe, if he played his cards right, he’d have a good reason to stay up late the night before and take advantage of being able to sleep in.

      Of course, he’d have to hear from Hayden first.

      With a sigh, Joel pulled out ingredients to make pastry cream.

      Priorities.
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        * * *

      

      After Hayden’s second shift at Jolly Java, his feet were sore, he reeked of coffee, and he was tired.

      But he felt good.

      It felt good to have a job again. He definitely didn’t love being a barista but he could already tell this was going to be a much better place to work than the coffee shop near campus.

      Holly was a good boss and Rebecca was a good co-worker. He’d met a few other people as well and they all seemed nice.

      And he’d had one of Joel’s ginger-molasses cookies for lunch along with his chicken salad wrap.

      He got a twenty percent discount on anything he bought at Jolly Java, which was a great perk.

      And while they were busy for his entire shift, he didn’t mind. At least the time had flown by.

      But Hayden was a little antsy as he changed out of his work polo into something nicer.

      He wanted to look good when he dropped by Ginger’s Breads.

      He still couldn’t believe he hadn’t gotten Joel’s phone number. How dumb was that? At the very least, he could have left it on the note he’d written for Joel.

      Why was he so bad at this?

      He’d meant to stop by yesterday after his first shift but he’d gone home to talk to his mom about the job, then passed out sprawled on his bed and woke up late in the evening.

      Plus, the bakery was closed on Mondays so, unless Hayden threw rocks at Joel’s upstairs window to get his attention, he wasn’t sure how to get Joel to come to the door since the employee entrance was locked.

      Hayden hadn’t even been able to go for a run this morning because he’d worked the opening shift with Holly and Rebecca.

      Hopefully Joel wouldn’t think Hayden was blowing him off.

      His stomach fluttered with nerves as he walked from Jolly Java to the bakery.

      It was busy.

      When he stepped inside, there was a line six-people deep and he waited as patiently as he could, more people lining up behind him as he inched toward the counter.

      Joel wasn’t anywhere up front and the girl working at the front wasn’t someone he recognized.

      “Uh,” he said, clearing his throat. when he reached the counter. “Is Joel in?”

      “Yeah. Do you need to place a special order or something?” she asked. “I can put it in for you.”

      Cassie popped her head up, startling Hayden. From the tray on her arm, it looked like she’d been loading pastries into the glass display case.

      “Hayden, right?” she said with a grin as she set the tray on the counter behind her.

      “Uh, yep.”

      “C’mon in back with me,” she said. “I’ll let Joel know you’re here.”

      Hayden thanked her, then followed her to the back of the bakery. She pushed open a door marked employees only, revealing a long hallway.

      “Joel! Your boyfriend is here!” she hollered loud enough everyone in the kitchen and the front of the bakery could hear her.

      Hayden’s face went hot and he gave her a weak smile.

      Joel stepped into the hallway a moment later, frowning at Cassie. “I don’t have a boyfriend. What are you—” He stopped, blinking at Hayden. “Oh. Hi.”

      “Uh, hi.” Hayden bit his lip. “Sorry to barge in like this. Is it a bad time?”

      “No. No, not at all. I’m glad you stopped by.” But Joel looked a little flustered.

      “You sure? I could come back later.”

      “No, no. I have time for a short break.”

      “Awesome. Hi.”

      “Hi.” Joel stepped forward, letting the door swing shut. “I’m glad you’re here. I uh, realized I didn’t ask for your number. Not sure why. It slipped my mind.”

      Relief washed through Hayden. He’d hoped it had been a silly oversight. He spoke quietly. “Yeah, I realized the same thing. Should have added it to the note I left. You did get that, right?”

      “Yeah. No, thanks. That was good.” Joel dropped his voice, too. “I … had a great time on Sunday too.”

      “Good. I’m glad.” Hayden licked his lips. “You think you’d be up for it again?”

      “Definitely.”

      “Awesome. You have your phone on you?”

      Joel patted his pockets. “Shit. No, I think I left it on my desk. Let me grab it.”

      When Joel returned with his phone, Hayden typed his info in.

      Joel tucked the device in his pocket with a pleased look. “I’ll text you later, I promise.”

      “Great. That would be really great.”

      They stood there awkwardly for a moment, staring at each other.

      Hayden looked up at Joel and cleared his throat. “So, I, uh, got a job.”

      “Yeah?” Joel’s face brightened.

      “Yeah. At Jolly Java, like you suggested. It’s not what I want long-term but it’s perfect for a little while. I’ve worked two shifts already and everyone there seems really nice.”

      “I’m so glad.”

      “I should probably get going,” Hayden said just as Joel stated, “I really should get back in the kitchen.”

      “Right.” Hayden cleared his throat. “I won’t keep you. Just wanted to say thanks for the suggestion about the job and exchange numbers.”

      Joel smiled warmly. “I’m glad you did.”

      Relieved, Hayden leaned in and brushed his lips across Joel’s cheek. “Text me. I’d really like to see you again.”

      “Don’t worry. I will.”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Despite being absolutely slammed at the bakery, Joel spent the remainder of Tuesday afternoon smiling.

      Cassie and Bennie kept shooting him amused glances but thankfully, neither of them commented.

      Joel was dead tired by the time he trudged up to his apartment, showered, and threw some leftovers in the microwave to heat.

      But a burst of energy went through him when he reached for his phone and found a message from Hayden waiting.

      How was work?

      They’d been texting on and off all day and Joel was still floating on cloud nine about it.

      He kept trying to temper his excitement with reality but it felt good to have something to look forward to. Something to break up the monotony of the day.

      Joel loved his work at the bakery but some days it was still drudgery. Drudgery he’d rather do than anything else, but it didn’t mean every moment was nonstop thrills and excitement.

      Flirting with a hot guy he’d had an amazing hookup with was definitely thrilling and exciting though.

      Work was great, Joel sent back. What are you up to?

      Not much. Thinking about watching the hockey game later.

      Sounds nice. I might do the same.

      Joel spent the evening getting caught up on laundry, watching hockey, and talking to Hayden. Truth be told, he spent more of it talking to Hayden than either of the other two things but that was fine.

      It had been a long time since he’d enjoyed a great conversation with someone and when he fell asleep, he was still smiling.

      In the morning, Joel was surprised when his phone buzzed in his pocket as he prepared dough.

      No one ever texted him this early.

      Joel wasn’t able to check it until his usual break time half an hour later, but when he did, he went hot all over at the sight of a racy text from Hayden.

      Woke up with a hard-on. Wish you could’ve helped me take care of it. The attached picture was more suggestive than anything—a shot of Hayden’s very hard dick through a soft pair of sleep pants—but it was more than enough to get Joel going.

      Thank God Cassie and Bennie hadn’t arrived yet.

      Joel leaned against the counter, breathing shakily as he typed, Me too!

      A moment later he got a reply. Had to do it myself in the shower. :(

      Another photo arrived and Joel stared at it for a few minutes, then reached for the nearby quart deli container he filled with water every morning in lieu of a water bottle.

      He gulped the water, wishing the container was filled with ice he could dump over his head.

      The photo was a shot of Hayden in nothing but a towel. His pale skin was flushed pink and Joel had the overwhelming urge to see what kind of noises Hayden made when Joel licked his nipples.

      That was the kind of thought he should be sending to Hayden so he hastily typed out the racy comment and waited for a response.

      Gah, Hayden seemed so smooth but Joel really was painfully rusty.

      Hayden quickly replied. What do you say we find out soon?

      I’d love that, Joel fired back. When?

      Unfortunately, not tonight. :( Luke’s daughter and her family are coming into town for Thanksgiving and I’ve got dinner and stuff with them.

      Totally understandable, Joel assured him. No worries.

      Unless you’re good with me coming over late?

      How late is late?

      Nine? Ten, maybe? Dunno, Mom mentioned board games. Don’t wanna be rude and ditch them, u know?

      Tempted, Joel chewed his lip as he considered. Unfortunately, his responsible business-owner side won out. I can’t :( Not when I have to get up so early. We’re open until 11 on Thanksgiving morning and we’ll be slammed.

      No worries, I totally get it.

      For now, texting will have to be enough, Joel sent, sighing.

      Though he wondered. Would it? Would that be enough to keep this going?

      Hayden was young and hot. He didn’t have the same kind of responsibilities Joel did. Would he grow bored if Joel wasn’t available to hook up regularly? Move on to someone else?

      We’ll figure out another time, appeared on Joel’s screen and a little worry ebbed away.

      Cool. Joel sent back, though he was disappointed they couldn’t make it happen sooner. Thanks for understanding.

      No prob. You’re good with the pics I sent earlier, right?

      Hell yeah! Keep ’em coming.

      *grins* Good! I’d love to see some of you too.

      I can do that, Joel said. He’d definitely try, although Hayden clearly had more practice. Joel always felt so awkward. How was he supposed to get a picture of his own body without contorting into ridiculous-looking positions?

      Don’t hold back. Get as dirty as you want.

      That goes both ways, Joel assured him. Because fuck, if he was doing this thing with Hayden, he might as well dive in. And the thought of getting naughty pictures throughout the day made his blood heat.

      Sounds fun. :) Off to work now! Hayden sent.

      I have a hard-on in the bakery now. Thanks.

      Good! Just like I hoped.

      Haha. Have a good day! Smiling, Joel tucked his phone into his pocket and resisted the urge to palm his cock.

      He was in the middle of his place of business and his employees were due any minute so he really couldn’t take the time to do anything about the erection Hayden’s pictures had created.

      But oh, when he got home tonight …

      Joel reached for the water and downed the rest of it, then turned on his heel and walked straight for the freezer.

      There was only one way to make his damn dick go down now.

      After a few minutes in the icy air, Joel’s hard-on was gone but his nipples were feeling a little perky. He walked out of the freezer, shivering, as Cassie and Bennie walked into the kitchen.

      “You okay, Boss?” she asked. “You look all … weird.”

      “Just, uh, feeling a little overly warm,” he lied. “I ducked into the freezer for a moment to cool off.”

      She lifted an eyebrow, expression growing concerned. “It doesn’t seem any hotter in here than usual. You coming down with something? I can fill in for you if you need to go rest.”

      “I don’t think so,” he reassured her. “But I’ll let you know if I do.”

      Just a bad case of the Haydens, he thought ruefully.

      And that didn’t appear to be going away any time soon.

      Not that he was complaining.
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        * * *

      

      Hayden slowed to a jog outside the bakery on Wednesday afternoon, debating if he should go in.

      He’d had to switch up his morning jogs for afternoon ones thanks to the early shift at the coffee shop. He hadn’t intended to go into the bakery but as he’d turned onto Prancer Street, he’d realized he could maybe duck in and say hi.

      Was that too much? Joel had sounded into his flirty texts earlier but Hayden didn’t want to seem too pushy.

      He did have to pick up the pies for his mom though …

      Before he could second-guess himself, Hayden reached for the door handle.

      Inside, he was greeted by a wave of warm, sweet air and his stomach rumbled at the delicious scents.

      Two people were ahead of him and a slightly frazzled-looking Cassie grinned when Hayden reached the counter. “Hey, you picked a good time to stop in. This is the first lull we’ve had all day.”

      “Cool. Glad you’re getting a small break at least.”

      “Me too. Back to visit the boss?” she asked cheerfully.

      “Well, I’ve got pies to pick up but, uh, if Joel’s not busy, I could say hi. I don’t want to bug him if he’s got stuff to do though. I can totally—”

      “Nope. He’s doing invoicing in his office. He’ll be glad of the break. C’mon.”

      This time, Cassie led him into the back hallway, then rapped on a half-open door. “Delivery for you, Boss.”

      “What delivery?” Joel said, not even lifting his head. “We don’t have anything scheduled for this afternoon.”

      “This is a special delivery,” she teased. “You should check it out.”

      When Joel’s gaze landed on Hayden, his entire face brightened. “Oh, I see what you mean. Hi, Hayden.”

      “Hi.” Hayden wet his lips, suddenly nervous.

      Cassie shot him a sly grin. “Well, I’ll leave you guys to it.”

      Hayden managed a faint “thank you” before Cassie disappeared but all he could do was look at Joel.

      His hair was all rumpled like he’d been running his hands through it and he had on reading glasses. He quickly slipped them off but Hayden was disappointed.

      He kinda liked the look.

      Joel stood, raking his gaze across Hayden’s body. “What are you doing here? I’m happy to see you, of course, I just didn’t expect it.”

      “I wanted to say hi. I’ve been thinking about you a lot,” Hayden said quietly, slipping into the office.

      “Yeah? I was thinking about you a lot too. Must be those pictures you sent.”

      Hayden swallowed, his heart beating very fast. “You enjoyed them, right?”

      This thing with Joel was so different from what Hayden normally did.

      He was used to hookup apps where his dirty pics were already out there for everyone to see. But he wasn’t quite sure when the right time was for him to send them to a guy he’d gotten to know in person, then slept with.

      It was confusing and he felt off his game.

      “Oh, yeah,” Joel said with a low, rough laugh as he stepped closer. “I liked them. It’s not something I do often but I loved what you sent. I had to cool off in the freezer after, so my employees wouldn’t see the tent in my pants, but trust me, I enjoyed them.”

      “Good.” Relieved, Hayden licked his lips.

      “Why don’t you shut and lock the door behind you and I’ll show you how much I enjoyed them?”

      With a lift of his eyebrow, Hayden did.

      The click of the lock was like a starter pistol and they lunged toward each other, their bodies clashing together and their mouths connecting hungrily.

      Joel’s big, strong arms enveloped Hayden in a tight embrace. His mouth tasted faintly of coffee and something sweet. Hayden pressed against Joel’s body and he swayed back, bumping into his chair and dropping on it.

      Hayden followed, clambering onto his lap and straddling him. The chair arms were awkward to navigate but they made it work and Hayden dipped his head to kiss Joel again. And again.

      Until his head spun.

      “You really did like the pictures, huh?” Hayden asked when he drew back, his lips tingling with the soft abrasion of Joel’s beard.

      Joel groaned, tipping back his head. “I’ve never been so tempted to ditch work and do something wild. Like walk into Jolly Java and kiss you.”

      Hayden laughed, combing his fingers through Joel’s hair. “Good to know.”

      “I kept thinking about everything I want to do to you the next time we get together,” Joel whispered. He licked his lips, his breath a little ragged.

      “Tell me now,” Hayden demanded.

      “Want to get my mouth on you,” Joel said roughly. “Kiss your freckles. Lick your nipples.”

      Hayden shivered at the rasp in his voice. “I like that idea.”

      “Want to suck you off too.”

      Hayden’s cock jerked, the sensation uncomfortable in his snug underwear and leggings. “You into that?”

      “Oh yeah.” Joel ran his hands up and down Hayden’s back, dipping under his jacket. “I’d love to have you come in my mouth. Taste you. Hear you moan.”

      Hayden wanted nothing more than to slide his clothes off, take a seat on Joel’s desk, and let him go at it now.

      “Wish you could,” Hayden mumbled, hips hitching as he tried to seek out a little friction. The chair arms made it impossible for him to get close enough so he dipped his head, mouthing at the side of Joel’s neck.

      His skin tasted of salt and spice. Hayden felt drunk on it.

      Joel groaned, tilting his head and sliding his hands down to cup Hayden’s ass cheeks. His palms were so big and strong.

      “God, these running tights …” Joel groaned as he kneaded Hayden’s ass.

      “You like?” Hayden whispered.

      “I like the way they look and feel.” Joel sighed. “Maybe a little too much for work.”

      “I hear you.” Hayden pressed another kiss to Joel’s neck. He enjoyed the way it made him shiver. “They’re not going to hide anything if I get too worked up though.”

      “Guess we should cool it now, then.” Joel sounded reluctant.

      Hayden was too. “Guess we should.”

      They made out for a few more minutes before Joel eased back with a groan. “Okay, I really do need to cool off now or I’m going to do something I regret.”

      “I get it.” Hayden shifted, intending to stand but Joel held him close. “Sorry. I really shouldn’t have dropped by like this.”

      “Oh, don’t apologize.” Joel grinned. “This was a very welcome break. I was sorry I had to say no to the idea of you coming over tonight.”

      “No, I get that too.” Hayden gave him a smile, hoping it was reassuring. Gah, this was so frustrating. Being a responsible adult sucked.

      “Tomorrow?”

      Hayden shook his head. “Thanksgiving? Remember?”

      “Oh right.” Joel grimaced. “After we close, I’ll be at my cousin Arlo’s for dinner and stuff usually goes late. Friday?”

      It was Hayden’s turn to grimace. “More family stuff. Mom and I always get a tree and decorate it together the day after Thanksgiving. I hate even doing it but it makes my mom happy and I might be a total Scrooge but I want her to enjoy the holidays, you know?”

      “I get it.” Joel’s gaze was understanding. “Family time is important. What about Saturday?”

      “I’d love to but I signed up for that 5k run you suggested.”

      Joel sighed. “Oh crap. I’m working the bakery booth at the lights parade after that. Damn.”

      “I’ll swing by your booth and say hi at least,” Hayden offered. “And we’ll figure out some time together eventually. I really want to come in your mouth.”

      He traced his finger across Joel’s lips and watched with fascination as his ears went red.

      “I really want that too,” Joel said hoarsely. “Soon. I promise.”

      “Good. I’m counting on it.” Hayden dipped his head and brushed his lips across Joel’s.

      “You’re welcome to stop by before then,” Joel offered. “Next time, you should come through the back entrance though.”

      “Oh really?” Hayden waggled his eyebrows. “Well, I did enjoy coming in your back entrance the last time.”

      Joel snorted, squeezing his hips. “That was terrible. I meant that the back door of the bakery is unlocked while the store is open.”

      “Yeah? Your staff won’t mind?”

      “Nah.” Joel shook his head. “I mean, we don’t usually let patrons into the kitchen because of health code stuff but you can always peek your head in to find me if I’m not in my office. Just don’t lick the counters or anything.”

      Hayden laughed. “I can handle that. And I won’t wear out my welcome.”

      Joel reached up and brushed his thumb across Hayden’s lip. “Trust me, you won’t.”

      “Oh!” Hayden brightened. “I didn’t actually come in to make out. I have some good news I wanted to tell you.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I got an interview for a position in Chicago.”

      “Oh, wow. That’s great!”

      “I mean, I don’t want to get my hopes up too high because I’ve had quite a few interviews that went nowhere but I really want this position. It sounds perfect for me and the pay and benefits are great. I’m just really excited about the idea.”

      “That’s amazing, Hayden. I’m excited for you.”

      “Thanks!” Hayden beamed. “I’m gonna give it my best shot.”

      “When is the interview?”

      “Next Monday. It’s just a video chat. I don’t have to drive there or anything.”

      “I’m sure you’ll wow them.”

      “Aww, thanks.” Hayden brushed his lips across Joel’s, then, with a reluctant sigh, slid off Joel’s lap. “Oh, before I forget, I need to pick up the Thanksgiving pies while I’m here.”

      “Right.” Joel blinked like he was coming out of a daze. “You did order those, didn’t you?”

      “They are ready, right? If not, I can come back later.”

      “Oh, no, they’re ready now.” Joel stood, smoothing down his hair. “I’ll walk you out and ring you up.”

      But before he could reach the door, Hayden snagged the front of Joel’s black T-shirt.

      “You do know I want you, not your pies, right?” Hayden said teasingly.

      A slow smile crossed Joel’s face. “Yeah, I know that.”

      “The ginger-molasses cookies however …”

      “Hey!” Joel protested, laughing, and stepping even closer. “Take that back.”

      Hayden tilted his head back and kissed him.

      “Kidding,” he whispered against his mouth. “You’re better than any dessert.”
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CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      By Saturday evening, Joel was feeling very tightly wound.

      Since their make-out session on Tuesday, he’d exchanged an increasing number of texts with Hayden.

      They’d had some great conversations.

      Of course, peppered in those conversations was a lot of flirting and naughty pics and Joel was going out of his mind with a need to get his hands on Hayden.

      Following Hayden’s 5k, they’d managed to sneak behind the bakery tent at the parade and kiss frantically for a few minutes before Hayden had to meet up with his family to watch the parade but it wasn’t enough.

