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Chapter One

“Merry Christmas, Jeremy!”

Jeremy had just finished shoving the last bottle of wine into his overstuffed canvas shopping bags when the shout caught his attention over the buzz of conversation and frantic beeping of barcode scanners at the checkout. He looked up and searched the throng of panicked grocery shoppers until he spotted Stephanie, his favorite store clerk, waving and smiling at him from her checkout line. She’d dyed her usually pink pixie-cut hair red for the holidays, but it was still easy to pick her out from the crowd.

Jeremy wasn’t exactly sure why, but Stephanie always seemed to go out of her way to give him a kind word or a smile whenever he came in. Byron, Jeremy’s ex, had always insisted that it was because she had a crush on him, but Jeremy seriously doubted it. She was just a nice person. That was all. He was hardly the kind of guy that inspired crushes, particularly ones that lasted years, and Stephanie had been like that since the first time he’d met her.

Jeremy shifted his heavy bags enough to wave and smile back at her. “To you too!” he called out, but he was pretty sure she couldn’t hear him over all the noise. 

The Giant Eagle was a madhouse, and from the stream of people coming in, it wasn’t going to get any better. Stephanie gave him one more little wave before grimacing and turning back to the lengthening line of customers behind her, and Jeremy turned around, pushed his way through the crush, and went out the automatic doors.

Once outside and away from some of the mayhem, he breathed a sigh of relief and moved to a quiet corner beneath the overhang so he could set his bags down and pull on his gloves and hat. He hated crowds—feeling like he was in everyone’s way—and he was glad to be free of the melee and only a short walk away from a three-day weekend of peace and quiet. Or at least that was what he kept trying to convince himself since he was faced with spending Christmas alone this year.

Jeremy finished tugging on his gloves and bent to gather his bags. It wasn’t all that cold outside, but he had a couple of blocks to go, the snow was really starting to come down now, and he’d be grateful for the gloves and hat by the time he got home. According to the weather forecast, it was supposed to snow all night and into the morning, with accumulations up to two feet! They hadn’t had a snow like that in Pittsburgh since he was a kid, and people were freaking out. “Snowmageddon” was the buzzword all over the radio and television, especially since it was the Friday before Christmas, and from everything he’d heard, holiday traffic was already a nightmare. 

As he stepped cautiously out into the parking lot, he glanced behind him at the sea of red lights that was the parkway and the interstate. They ran right behind the grocery store, and Jeremy couldn’t help but feel sorry for all the poor souls trapped out there, just trying to get out of town for the holidays. The cars didn’t appear to be moving at all, and for the first time in weeks, the fact that he wasn’t going anywhere special didn’t seem like such a bad thing. At least he’d be alone in front of a cozy fire with some good wine and food instead of trapped in his car in the middle of a snowstorm. Things could be worse, right?

The walk home from the store wasn’t bad most days, but Jeremy had gone a little crazy buying food for the long weekend and his arms were aching long before he reached his street. He was really starting to regret the bottles of wine he’d picked up on impulse on his way to the checkout. The ham and small turkey were also probably overkill, since he was just going to be cooking for himself, but he couldn’t help buying them out of nostalgia for Christmases past. Even if he couldn’t bring himself to drag out the decorations and lights this year, at least his mom’s house would smell like Christmas. Although right now, he wasn’t so sure nostalgia was worth the muscle strain.

Finally unable to take it anymore, Jeremy stopped at the head of his street and set the bags down for a second to get some feeling back into his fingers. Jesus, he needed to work out if a few groceries were kicking his ass. As if being a skinny, football-hating graphic designer who lived in his mom’s house and drove his mom’s old Subaru Legacy wasn’t bad enough to get his man-card revoked in Steel City, now he couldn’t even make it a few blocks carrying grocery bags. Maybe he should have joined a gym after he’d quit biking to work for the winter.

Come on, J. Less than a block to go.

Pep talk out of the way, Jeremy picked the bags back up and trudged on. Luckily for him, his boss had sent everyone home as soon as the snow had started to stick, because it was already a few inches thick on the ground and this walk would have been really unpleasant if he’d had to make it in a couple of hours. 