      Realistically, Joel knew he was being ridiculous. It had been less than a week!

      In the past, he’d gone months without a hookup so this shouldn’t even be a blip on his radar, but he felt strung tight enough he was going to snap.

      Maybe it was easier when there was no one he was interested in but he was very interested in Hayden and to have him so close yet so far away was torture.

      Hayden ran by the bakery every afternoon and he stopped by when he could.

      But Joel had been slammed whenever Hayden came in so they hadn’t had time for anything more than a few longing looks and some flirty banter over the counter.

      Joel was itching for some skin-on-skin contact.

      It was now early evening and although Joel had kept himself plenty busy today, he’d kept his phone on vibrate, just in case.

      But it had all been emails and texts from companies reminding people their Black Friday sales would last all weekend or that their Cyber Monday sales were starting early.

      Joel was tired, sweaty, and a little disgruntled when he trudged up the stairs to his apartment.

      No texts from Hayden.

      He’d worked a full twelve-hour day and he was ready to put his aching feet up and do nothing.

      The bakery wouldn’t close for a few more hours and as tempted as Joel was to power through and keep working, Trish was in charge of locking up and Joel needed to unwind or he’d never make it through the entire holiday season ahead of him.

      He’d just hung his keys on the hook by the door when his phone buzzed in his pocket.

      Hayden. Finally!

      Got the Christmas tree home. Should only take a couple of hours to set up and decorate. I can definitely sneak out after. What do you say? Up for some company tonight?

      I don’t know … Joel sent back, smiling as he typed the words. I was planning to watch the Evanston game tonight.

      I can leave u to watch big sweaty guys do their thing on the ice if u want.

      Joel’s smile widened. Or you could watch with me.

      Think we’ll get much watching done?

      Probably not. But I’ll risk it.

      Perfect. I’ll be over fifteen minutes before puck drop if that works 4 u.

      Joel glanced at the clock. That gave him plenty of time to eat dinner, shower thoroughly, and put on something other than a towel. Although based on their texts, it didn’t sound like Hayden would mind if he answered the door naked.

      Joel wasn’t going to. But he probably could.

      Sounds great. See you then.

      Joel hurried through his dinner but took his time in the shower. He settled on well-worn jeans and another cozy flannel. Partly because that comprised most of his closet, partly because Hayden had liked the one he’d worn previously.

      Joel was ready with time to spare and his heart leapt when his phone buzzed with a text from Hayden saying he’d arrived.

      Joel jogged down the steps to let Hayden into the back of the building.

      As tired as he’d been earlier, Hayden’s text had definitely given him a second wind.

      “Hi,” Joel said with a grin as he swung open the door.

      “Hi. Is it okay if I’m parked back here?” Hayden asked, jerking his head toward the community parking lot.

      “Yep. C’mon up.”

      Joel made it to the top of the stairs and into his apartment before Hayden kissed him.

      The door thunked shut as Hayden pressed Joel against it and he dimly heard the clink of keys falling to the floor.

      Hayden slid his hands up under Joel’s Henley to touch his chest. The touch was good but his hands were cool, making Joel shiver.

      “Sorry,” Hayden said a little breathlessly. “It’s frosty out there.”

      “I’ll warm you up,” Joel promised.

      “Not even waiting until puck drop to feel me up, huh?” Hayden teased.

      “Nope,” Joel said with a grin. “You mind?”

      Hayden grinned back, gently pushing Joel toward the couch. “Who are the Otters playing again?”

      Joel landed on the couch with a thump, and Hayden settled on his lap, a welcome weight.

      “Don’t know, don’t care,” Joel muttered against his mouth.

      He was already dizzy with the feel of Hayden’s weight pressing him down and the soft feathering of his lips against Joel’s jaw.

      Hayden laughed against his skin and kissed him, threading his hands through Joel’s hair. “Me either.”

      They kissed for the longest time, until Joel was hard and aching in his jeans.

      He could hear the “Star-Spangled Banner” being sung in the background and laughed against Hayden’s mouth. Hayden reached down, brushing his hand against Joel’s fly.

      “I like when you laugh,” Hayden said quietly. Joel groaned, unsure if it was the feel of Hayden fumbling with his zipper or the words he’d said that made him do so.

      “I like this,” Joel whispered back. “Being with you, like this.”

      Hayden looked down, hair disheveled, lips red from Joel’s beard and their frantic kissing. “I like it too.”

      “God, I need to get my hands on you,” Joel said with a low groan, helping Hayden bare himself from the waist down. Joel shoved his own jeans and underwear far enough down that they weren’t in the way, and then Hayden settled over top of him again, the back of his bare thighs brushing the front of Joel’s.

      They both let out sighs of pleasure when Joel took their cocks in his hand.

      “Fuck that feels good,” Hayden said, resting his forearms on Joel’s shoulders and rocking his hips, his breath growing a little ragged as he fucked into Joel’s fist. “I’ve been thinking about you all week. It’s been driving me crazy.”

      “Me too,” Joel murmured. “God, I can’t remember the last time I was so worked up.”

      The entire week had felt like one long endless tease. Delicious with anticipation but sprinkled with frustration.

      But this, having Hayden over him, feeling the heat of his cock against Joel’s, tasting his mouth while they rocked together, it was worth the wait.

      But Joel’s skin was a little dry and with his free hand he fumbled for the lube he’d stashed in the couch cushions earlier.

      When Joel finally fished it out, Hayden grinned. “So prepared.”

      “Had a feeling we might need this,” Joel admitted.

      He let go long enough to slick his hand, then wrapped it around their cocks. They both hissed at the coolness of the gel but it quickly warmed to body temperature as they fucked into Joel’s fist.

      Joel hadn’t gotten off like this since he was a teenager but it felt too good to stop now.

      When he smeared his thumb across the heads of their cocks, Hayden dropped his head, hair tumbling over his forehead as he let out a low groan. “God, that’s …”

      “Tell me what else you need,” Joel coaxed.

      “Play with my ass.”

      Joel must have made a noise of surprise or his rhythm must have stuttered because Hayden lifted his head, chest rising and falling with his quick breaths as he looked Joel in the eye. “As much as I love to top, I still love having my ass played with.”

      “Fuck,” was all Joel could manage but somehow, he got some lube on the fingers of his free hand, not caring if the slick got smeared across his couch. He groped behind Hayden and teased between his cheeks.

      Hayden made a breathless little noise when Joel circled his opening.

      Hayden might be the one getting twice the stimulation but Joel still felt overwhelmed in the best of ways as he explored Hayden’s body. The sounds Hayden made, the feel of his long, lean thighs flexing, the jerk of his cock in Joel’s hand … they were all so much.

      Joel kissed him clumsily and Hayden kissed him back, a little awkward too, but so hungry for it that it made Joel’s blood sing.

      Joel pushed a finger inside Hayden, then two, loving the soft, hot clench and shuddered, so close to the edge the slightest thing might tip him over.

      Hayden fucked between Joel’s fingers and fist, clutching at his shoulders. “Almost there,” he said breathlessly. “You?”

      “Yeah,” Joel rasped, fighting to keep from coming.

      “Me too.” Hayden nipped at Joel’s lower lip and that was enough. The spark that made heat roar through Joel’s body and sent him hurtling toward orgasm.

      Joel tightened his grip on their dicks before his vision whited out and he came with a low, desperate groan, urging Hayden toward release too.

      The warm spurt of Hayden’s cock and his rough shout came soon after and Joel panted against his neck, somehow managing to stroke them through the aftershocks.

      When it was too much, he gently let go and Hayden slumped against him.

      After a moment, Joel eased out of Hayden’s body, making Hayden whine sleepily.

      “Oh my God,” he mumbled against Joel’s shoulder. “That was …”

      “Un-huh.”

      Joel’s vision was still a little white and he tilted his head, resting his cheek against Hayden’s damp hair.

      “I’ve never …”

      “Me neither,” Joel slurred. Both his hands were sticky so he couldn’t really touch Hayden the way he wanted to.

      Hayden snuggled closer anyway.

      Joel felt an unexpected lump rise in his throat and he kissed Hayden’s hair.

      This was only short-term.

      He knew that.

      But, oh, he was already growing so fond of this feeling. Of the way he and Hayden were together.

      This whole week had made Joel feel so alive, so happy. The smallest thing, like some random picture Hayden took while out on a run or a shot of his sleepy face before bed, made Joel ache with want.

      He liked Hayden’s quick wit and his grumbling about the job market and his funny stories about customers at the coffee shop. He liked that Hayden wasn’t afraid to take charge in the bedroom and that he kissed Joel like he couldn’t get enough of it.

      Joel liked … well, he liked Hayden.

      Neither of them said anything and in the distance, the clack of sticks on the ice and the sharp, shrill whistle from the ref was dim compared to the soft noise of Hayden’s breathing and the steady thump of his heart against Joel’s chest.
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        * * *

      

      “You want something to eat?” Joel asked after they were clean and semi-dressed.

      Hayden tore his gaze away from the ink on Joel’s forearms, a script font with the words, “Live the life you imagine,” that looked like it had been written by a piping bag.

      At least Hayden was pretty sure that was what those were called.

      He’d watched a lot of weird cooking shows in the wee hours of the morning when he couldn’t sleep.

      “Hmm?” he asked absently, reaching out to trail his fingers across the whisk tattoo on Joel’s bare shoulder, splashed with colorful ink.

      “Food,” Joel said with a laugh, turning to face him.

      Hayden sucked in a breath because Joel looked so good like this. Shirtless, in low-slung sleep pants, red hair all messed up, a soft, content expression on his face.

      “I could eat,” Hayden managed.

      “Me or some actual food?”

      Hayden blinked, grinning. “Little bit of both. Do you like being rimmed?”

      Joel groaned and pressed him back against the counter. The kitchen was small, barely big enough for two grown men, but Hayden didn’t mind.

      “Yes. Jesus, yes,” Joel muttered and kissed him.

      Hayden laughed against Joel’s mouth, sliding a hand up his bare, strong back. His skin was still a little damp from the shower they’d taken together.

      If the kitchen was small, the bathroom was even smaller—the shower miniscule—but Hayden hadn’t minded being crammed in there with Joel.

      “But I could eat actual food too,” Hayden said when he finally drew back.

      “Noodles?”

      Hayden nodded. “I like noodles.”

      “Buttered noodles?”

      Hayden froze.

      “If you don’t like those,” Joel hastily added, “I have some spaghetti sauce somewhere.”

      “No, uh.” Hayden cleared his throat. “I love buttered noodles. They’re my favorite comfort dish.”

      Joel beamed. “I’ll get them going.”

      Hayden watched, lump in his throat, as Joel puttered around the kitchen, oddly emotional.

      Joel moved with an economy of motion that spoke of long practice and Hayden suddenly wanted to see him in the bakery kitchen, kneading dough or decorating cupcakes or something.

      He wanted to see Joel doing what he loved.

      Joel shot him a few smiles as he cooked, stopping once to steal a kiss.

      A short while later, he handed Hayden a bowl of soft, eggy noodles tangled in a buttery sauce and sprinkled with cracker crumbs.

      “Pure carbs,” Joel said with a little grin. “But one of my favorites.”

      Hayden nodded and inhaled the savory steam. “Mine too.”

      “Do you do yours the same?”

      “Pretty close,” Hayden said thickly. “My dad used to add a pinch of pepper to it.”

      Joel’s face went very soft and he stepped close. “Oh. Did he make them a lot?”

      “Yeah,” Hayden rasped, his eyes swimming with unexpected tears. “When I had a bad day or needed some comfort.”

      “Oh. Wow.” Joel gently took the bowl from Hayden’s hand and set it on the counter. “I can make you something else if you want.”

      “No. No, this is perfect.” Hayden gripped Joel’s hips and held him close, resting his head against Joel’s broad shoulder. He couldn’t explain it, couldn’t put it into words why it meant so much to have someone else make this dish for him.

      That someone was holding him so tightly now, body warm and solid against his. Hayden tucked himself as close to Joel as he could, aware they were probably crossing some sort of line now.

      He was leaving Christmas Falls as soon as he could get a real job but this … oh, this was nice.

      This was just right.

      After a few minutes, Joel squeezed tightly, then let go. “You want to watch the game while we eat?” he asked softly.

      “Yeah.” Hayden blinked away the wetness clinging to his lashes. “Sounds good.”

      They ate on the couch, thighs pressed together as they slurped noodles.

      The food was salty and buttery heaven, sliding richly into Hayden’s stomach as they watched the game.

      The Otters were losing to the Montreal Lynx 4-1 in the middle of the second period but Hayden still had a contented glow inside him as he set aside his empty dish.

      “That was great,” he said softly.

      “I’ll try the pepper next time.” Joel squeezed his thigh. “When do you add it?”

      “Put it in the broth with the poultry seasoning,” Hayden told him. “Just a pinch.”

      “I’ll do that. C’mere.” Joel shifted, holding out an arm, and Hayden slid closer, settling against his chest. Their feet tangled together and Hayden snuggled back, Joel’s body warm against his.

      When Joel snagged a thick knitted blanket and draped it over them both, Hayden sighed with contentment.

      “This is so nice.”

      “What is?”

      “Just … this.” Hayden didn’t know how to put it into words.

      All of it.

      Joel’s cozy, lived-in apartment. The feel of his body. The weight and texture of the throw. The homemade, simple food, and the gentle whoosh of Joel’s breath against his cheek.

      Joel chuckled softly. “I’m starting to think you have a hygge kink.”

      “Hooga?” Hayden asked, his forehead wrinkling as he tried to figure out what the hell that was.

      “Mmm. It’s Danish and Norwegian. It’s this concept of … comfort. Warmth, safety, connection. It’s year-round there but they especially go out of their way to make winter cozy. It’s an effort to enjoy life’s quiet pleasure. Soft textures, comforting food, cuddling with people you care about …” Joel tensed a little, then let out a breath. “Just uh, finding comfort in the small things.”

      “I like that,” Hayden said. Joel’s arm lay heavy across Hayden’s chest and he reached up and threaded their fingers together. “I guess I do like stuff like that.”

      “It’s a good life philosophy, I think,” Joel said, brushing his lips against Hayden’s temple.

      “So, are you Danish or Norwegian? Like, your ancestry or whatever.”

      “Neither. But I dated a guy in Chicago who was Danish. Magnus introduced me to the idea.”

      “Ahh.”

      “Chicago winters are pretty brutal,” Joel said with a wry twist of his lips. “So I really embraced the idea. I suppose Christmas Falls is all about that concept too, right?”

      “I guess so,” Hayden said thoughtfully. “I hadn’t considered that but yeah, I guess it is.”
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        * * *

      

      “So, I have an idea,” Joel said later that night when they were both panting, naked and sweaty beneath Joel’s covers.

      They’d watched the game for a while after their noodles and talk of hygge, then got distracted and started kissing again.

      Eventually, they’d stumbled to the bed, hands roaming.

      Joel had sucked Hayden to hardness before Hayden had eaten him out so thoroughly Joel had thought he was losing his mind.

      Hayden had fucked him, slow and deep, and Joel had come so hard he’d nearly whited out again.

      Even now, his body tingled with the remembered pleasure.

      “What’s your idea?” Hayden idly played with Joel’s chest hair. He seemed fascinated with it and Joel was glad because he certainly had a lot of it.

      Joel took a deep breath, not sure how Hayden would take the invitation. “What do you say to going to an ice sculpture demo on Thursday with me? If you’re free that evening, of course.”

      “I’m free. Is this ice carving holiday themed?” Hayden eyed him warily.

      Joel laughed. “Well, it’s Christmas Falls. Of course it is.”

      Hayden made a face. “Ugh. I guess we can go.”

      “We don’t have to,” Joel said with a shrug. “But I know you said you don’t have many good holiday feelings anymore. I thought maybe … well, maybe you could embrace the hygge spirit and try something new.”

      “Hmm.” Hayden considered the idea. “I’ll go on one condition. No, make that two.”

      “You drive a hard bargain,” Joel said teasingly, stroking his hand up and down Hayden’s back, relieved he seemed willing to try. “But lay it on me.”

      “You bribe me with ginger-molasses cookies beforehand and let me fuck your brains out after.”

      Joel grinned. “I suppose that can be arranged. Actually, I’ll sweeten the pot. I’ll make you dinner and feed you cookies before.”

      “And I can fuck your brains out after?” Hayden asked hopefully.

      Joel laughed, dipping his head to kiss Hayden. “As far as I’m concerned, fucking my brains out after is non-negotiable.”
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The next week passed in a blur for Hayden. He worked early shifts at the coffee shop, ran in the afternoons, and spent the rest of the time he wasn’t at Joel’s searching for jobs.

      He’d had one virtual interview at the place in Chicago but he wasn’t stopping his search until he was sure the position was his.

      He endured the gentle teasing from his mom and Luke about how often he went to Joel’s place to “watch hockey” and tonight he and Joel were going to the ice-carving demo.

      From the moment Hayden arrived at Joel’s place, he seemed determined to put Hayden in a good mood. He greeted him with a blowjob that left his knees wobbly, then pulled a big dish of chicken and biscuits out of the oven, steaming and fragrant.

      It smelled heavenly and tasted even better.

      “Oh my God,” Hayden moaned around a still-too-hot bite as they sat side by side on the couch. Joel’s little kitchen table was way too tiny to fit both of them. “These biscuits are so flaky. How did you do that?”

      “The secret is to freeze the butter,” Joel said with a wink.

      “You know what? I actually don’t care how you make them,” Hayden said, already shoving more food into his mouth. “Just keep making them for me.”

      Joel laughed, warm and deep, and Hayden pressed their thighs together more tightly.

      Now, their bellies full, they strolled to Sugar Plum Park for the ice-carving demo.

      Hayden was bundled up in his winter coat. He’d brought a hat and gloves but Joel had frowned when Hayden told him he didn’t have a scarf and had produced a green, black, and yellow plaid one he wound around Hayden’s neck.

      The fabric smelled like Joel and Hayden ducked his head and smiled against it every time their shoulders brushed.

      Maybe he did have a hygge kink.

      “Want some hot cocoa?” Joel asked when they arrived at the park. “Jolly Java has a booth set up.”

      “Sure.” Hayden elbowed him in the ribs. “And I know we do. I work there, remember?”

      “True enough.”

      They wound through the crowd, stopping every so often when someone familiar greeted them. At first Hayden assumed everyone was being friendly because they knew Joel but it wasn’t long before he realized many of the people were his regulars too.

      Hayden might not know their last names like he was sure Joel did, but he knew how they took their coffee or tea and who was a morning person and who was not.

      When they finally reached the Jolly Java booth, Holly beamed at them both. “Oh! Hi. I didn’t expect to see you here tonight, Joel. I thought you’d enjoy the night off.”

      Joel shrugged. “Hayden and I decided to swing by.”

      Holly glanced between them, her eyes brightening. “Oh, how nice. What can I get you?”

      A few minutes later, Hayden and Joel both held steaming cups of hot cocoa liberally sprinkled with mini marshmallows.

      “I’ve got this,” Joel said, sliding cash toward Holly before Hayden could even get his wallet out.

      “Nope, it’s on me,” Holly said, waving the money off. “Joel, I owe you one for sending Hayden my way. He’s been a lifesaver.”

      “I’m not surprised.”

      “Ahh, it’s nothing,” Hayden said but Holly shook her head.

      “No, you’ve been a real big help. I’ve never had someone slide into the job so easily.”

      Hayden shrugged. “The previous experience helped.”

      “Well, of course,” she said cheerfully. “But you’re a hard worker and we’re lucky to have you. We’ll be very sorry to see you go once you get that job you’re looking for.”

      “Thanks,” Hayden said, feeling a little embarrassed by the praise. “That’s nice to hear.”

      They wound their way over to the stage where a giant block of ice was set up for carving. It was illuminated by bright lights and glowing in the dark night.

      As they approached, Hayden spotted a couple of familiar faces. He idly chalked it up to them being regulars at the coffee shop before it hit him they weren’t from Christmas Falls.

      Hayden didn’t know them well but he would swear he recognized Shayna and Kayla from school.

      His bachelor’s degree hadn’t required him to take a lot of studio art courses but he’d done a handful of classes for his electives to improve his understanding of composition, color theory, and typography.

      Shayna and Kayla had been in a couple of his classes and were a year or two younger than him. Still getting their degrees, as far as he knew.

      Hayden waved, trying to catch their attention. “Shayna! Kayla! Hi!” he called over the noise of the crowd.

      But rather than greeting him with a wave, Shayna shot a wide-eyed look in his direction and ducked through the crowd, pulling Kayla with her. They quickly disappeared and he stood there, staring after them, blinking in confusion.

      “Well that was weird,” he muttered.

      “Hmm?” Joel sounded distracted but he turned to face Hayden. “What was?”

      “Oh, I thought I saw a couple of people I knew from school,” he said with a frown as he tried to spot them again. “They totally ignored me though. Maybe it wasn’t them but I would have sworn otherwise.”

      “Huh. Maybe they didn’t hear or see you though. It is a little chaotic.” Joel gestured to the crowd assembling.

      “Yeah, must be,” Hayden said, still searching for another glimpse. “If it was them, I wonder what they’re doing in town though.”

      Joel laughed and wrapped an arm around Hayden’s waist, pulling him against his side. “Just because you’re lacking Christmas spirit doesn’t mean everyone is. A lot of people come from all over to enjoy our festival.”

      Hayden made a face. “Well, fair. And hey, I’m here tonight, aren’t I?”

      “You are.” Joel smiled. “And I hope you’re having fun.”

      Hayden held up his cocoa. “Your bribes are already doing their trick.”

      Joel playfully bumped their hips together. “And we haven’t even gotten to the best part.”

      “The ice carving?” Hayden teased.

      Joel leaned in, his beard lightly tickling Hayden’s cheek as he spoke softly. “The part where you fuck me.”

      “Oh right, that part.” Gah, Hayden had so many thoughts on what he wanted to do to Joel tonight.

      It amazed him every time to see how much Joel enjoyed it. The way he trusted Hayden. It made Hayden feel powerful and a little awed every time.

      For a moment, Hayden leaned his head against Joel’s shoulder and soaked in his presence.

      “You know, I was thinking about what Holly said earlier. I’m glad the job at Jolly Java worked out for you,” Joel said. “Even if it’s temporary.”

      “Yeah, me too,” Hayden admitted, lifting his head. “I feel a lot better now that I’m not so aimless.”

      “Good.” Joel squeezed his waist. “Ooh, looks like we’re about to start.”

      The crowd cheered as a big guy—bigger even than Joel—stepped onto the stage wearing goggles and carrying a chainsaw.

      “That’s Carl,” Joel said.

      “Do you know him?” Hayden asked.

      “Only in passing. He’s kind of a staple here at the festival.”

      With a roar, the chainsaw started up and the crowd fell silent.

      Hayden had expected to find the carving boring but it was actually really interesting to watch chips of ice fly through the air and a shape begin to emerge from the formless block.

      It seemed impossible that anything but big, rough cuts could be done with something as unwieldy as a chainsaw, but it wasn’t long before it was clear Carl was carving a snowman.

      “Wow,” Hayden muttered and Joel shot him a little smirk. A silent “I told you so.”

      Joel had a bit of cocoa clinging to his moustache and Hayden slipped off his glove and wiped it away.

      Joel beamed at Hayden, all relaxed and happy looking, and there was something about the expression on his face that made Hayden feel a little breathless, like he was poised on the edge of something.

      He glanced away, stomach tumbling with nerves as he focused again on the carving.

      Carl had switched to what looked like a giant chisel and mallet and even more detail emerged from the ice. Light gleamed off the pieces flying through the air like brilliant diamonds and it took Hayden a while to realize it had also begun to snow a little too.

      Not a lot, just gentle flakes that floated down, lazily meandering through the air to settle on everything below them.

      Despite the cold temperatures, the atmosphere tonight was warm.

      Christmas music played and while that normally made Hayden want to rip out his eardrums, this was soft and mellow in the background, less obnoxious than usual.

      The excited sounds of children and adults chattering about the demonstration made the atmosphere cozy and Hayden’s belly was full of cocoa. He glanced over at Joel who was intently watching the carving.

      Flakes of snow had settled on his beard and Hayden smiled. Someday, when Joel was older, he’d make a really great Santa Claus.

      Now that was a Santa’s lap Hayden would happily sit on.

      Joel turned to him with a quizzical look as if he could feel the heat of Hayden’s gaze. “What?”

      “Nothing.” Hayden’s smile widened. “Just … I’m enjoying this?”

      “Yeah?” Joel looked so pleased, his face lighting up, and Hayden felt something in his chest go liquid-y and content.

      “Yeah. Thanks for inviting me.” Hayden stretched up and pressed his lips lightly to Joel’s.

      It might make people talk but … whatever.

      “Any time,” Joel whispered against his mouth, his lips tasting of chocolate, marshmallow, and good cheer.
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        * * *

      

      Hayden got comfortable on Joel’s sofa and propped his laptop on his crossed thighs. He had a bunch of emails to go through and he might as well get it over with.

      He’d come over to Joel’s this afternoon to hang out. Joel was prepping dinner for later while Hayden finished his tasks for the day.

      There was a mulled cider candle burning on the coffee table and something delicious smelling simmered on the stove.

      Chili, Hayden thought.

      A thick, inviting throw that Hayden had never seen before was draped across the back of the couch and Hayden had a sneaking suspicion Joel was indulging Hayden’s hygge kink with all of this.

      His heart fluttered a little as he dragged the blanket around his shoulders and snuggled into it.

      If it was for him, he didn’t want it to go to waste.

      If not? Well, no harm, no foul.

      Hayden skimmed through a few emails, most of them junk.

      Many were confirmation form letters telling him that his application was being processed.

      He still hadn’t heard back from the firm in Chicago, unfortunately. The first interview had gone so well too.

      Bleh.

      He supposed there were too many people looking for the same positions.

      Hayden clicked through a few more emails, deleting some, archiving others. He was only half paying attention as he skimmed one until the words hit him like a ton of bricks.

      Please call to schedule a time for your second interview.

      Holy. Shit.

      Was that … It was!

      It was the firm in Chicago. Hayden could hardly believe it.

      It had finally happened. He had a real shot at this job.

      There was no guarantee Hayden would get the position even if he did well in this next round of course but this was the first really promising interest he’d seen.

      He’d had a handful of initial interviews that had gone nowhere but a second one? He hadn’t had a single one until now.

      And God, he’d liked the people he’d interviewed with. They were young and enthusiastic and really seemed to have the kind of vibe he liked.

      He’d felt like he’d connected with the interviewer and they’d seemed impressed with his resume and portfolio of work.

      A weight lifted off his shoulders.

      All of the stress and worry and time filling out application after application was finally paying off.

      Nothing was guaranteed but he had hope again. And that was everything.

      “You’re not going to believe this, Joel!” he called out.

      Joel peered at him from the kitchen, a dish towel flung over his shoulder. “Believe what?”

      “I got an email about a second interview at that firm in Chicago!”

      Joel’s jaw dropped. “Wow. Seriously?”

      “Yeah! They had great things to say about my resume and first interview. They’ve narrowed it down to a few candidates and want another interview before they make their final decision.”

      “That’s amazing, Hayden.” Joel stepped closer, drying his hands on the towel. “I am so excited for you. When?”

      “I don’t know. They want me to call and schedule. They mentioned some time slots early next week. I’ll have to talk to Holly first though because this will be an in-person interview.”

      Joel stopped. “Oh, you’ll have to drive to Chicago then, right?”

      “Yeah.” Hayden grimaced. “Here’s hoping my car holds up. I was able to afford to get an oil change a couple of days ago, so my shitty car is in slightly better shape now at least.”

      Joel frowned. “Well, if you need something more reliable, you can always borrow mine …”

      Hayden blinked, touched by the gesture. “Oh, that’s sweet of you but no, I should be fine. My mom’s already offered hers if I need it.”

      “Okay. Well, my offer stands if anything comes up or you change your mind.”

      “I appreciate it.” Hayden beamed. “Gah, I guess I should talk to Holly now, huh?”

      “Yeah, don’t waste any time,” Joel urged. “Give her a call so you can set up your interview.”

      “Okay.” Hayden fumbled for his phone, so excited he felt clumsy. God, this was really, finally happening.

      A quick call to Holly assured him she’d cover his morning shifts for a couple of days.

      “Good luck!” she said before she hung up. “We were hoping we’d have you for a little longer but I am so glad things are working out for you. You’re gonna do great, Hayden.”

      “Thanks! I really appreciate that.”

      He said goodbye to Holly, then hung up, heart beating fast. He glanced up at Joel who was stirring something in a bowl, watching him. “Well, Holly said it was no problem.”

      “She’s great,” Joel said with a smile. “Glad it worked out.”

      Hayden was still buzzing as he dialed the Chicago number.

      He spoke with a receptionist and scheduled his interview time.

      After he hung up with him, Hayden wrote a quick email response, thanking the interviewer for the opportunity and that he was looking forward to meeting them in person.

      “Gah,” he said as he set his laptop aside and stood, venturing over to the doorway between the living room and kitchen. “I can’t believe it.”

      “I can,” Joel said, smiling. “I knew good things would happen.”

      “Aww, thanks.” Hayden kissed him. “I know you’re doing cooking stuff but I think we should celebrate.”

      Without waiting for an answer, he grabbed Joel’s free hand, tugging him toward the bedroom.

      “Wait, wait.” Joel held up the bowl tucked in his other arm. “Let me stick this cornbread batter in the fridge and turn down the temp on the chili. Then yes. Of course I want to celebrate with you.”

      “Okay.” Hayden let go of his hand. “Meet you there?”

      “Yeah, I’ll be right in.”

      Hayden felt light as air as he stripped off his sweater and got to work wiggling out of his jeans. He froze when he remembered the plans he and Joel had made for next week.

      Crap.

      Hayden backtracked, still stripping as he walked down the hall to the kitchen. “Hey, I realized something,” he said. “We’re not going to be able to make it to—”

      He froze. Joel stood in the kitchen, hands braced against the counter, head hung low. He looked …

      Well, Hayden didn’t have a good word for how he looked but it seemed so at odds with how happy he’d seemed for Hayden a few minutes ago.

      “Joel?” Hayden said tentatively. “Everything okay?”

      “Hmm?” Joel glanced up, blinking, and reached for the bowl he’d set on the counter. “Oh yeah, sorry. I’m coming. Just, uh, stretching my shoulders. They’re tight.”

      “You want me to rub some Icy Hot on them again?” Hayden asked, both concerned because he hated how sore Joel got, and relieved it wasn’t something more serious.

      For a minute he’d almost thought … but no, that was silly. Joel was excited about Hayden’s possible new job. Of course he was.

      “Yeah, maybe after we’re done in the bedroom,” Joel said as he stashed the bowl in the refrigerator, tossed a towel over it, then closed the door. He latched onto Hayden’s waist and gently steered him toward the bedroom. “Menthol’s not the sexiest scent out there.”

      Hayden laughed, relieved Joel was acting normal again. “Well, maybe not. But I’m happy to give you a rubdown after I fuck you.”

      Joel cleared his throat. “Not sure I’m really feeling up for that right now. Maybe some celebratory blowjobs instead. Is that okay?”

      “Oh sure,” Hayden said, a little surprised. Joel loved getting fucked so it wasn’t very often he requested anything else. “Yeah, of course. Whatever works for you.”

      “Well, we are celebrating you and your good news,” Joel said, pressing closer. “So …”

      Hayden turned in his arms. “Yeah, but I want it to be good for both of us.”

      Joel cupped his cheek. “It will be,” he said, gaze filled with something Hayden couldn’t quite identify. “It always is.”
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “You usually pass out right after I fuck you,” Hayden whispered a few nights later in the dark of Joel’s bedroom. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah. Everything’s fine.” Joel rolled over, peering at Hayden’s face in the dim light. “I should be asleep now, that’s for sure though. Not sure why I’m wide awake.”

      Joel didn’t even want to think about what numbers glowed green on the clock on Hayden’s side of the bed. He was going to be tired as hell tomorrow.

      Joel’s body was content, but his mind roiled with too many thoughts, some of them so uncomfortable he flinched away every time they surfaced.

      He was only sort of lying to Hayden.

      He couldn’t really pin down any one thing that was bothering him though. It was a general ache, knowing their time together was winding down.

      “Too much sugar before bed?” Hayden asked.

      Joel snorted quietly. “If that was a problem, I’d never get any sleep.”

      “I could head out now. Maybe I’m keeping you up,” Hayden offered.

      “Nah. It’s not that.” Joel reached out and slid a hand up Hayden’s narrow back, enjoying the softness of his skin.

      Joel’s hands were always dry and a little rough from all of the hot water and soap he used throughout the day. But Hayden’s skin was always silky soft, like the enriched doughs Joel kneaded for pastries or the smooth Italian buttercream he spread across cakes.

      Hayden usually stayed until Joel fell asleep, then slipped out and went home. But tonight, Joel didn’t want him to go. He cleared his throat. “Actually, how would you feel about spending the night tonight?”

      He really shouldn’t ask.

      It was better if Hayden went home after, so Joel wouldn’t wake up to him and start thinking this meant more than it did. Start thinking Hayden would stay in Christmas Falls, despite all evidence to the contrary.

      But he asked anyway. Consequences be damned.

      Hayden let out a quiet sigh. “I can’t.”

      Joel swallowed. “Okay. Yeah, no worries. I understand.”

      Hayden settled a hand on his chest, gently pushing him onto his back. “No, not because I don’t want to. I just … I know you need sleep, right? The bakery is important and—”

      Fuck the bakery, Joel thought, but that wasn’t fair. Hayden was right. He did need to be clear-headed tomorrow.

      With ten days to go until Christmas, they were swamped. The first two weeks of December had already passed in a blur for Joel and they were about to get worse.

      This time of year was always like that.

      People streamed in and out of the bakery, snapping up baked goods like a plague of locusts descending and leaving shelves bare.

      There were no day-old goodies to be had, and everyone on staff was working flat-out to keep up with demand.

      Joel was permanently exhausted.

      His shoulders and feet ached and he felt like there was barely a moment between when his head hit the pillow and his alarm went off.

      But sprinkled in amongst the tiredness were bright sparkles of moments with Hayden.

      Like the sharp bite of lemon peel in a buttery shortbread or the crunch of the coarse-grained sparkling sugar Joel sprinkled liberally over his ginger-molasses cookies, the time he spent with Hayden brought life to his days.

      They added variety and texture and flavor and even if Joel lost sleep, he didn’t care. He’d sleep in January. Or when he was dead.

      For now, he was trying to enjoy his time with Hayden.

      In the spirit of continued holiday hygge, Joel had dragged Hayden on a sleigh ride tour the other evening to see the holiday house lights.

      Hayden had scoffed at the idea of seeing a bunch of homes decked out in Christmas lights and at one point had whispered that the house decorated to look like Santa’s workshop—complete with elves—looked like the North Pole had thrown up on it.

      But even Hayden had been a little charmed by the live reindeer with jingle bells on their harnesses and fairy lights on their antlers pulling the sleighs.

      Joel had caught him petting the nose of one after their ride and giving it a few pellets the driver had provided.

      Hayden had refused to do any Christmas crafts but he had come with Joel to the holiday cocktail hour at Frosty’s one night, then taken part in the Christmas cookie exchange at Dancing Sugar Plums.

      Everyone had called Hayden a ringer when he’d shown up with a platter of chocolate hazelnut thumbprint cookies and Joel on his arm, but he’d insisted he’d made the simple no-bake cookies himself and Joel could vouch for that.

      He hadn’t helped at all.

      The cookies Hayden had made were damn good though, if Joel did say so, and everyone else seemed to agree.

      “I appreciate your concern,” Joel said, pulling his thoughts away from the fun they’d had recently. “But I want to enjoy the time we have left.”

      “Time we have left?” Hayden asked.

      “Well, yeah.” Joel laughed a little roughly. “I mean, if you get this job …”

      Hayden’s swallow was audible. “True. I guess I hadn’t thought about that. I’ve been so wrapped up in the excitement I hadn’t thought about what getting the job means for us.”

      Joel took a deep breath. God, it was all he’d been thinking about for the past few days.

      But Hayden was in a very different place in his life than Joel was right now. Of course his priorities were different.

      “Hey, we knew this had an end date,” Joel said as lightly as he could manage. “We’ll enjoy it until you move back to Chicago.”

      Hayden settled a hand on Joel’s chest. “We could keep seeing each other after, couldn’t we?”

      Surprised, Joel sucked in a breath and rolled on his back. “I’m not sure that’s a great idea, Hayden.”

      “Oh. Okay.” Hayden sounded a little perplexed.

      “It’s not that I don’t want to. I just … I think once you get settled back in Chicago again, we’ll kinda drift apart. I can’t take much time off from the bakery to visit and you’ll be busy with your new life there. It’s okay. Going our separate ways is what we always planned, right?”

      Hayden was silent for a few heartbeats. “Right.”

      Joel shifted onto his side again, reaching out to grasp Hayden’s waist. “Doesn’t mean we can’t make the most of the time we have left.”

      “True.”

      “So stay the night tonight if you want,” Joel said. “And hang on. I’ll be right back.”

      Hayden made a little noise of confusion when Joel slid out of bed but he was quiet as Joel left the bedroom.

      Shivering at the cool air on his naked skin, Joel walked to the little table that held his junk drawer. He clicked on a lamp, squinting at the light before his eyes adjusted.

      It only took a moment to find the spare key. He stared down at the brassy piece of metal for a moment, heart heavy with the knowledge he was only stealing extra time with Hayden, not cementing a future together.

      He closed his fist around it and turned out the light, walking back to the bedroom.

      To hell with it.

      Whatever came, Joel would take those stolen moments and treasure them.

      Hayden had turned on the lamp in the bedroom and he sat on the bed, staring at Joel, hair mussed and expression bewildered.

      “Joel, what’s going on?”

      Joel took Hayden’s hand, pressing the key into it. “I want you to have the key to my apartment. You can come over whenever you have free time. No strings attached. Doesn’t matter if I’m here or not.”

      “Okay?” Hayden said, clearly still confused.

      “Spend the night if you want. Go home to sleep if you’d rather. I just want you here whenever you want to be here.”

      Hayden’s eyes were very big and very dark as he looked up at Joel. “I might not get the job, you know. It might go to someone else and it could take months before anything else comes up …”

      “It might,” Joel agreed. “But whichever way it goes, this is yours until you leave Christmas Falls.”

      “Okay,” Hayden said, closing his hand around the key. “Yeah. Um, okay. I can do that.”

      Joel caught a glimpse of the time on the clock and winced. “Now, I really should try to get some sleep.”

      “Yeah.” Hayden drew his knees up. “I think I am going to go home tonight though. But, uh, I’ll stay tomorrow night, okay? I’ll pack a bag for work in the morning and leave from here.”

      “That sounds good,” Joel said, the tension in his chest easing.

      “Thanks for the key,” Hayden said, rising to his knees to loop his arms around Joel’s waist, his expression painfully earnest. “I … don’t quite know what to say other than that.”

      “You don’t have to say anything,” Joel assured him. “Now, kiss me before you go?”

      “Of course,” Hayden said, already leaning in.
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        * * *

      

      The air was crisp and cold as Hayden walked out to his car a short while later. The sky was clear tonight, stars bright and his breath fogging the air in the golden light from the streetlamps.

      Hayden felt weird and shaky after his conversation with Joel.

      Something was going on.

      Joel had seemed a little off in the past few days and Hayden didn’t know what the hell to do about it.

      He was pretty sure Joel wasn’t okay with him leaving town.

      Which … Hayden sighed, another big cloud of white leaving his mouth as he did. Hayden wasn’t so sure he was okay leaving either.

      He wanted this job so bad. But … but he wasn’t so sure he wanted to leave Joel to take it.

      Especially if Joel didn’t want to make it work long-distance. Not that Christmas Falls was so far from Chicago. But it was far enough.

      Far enough that Hayden could see Joel’s point about how hard it would be for them to see each other.