As Jeremy finally neared his house, he noticed an unfamiliar car double-parked not far from his front door. His first thought was that maybe one of his neighbors had relatives unloading out front before driving around to their off-street parking, but the furious swearing that came from the back bumper soon disabused him of that notion. When he peered curiously around the side of the car, he saw a dark-haired man crouched down, struggling with a tire iron and a flat tire, and he grimaced in sympathy. Changing a tire in a snowstorm really had to suck, especially since the guy didn’t have a coat or gloves on. For about one second, Jeremy considered offering his help, but another explosive oath kept him quiet. The guy didn’t sound like he wanted to be disturbed, and he might even be offended that a skinny geek like Jeremy thought he could break stubborn lugs nuts free when a big guy like him couldn’t. To ease his conscience a little, Jeremy decided that if the poor man was still out there when he finished putting his groceries away then maybe he’d come back out and make the offer.

Despite not wanting to intrude, Jeremy couldn’t help but take the opportunity to check the guy out as he passed. Jeremy was only human, after all, and the man was pretty hot. He had short dark hair that curled a little on top, straight, thick eyebrows—currently drawn down in frustration—a square jaw darkened with almost a full day’s growth of whiskers, and a full and utterly kissable set of lips. His tan cable-knit sweater and loose jeans were a little too bulky to give much away, but Jeremy was blessed with a good imagination and the sleeves of the sweater were pushed up far enough to reveal tanned, muscled forearms covered in more of that silky dark hair. Jeremy had always had a thing for nice arms, and this guy definitely had nice arms. 

He squinted through the melted snow on his glasses to get a better look and was reconsidering offering his aid when the tire iron suddenly flipped out of the guy’s hands, accompanied by a yelp of pain.

“Son of a…!” the man swore as the iron dropped with a quiet clank into the layer of dirty slush and snow at his feet, and he gripped one hand in the other, letting out a hiss of pain. Jeremy stopped walking and opened his mouth to ask if the guy was okay, but movement out of the corner of his eye distracted him. He glanced up the street and saw a white H2 coming toward them, moving entirely too fast for the amount of snow on the ground. As he watched it approach in growing anxiety, it only took about two seconds before “Oh, I’m sure they see him” turned into “Holy shit! They’re going to hit him!” in Jeremy’s mind, and even less than that for him to start moving. 

Later, Jeremy never actually remembered making a decision to move. One minute he was standing on the sidewalk holding his grocery bags; the next he was sprawled on his back in a puddle of slush between two cars with a very heavy man sprawled on top of him as the Hummer clipped the back bumper of the car, drove over the spare tire on the pavement, and skidded to a halt a little way down the street. 

Jeremy’s glasses were knocked askew in the fall, so he could only make out the Hummer’s taillights in the distance, but when he turned back to look at the man on top of him, he had no trouble seeing those wide, gorgeous dark-brown eyes staring back at him in shock. “Hot guy” had really nice eyes too. Jeremy wasn’t sure that was the most appropriate thought for him to have at that moment, but it was the only thing that popped into his head.

They stared at one another for several breaths before the guy blinked twice and turned to look at his car with his mouth hanging open. “Oh my God! Did they…? They almost ran me over,” he said as if he couldn’t quite believe what had just happened. Jeremy was right there with him. Now that the initial rush had passed, his heart was racing in his chest and he couldn’t quite breathe right—although that might have had more to do with the fact that he was crushed beneath another man’s weight… and not in a good way. His shoulders were propped painfully against the edge of the curb and his leg was twisted awkwardly beneath his butt. Discomfort, pain, and the feeling of cold wetness seeping into his pants soon jarred Jeremy out of his stupor. He was just starting to disentangle himself from the other man so he could stand up when the H2’s brake lights went out and the truck started to drive off.

“Hey!” Jeremy shouted as he attempted to scramble to his feet, but he was too late. The truck turned the corner before he could right his glasses and clear the wet lenses enough to read the license plate. “Bastard!” he shouted uselessly before turning back to check on the guy he’d rescued. “Are you okay?”