      Joel was tied to the bakery. He didn’t get much time off and Hayden could hardly expect him to drop everything and drive to Chicago whenever Hayden was free.

      Even if Hayden did most of the driving, he knew he’d be working a lot of hours. And the one thing the interviewer had said was how much they liked his willingness to live in Chicago. They wanted their staff present at in-person meetings multiple times a week, not working remotely.

      A couple of months ago, Hayden would have jumped at that. But now …

      The thought of never seeing Joel again, the thought of never curling up next to him in bed or kissing him … well, that sounded pretty awful.

      Hayden unlocked the door, then slid into his car with a sigh.

      The car started roughly and Hayden frowned at the steering wheel. This job offered everything Hayden wanted.

      A career he’d love.

      A chance to take care of himself without asking his mom and Luke for handouts.

      The kind of life he was sure he was made for.

      So why did it suddenly feel so wrong?

      Hayden pulled up his phone and scrolled through pictures he’d taken recently, letting his car heat for a few minutes.

      He smiled fondly at the shot of him and Joel all snuggled up together during the sleigh ride tour of the Christmas lights. So ridiculous, but he’d had fun, hadn’t he?

      Another picture was from the cookie exchange, when they’d been trapped under the mistletoe and everyone there had chanted for them to kiss. Rebecca had taken that photo and sent it to him and looking at it now made Hayden’s chest ache.

      Hayden thought of his old friends in Chicago, who hadn’t even commented on the latest pictures he’d sent them.

      Some friends they were.

      Moving back to Chicago had always been what he’d wanted.

      Until now.

      With a sigh, Hayden put the car into drive and turned it toward the house where his mom and Luke lived.

      The lights and decorations lining the streets of Christmas Falls glowed in the dark night.

      Before, they’d made Hayden roll his eyes. But now … he almost felt a twinge of nostalgia at the thought of leaving here.

      At one point, it would have been easy for Hayden to pack his belongings and hit the road. But now … it wasn’t so clear.

      When Hayden pulled into the driveway of his mom and stepdad’s house, a Christmas tree glowed in the window, the light still on.

      The three of them had picked it out at Milton’s Tree Farm, then lugged it home.

      They’d had a pretty good time decorating it too.

      The usual twinges of missing his dad hadn’t felt quite as sharp as they had in previous years.

      But not hating Christmas Falls wasn’t enough to keep him in town. Even his growing feelings for Joel weren’t enough.

      Not if he had no way to support himself.

      Hayden sighed, the lights of the Christmas tree in the window blurring as he whispered, “Dad, I could really use your advice right now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            



        

      

    

    







CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey. Are you alive in there?” Josh prodded Joel, poking his arm, and Joel shook his head, trying to gather his thoughts.

      “Huh?” He blinked tiredly at his friend across the messy expanse of his desk.

      “You zoned out on me. I asked how you’re doing.”

      “Oh.” Joel drained the dregs of his coffee. “Tired. Overworked. The usual this time of year. You know how it is.”

      Josh shot him a skeptical look.

      He’d dropped by the bakery to say hi and Joel had taken a much-needed break to inhale his lunch and catch up with a friend.

      Only, apparently, he was half-asleep on his feet.

      Or in his desk chair, as it were.

      “It seems like you should be a little happier right now, man,” Josh prompted. “The town is buzzing about you and Hayden dating.”

      Joel flushed, his ears going red-hot. “We aren’t dating. We’re just … passing some time together.”

      “Suuure you are. And does your heart know that? Because when I saw you together at the brew and cider festival, you sure looked like a couple.”

      Joel grimaced. “Maybe my heart’s a little confused at the moment, but I’ve been through this before. I’ll survive whatever happens.”

      Josh sighed, clearly worried for him. “I don’t know, Joel. This seems …”

      “Yeah, I know.” Joel swallowed hard, an unpleasant ache blooming in his chest. He’d like to blame the leftover chili he’d wolfed down a bit ago but he was fairly certain it was more emotional heartburn than anything physical. “Hayden’s great, okay? He’s … he’s the kind of guy I’d like as a partner. But I’m being realistic here. He’s twelve years younger and looking for a very different life than I have.”

      “I dunno, man. The way he looked at you …”

      “I think he has feelings too,” Joel admitted. Because he’d also seen something in Hayden’s eyes lately that had made him pretty sure this wasn’t one-sided. “But feelings don’t equal a future together.”

      It was a tough lesson, but after a few heartbreaks, Joel had learned that one pretty thoroughly.

      He sighed, trying to put his feelings into words.

      “Do you remember the guy from a few years ago who I dated for a little bit? The one I really thought was into me? Well, it turns out he was only in it for a little while. And yeah, it sucked after. But … but I don’t regret it. I’ve never regretted falling in love. Only been sad when it didn’t last.”

      The conflicted expression on Josh’s face deepened. “I just want you to be happy. Like Meredith and I are.”

      “I want that too,” Joel assured his friend.

      “But you don’t think Hayden can be that for you?”

      Joel thought of the thoughtful texts he got every morning, the stolen kisses in his cramped office at the bakery, and the whispered words shared in his dark, cozy bedroom at night.

      He thought of how fast his heart beat when Hayden was close and the way his dark eyes shone when Joel found a new way to make him see a little sprinkle of Christmas magic that eroded his holiday cynicism and softened the grief of losing someone he loved.

      “I think Hayden could,” Joel said carefully. “But I also know he has a bright future ahead of him. He wants a bigger life than I have. I’m happy here in Christmas Falls. I already have my dream job locked down and he’s still searching for his. And realistically, that’s going to take him far from here.”

      “And you don’t think you should talk to him about it before you decide that?” Josh pressed. “Ask him if maybe he’d consider something else? Something closer to Christmas Falls?”

      Joel shook his head and held out his arm, twisting his wrist so Josh could see the words he lived by tattooed on his arm. Live the life you imagine.

      “I believe in this,” he said firmly. “I believe a person has to find what they’re truly passionate about doing. And I don’t think that it’s fair of me to ask Hayden to give that up before he’s had a chance to pursue it.”

      “Like Magnus asked you to do?”

      Joel winced. “Well, yeah.”

      Joel had been dating Magnus Carlsen when he got the call from his Aunt Margaret asking him to come home to Christmas Falls.

      Magnus had begged him to stay in Chicago. Joel had refused.

      It had been the first wedge in their relationship and though they’d tried to manage the distance for almost a year after, Magnus was a city guy at heart. He’d never seen the charm in the small town no matter how hard Joel had tried to show it to him. When Joel had chosen to buy the bakery, Magnus had ended their relationship.

      It had been the right choice and after the hurt faded, Joel had stopped resenting him for it.

      In the end, they had too little keeping them together and too much keeping them apart.

      Maybe Hayden was beginning to see the charm of Christmas Falls in ways Magnus never had but that didn’t mean he’d changed his mind about the kind of future he wanted.

      And, well, Joel was going to have to live with that.

      “I still think you’re an idiot,” Josh said with a shake of his head.

      Joel managed a weak smile. “Probably.”
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        * * *

      

      “Can’t sleep?”

      Hayden glanced up at his mom, still stirring the bowl of buttered noodles he’d made.

      He was nervous about the interview tomorrow and tangled up about his future and his feelings for Joel.

      He’d hoped the noodles would help but so far, no dice.

      “No,” he admitted.

      His mom tightened the sash of her plaid bathrobe and walked over. “Oh, sweetheart. You’re just like your dad.”

      “I know.” He stabbed another forkful of noodles.

      “I’m surprised you’re not at Joel’s tonight though.” She settled into the chair next to his.

      Hayden shrugged. He’d spent a couple of nights there this week but he’d known he’d be restless the night before his interview. “I didn’t want to keep him up with my tossing and turning.”

      “Is it nerves about your interview? Because you’re prepared. We went through all of those sample questions and—”

      “Nah, it’s not just that,” Hayden admitted.

      “Is it because of Joel?”

      “Sort of?” Hayden glanced up, taking in her concerned frown. “I mean, he’s super supportive of me. Even offered to loan me his car if I needed it. It’s just … if I take the job, we’re done. He made that pretty clear.”

      She gave him a sympathetic look. “Did he say why?”

      “Yeah.” Hayden outlined what he’d said and she nodded.

      “He does have some valid points.”

      “I know.” Hayden swallowed past the lump in his throat. “And he’s probably right. But I really care about him.”

      “I can tell.”

      “Before I got this email about the interview, I thought maybe I’d ask you if we could have him over for dinner or something.” Hayden stirred the noodles again, no longer really hungry, just needing something to do with his hands. “I wanted you and Luke to meet him. Like … officially.”

      He’d never done that before.

      His mom gave him a sympathetic look. “Oh, sweetheart.”

      “Yeah.” Hayden swallowed again, but it wasn’t any easier this time. “He really means a lot to me and I think it could turn into something long-term if we had the chance but …”

      “But you feel like your lives are heading in different directions.”

      “Exactly.” Hayden stirred his noodles again, watching them turn into cold mush.

      Eww.

      “Did you know I almost broke up with Luke at one point?”

      “What?” Hayden glanced up, pushing his bowl aside. “No, you never told me that.”

      “Well.” She laughed softly. “He asked me to move in with him. And I panicked.”

      “Oh wow. How come?”

      She sighed. “Well, the memory of losing your dad, mostly. I was scared. I was scared to let myself fall in love with someone again. Scared of losing them. Luke was … Luke was wonderful but he was asking me to leave the house you’d grown up in and it felt like he was asking me to leave the memories of your dad. He wasn’t, he never would, but it felt like that.”

      “So what made you change your mind?” Hayden remembered when she moved across the state to live in Christmas Falls with Luke. It had been difficult to let go of his childhood home but he could see how happy she was. How much she’d been ready to move on. And he’d wanted that for her. Hadn’t wanted her to hold on to the house to make him happy.

      “You, actually.”

      “Me?”

      “Yeah. You were growing up, thriving away on your own, and I knew you wouldn’t be coming home much anymore. After talking to you about it and asking how you’d feel if I moved, you seemed so okay with that, so ready for me to move on. So I thought, ‘well, maybe it’s time I let myself do that. Maybe I need to give Luke another chance’.” She smiled faintly. “He hadn’t given up on me so when I told him I needed to take it slow but that we’d work toward the idea of moving in together, he was so supportive. Let me take it at my own pace.”

      “He’s a good guy.”

      “He is. And in that moment, I think I really knew he was the one for me. Or, the second one. I’ve been very lucky.” She absently patted the necklace she’d had made from her first wedding ring, her old memories turned into something new and beautiful.

      “You’re young. There will be other people out there you could fall in love with.”

      “I know,” Hayden said. And he really did. He wasn’t the kind of person who believed there was only one person out there who could make him happy.

      His mom was proof of that.

      Hayden didn’t think that without Joel he’d be doomed to live alone and miserable or anything. It wasn’t like that at all.

      But when he thought about the kind of guy he wanted to be with, Joel fit every single one of those categories. It was more than their compatibility in the bedroom and the fun they had together.

      He wanted someone kind. Someone who made him laugh. Someone who was generous and wanted the best for him. Someone who looked out for him but let Hayden do the same in return.

      Someone who balanced him out and made him feel more hopeful about the future.

      Joel was all of those things.

      When he told his mom as much, she nodded. “I’m glad. And I can see how good he is for you. I know how hard the holidays have been for you since your dad died and I love how much lighter you seem this year.”

      “Yeah,” he admitted. “Joel kinda made me see the good in the holidays again.”

      “I had a feeling that was the case.”

      “I’ve just … Christmas has always made me so sad. It brings up all this stuff with Dad and …”

      She reached out and covered his hand with hers. “Of course. And that’s understandable. But it always made me sad you’d lost the joy you used to have around it. I swear, no kid was more excited than you about the holidays. The minute you were done with Halloween it was all-Christmas, all the time.”

      “It wasn’t the same without Dad,” he admitted thickly.

      “It wasn’t. But that doesn’t mean it can’t still be good.”

      “I’m starting to see that. I can even admit Christmas Falls isn’t so bad. I still think it’s pretty over-the-top,” he said with a small laugh. “But it’s slowly growing on me.”

      “Good. Because wherever you get a job, I hope you’ll come back to visit around the holidays.”

      “Of course I will!”

      She smiled. “I’m glad.”

      “And I’m even making friends here now. I had fun with Rebecca the other night,” he pointed out.

      “That’s good.”

      He sighed and slumped back in his chair. “But I definitely don’t want to work at Jolly Java forever.”

      “I know.”

      “So what do I do?”

      “Well, I think you should still go to the interview tomorrow,” she said.

      “Yeah?”

      “If nothing else, it’s good experience. And maybe being in Chicago will give you a better idea of what you want.”

      “What I want is to be with Joel and have the job in Chicago.”

      “I know, sweetheart. But you have to look at the whole picture.”

      “I’m trying to.”

      “I know that.” She patted his hand. “I just want you to be sure you know what your dream is. Not the one you made three years ago, but the one your heart is guiding you toward now.”

      “You think it’s changed?”

      She shrugged. “Only you can say for sure. But it’s perfectly normal if it has. You’ve grown up, had new experiences. You’ve met someone you care for. Now’s the perfect time to take a good hard look at all of your options and decide what comes next. If it’s taking the job in Chicago, I support that. If it’s staying here and working at Jolly Java temporarily while you figure out a new plan, I support that too.”

      “I know. And that means a lot to me.” He squeezed her fingers. “You know, I keep thinking about what you said earlier. About there not only being one person out there for me. But people don’t really find one single job they love and do that their whole lives either, do they?”

      “Not very often.”

      “So … jobs come and go as much as people do. They’re not always going to be there either. Not even ones you love.” Hayden’s breath hitched. He’d meant the words to come out lightly but they suddenly felt very heavy on his tongue.

      “Sometimes they do,” she agreed, her voice growing a little thick. “But your father wouldn’t have left us voluntarily, you know that, right?”

      Hayden blinked, his eyes watering a little. “He was the one who got up on the roof that day when he knew better.”

      “Yes. And it was a really bad choice. One that cost him his life. But if he’d known, well, he’d have made a different choice. And if the company hadn’t had faulty equipment, he’d be alive too.” She shrugged, but it wasn’t a cavalier gesture, more of a rueful acknowledgement of everything that had come together in the worst way possible. “But he didn’t leave us by choice. He loved both of us. And I don’t want to see you close yourself off from happiness because you’re afraid of losing someone. I almost did with Luke and that would have been a huge mistake.”

      “I know.” He glanced away, then looked her in the eye again. “Do you think I have been doing that?”

      “I … I don’t know. I think you’re really the only one who knows for sure. But I’ve noticed you haven’t really let yourself get tied down to anything. You dated a little in college but it was pretty surface stuff, wasn’t it?”

      “Yeah,” he admitted.

      “And your friends … they’re not as supportive as I’ve thought they should be.”

      “True.”

      “And even this community. You were so dead set against getting to know anyone here. Of having any kind of connection … I wonder if maybe being afraid to lose someone or something important to you has made you keep people and places at arm’s length, until now.”

      Hayden chewed at his lip. “Maybe. I’ll have to think about it.”

      “That’s fine. You don’t have to have the answers now. I just want you to think about it all. I want you to interview for that job and try your hardest so you can make a decision with as much information as possible. Spend the night in Chicago, go out with some friends, remember what it’s like to live there. If being with Joel and staying in Christmas Falls is what you truly want, you’ll figure out something else for your career. But if you want to move to Chicago and take this job, then do it. Be sure you’re going into whatever you choose with open eyes.”

      Hayden nodded. “I’ll do that.”

      She leaned forward and hugged him. “Whatever you do, know that your dad would be very proud of you. And Luke and I are too."

      He hugged her back, holding on tightly. “Thanks, Mom.”
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Joel was taking a much-needed breather in his office on Monday afternoon when his phone vibrated with a text from Hayden.

      The interview went great! They said I should hear back soon.

      That’s amazing! So proud of you, he sent back, despite the lump in his throat.

      Aww thanks!

      Still gonna meet up with friends while you’re there?

      Yep! Drinks and dancing at a club in Boystown tonight and dinner with Leo tomorrow before I head home.

      Have fun! Can’t wait to celebrate with you when you get back.

      Joel set his phone on the desk and sighed, his heart twinging a little.

      He meant every word of it.

      Joel was so proud of Hayden. So pleased for him. Hayden was going to have an amazing life and Joel was happy he’d had the opportunity to get to know him.

      But knowing it was only going to last a little while longer … that stung.

      The more Joel got to know Hayden, the more time he spent with him, the more he realized how much he cared for Hayden.

      Joel’s phone buzzed again and he picked it up, surprised by the message Hayden had sent. JSYK, not planning to hook up with anyone while I’m here.

      Joel stared at the screen, not even sure what to say to that.

      You could, he finally typed out. I mean, if you wanted.

      I don’t, was Hayden’s swift reply. Why, do YOU want me to?

      Absolutely not was Joel’s knee-jerk reaction but he didn’t type that out.

      Although neither of them was currently having sex with anyone else, the option was there. At one point, they’d agreed to discuss it if it ever did come up, just for health reasons, but Joel had always assumed if either of them hooked up with someone else, it would be Hayden.

      And if things were ending between them as soon as Hayden moved, why shouldn’t he take advantage of everything the city had to offer?

      Not my call to make for you, Joel finally sent.

      Didn’t ask if it was, he got back a moment later. Not asking for your permission. Asking how it would make you FEEL. Would you be happy about it or not?

      No, Joel sent. I wouldn’t.

      Then I won’t. I don’t WANT anyone else. I want YOU.

      Joel swallowed thickly. Hayden made it seem so simple.

      Joel hesitated, typing and retyping several times before he sent, I don’t want anyone else but you either, wondering if it was a huge mistake.

      Good. See u in a couple of days. Miss you.

      Miss you too.

      With a sigh, Joel set his phone down and tried to gather his tangled and twisted thoughts. No surprise, considering his feelings were equally convoluted.

      Joel wanted to be with Hayden. Hayden wanted to be with him.

      All signs pointed to Hayden getting this job. Which meant he’d be moving to Chicago.

      Which meant they’d hardly see each other.

      Although, Chicago isn’t really that far is it? the voice in his head that sounded an awful lot like his buddy Josh reminded him. Four hours is doable.

      Joel made a face.

      Josh was right. And he was also right that Joel was an idiot.

      But what was Joel supposed to do? Throw away his life and business here in Christmas Falls and move back to Chicago?

      Except …

      Did it really have to be black and white? Hayden seemed so willing to handle the long-distance.

      Of course, Hayden didn’t have the experience with it that Joel did. He hadn’t seen how painful it was when it grew impossible to bridge the distance or find a compromise.

      But Hayden wasn’t Magnus …

      Hayden had a connection to Christmas Falls. He had family here.

      And wasn’t Joel the one being totally unwilling to compromise now?

      If he and Hayden both wanted it badly enough, they could make it work. Right?

      And maybe there were other options Joel hadn’t even thought of. Maybe he could come up with some other ways of bridging the distance.

      Maybe he could open a second bakery in Chicago or something.

      He’d have to find a full-time manager for the bakery here and he’d have to live in Chicago for a while but maybe after it was up and running, he could split his time between the two …

      It would be a huge undertaking, but there was no reason he couldn’t at least consider it. Living above the bakery meant his expenses were very low. Everything he hadn’t turned back around to invest in the business he’d put in savings and it had grown over the years.

      He could take out a business loan. He had years of experience running a successful place. Surely a bank would be willing to cover any capital he lacked to start up a second location.

      But that was a big step for a guy that, realistically, Joel had just met. He and Hayden had been dating for such a short time. Hayden was young and …

      Joel winced. Was he looking for ways to make this work or looking for reasons to end this before it really even started?

      He needed to sit down tonight and make a list of options. Really consider all of the angles.

      His earlier knee-jerk response had been a little short-sighted.

      It was scary, contemplating uprooting the life he was very happy in, but maybe worth it.

      Maybe if he and Hayden worked together, unlike what he and Magnus had done, they could find a way.

      A knock on the door made him glance up. “Come—come in,” he called, clearing his voice when the words stuck a little.

      “Hey, Boss?” Cassie stuck her head in. “Can I talk to you for a sec?”