“I think so,” he said as he climbed to his feet and shook slush and muck from his clothes. “I’m a little damp but still in one piece—thanks to you.” The guy gave him a shaky smile and held out his hand. “Paul McClellan. ‘Thank you’ hardly seems like enough to say. I… I think you just saved my life.”

Jeremy felt a blush creep up his cheeks, and he was definitely going to blame it on adrenaline. Yep, that’s right, adrenaline. He was most certainly not blushing like a schoolgirl because the man’s deep voice was washing over him like warm caramel and those fabulous thick-lashed dark eyes were looking at him like he was Superman or something. 

Jeremy cleared his throat, clasped Paul’s hand reflexively, and then laughed as they both grimaced at the cold clamminess of their palms. Jeremy could actually feel the water squish out of his glove.

“Jeremy Porter, and you’re welcome,” he managed to get out without sounding like too much of a dork. 

He felt Paul’s hand tremble a little as he released it, and that was when he realized that the guy was shivering all over. He wasn’t wearing a coat, he was dripping from the slushy puddle they’d fallen into, and he’d just had a near-death experience; maybe Jeremy should do something more constructive than just standing there and staring at him like an idiot. He shook himself out of whatever fog his brain had wandered into and said, “Hey, um, I live right over there. Why don’t you come in for a minute and get dried off?”

Paul looked where Jeremy pointed and then back at him. At first, he didn’t respond, and Jeremy thought his eyes looked a little glassy, but he seemed to collect himself after a moment, and he said, “I…. Yeah. That would be great. Thank you. Again.” 

Paul’s voice seemed to be getting shakier and his teeth had started chattering, so Jeremy didn’t waste any more time. He just led the way to his house, only stopping long enough to pick up the groceries he’d dropped in the snow. One of the bags was dripping red wine so at least one of the bottles had broken when he’d dropped them, but he just set that bag on the stoop as he fished out his keys and unlocked the front door of his mother’s ancient brick townhouse. He hurried in, leaving a dripping trail of his own as he dropped the rest of the bags in the kitchen, pulled off his sopping wet gloves, and rushed up the stairs to find some towels. Paul was still standing in the entryway when he got back, dripping and shivering, so Jeremy hurried up to him and handed him a towel before ushering him into the living room.

“Come in. Come in. Don’t worry about the floor. You can’t do anything more to it than has already been done over the last thirty years or so,” Jeremy said with a little self-conscious laugh. 

The house was a total disaster. It was a kind of monument to his mother’s penchant for unfinished home-improvement projects, so Jeremy was always a little embarrassed when people saw it. Since Paul was understandably distracted and didn’t seem to notice, Jeremy didn’t bother with any more reassurances. He just pushed Paul toward the lumpy couch and urged him to sit down.

Paul started to sit but hopped back up a second later and turned toward the door. “My car…,” he said anxiously, but Jeremy held up a hand to stop him.

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll take care of it. You just sit down for a minute and get warmed up.” Paul was looking paler by the second, and Jeremy was pretty sure shock was setting in. He hurried toward the front door but stopped when he realized something kind of important. “Keys?”

Paul fished in the front pocket of his loose-fitting jeans and handed them over distractedly. He didn’t even look up. He just sort of stared off in the corner of the living room and chewed on his lip.

“I’ll be right back,” Jeremy said, but he was pretty sure Paul didn’t hear a word.

He rushed outside, back into the snow, and jogged over to Paul’s car. The rear panel was dented, the taillight was busted, and the bumper was cracked, but it still looked drivable, at least. He studied the flat and the spare for a minute before deciding he’d worry about it later. If Paul was having a hard time with the lug nuts, chances were Jeremy wouldn’t fare much better. The guy hadn’t even gotten them loose enough to put the car on the jack yet, and Jeremy didn’t want to leave him alone for however long it might take him to get the tire changed—if he could even do it. He wouldn’t be able to drive the car all the way around the block and into his off-street parking without damaging the rim, but he could at least get it into an empty space on the street without too much harm done. 