      “Yeah, of course.” He straightened, taking off his reading glasses. “What is it?”

      “Nothing bad. I just wanted to let you know about a situation I dealt with. You remember that big order Mrs. Gilbert placed?”

      “Yes. For her annual Christmas party. That’s tonight, right?”

      “Yep. I dunno why she does a Christmas party on a Monday every year but whatever.”

      Joel chuckled. “So what was the situation?”

      “Well, there was a problem with her order. She said she was shorted some pastries.”

      Concerned, he leaned forward. “Why didn’t you come get me?”

      A flicker of frustration crossed Cassie’s face. “Because I had it under control and you never give me a chance to prove that.” She raised an eyebrow.

      “I’m sorry. You’re right. I don’t. Please, continue.”

      “So, the problem was on her end, not ours. She insisted she’d ordered fifty of the mini tarts but said we only delivered forty-five.”

      Joel would roll his eyes at the idea of five mini tarts making any difference amongst the dozens of cupcakes, cookies, and other baked goods she’d ordered but Henrietta Gilbert could be very exacting.

      “She ordered forty-five of each type of dessert,” he said. “I’m sure of that.”

      “Exactly! Which I politely reminded her of. I verified it on her order sheet and everything.”

      “And I took that order myself,” Joel said. “I know she said forty-five.”

      “We all know it. But that’s not the point. She was just … absolutely insistent we bring by another five or her party tonight would be ruined.”

      Joel did roll his eyes at that. “That woman …”

      “Yeah. Tell me about it. But don’t worry, I handled it and she thanked me profusely before she hung up.”

      “Huh.” Impressed, Joel sat back in his chair. “How’d you manage that?”

      “Well, it took some fast talking, but I politely explained we were extremely busy and couldn’t do a rush delivery for five mini-tarts. We have a non-negotiable minimum delivery price.”

      Joel nodded. He’d have done the same.

      “So, long story short, I sweet-talked her into ordering five more of everything bite-sized we have available to reach the delivery minimum. She’ll have plenty of food and my shift’s up in like an hour, so I’ll drop it all off on the way home so it won’t impact staffing.”

      Joel grinned. “Wow, Cassie. I’m impressed. You handled that beautifully.”

      She gave him a pleased, if maybe a touch smug, look back. “I’m good at this, Boss. If you’d give me the chance more often, you’d see it.”

      “I do see it,” he assured her. “And I’m sorry I haven’t given you more opportunities to show me before. You’re a great baker and an excellent manager. And I shouldn’t be such a control freak and micromanage everything you do.”

      She stared, open-mouthed, for a moment. “Wow. I never thought I’d hear you say that.”

      A wave of remorse washed over him. “I’m sorry for that too. Because you deserve better. You’ve been an invaluable part of this business and I couldn’t do it without you.”

      She sank into the chair across from his desk. “You mean it?”

      “I do. I know I’m lucky to have you here. And I shouldn’t take you for granted.”

      “Wow. I—I don’t even know what to say.”

      “You don’t have to say anything. Just know I’m going to try to do better, okay?”

      “Okay.” She gave him a slightly tremulous smile. “Thanks, Boss.”

      He nodded.

      She jerked her head toward the door. “I’m gonna head back out there. We’re still really busy and I want to get started on stuff for tomorrow before I leave for the day.”

      “Thanks. That would be a big help. And I’ll be out in a minute, okay?”

      “Sure. See you in the kitchen.”

      He nodded absently and reached for his phone, staring at the messages from Hayden again. He had a lot to think about tonight, that was for sure.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m sorry I’ve been kind of a shitty friend lately.”

      Hayden looked up from his beer at Leo, not sure he’d heard him right. The restaurant was kind of loud. “What?”

      Leo leaned in. “I said I’m sorry I’ve been ignoring your texts lately. I feel bad.”

      “Oh.” Hayden shrugged. “Meh. I get it. I’ve been kind of boring.”

      Toward the end, it hadn’t felt boring to him, but he knew ice-carving demos might not be the most thrilling topic.

      Although Leo had seemed pretty into that.

      Leo frowned. “Yeah but … I’m sorry I didn’t reach out more. I guess I was feeling guilty, you know?”

      “Guilty?” Hayden frowned too. “Why do you feel guilty?”

      “Because I have this great job and you couldn’t find anything.”

      “Oh.” Hayden considered that. “Yeah, but you’re a web developer. Everyone is hiring those right now.”

      “I know. But it was so easy for me and you were having such a hard time.” Leo made a face. “I’m not saying it makes sense just … that’s why I didn’t talk much. But it was dumb and I’m sorry.”

      “It really sucked,” Hayden admitted. “But I’m not mad. And thanks for the apology.”

      “Sure. Least I could do. I just wanted to clear the air, you know?”

      “Yeah, I appreciate that.”

      They fell silent, focusing on their food for a bit.

      After the waiter came to check on them, Leo cleared his throat. “So this job you interviewed for yesterday looks like it might really work out, huh? That’s exciting.”

      Hayden nodded. “Yeah, it’s a great position.”

      Hayden was even more sure after seeing the place and meeting the staff in person. It was a fantastic company offering good pay and benefits.

      “Why don’t you seem very excited about it then?” Leo asked, leaning forward with a frown.

      Hayden made a face. “Because I don’t know if I really want it.”

      “Oh?” Leo reached for his drink.

      “I’m not sure. It doesn’t feel quite right anymore.”

      “Being a web designer?”

      “No. I still love that,” Hayden said truthfully. “Just … the kind of projects the company does, maybe? It doesn’t feel like I’d get to have much creativity.”

      Leo nodded. “Yeah, I mean corporate stuff is always kind of like that though, right? You do what they tell you. Until you work your way up to being the big boss.”

      “I guess.” Hayden played with his beer. It was still mostly full. He wasn’t really in the mood for drinking tonight.

      Last night, following his interview and dinner with a girl he knew from school, he’d gone out dancing in Boystown with his so-called friends. He’d had a few drinks and the dancing was fun, but he’d found himself thinking about Joel a lot.

      Missing him.

      Hayden kept wishing he was at the gingerbread house contest they’d planned to go to instead of watching a bunch of drunk people trying to hook up.

      Most of those friends—Leo not included—had gone out last night because they wanted an excuse to party. They didn’t really care much about Hayden’s good news. Or about anything else in his life.

      He had practically seen their eyes glaze over when he’d talked about what he’d been doing in Christmas Falls.

      They didn’t really care about him or what was happening in his life.

      Leo—whatever his mistakes—actually cared. Plus, he found the whole Christmas Falls shtick hilarious.

      “So, if it’s not this job, what would you rather do?” Leo asked.

      Hayden sighed. “I don’t know. I keep toying with these ideas for the town festival website. I don’t know if they’d even want to change anything though. Or if they’d have any money to pay me to do it, but …”

      Hayden had taken his mom’s advice and spent the entire drive up to Chicago thinking about what he wanted.

      Not what he’d wanted in the past, but what he wanted now. What felt right to him now that he was out of school and had seen a little more of the job market.

      Last night, he’d left the club early to wander around Boystown. He’d crashed on Leo’s couch, then gotten up early and headed out on his own again.

      He’d walked down to the lakefront and wandered Millenium Park. Rode the L and checked out all of his favorite places. The quirky little shops and the cool restaurants. The dive bars and the movie theaters.

      And yeah, he missed a lot of them.

      But this place didn’t really feel like home.

      He’d tried to keep an open mind like his mom suggested. Imagined what his life would be like if he chose the job here. But it felt wrong. Like an old jacket that was a little too small.

      Technically, it fit. But it wasn’t comfortable anymore.

      Hayden couldn’t quite shake the feeling that he’d outgrown the city somehow. Which seemed ironic since Chicago was enormous compared to Christmas Falls.

      He wondered if Joel had felt that way when he lived here.

      “But you want projects like that?” Leo prompted, bringing his attention back to their conversation. “Designing sites for small town festivals and stuff?”

      “I think so,” Hayden said slowly. “I mean, I think I’d be good at the other job too. But I think I’d love having more creative control. Something a little more personal.”

      Hayden didn’t give a shit about designing a page to sell a new expensive perfume brand. But he did care about making a great page so people could get info to visit Christmas Falls. Or so people like Joel could sell more of their baked goods.

      Hayden hadn’t realized what a difference there was until now.

      “So, obviously I want you to move back here to Chicago,” Leo said earnestly. “I know I didn’t do a good job showing that but I really do miss you.”

      “Thanks,” Hayden said with a smile. “I missed you too.”

      “But honestly, you look way more excited talking about anything to do with Christmas Falls than you do talking about stuff here.”

      “Yeah.” Hayden sighed, pushing away his food. “I, uh, kinda met a guy too.”

      Leo snorted. “No shit. You’ve talked nonstop about Joel the hot ginger baker.”

      Hayden flushed and reached for his water. “Am I that obvious?”

      “Pretty obvious, yeah.”

      “Well …” Hayden pulled out his phone and pulled up a picture of them together. “Just look at him.”

      Leo studied the picture and smirked. “Oh yeah, I get it now.”

      “And his looks are only a little part of it. He’s a great guy. It’s just … it’s turning out to be a lot more than I expected,” Hayden said with a heavy sigh.

      “That’s good, right?”

      “I think so. I just have to figure out what I want for my future.” Hayden frowned. “And how to make it happen.”

      “Well, you’re smart, you’ll figure it out,” Leo said. “And he’d be an idiot if he didn’t want to work that out with you.”
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      By Tuesday night, Joel’s couch was strewn with papers, notepads, and pens. His laptop was open to his budget software and he’d been crunching numbers and writing out half-assed ideas as they came to him.

      But it hit him, hours into it all, that he really shouldn’t be doing any of this without talking to Hayden. With a sigh, Joel capped his pen and tossed it on the notebook.

      Hayden was heading back to Christmas Falls and Joel was tempted to text him to come straight here.

      Joel could stay awake long enough for that, right?

      But his eyelids were already drooping and there was no good reason for him to stay up for three more hours.

      Hayden could come over tomorrow like they’d already planned and seriously discuss what their future held. There would be compromises ahead for both of them but they could make it work if Hayden wanted it as much as Joel did.

      Yawning, Joel closed his laptop, too tired to tidy his mess.

      Meh. He’d deal with it in the morning.

      He stood and ambled over to the bathroom to brush his teeth. He was in the midst of simultaneously scrubbing his teeth and scrolling through the bakery’s Facebook page to respond to comments he’d missed when his phone buzzed with a text.

      He checked it, assuming it was an update from Hayden—and hoping it wasn’t one saying he was broken down somewhere—when he realized it was from Josh.

      Emmanuella’s here! There was a picture attached of an exhausted but happy-looking family. Josh, Meredith, their son Eagan, and a tiny bundle with a sweet face.

      Joel absently spat in the sink then set his toothbrush aside, smiling at the sight of his friend’s new baby.

      How lucky they all were.

      And then Joel stilled, considering it. No, Josh wasn’t lucky.

      Luck and good timing might have brought Meredith into his life but he’d worked hard to build a good life with her. Worked hard to take care of his growing family. Compromised when necessary for the good of all three—now four—of them.

      Exactly what Joel should be doing with Hayden if he wanted a future with him.

      And he did.

      He wanted Hayden’s grumpy morning face and mild disdain for all things Christmas. He wanted to see his eyes light up every time he took a bite of Joel’s ginger-molasses cookies. He wanted Hayden snuggled up on the couch, ignoring a hockey game in favor of sliding his hand into Joel’s pants and teasing him until they ended up in the bedroom.

      He wanted Hayden’s cold feet and his inked freckled skin so soft Joel marveled at it.

      He wanted to discover new things about him and to laugh and cry and argue with him. He wanted a shot at the kind of happiness Josh and Meredith had fought for.

      Joel put so much of himself into the bakery, so much of his time and love and attention. It was thriving now and yeah, he had more he wanted to achieve. He had dreams of other ways to grow the bakery.

      But he wanted to see how he and Hayden could thrive if he put all of that time, love, and attention into their relationship.

      Joel had sacrificed and made compromises before. There was no reason he couldn’t do it again. Look where it had gotten him with his business.

      Live the life you imagine was a great motto but he’d had too narrow of a focus. It wasn’t just about building a career he loved, it was about finding a fulfilling relationship too.

      It could mean whatever he wanted it to.

      Joel felt peaceful and resolved when he typed out a message to his friend. Congratulations. I am so happy for all of you. Emmanuella is beautiful. I can’t wait to meet her.

      And Joel promised himself that as soon as Hayden returned to Christmas Falls, he’d show him how much he meant to him.

      He was determined to find a way to make their relationship work.
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        * * *

      

      Hayden jogged up the old wooden stairs to Joel’s apartment, smiling as he fitted the key in the lock.

      The door opened with only a tiny little squeak and he quietly tiptoed in.

      The apartment was dark, the only light coming from the kitchen and living room windows. Afraid he was going to bump into something, Hayden clicked on the lamp by the door.

      He tilted his head, puzzled by the messy couch.

      Joel usually tidied up a little before he went to bed, but tonight the couch held an assortment of notebooks and pens. Hayden went over to inspect the mess and nearly knocked the laptop off the coffee table when he tripped over the cord.

      So much for turning on the light.

      When Hayden straightened the device and plugged it back in, he frowned at the sight of a bold headline on the sheet of paper.

      CHICAGO BAKERY TIMELINE it said in big, blocky letters.

      Chicago bakery? What is that about? Hayden wondered.

      There was a bullet point list below it.

      •	Begin with food truck?

      •	Research Chicago neighborhoods

      •	Explore current real estate

      •	Write business plan

      •	Secure financing/startup capital

      Hayden read the steps below that, growing increasingly confused.

      It hit him when he was about halfway through the list what this was and he gasped, covering his mouth with his hand to stifle the sound.

      Joel was looking into opening a bakery in Chicago.

      And Hayden couldn’t imagine Joel doing it for any other reason than because he wanted to be where Hayden was.

      The amount of work he’d already put into it was touching but Hayden would never want him to go somewhere that would make him unhappy. He didn’t want Joel trying to make his life fit with the one he thought Hayden wanted.

      Especially now that Hayden had realized he wanted something different.

      It was so sweet and so Joel that it made Hayden’s heart ache, but he didn’t want Joel to live anywhere but Christmas Falls. The place where everyone knew him and loved him. The place where he knew everyone’s names and gave out free drinks and didn’t charge people to use his Wi-Fi.

      The place where he belonged.

      “You ridiculous man,” Hayden whispered, smiling. He carefully set down the notepad and retrieved his backpack, taking out his toiletries.

      He brushed his teeth and washed his face but decided he’d shower in the morning before he left for Jolly Java.

      He turned out the lights and crept into the bedroom, staring at Joel for a moment. The moon was up and about three-quarters full, the light spilling into the window through the curtain Joel never remembered to shut.

      He slept deeply, curled up on his side. His chest was bare and he looked so relaxed and comfortable. Warm and cozy, the very embodiment of hygge. Or at least what hygge meant to Hayden.

      Smiling, Hayden slipped into the bed, trying not to disturb him.

      But Joel stirred a little. “Hayden?” he muttered. “Thought you were going home tonight.”

      Joel must mean the house where his mom and Luke lived.

      He scooted a little closer. “Maybe I want this to be home,” he said quietly. “Here with you.”

      Joel blinked, rubbing his face. “Whaa …? Am I dreaming?”

      “No.” Hayden settled his hand on Joel’s chest. “And you don’t have to start a bakery in Chicago.”

      “Huh?”

      “I saw your plans,” Hayden said. “You don’t have to move to Chicago and open a bakery for me.”

      At that, Joel seemed to wake up. “Well, we should talk. I do want a future with you, Hayden. I want—”

      “I want that too,” Hayden said, smiling. “I want to be with you and I know we have a lot to figure out but I don’t want the job in Chicago. I’m not going to take it, even if they offer it to me.”

      “Hayden …” Joel sounded reluctant as he sat up, the covers puddling around his waist. “Don’t give up the perfect job for me.”

      “I’m not,” Hayden said earnestly. “I realized some stuff while I was there and I’ll tell you all about it tomorrow. But the short version is, I have a different dream for my future now. And yeah, you’re in it. But me turning down the job is about a lot more than staying here in Christmas Falls with you. It’s about realizing what it is I want from my life.”

      “Yeah?” Joel asked, cupping his cheek.

      “Yeah,” Hayden said, smiling. “But I hope you’ll be a big part of it. And I might need your help figuring out how to get the job I actually want.”

      “Good.” Joel pulled him close, pressing his nose to Hayden’s hair. “Because I came to some realizations too. Long-distance or not, I want to be with you. And I’ll help you figure out whatever you need. I’ll work with you to figure it out.”

      Still smiling, Hayden pulled him down onto the sheets. “I’d love that.”

      “We’ll talk about it tomorrow, yeah?” Joel said, yawning, his body already softening against Hayden’s as he wrapped his arms around him.

      “Yeah, that sounds great.” Hayden sighed contently, shifting closer to Joel, hoping for a kiss before he passed out again.

      But Joel yelped, lifting his head off the pillow to glare at Hayden. “Holy shit. Your feet are freezing. What did you do? Walk from Chicago barefoot?”

      “No. I swear I didn’t.” Laughing, Hayden tried to pull away but Joel pinned him in place.

      “Well, give ’em here. I might as well warm them up.” He tucked Hayden’s cold feet between his big thighs and Hayden wiggled closer, smiling.

      Yeah, there was no way he was letting a great guy like Joel get away.

      Hayden would just have to design the kind of life where they could both be happy.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, Cassie. Would you mind taking your break with me?” Joel asked a few days later as he spotted his employee heading into the break room to eat lunch.

      She raised a pierced eyebrow. “Sure, Boss. What’s up?”

      “Grab some food and meet me in my office. We can talk about it there.”

      “Uh.” Her laugh was a little nervous. “Why do I feel like I’m about to get a lecture from the principal?”

      Joel chuckled. “You’re not in trouble. It’s good stuff, I promise.”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      He poured himself another cup of coffee then tidied his desk, clearing a spot for her to put her food.

      She came in a few minutes later with the takeout lunch he’d ordered from Frosty’s.

      It was nothing fancy. Just good sandwiches, kettle-cooked chips, and sides to go with them, but they were getting to the part of the year where every day at the bakery was hectic beyond belief.

      Joel always figured the least he could do was feed the people working their asses off for him.

      “So,” Cassie said after she took a seat. “I’m not in trouble?”

      “No. Not at all.” Joel smiled. “I actually want to run some things by you and get your opinion. It might mean more responsibility for you.”

      “Oh.” She straightened, pickle spear in hand. “Really?”

      “Really,” he said firmly. “I’ve been impressed with your work. You handled the situation with Henrietta Gilbert so well. It showed great initiative. And you’ve opened three Mondays in a row now and did a fantastic job with morning prep.”

      “Wow. Thanks.”

      “No, I should be thanking you. And apologizing again because I really haven’t given you the credit for how hard you work. You deserve more responsibility and I need to fix that.”

      She nodded but her mouth was full of sandwich, so he kept going. He’d been thinking about this a lot in the past couple of days.

      “I could go into all of the reasons why but mostly it boils down to wanting to do right by my aunt and uncle’s legacy. They worked so hard and I was afraid of letting them down. But obviously I took it a little too far, micromanaging everything and not really giving myself much of an opportunity to have a life.”

      Cassie swallowed. “I get it. They’re so proud of you though. Every time they come in, they rave about what you’ve done with the place.”

      “Thank you. And they’ve told me as much too,” Joel said. “I just don’t think it hit me until recently that maybe all of the hard work wasn’t necessary anymore. I certainly don’t want to be a hands-off boss. I love getting my hands in the dough and working on recipe development and all of that. But I think it’s time I cut back on my hours a little. Shift some responsibility to some other people. Especially you.”

      “Wow,” Cassie said. “Really?”

      He nodded. “So I want to discuss you taking on some more opening shifts if you’re up for it. I know getting up that early is a pain and you live farther away than I do but …”

      She chuckled and set her food down. “Honestly, I don’t mind. Jake works a weird shift at the hospital anyway and we don’t have kids so that’s no issue. Early morning hours would mean I’d get home a little earlier and see more of him so … yeah, give me as many of those opening shifts as you want. I’d love to have them.”

      “Wow. Well, that was easy,” he said, surprised. “I thought you might need some time to consider it.”

      “Uh, no. I mean, I can take it if you want me to but I’ve been hoping for this opportunity for a long time. I’m ready to jump on it.”

      “It’ll come with increased pay too,” he said.

      Cassie waved that off. “Not why I want it. I mean, hell yes, more pay is great. I’m not turning that down …”

      They shared a grin.

      “But it’s not about that,” she continued. “I want … well, can I be honest here?”

      “Of course,” he said.

      “I really want you to mentor me. Like your Aunt Margaret did for you.”

      Joel blinked. “Oh. I …”

      “I mean, if you don’t want to—”

      “No, I’d love that,” Joel said. “I—I had no idea you felt that way.”

      “Boss.” Cassie leaned forward. “I love this place. Every brick of it. Every last cinnamon twist and garlic herb roll. And I want to learn from you. Learn how you do it.”

      Joel hesitated as a thought occurred to him. “You don’t have to answer this if you don’t want to, but … I worry a little. Do you ever resent Aunt Margaret and Uncle Raymond selling me this place instead of offering it to you?”

      Cassie blinked and then barked out a short, sharp laugh. “Oh no. Is that what you think? God, absolutely not.”

      “Good,” he said. “You were here longer than I was and I wondered ...”

      “Oh, no. You have nothing to worry about there. I’m what … only two years older than you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I wasn’t ready for that responsibility then. Your Aunt Margaret hadn’t been training me since I was a teenager.”

      “Yeah, but did you wish she had?”

      “No. I mean, maybe looking back now I realize how great it would have been but when you were listening intently to her lectures about the difference between a biga and a poolish, I was a punk kid working here to make enough money to go to concerts and buy cigarettes. I didn’t give a shit about bread starters.”

      Joel smiled. Yeah, Cassie had been pretty intent on doing the bare minimum then.

      “You were in love with this place from the beginning,” Cassie said with a thoughtful frown. “But it was slower for me. I never planned to make this my career. I did eventually fall in love with it but it took time.”

      “I can see that,” Joel admitted. “I certainly know how much you love this place now.”

      “I do. Baking’s part of my soul now, you know? I wake up thinking about it and fall asleep thinking about it and … and I love that.”

      “I wouldn’t give you more responsibility if I thought otherwise.”

      Like recognized like.

      “Good. So, don’t ever worry about me getting passed over by Margaret and Raymond, Boss,” Cassie said earnestly. “This place is yours, exactly like it should be. I just want a chance to learn from you. Maybe stretch my own creative roots sometime. I have some ideas. Stuff I’ve worked on at home.”

      “Yeah?” Joel was touched by the shy, hopeful look in her eyes. “I’d love to hear what you’ve come up with. Maybe once the craziness from the holiday dies down, we can take an hour or so in the kitchen every week and mess around with dough and talk about your ideas.”

      “Oh man, I’d love that.” Her eyes were glowing. “Because I’ve been working on this roasted orange and olive focaccia with rosemary …”

      “Nooo,” Joel said, laughing as he stood. “Don’t get me started. Not now. You need to eat your lunch and enjoy your break. And I’ve gotta get out there and help. The lunch rush will be starting soon.”

      “Sounds good.” Cassie grinned. “Before you go though, I want to ask you one thing.”

      “Sure. What is it?” He tilted his head to study her.

      “Is this big change because of your runner kid?”

      “Yeah.” Joel smiled softly. “Hayden’s made me rethink some of my priorities, that’s for sure.”

      “That’s great, Boss. I’m really happy for you.”

      “Thanks. And I think at this point you can call me Joel,” he said with a little laugh.

      Cassie shrugged, reaching for a kettle chip. “I mean, I’d rather call you Boss or McArthur, if that’s okay.”

      Joel smiled. “Yeah, that’s okay.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, Luke?” Hayden asked, sticking his head out into the garage where his stepdad liked to putter. “Could I get your help with something?”

      Luke turned to him, smiling, but clearly a little surprised. “Sure. What is it?”

      “So, I want to do something to surprise Joel,” Hayden explained. “He’s super busy at the bakery and never has time to decorate his apartment for the holidays. I thought it might be kinda nice if I did it for him.”

      Luke’s smile widened. “That’s sweet of you. I’m sure he’ll love it. How can I help?”

      “Well, I need help wrangling a tree,” Hayden said. "I want to go get one from Milton’s but don’t think I can manage getting it up to his apartment on my own. And it won’t really fit in my car, unfortunately.”

      “Yeah, of course. We can use my truck. When were you thinking?”

      “I dunno. When are you free? I still need to find decorations.”

      “I’ve got the whole week off work so let me know when you want to do it.”

      “Oh, that’s nice,” Hayden said. “Mom will love that. Honestly, taking time off is probably the best Christmas gift you could give her.”

      Luke smiled. “I thought it might be. But, hey, do you want to see what else I got her?”

      “Sure,” Hayden said, kinda touched Luke was letting him in on the secret.

      “C’mere. I have it stashed in my tool chest here so she doesn’t accidentally stumble across it.” Luke glanced at the door to the house before he eased a velvet box out of the drawer. He cracked it open and the diamond bracelet caught the light, glittering brightly.

      “I mean, I don’t know much about jewelry,” Hayden admitted. “But that’s really pretty. I think she’ll love it.”

      “I hope so. I wanted something to go with that necklace she had made from her first wedding ring.”

      “I think this is perfect,” Hayden said. “Really thoughtful. Way better than the vacuum cleaner you were joking about earlier.”

      Luke laughed and closed the box, tucking it safely away again. “Glad to hear it.”

      Hayden turned to go but Luke said, “And, hey, for what it’s worth, I’m really proud of you, Hayden.”

      “What?” Hayden glanced back.

      “I—I’m proud of you. I know turning down the job in Chicago was hard but I think it’s good you’re not rushing into it.”

      “Thanks. That means a lot to me,” Hayden admitted. His mom was proud too, though it was clear she was still concerned about him.

      “You’ll get where you want to be,” Luke said with a smile. “Give it time. And if there’s anything I can do to help, you tell me.”

      Hayden swallowed past the lump in his throat. “Thanks. That really does mean a lot. The tree’s the only thing at the moment, but I’ll let you know if I think of something else.”

      “Perfect. And I’m glad you’re thinking about staying in town. It would be good to have you around more. I’m proud of Elise and her career but I’m always hoping someday she and Geoff and the kids will be able to move here.”

      “It was fun seeing them at Thanksgiving,” Hayden said. He’d had a good time with his … well, he supposed Elise was his stepsister. He didn’t think of her that way much since they were both adults when their parents got married.

      This was the first year Hayden had spent a holiday with them but he liked Elise and her husband. And the kids were fun.

      “They’ll be back for Christmas,” Luke said, looking pleased. “My ex-wife is going on some vacation with her new husband and Elise and Geoff visited his family last year so they’re coming here.”

      “Oh nice,” Hayden said. “That’ll be great.”

      “Yeah.” Luke’s smile widened. “It’s always good to see how excited kids are on Christmas morning.”

      Hayden smiled too. “I used to get so into it. We didn’t have a fireplace so Dad would hide the stockings around the house and Mom and I had to hunt for ours. He was so good at it too.”

      “That’s a nice tradition.”

      Hayden bit his lip. “Maybe … maybe we could do that for Elise’s kids? I was thinking the two of us could hide them or whatever.”

      He’d tried to keep his tone nonchalant but, clearly, he didn’t pull it off very well because he could see the surprise written all over Luke’s face.

      “Yeah,” Luke said gruffly. “That would be really nice.”

      “I’d like it too,” Hayden said, his voice not much better and Luke reached out and squeezed Hayden’s upper arm.

      Maybe it was time Hayden stopped missing all of the little traditions he’d lost when his dad died and started creating some new ones.
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        * * *

      

      “Want to watch some hockey tonight?” Joel asked as Hayden finished drying the last dinner dish.

      “Do you mind if we talk about stuff, instead?”

      “No, not at all.” Joel smiled, leaning in to kiss Hayden’s temple. “What do you want to discuss?”

      “Well, I mean, we talked about some of it since I got back from Chicago. But I’m still trying to figure out how to make this all work now that I’ve officially turned down the position there.” Hayden walked to the couch and flopped onto it.

      “Well …” Joel sat a little more slowly, swinging his feet up to put them in Hayden’s lap. He’d gotten in the habit of massaging the aches out of Joel’s arches and it was a little slice of heaven. “I put out some feelers to people I know. I asked about positions you might not have heard about. Sometimes smaller businesses aren’t great about getting the word out online.”

      “Any luck?” Hayden asked, digging his thumb into Joel’s foot, hard enough to make Joel’s toes curl.

      He could hear Hayden trying not to get his hopes up.

      “Nothing in town. But!” Joel added. “I did reach out to someone at the U of C satellite campus.”

      “Oh, right, I always forget that’s only like half an hour from here.”

      “Yep. And I know a guy in the food sciences department.”

      Hayden’s forehead wrinkled but he didn’t say anything.

      “And no,” Joel said teasingly. “I’m not trying to get you to go back to school to learn to bake.”

      Hayden laughed. “It might be kinda cool to learn a little bit about baking but why wouldn’t I learn from the best?” He squeezed Joel’s foot, clearly meaning him.

      Joel smiled. “I’d love to teach you a few things if you’re curious. But no, I’m not asking for that reason. This guy’s husband works in HR. And there’s a position available through the college.”

      “To teach web design?” Hayden wrinkled his nose. “I dunno if that’s what I want.”

      “Nope, not teaching. It’s a web designer position with the university itself. I’m not sure how excited you are about designing pages for faculty and researchers though,” Joel warned. “And it’s probably not going to allow you to be as creative as you’d like. But the pay’s solid and the benefits are good. You’ll have a leg up because you graduated from U of C and they like internal hirings. And my buddy’s husband can get you an interview as soon as the new semester begins in January.”

      “Oh, wow.” Hayden looked gobsmacked. “I … I mean, I definitely want to see the details. Make sure I’m familiar with the programs they use or at least knowledgeable enough to teach myself more as I go. Why wasn’t it listed on any of the big job sites though? University positions usually are.”

      “Ehh, sounds like they had it posted for a while last spring, didn’t find any good candidates, and then someone dropped the ball on listing it again. I’m not sure if they forgot or just hadn’t gotten around to it yet but …”

      “Huh. Well, lucky me.”

      “Right?” Joel chuckled. “You don’t have to commit to anything this second. With the holidays, they’re not moving quickly on it anyway. So you have some time to think. I know it’s not exactly what you want but …”

      “No, I love that you found it for me.” Hayden squeezed his foot again. “That was really sweet. I do want to take a serious look at it. Because I could live here in Christmas Falls and commute half an hour a day. That’s totally doable.”

      Joel let out a rueful laugh. “I mean, obviously, I have a vested interest in keeping you around here. So if the job is a good fit, that would be great. But I don’t want you to settle for something that doesn’t make you happy.”

      “Well, show me the info and I’ll see how I feel about it.”

      “Okay.” Joel dug his phone out of his pocket and brought up the email.

      Hayden shifted so his back was resting against Joel’s chest and took the phone. He studied the screen for a while.

      “I could do this,” he finally said, setting the phone on Joel’s thigh.

      “Yeah, but do you want to?” Joel slid a hand under Hayden’s shirt, not to start anything, just to rub little circles on his skin and feel the connection.

      “I think so,” Hayden said thoughtfully. “Maybe not forever. But this is a great starting position. I already know the software and UX stuff. I’d have some job security and benefits. The pay’s a little lower than most of the jobs I’ve looked at but the cheaper cost of living here would totally make up for it.”

      “Would you enjoy it?” Joel asked, stilling.

      “I think so. I’d want to talk to the hiring manager about it first. See if I’d have any creative input. But if there’s at least some, I think I’d find the job interesting. I’d definitely rather work with professors and researchers than big corporations.” He twisted to look Joel in the eye. “And I really do want your help to put together a proposal for Griffin about revamping the festival’s website. That’s something I could work on in my free time.”

      “True.”

      “To be honest, I don’t think Christmas Falls has the budget for me to do it full time. But if they could pay me for my time to do this as a side project? That would be amazing. I’d have the best of both worlds.”

      “Yeah, I can help with the business proposal for sure,” Joel said. “And I can definitely help you get in a word with Griff. He owes me about six favors at this point.”

      “Perfect.”

      “And my website needs work too and I would be happy to discuss what it would cost to hire you to revamp it at some point.”

      “Definitely. Gah, I’m excited about this,” Hayden said and his face glowed with the kind of happiness Joel loved to see. “Like, really, legitimately excited.”

      “Yeah?” Joel cupped his cheek.

      “I’d get to have it all.” Hayden laughed. “I mean, I know nothing’s a done deal yet or anything and even once it is, it’ll be a shitload of work but if I get to have you and hopefully a job I feel great about …”

      “Don’t forget Christmas 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 365 days a year,” Joel reminded him.

      Hayden laughed. “And that.”

      Joel grew more serious. “Would you hate it? Tell me honestly. Will nonstop Christmas make you miserable?”

      “No.” Hayden’s expression was so open and sincere Joel didn’t doubt it for a minute. “The town’s kinda grown on me. Ask me how I feel about it in June, I guess but …”

      “I really like the idea of you still being here in June,” Joel murmured, leaning in for a kiss.

      “Yeah, me too.” Hayden kissed him, slowly and deeply.

      Joel almost got lost in it but he remembered something else he wanted to talk to Hayden about and he gently pulled away. “Hey, what are your plans for Christmas? I’d love to spend at least some of the day with you.”

      “Well, my stepsister and her family are going to be at Mom and Luke’s place. I think the plan was to open gifts in the morning and then do dinner in the evening. I’d really like to be there for the kids opening gifts. Luke and I made some plans for the kids’ stockings that would be a really nice tradition to start.”

      Joel squeezed Hayden’s arm, happy that he was finding joy in what had been a difficult holiday. “I think that sounds wonderful.”

      “Think you could join us? Mom wanted you to know you’re invited to spend the day with us.”

      “I can definitely be there in the morning.” Joel considered their options. “I usually go to my cousin Arlo’s for dinner though. I was going to ask if you wanted to come to that with me, but it sounds like there may be a bit of a conflict.”

      “Hmm.” Hayden frowned. “True. I’d ask Mom and Luke if they could do brunch instead of dinner or something, but I know Luke has to run out and get his mom from her assisted-living place. I guess she’s really fussy about doing the traditional sit-down dinner and all that stuff.”

      Joel chuckled.

      “Don’t get me wrong,” Hayden hastily added. “She was super nice when I met her at Mom and Luke’s wedding. But apparently you don’t mess with her holiday traditions, and she’s like eighty-six so no one really knows how much longer she’ll be able to have that.”

      “Well,” Joel said slowly. “What if we go to your family’s stuff in the morning? Then while Luke’s out getting his mom, I can drop off pies at Arlo’s, and have dinner with your family.”

      Hayden reached up and fiddled with his flannel shirt collar. “I don’t want you to miss your family stuff.”

      Joel shrugged. “Well, I did spend Thanksgiving with them. And we can talk to Arlo about doing a dinner a few days after that too. More of a casual, potluck-type thing.”

      “That sounds nice. You sure you don’t mind?”

      “Nah. Maybe this year we can spend it with your family and next year we can do dinner at Arlo’s.”

      “I like that! Plus I could come with you to drop off the pies,” Hayden offered. “That way I can at least meet Arlo and the rest of your family.”

      “Perfect.”

      Hayden smiled and snuggled close. “God, it’s all coming together, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah.” Joel kissed the top of his head.

      With a little luck and a lot of hard work, it really seemed like it was.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Hayden was already awake when Joel’s alarm went off.

      Joel sleepily fumbled to turn it off. After, he sat upright, eyes still closed, groping sightlessly in Hayden’s direction.

      Hayden grabbed Joel’s hand. He was endearingly not a morning person. “Morning.”

      “Morning.” Joel’s voice was rough and he squeezed Hayden’s fingers. “Okay, time to get up.”

      He staggered out of bed, clearly talking to himself rather than Hayden, and Hayden’s smile widened.

      It was a little bit funny that someone who had been getting up in the wee hours of the morning for more than a decade was still so bad at waking up.

      Joel rubbed his eyes, blinking down at Hayden. “How long’ve you been awake?” he rasped.

      “Maybe twenty minutes. Not too bad.”

      Sleeping next to Joel certainly hadn’t cured Hayden’s insomnia but it had been a little better lately.

      Maybe it was feeling more settled in his life. Maybe it was knowing he was on the right path. Maybe it was having Joel’s cozy, steady presence in his life. Whatever the reason, Hayden was pleased.

      Joel was still bleary-eyed as he tromped down the stairs to the bakery a short while later.

      Hayden followed, making a beeline for the coffee machine while Joel took care of breakfast.

      Hayden poured them both cups and fixed them to suit their individual tastes. When he handed Joel’s mug over, Joel sleepily kissed Hayden’s cheek, then passed over a plate of peanut butter toast with banana.

      They ate in companionable silence.

      Hayden silently trailed him as he went through his morning routine, flipping on lights and bringing the bakery kitchen to life for the day.

      When everything was ready, Hayden settled on a nearby stool with a second cup of coffee and his laptop, half-watching Joel work as he checked his emails and caught up on social media.

      It was peaceful and Hayden understood why Joel liked these quiet mornings.

      Although he’d told Hayden he was planning to cut down on his opening shift hours starting in January.

      At first, Hayden had been worried it was something Joel was doing for Hayden or because he felt like he had to for their relationship but he’d shaken his head.

      “Nah, this will be good for me. It’s time I enjoy the rest of my life outside of the bakery.”

      And Hayden had nodded because that made perfect sense to him.

      Besides, Joel seemed really pleased about the idea of turning more responsibility over to Cassie.

      “It’ll be good for both of us,” he’d said firmly. “And it’s way overdue.”

      Now, Joel hummed a Christmas tune to himself as he shaped dough, weaving it into a braid.

      Hayden’s stomach fluttered as he thought about the surprise he had planned for later today.

      It had taken all week for Hayden to prepare it.

      He thought Joel would love it—hoped Joel would love it—but there were still a few nerves as he contemplated all of the ways his plans could go wrong.

      What if someone let the secret slip?

      “I want to open a food truck.”

      Hayden glanced up, blinking.

      “Yeah?” Hayden asked once that sunk in.

      “When I made those wild plans to open a second bakery in Chicago, I thought I’d start with a food truck there. I wanted to see how that went before I committed to a business loan in a second location. I’m glad I didn’t end up needing to start the bakery but for some reason I can’t let go of the idea of the truck.”

      “Hmm.” Hayden considered the idea. “That could be cool. You still thinking about doing that in Chicago or somewhere else?”

      “I think I’d start here in Christmas Falls,” Joel said thoughtfully. His arms were bare under his black T-shirt with the Ginger’s Breads logo and apron and Hayden was momentarily distracted by the view of the muscles tightening with every knead of the bread dough. “Test it out.”

      Hayden nodded. “Makes sense.”

      “I mean, with the festival traffic and the summer events, it seems worth exploring. And then I’d maybe expand outward from there. Check out other local festivals and see what’s in St. Louis or Chicago. I don’t know. I’ll have to look into the licensing a lot more but I’m excited about the idea.”

      “I’m glad you’re excited about it. Let me know what I can do to help.”

      “I will.” Joel smiled, looking at him steadily, hands still moving across the dough like he was operating on pure muscle memory now. “What if we spent a little time in Chicago too? No work, just fun.”

      Hayden studied his face. “Do you want to do it or are you doing that for me?”

      Joel shrugged. “Little of both, maybe? I was thinking about the stuff I missed there.”

      “Like the restaurants and international groceries?” Hayden reached for his coffee.

      “Exactly.” Joel smiled. “I thought it might be fun to occasionally take a weekend off and go there together. We could maybe go to an Otters’ game and meet up with Jamie and Taylor after. And I can show you my favorite places and you can show me yours.”

      “I’d love that,” Hayden said honestly. As long as it would be fun for both of them, he was totally on board. “I could introduce you to Leo too.”

      Leo had been really happy for him when he told him he and Joel and were working out a plan to be together.

      “Definitely. You can invite him here to visit sometime as well.”

      “Yeah, I should,” Hayden agreed. “There’s a really great bakery he might want to check out. They have the best ginger-molasses cookies.”

      Joel beamed. “That’s what I hear.”

      Hayden slid off the stool and stepped a little closer to Joel. “They’re my second favorite thing in town, you know?”

      “Let me guess. Is it the pumpkin cinnamon rolls?”

      “Close.” Hayden grinned. “But I think the owner of the bakery is my favorite.”

      “Hayden,” Joel said, his voice turning husky.

      “Just wanted you to know.” Hayden leaned in, pressing his lips to Joel’s.

      They kissed for a moment before they reluctantly drew apart, the smooth dough still cradled in Joel’s palms.

      Hayden stepped back, but not before he got a handful of Joel’s ass and squeezed. Just to remind him what was in store for him later.

      They’d hardly been able to keep their hands off each other all week.

      Knowing they had all the time in the world together hadn’t dimmed their enthusiasm at all. And Hayden loved that.

      Joel licked his lips as he resumed kneading the bread. “Hmm, you taste good. It makes me think I should do a coffee, banana, peanut butter muffin sometime.”

      “Oh yeah?” Hayden asked, smiling.

      “Might be my new favorite flavor,” Joel said teasingly.

      “I can’t wait to test those out.” Hayden stretched, then gathered his laptop. “But I should get over to the coffee shop. See you later?”

      “See you later,” Joel echoed, leaning in for another quick kiss. It sounded—and felt—like a promise.

      Despite Hayden’s outerwear—plus the cozy scarf of Joel’s he was still wearing—the air was cold when walked out the back door of Ginger’s Breads.

      A light dusting of snow crunched under Hayden’s feet as he passed the parking lot behind the building, then turned onto Christmas Boulevard. He shook his head, laughing to himself at how ridiculous this town was.

      But … it was his new home.

      And he wasn’t mad about that.

      When Hayden reached the cross street, he automatically turned his head to look for traffic. There was no one coming but he did a double take at the image on the side of Ginger’s Breads.

      There had always been a gingerbread person painted on the white brick next to the windows.

      But it had been replaced by graffiti art.

      The wall now held a stylized depiction of the word JOY surrounded by children ice-skating, families holding hands in front of a Christmas tree, and carolers singing.

      It was beautifully done, like the other bits of holiday graffiti that had popped up around town.

      There was something weirdly familiar about it though that nagged at him and it had been bugging him for a while now.

      The style was familiar, but Hayden couldn’t quite place it.

      Curious, he turned the corner and walked over, carefully searching the image for the artist’s name.

      They were often tucked into the design somewhere, some boldly tagged, some more subtly worked into the art.

      But if there was a signature hidden in this, Hayden couldn’t find it.

      He thought about going back inside to tell Joel but a glance at his phone told him he needed to hurry or he’d be late for his shift at Jolly Java.

      Thankfully, he made it with a few minutes to spare and he had enough time to call Joel to let him know about the artistic vandalism. “Hey, did you know your building got tagged with Christmas graffiti this morning?”

      Joel laughed. “You’re the third person to call in the past ten minutes.”

      “Ugh, this town.” Hayden rolled his eyes but he wasn’t actually complaining. He supposed it was nice everyone looked out for everyone else.

      Were they nosy? Yes.

      Was it all bad? Maybe not.

      Rebecca was making a hurry-up motion so he hastily said, “Okay, gotta go, just wanted to let you know about the art. Guess I didn’t need to.”

      “It’s always good to hear your voice,” Joel said warmly and Hayden felt it down to his toes.

      But there was no time for more than a quick goodbye before Hayden hung up and hustled behind the counter to help get ready for the morning rush.

      And it was a rush.

      Jolly Java was packed the moment it opened and Hayden hit the ground running. He didn’t stop to take a deep breath until mid-morning as customers finally cleared out.

      “Bye, Mrs. Gilbert! Have a nice day,” Hayden called as she left.

      He slumped against the counter, relieved to have a moment that wasn’t go-go-go.

      “Mrs. Gilbert gives the best tips, doesn’t she?” Rebecca muttered under her breath. “Too bad she hates me. Just because I messed up her order once.”

      Hayden snickered. “I guess I’ll have to stay on her good side then.”

      “I am so ready to have three days off,” Rebecca said with a tired sigh.

      “Gah, me too,” Hayden admitted. “What are you doing for Christmas?”

      They made small talk about their plans for a few minutes as they tidied behind the counter, keeping an eye on the front to be sure none of the tables needed to be cleared or wiped and that no one was waiting for a refill.

      Hayden remembered the art he’d seen this morning and asked Rebecca. “Hey, has anyone figured out what’s up with the Christmas graffiti?”

      The whole town had been talking about it for weeks and it was a frequent topic of conversation at Jolly Java.

      Some people were outraged by what they considered to be a “desecration of their beautiful town” while others loved the festive surprise.

      “Nope.” Rebecca shook her head. “I don’t think anyone knows who’s doing it.”

      “It looks so familiar,” Hayden said, frustrated he couldn’t remember. “It’s driving me crazy.”

      “Like the artist’s style or something?”

      “Yeah.” He frowned. “But I mean, I lived in Chicago. I passed dozens of pieces every day when I rode the train. It’s probably an artist from there or something. I don’t know.”

      “Could be.” Rebecca shrugged.

      The bell over the door tinkled and a small group walked in so Hayden straightened, putting the topic from his mind for now.

      “Good morning. Welcome to Jolly Java. What can I make for you?”
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CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      After lunch, Joel was putting the finishing touches on a final batch of gingerbread people when there was a commotion from the front of the bakery.

      It had already been an especially noisy, chaotic day. The art on the wall of his building had brought in even more customers than usual and they’d done brisk business all morning.

      He raised an eyebrow when Cassie popped her head in the kitchen. “Hey, Boss, you should get out here.”

      “Everything okay?” he asked with a frown, setting down his piping bag and wiping his hands on his apron.

      “Yes. Grab something warm to put on and come outside.”

      Assuming it had something to do with the graffiti art—maybe this was the big reveal of the secret behind it?—Joel grabbed his flannel and followed her through the bakery.

      It was packed with customers but to his surprise, everyone had turned away from the counter and were all looking out through the windows and doors on the front of the building.

      The crowd parted to let Joel through and he blinked when he stepped out of the door and was greeted by the sight and sound of carolers singing “We Wish You a Merry Christmas”.

      Huh.

      Well that was new.

      Caroling always took place at the end of November but he’d never known it to happen on December twenty-third. And never in front of his bakery.

      Perplexed, Joel studied the carolers. They were familiar faces—people he’d known for years—but his gaze landed on someone dressed in an elf costume and he did a double-take.

      “Hayden?” he said, sure he was hallucinating.

      But Hayden just kept singing, his eyes twinkling merrily.

      He looked cute in his little elf getup. From the tips of his curly-toed shoes to his green and red striped leggings, green tunic, and elf hat with a bell on the end, he was adorable.

      And Joel would never, ever admit this aloud to Hayden but his freckled face, dark eyes, and the shape of his ears somehow made him look even more elven.

      Joel had no idea what was going on with Hayden caroling but he loved it.

      When the song was done, they launched into another one.

      More townspeople gathered and it wasn’t until the third song finished that the carolers stopped.

      Hayden stepped forward, gesturing with a flourish of his arms. “Surprise!”

      Joel studied his face. “This is for me?”

      “Yep.” Hayden grinned. “You do so much for this town all year round. You love Christmas, yet you rarely have time to do anything to enjoy it yourself. So, I brought Christmas to you.”

      “Hayden …” Joel said thickly, touched by the gesture. “That’s really sweet. I love it.”

      “Oh, this is just the beginning,” he said with a laugh. “Rebecca helped me organize the caroling part, but tons of people around town chipped in to help with the rest.”

      Joel smiled at Rebecca Lively.

      She worked with Hayden at Jolly Java and led the caroling every year so it was not a huge surprise they’d pulled this part of it off.

      But there was more?

      “I can’t wait to see what else you did,” Joel managed, reaching out to squeeze Hayden’s hand.

      Cassie appeared at his elbow. “You’re taking tonight and tomorrow morning off, McArthur.”

      “Oh, am I?” he asked, laughing.

      “I can handle it,” she said seriously. “If you let me.”

      “Yeah, of course.” Was he a little panicked at taking time off two days before Christmas? Yes.

      But this was a great opportunity to show Cassie he was ready to trust her.

      Besides, he was incredibly curious about what Hayden had in store for him.

      “Well,” Joel said, stripping off his apron and handing it over to her. “Have at it.”

      She grinned and the people milling around in front of his shop clapped.

      Laughing, Joel wrapped his arm around Hayden’s waist. “And lead the way, little elf. I’m in your hands.”

      Hayden made a face at the nickname, but he kissed Joel, took his hand, and pulled him inside the building. “We’ll start upstairs,” he said as he towed Joel toward the door leading to his apartment.

      “Oh really?” Joel said. He stared at Hayden’s legs in his striped leggings. “Well, I have no arguments with that.”

      Hayden laughed over his shoulder. “Not like that.”

      “Damn.”

      But now Joel was even more intrigued.

      When they reached the door at the top of the stairs, Hayden said, “Close your eyes and stand there until I tell you to open them.”

      “Okay.”

      He heard the door open, then the click-woosh of something. He heard the sound again a moment later. Then again.

      Hayden’s soft footfalls approached, and he gently touched Joel’s arm. “Open up.”

      Joel blinked, momentarily dazzled by the light.

      His apartment was decorated for Christmas.

      A real live tree stood in the corner of the room, glittering with lights and colored baubles. There was garland around the windows and candles glowed in glass lanterns around the room.

      Joel stared, open-mouthed, trying to take it all in. “Hayden,” he choked out, glancing down. “This is … how did you pull this all off? Didn’t you work this morning?”

      “Yeah, but Holly let me leave a little early. Luke and I got the tree from Milton’s yesterday and he helped me bring it here and get it all set up. He and my mom and I decorated everything.”

      “I was downstairs in the bakery this whole time and I had no idea what you were doing up here,” Joel said, amazed.

      Hayden grinned. “I was so afraid you’d need to run up here for something you forgot.”

      Joel kissed his hair. “Thank you. This is an amazing surprise.”

      “You like it?” Hayden looked a little shy.

      “I love it,” Joel said tenderly. He turned Hayden to face him, pulling him close. “I love you.”

      “Yeah?” Hayden blinked.

      “I do. I … no one has ever …” Joel couldn’t really finish his thought, too emotional to be eloquent. They hadn’t spoken those words yet but he meant them. “You get me.”

      Hayden squeezed his waist. “I love you too.”

      Joel cupped Hayden’s cheek and leaned in to kiss him. “Let me show you how much I love you.”

      Hayden smiled. “Oh, I will. But this is only the beginning of the celebrations.”

      “Yeah?” Joel said, already overwhelmed.

      “After I drag you to the bedroom, we’re going to get cleaned up and I’m going to take you on a date at The White Elephant.”

      Joel loved the idea but a sliver of worry appeared. “Isn’t all of this a little …”

      “Out of my price range?” Hayden asked ruefully.

      Joel nodded.

      “Well, when I started asking for help with this, everyone in town clambered to take part. Milton Falls donated the tree and garland. Nutcrackers and Tidings & Joy donated the decorations. The owner of The White Elephant is comping our meal. And after dinner, we’re going on a boat ride to see the falls the town was named after. Also comped, by the way. If you haven’t figured it out yet, everyone loves you around here.”

      “Including you,” Joel said, a little amazed by it all.

      “Especially me.” Hayden slid a hand down Joel’s back and squeezed. “Now, c’mon. I want to go sit on Santa’s lap.”

      Joel laughed, following Hayden toward the bedroom. “What if Santa wants to sit on your lap?”

      Hayden shot him a sly grin. “That can be arranged.”
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      “Thanks so much for letting me join you this morning!” Joel said as he said goodbye to Diane and Luke Wheeler. “I had a great time.”

      “No, thank you for bringing your quiche,” Diane gushed. “I never would have thought to put cranberries with ham, but that was incredible. And your pumpkin cinnamon rolls … you really didn’t have to go to so much trouble but we enjoyed every bite. Especially the kids.”

      Joel smiled broadly. “It was no trouble. Besides, I had to bring those rolls. That was what made Hayden fall in love with me.”

      Hayden elbowed him. “No, it was your ginger-molasses cookies. Get it right.”

      Laughing, they went through another round of goodbyes, this time trading handshakes for hugs.

      Hayden finally extricated them both and when they were in the car, he chuckled quietly. “I thought they were never going to let us go. We’re just dropping off pies and then we’ll be back. They acted like we were going to be gone for years.”

      “Aww, I don’t mind. It was a lot of fun and I really like your family.” Joel reached out and squeezed Hayden’s thigh.

      Hayden gave him a soft smile. “They loved you. Thank you for coming.”

      “I wouldn’t have missed it.”

      Christmas Day morning with Hayden’s family had been great. Hayden had been a little nervous leading up to it but everything had gone well.

      Hayden and Luke had hidden stockings around the house for Luke’s grandkids and when one of them had called Hayden “Uncle Hayden,” he’d gotten a little teary.

      Joel knew what an important family tradition it was, so he’d pulled Hayden close and kissed him.

      Diane had beamed at that.

      After opening gifts, they’d had brunch and sat around and talked for a while.

      Diane had given Hayden a new suit for Christmas with a note saying how proud of him she was for going after his new dream, and it had been one of the nicest holidays Joel could remember.

      And it was nowhere near done yet.

      “Now. Onto the next place,” Joel said. “Be warned, Arlo will probably try to lure you to stay longer with food and drinks.”

      Hayden groaned. “I’m already so full!”

      “I told you to save room for later,” Joel teased. “We still have your family’s Christmas dinner too.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Hayden grinned. “Okay, let’s go.”

      The streets of Christmas Falls were fairly deserted. Shops were closed and everyone was enjoying the holiday with family or the quiet now that the festival was over.

      Snow had fallen the night before and everything was postcard perfect.

      Joel turned onto Saint Nick Avenue and pulled up to the Gingerbread Cottage Bed & Breakfast.

      With lights and garland festooning everything, it was decorated to look like a gingerbread house.

      “Your cousin Arlo owns this place, yeah?” Hayden asked.

      “Yes. He’s a few years older than me. Early forties.”

      “And he has a new boyfriend?”

      “Yes. Emerson Maxwell. I haven’t met him yet but according to Arlo, he’s a cozy mystery author.”

      “Huh. Seems like love is going around town. Rumor at Jolly Java is that there’s a whole batch of new couples this season.”

      “Must be that Christmas magic,” Joel teased as he got out of the car and popped the lid of his overstuffed trunk. “Oh no. I think I bought too many presents.”

      Laughing, Hayden loaded his arms up with packages.

      “I loved the Resting Scrooge Face sweatshirt you got me, by the way,” Hayden said.

      Joel grinned. “It had your name written alllll over it.”

      Hayden snickered. “Okay, so I want to be sure I have this straight. Your Aunt Margaret and Uncle Raymond will be here, along with your cousin Jerry, but your parents couldn’t make it, right?”

      “Not this year,” Joel said regretfully. “They’re off enjoying their retirement and traveling around the world. But they’ll Skype later tonight so I can introduce you to them.”

      “I’m looking forward to it,” Hayden said, shutting the trunk lid.

      Joel balanced the pies in his arms as he navigated the sidewalk and Hayden followed, his arms equally laden with gifts. But he didn’t have to worry about who was going to knock on the door because it was flung open by Arlo.

      “Come in, come in! Merry Christmas! Here, let me take those.”

      “Merry Christmas!” Joel echoed as he gratefully handed over the pies, freeing up his arms to take off his coat.

      “And Hayden! We were starting to think Joel made you up,” Arlo said, his eyes twinkling over the stack of presents. “So great to meet you.”

      Hayden laughed. “Great to meet you too. I promise, I’m real.”

      “Well, get in here both of you,” Arlo said, depositing the gifts under a beautifully decorated tree nearby. “I know you can’t stay long but everyone wants to meet you, Hayden.”

      “Sure, we can stay for a few,” Hayden said, kicking off his boots. “I need some time to digest the brunch we had before I do family dinner anyway.”

      “Tis the season for overindulging!” Arlo said, wrapping an arm around Hayden’s shoulders and leading him toward the dining room. “Now, tell me what you’d like to drink.”

      Joel smiled, watching as his cousin handed Hayden a drink and started introducing him to the other guests.

      If Hayden had missed the family traditions with his dad, well, he was about to get a whole lot of new ones starting today.

      And based on Hayden’s smile, he didn’t mind a bit.
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EPILOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      “I know we’re supposed to stay until after midnight, but I can’t wait to get you home,” Joel said under his breath. “You look so good tonight.”

      Hayden smiled, smoothing a hand over his black suit jacket. He was saving the navy-blue suit from his mom for his interview at the university.

      The New Year’s Eve party at Rudy’s pub wasn’t an overly formal event, so he’d worn the black jacket with a burgundy sweater, dark jeans, and some black ankle boots.

      The look Joel had given him when he came out of the bedroom had almost made them late to the party.

      Of course, that might also have been because Joel looked amazing too. He wore a pair of black jeans with a black and white plaid shirt, a soft, heathered gray sweater over top, and black shoes.

      Hayden was actually the one who had made them so tardy. He only felt a little guilty.

      “I am having fun though,” Hayden admitted.

      Joel chuckled and kissed his cheek. “Then we’ll stay.”

      “Besides, you don’t work tomorrow.” Hayden looked up through his lashes, then leaned in to speak directly in his ear. “We can be up all night. I think I’ll start by bending you over the bed and …”

      Joel let out a little noise, his grip on Hayden’s waist tightening. “If you don’t stop, I really will drag you out of here now.”

      Hayden laughed, a little buzzed from the drinks and fun evening.

      It was a great party.

      The restaurant had closed for the private event and the crowd was a mix of people ranging from twenty-one to maybe forty-five.

      Arlo and Emerson were there and Joel and Hayden talked with them for a while as they munched appetizers and enjoyed cocktails.

      Along with Joel’s Aunt Margaret and Uncle Raymond, the four of them had shared dinner together a few days ago and Hayden had enjoyed getting to know Joel’s family better. Unsurprisingly, they were as kind and friendly as he was.

      Joel also introduced Hayden to a lot of faces he recognized from around town but hadn’t officially met.

      First, James Willoughby, the town Santa’s grandson, offered his hand for a shake, then returned it quickly to Ezra Thorne’s hip. The younger man was a bubble of joy even in the short span of time Hayden chatted with him. If Hayden had met him a few months ago, he’d have hated him. But Hayden was too happy now to mind.

      He was a little starstruck by Jem Knight, although he and his boyfriend Murphy Clark were both very easy to talk to. Initially, Mik Gilmore and Rudy Snow were equally intimidating but by the end of the conversation the four of them were talking hockey and joking around.

      Hayden nearly swallowed his tongue at the sight of Brant Lombardi. Hayden had heard rumors about the bad-boy actor being in town to film a holiday rom-com but he’d never expected to meet him. He and his boyfriend, Hig Landon, were friendly though and Hayden soon relaxed.

      He was surprised by how many gay couples there were and made a quiet comment to Joel about it, but the other man shrugged. “Christmas Falls is just that kind of place.”

      They chatted with Rebecca and her boyfriend, Mark, then spoke briefly with Trey Reading—whose bookstore, Seasons Readings, Hayden had visited a few times—and Trevor Wessex, who wrote a children’s book series. They both gushed about Trevor’s daughter and the conversation made Hayden wonder if kids were a part of his future with Joel.

      He hoped so.

      He said hi to Cassie and her husband, Jake, who was a nurse at the hospital outside of town. Hayden already knew Bruce Brooks—the owner of Milton Falls Tree Farm—and he’d met Felix Joy while he was there picking out Joel’s tree, so they caught up for a little while before he and Joel went in search of more refreshments.

      The restaurant was festive looking tonight. Gold and silver decorations hung everywhere and Hayden wanted to weep with relief from the break from the relentless Christmas décor.

      Although the tree was still up in Joel’s apartment and he didn’t mind that. He liked sitting on Joel’s couch in the evenings, the glow of the Christmas lights bathing everything in soft warmth.

      “So, you pulled it off,” someone said and Hayden turned to see Griffin Calloway standing nearby.

      “Yeah.” Hayden smiled. “Thanks for the help.”

      “No problem.”

      Joel looked between them. “Oh, are you talking about my Christmas surprise?”

      “Yeah.” Hayden’s smile widened. “Griff was a big help. I mean, Luke and my mom did a lot, but Mom also put me in contact with Griff to get the list of everyone in town. I sent out sooo many emails …”

      Griff laughed. “Giving you that list of business owners and volunteers was about the most help I could manage. By the last week of the festival, I’m done.”

      “No, it was great,” Hayden said. “I mean it. Everyone really came together to make it happen.”

      Griff lifted his cocktail. “That’s Christmas Falls for you. It’s usually Joel doing something for the rest of us so it was nice to see it go the other direction this year.”

      Someone next to Griff cleared his throat and Hayden glanced over.

      “Oh, sorry,” Griff said, smiling at the man. “Joel, Hayden, this is Logan Reid. My boyfriend. Logan, this is Joel. He runs Ginger’s Breads bakery. And Hayden is a barista at Jolly Java.”

      Hayden snapped his fingers. “That’s where I know you from! You’re the peppermint mocha guy!”

      Logan chuckled. “That’s me.”

      “I’ve seen you at the bakery too,” Joel said. “You like the cinnamon rolls. Great to put a name to the face and order.”

      “Guilty as charged,” Logan said with a wry grin. “I’m a creature of habit, I guess. Nice to officially meet you guys though.”

      “Yeah, you too,” Hayden said.

      Logan’s smile widened. “You make a mean peppermint mocha too, Hayden. I’ll be sad when that’s no longer on the menu now that the holidays are over.”

      He scoffed. “It’s Christmas Falls. You can get seasonal flavors all year round. I don’t know how long I’ll be making them for you though. Next week I actually have an interview for a web design position at the U of C campus nearby. So, fingers crossed on that. Jolly Java is a great place to work but I’m excited to find something in my field.”

      Griff and Logan wished him luck with the interview and the four of them made small talk for a few minutes before Hayden asked something he’d been wondering.

      “So, what’s the deal with the Christmas graffiti?” he asked. “Did anyone ever figure out who it was?”

      Griff and Joel both burst into laughter.

      “I’ve known the whole time,” Joel said with a smile.

      Hayden turned to look at his boyfriend. “What the hell? And you didn’t tell me?”

      “It was a secret!” Joel protested. “I only found out because I was one of the businesses who agreed to take part.”

      “Hmmph,” Hayden said with a playful frown.

      “There will be a big writeup in the paper in a few days detailing it all,” Griffin explained. “But the short version is that a group of students from U of C were doing a social art project exploring holiday messaging in an unconventional medium for their senior project.”

      “Oh, interesting! I knew I recognized Shayna and Kayla from school!” Hayden said with a laugh. “They were the secret artists. Gah, I should have put the pieces together.”

      “Yeah, I wondered when you pointed them out,” Joel said. “I didn’t know their names so I wasn’t sure but …”

      “And you tried to pretend they were just enjoying the Christmas Falls events!” He poked Joel’s side with his elbow.

      “Well, for all I knew they were,” Joel protested with a laugh, hugging Hayden closer.

      Griff shook his head. “If it makes you feel any better, Hayden, I didn’t know until a few days ago either and I’m the festival coordinator!”

      Hayden chuckled at Griff’s scowl about being left out of the loop. “That’s definitely frustrating,” Hayden agreed.

      Griff shook his head. “Bruce Brooks had no idea his parents had volunteered the tree farm as a site, either. He was absolutely fit to be tied when he found they’d kept the secret from him.”

      Logan snorted. “It’s hard to believe anyone in town could keep a secret. I swear, the second we started dating, everyone knew about it!”

      Joel chuckled. “Yeah, that’s a real Christmas miracle. I’m pretty sure they started gossiping about Hayden and me the moment we had our first date.”

      “Oh, no,” Griff said, expression totally deadpan. “It was definitely before that. Pretty sure it started at the Christmas tree lighting.”

      Joel shook his head. “We barely knew each other then!”

      Griff smirked. “Yeah, but you were both single at the time, and people around here are always happy to matchmake. Forget the festival—if we could somehow charge for matchmaking and gossip, this would be the richest town in the country!”

      They all laughed.

      Hayden shook his head ruefully. “Small towns, am I right?”

      They all clinked glasses and drank to that.

      “So if it wasn’t you, who organized the Christmas graffiti?” Hayden asked.

      “The city manager,” Griff explained. “In addition to the art project, it was also part social experiment, with the students documenting people’s reactions and making a short film that will be released on the school’s website, as well as in a few small theaters.”

      “Huh. Interesting.” Hayden took another sip of his drink. “That’s very cool.”

      “It’s good publicity for the festival too, right?” Joel asked.

      “Definitely,” Griff agreed. “Extra exposure is always a positive thing. Saves me some of my marketing budget, that’s for sure. According to the latest tally, attendance is up twenty percent over the previous year. And honestly, the film and article will only add to the PR benefits.”

      “Very cool,” Hayden said. He couldn’t wait to check out all the info about it. “Well, congrats on a successful festival.”

      Griff smiled. “Thanks. It did go well. I have to admit though, I’m looking forward to a little downtime before I start planning the festivities for next year.”

      “Yeah, and spending some time with me,” Logan said, giving Griff a fond look.

      Hayden grinned. He knew that feeling. He couldn’t wait to take a trip to Chicago with Joel next week.

      The conversation segued into other topics for a while but when there was a lull, Hayden asked something else he’d been wondering.

      “So, how did you two meet?” he asked Logan.

      Logan chuckled, glancing over at Griff. “Well, funny story. I actually came to town pretending to date his sister …”

      “What?” Hayden responded with a laugh.

      They were all laughing by the time Logan and Griff were done explaining it.

      “What about you guys?” Logan asked when they finally settled down. “How’d you actually meet for the first time?”

      “Oh.” Hayden tried to keep a straight face. “I fell for him right away.”

      Joel snorted. “Yeah, that’s one way to put it. Scrooge here slipped on some ice and fell outside my bakery.”

      “Hey, I’m not a Scrooge anymore!” Hayden protested. “And I didn’t even have to be visited by three ghosts to change my ways. Just fall in love with a hot ginger baker.”

      The story was punctuated by laughter as they told the story to Griff and Logan and Hayden felt a sudden burst of happiness go through him.

      This was good. Life was good.

      He didn’t have a job yet but he had high hopes about the interview next week and the trip to Chicago after that. Christmas had been … well, it had been a long time since he’d enjoyed the holidays so much.

      He thought his dad would be very proud of him.

      “Oh!” Hayden said, interrupting the conversation as something else occurred to him. “Sorry. Just … Griff, before I forget, would you have some time soon to talk about the festival’s website?”

      He arched a dark eyebrow. “Probably. Why?”

      “Uhh, well,” Hayden said with a little laugh. “At the risk of insulting someone, it could use a little … updating, don’t you think?”

      Griff snorted. “Let’s be honest. It’s a piece of shit.”

      “I wasn’t going to say that,” Hayden protested. “But yeah, kind of.”

      Joel snickered.

      “Anyway, I have some ideas for how to update it,” Hayden continued.

      Griff narrowed his eyes. “How much is this going to cost?”

      “Well, we can go through it later. Joel helped me pull together a business proposal that will outline everything I’d like to do and the price breakdown for that.”

      “Sure,” Griff said. “Sounds good. I’m not making any promises but we can definitely discuss it.”

      “Great,” Hayden said, relieved. “And if that goes well, we can talk about the local businesses’ websites too.”

      “So you’re planning to stick around here for a while, huh?” Griff said with an amused smirk.

      “Yeah.” Hayden smiled. “I definitely am.”

      In the background, someone began counting down to the New Year and they all joined in.

      Hayden turned to look at Joel. For a moment, they stared at each other.

      “… three … two … one.”

      “Happy New Year,” Joel whispered against his mouth.

      They kissed until Hayden’s lips tingled from the gentle abrasion of Joel’s beard.

      “Happy New Year,” he whispered back.

      It might not be Christmas anymore but in his boyfriend’s arms, surrounded by the people of Christmas Falls, Hayden’s heart felt merry and bright.

      Hopefully, that would linger all year long.

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      
        
        That’s the very end of the Christmas Falls series!

      

        

      
        Thank you so much for joining us. We had a wonderful time writing the books and we hoped you loved reading them just as much.

      

        

      
        If you’re able to leave a review, we’d really appreciate it.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Curious to learn more about Joel’s cousin Jamie and the Evanston River Otters Hockey team?

      

        

      
        Find the Rules of the Game series here.
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            CHRISTMAS FALLS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Make sure you don’t miss a single Christmas Falls story! Find them all on Amazon & Kindle Unlimited.

      

        

      
        Grinch Kisses by DJ Jamison

        Snowbody Loves You by Jacki James

        Get Frosted by Amy Aislin

        Silent Knight by Beth Bolden

        Under the Mistle-Tome by Sammi Cee

        Clausing a Scene by Casey Cox

        No Elf-ing Way by Hayden Hall

        Ready, Set, Glow! by Rye Cox

        Scrooge You! by Brigham Vaughn

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BRIGHAM’S BOOKS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Relationship Goals

      

      

      
        
        You can’t fake great hockey—but love is a totally different game.

      

        

      
        What can you expect from the series?

      

      

      
        	great hockey

        	fake relationships

        	real love (eventually)

      

      
        
        The Husband Game: Hockey Captain Wed in Secret Vegas Ceremony – Partner’s Identity Remains a Mystery.

      

        

      
        The Head Game: Defenseman Rushed to Hospital After In-Game Fall—Mystery Beau Revealed?

      

        

      
        The Waiting Game: Coming Soon

      

        

      
        The Home Game: Coming Soon

      

        

      
        The Blame Game: Coming Soon

      

      

      
        
        Rules of the Game

      

      

      Join the pro hockey players who fight hard and love hard in the Rules of the Game Universe.

      Road Rules: Rule #1: Don’t fall in love with your best friend.

      Bending the Rules: Rule #1: Never give up on love.

      Changing the Rules: Rule #1: Don’t fall in love with your coach.

      Unwritten Rules: Rule #1: Don’t fall in love with your family’s sworn enemy.

      Rules of Engagement: Rule #1: Don’t fall in love with your brother’s best friend.

      Breaking the Rules: Rule #1: Don’t fall in love with your agent.

      Also available in audio!
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Pendleton Bay Books

      

      

      Visit the fictional small town of Pendleton Bay on the shores of Lake Michigan. All books set in this universe can be read as standalones but characters from other books/series may appear from time to time.

      There are currently two series set within the Pendleton Bay Universe.

      Naughty in Pendleton Series

      A complete m/m romance series set in the town of Pendleton Bay with characters exploring the kinkier side of romance. BDSM elements will appear in all books.

      Date in a Pinch: When chemistry teacher Neil gets an unexpected delivery at the high school where he works, he’s mortified when his crush, Alexander, sees the contents. Curious but inexperienced with kink, Neil has no idea how to live out his fantasies until the hot lit teacher offers a helping hand.

      
        
        Embracing His Shame: Forrest, the town’s accountant, may look uptight but he’s anything but. When he offers the local mechanic, Jarod, an indecent proposal to fulfill his shameful fantasies, Forrest will have to decide if he’s willing to give Jarod a chance to show him that he can have love and the kink he longs for.

      

      

      Made to Order: Donovan, head chef at the Hawk Point Tavern, loves to be in charge in the kitchen and in the bedroom. Tyler, a former solider, is pretty sure he’s straight and definitely only into kink if he’s the one dishing it out. Until he and Donovan start butting heads about who is calling the shots …

      Flipping the Switch: When Logan, a silver fox Dom looking for experience on a kinky app, stumbles across Jude, a flirty switch who just so happens to be best friend’s son, and introduces him to a sweet cinnamon roll of a sub named Tony, they heat between them will sizzle hotter than Jude’s kitchen. But they’ll have to decide if three is the perfect number.

      Preston’s Christmas Escape: When Hollywood actor Preston gets caught by the paparazzi in a compromising position, he flees to his home state of Michigan to hide out with his former best friend and ex. Reclusive potter Blake is reluctant to let Preston invade his quiet home in the woods but the heat between them can only be denied for so long … (BDSM)

      Poly in Pendleton Series

      An ongoing m/m/f romance series set in the town of Pendleton Bay.

      Three Shots: Reeve, a local musician, and Grant, a computer designer, have fun in bed together but pursuing a relationship never feels quite right until they meet tavern owner Rachael and try to figure out how to be poly in the small town of Pendleton Bay.

      Between the Studs: Coming soon
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        Peachtree Books

      

      

      Visit the real life city of Atlanta, Georgia. All books in this universe can be read as standalone but characters from both series do crossover.

      There are two series set with the Peachtree Universe.

      

      The Peachtree Series

      Complete, continuous m/m series featuring an age gap, light kink, and found family. Also available in Italian.

      Off-Balance: Coworkers Russ & Stephen meet over a spilled cup of coffee and navigate the complexities of a nineteen-year age gap, a big difference in income, and the death of Stephen’s estranged father.

      Love in the Balance: Their story continues as Russ introduces Stephen to his family, searches for his absent mother, and asks Stephen to marry him.

      Full Balance: They navigate new challenges as they take in a teenage foster boy named Austin and decide to make him a permanent part of their family.

      

      Peachtree Place

      Standalone m/m books in the same universe as The Peachtree Series

      Trust the Connection: Evan & Jeremy find a love that will heal both their scars in this slow-burn, age-gap romance about living with a disability, believing in yourself, and building the family you always wanted.
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        * * *

      

      The Midwest Series

      Complete m/m series featuring four couples. Stories intertwine but can be read as standalones. Opposites attract m/m sports romance with numerous bisexual characters.

      Bully & Exit: Drama geek Caleb is sure he’ll never forgive Nathan, the hockey player who dumped him in high school, until he learns the real reason why in this slow-burn, second-chance new adult romance. Now available in audio.

      Push & Pull: Lowell & Brent have nothing in common when they leave on a summer road trip, but by the end, the makeup-wearing fashionista and the macho hockey player will realize they’re perfect for each other in this enemies to lovers, slow-burn story about acceptance. Now available in audio.

      Touch & Go: Micah, a closeted pro pitcher, and Justin, a laid-back physical therapist, have nothing in common but when Micah blows out his shoulder, he’ll have to choose which he wants more: baseball or love? An enemies to lovers, out for you romance. Now available in audio.

      Advance & Retreat: When fate brings Ian and Ricky together, a college swimmer will have to figure out how to reached for the gold without losing the sweet hotel manager who lights up the stage as sizzling drag queen Rosie Riveting. An age gap sports romance with a gender fluid character. Now available in audio.
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        * * *

      

      The West Hills

      Standalone m/m series featuring three different couples

      The Ghosts Between Us: Losing his brother in a devastating accident sends Chris spiraling into grief. The last person he expects to find comfort in is his brother’s secret boyfriend, Elliot, in this slow burn, hurt/comfort romance.
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      Tidal Series – Co-authored with K Evan Coles

      A complete, continuous m/m duology that takes Riley & Carter from best friends to lovers in this slow-burn romance featuring the sons of two wealthy Manhattan families.

      Wake: After a decade and a half of lying to himself and everyone around him, Riley slowly come to terms with his sexuality and his feelings for his best friend, Carter, shattering their friendship.

      Calm: Carter reaches his own realization and they slowly build the relationship they’ve been denying for so long.

      

      Speakeasy Series – Co-authored with K Evan Coles

      Complete, standalone m/m series featuring characters from the Tidal universe

      With a Twist: After Will learns of his estranged father’s cancer diagnosis, he returns home and slowly mends fences with him and falls in love with his father’s colleague, David. Enemies to lovers, opposites attract, interracial romance.

      Extra Dirty: Wealthy, pansexual businessman Jesse is perfectly happy living his life to the fullest with no strings attached, but when he meets Cam, a music teacher and DJ, he’ll find that some strings are worth hanging onto in this age-gap, opposites-attract romance.

      Behind the Stick: Speakeasy owner and bartender Kyle has taken a break from dating when he’s rescued by Harlem firefighter Luka. Interracial romance and hurt/comfort.

      Straight Up: When hot, tattooed biker chef Stuart meets quiet and serious Malcolm, they both have secrets they’re hiding. Gray ace, bisexual awakening, lingerie kink.
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      The Williamsville Inn

      Standalone m/m holiday romances in a shared universe with Hank Edwards

      Snowstorms and Second Chances: Erik and Seth don’t hit it off at first, but when a snowstorm leads to them sharing a room at a hotel, Erik discovers a whole new side of himself and his feelings about the holidays. A forced-proximity, bisexual-awakening romance with a second chance at happiness.

      The Cupcake Conundrum: Adrian comes face to face with the biggest mistake of his past, Ajay, a hookup who he ghosted on. He’ll have to make amends and win Jay’s heart back in this single dad, second-chance interracial romance.
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      Colors Series

      A continuous f/f series featuring a bisexual character and opposites attract trope

      A Brighter Palette: When Annie, a struggling American freelance writer, meets Siobhán, a successful Irish painter living in Boston, the heat between them is undeniable, but is it enough to build something that will last?

      The Greenest Isle: After Siobhán’s father has a heart attack, she and Annie travel to Ireland to care for him. Their relationship is tested as they navigate living in a new place and healing old wounds.
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      Standalone Books

      Baby, It’s Cold Inside: Meeting Nate’s parents doesn’t go at all like Emerson planned. But there might be a Christmas miracle for the two of them before the visit is through in this sweet and funny m/m holiday romance.

      Bromantic Getaway: Spencer is sure he’s straight. But when an off-hand comment sends him tumbling into the realization he’s in love with his best friend Devin, he’ll have to turn a romantic vacation meant for his ex into the perfect opportunity to grab the love that’s always been right in front of them in this best friends to lovers bi awakening m/m romance.

      Cabin Fever: Kevin’s best friend's dad is definitely off-limits. But he and Drew are about to spend a week alone in a cabin the week before Christmas. And Kevin's never been any good at resisting temptation. An age gap, best friend’s father m/m holiday romance.

      Also available in audio and in Italian.

      Corked: A sommelier and a wine distributor clash in this enemies to lovers, age-gap m/m romance that takes Sean & Lucas from a restaurant in Chicago to owning a winery in Traverse City.

      Inked in Blood: Co-Authored with K Evan Coles An unexpected event changes the life and death of a sexy, tattooed vampire named Jeff and Santiago, a tattoo artist with a secret. A paranormal, age-gap m/m romance.

      Seeking Warmth: When Benny gets out of juvie, he’s lost all hope for a future for him or his sister, but the help of his ex-boyfriend Scott will show him that hope and love still exist in this m/m YA novel about second chances.

      The Soldier Next Door: When Travis agrees to keep an eye on the guy next door for a few weeks while his parents are out of town, he never expects to fall in love with a soldier heading off to war. An age-gap m/m novella.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Brigham Vaughn is on the adventure of a lifetime as a full-time author. She devours books at an alarming rate and hasn’t let her short arms and long torso stop her from doing yoga. She makes a killer key lime pie, hates green peppers, and loves wine tasting tours.

      A collector of vintage Nancy Drew books and green glassware, she enjoys poking around in antique shops and refinishing thrift store furniture. An avid photographer, she dreams of traveling the world and she can’t wait to discover everything else life has to offer her.

      Her books range from short stories to novellas to novels. They explore gay, bisexual, lesbian, and polyamorous romance in contemporary settings.
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      Want to read more of Brigham’s work, follow her on social media, or stay up to date on new releases and sales via her newsletter?

      Click here or scan the QR Code below to find all of Brigham’s links on Linktree.
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