He picked up the spare and the iron and threw them back in the trunk before starting the engine and pulling into an open space half a block down from his house. As he climbed out of the car, he noticed a briefcase, a coat, and a duffel bag on the backseat, and he grabbed them, just in case. Paul might have a change of clothes in the bag, and the briefcase looked like it had a laptop in it, so it wasn’t a good idea to leave it out in the open. Jeremy’s neighborhood wasn’t exactly ghetto or anything, but leaving stuff out in your car, where anyone could see it, was just asking to get your window smashed and your stuff stolen. 

When he got back inside, Paul was still sitting where he’d left him. Jeremy pulled off his wet coat and boots and left them in the entryway before making his way into the living room. His socks were pretty damp and his toes felt like icicles, but he’d worry about that after he’d made sure Paul was really okay. 

“How’re you feeling?”

Paul looked up and gave him a rueful smile. “Still a little damp but better, thanks. Sorry I wigged out a little there. I’ve never been almost run over before.”

“Don’t apologize. I’d be in shock too. That was a close one, and the bastard didn’t even stay around to see if you were okay.” 

“Probably texting someone or something,” Paul mumbled before shaking his head. “Could my day get any worse?”

Jeremy laughed. “Do you really want an answer to that?”

Paul chuckled and shook his head again. “No. God, no. I should probably keep my mouth shut and just thank my lucky stars you were there.”

Jeremy squirmed a little uncomfortably under Paul’s obvious gratitude and decided to change the subject. “I grabbed these from your backseat, figuring there might be clothes in one of them if you wanted to get into something a little drier.”

“Thank you.” Paul took the bags and coat from Jeremy and set them near his feet. “I haven’t been home to do laundry yet, but I guess dirty is better than cold and wet.”

“I could grab you some sweats instead,” Jeremy offered.

Paul shook his head. “Thanks, but I should probably get back to my car and out of your hair. You’ve done enough for one day, and I have another hour of driving ahead of me.” He paused and grimaced. “Probably more like several hours the way traffic’s moving right now.”

He looked so tired all of a sudden that Jeremy was a little worried about sending him back out into the storm. “Are you sure? Do you really need to get home? I mean, is someone waiting for you?” Jeremy asked. He wasn’t fishing. Really he wasn’t. He was just being a concerned citizen, that was all. If it wasn’t absolutely necessary for Paul to get home, then it would be stupid of him to risk going back out into that mess when Jeremy didn’t mind having him stay.

And maybe Jeremy was dreading being alone on Christmas weekend a little more than he wanted to admit to himself, because when Paul shook his head, Jeremy jumped at the opportunity to push a little more. “It looks pretty bad out there and it’s only going to get worse. I don’t mind if you want to stay for a little while and warm up. Really. Traffic might ease up in a couple of hours… give the snowplows a chance to catch up.”

Jeremy felt a little pathetic but he actually held his breath while Paul chewed on his bottom lip, obviously torn. “I was trying to get home tonight. It’s been weeks since I’ve slept in my own bed. But the thought of getting back in the car is just….” He sighed, raked a hand through his damp hair, and looked back up at Jeremy. His big brown eyes had gone all puppy-like, and Jeremy felt himself melting a little. “I don’t want to put you out.”

Jeremy smiled in relief. “You’re not. Really. I didn’t have anything planned for tonight, anyway, and I’d feel terrible sending you back into that if you didn’t have to go. Come on. I’ll show you the bathroom so you can wash up a little, and I’ll get you some dry clothes.” 

When Paul stood, Jeremy led the way around his pile of tools in the hall, past his roughly spackled walls and partially framed-in closet to the stairs. There were only two bathrooms in the house and the one upstairs had the only shower at the moment, but at least the upstairs bathroom was finished, so he didn’t have to feel embarrassed about Paul using it. He was actually pretty proud of the job he’d done in there, despite having almost no home-repair experience under his belt before he’d started. 

“You can take a shower to get warmed up if you want to. There’re more towels in there, and I’ll leave the sweats by the door and go make us some coffee.”

Paul’s smile lit up his face, and Jeremy felt another blush coming on. The guy really was adorable… and hot. Had he mentioned hot?

“You’re a saint, man, really,” Paul said, shaking Jeremy out of his preoccupation with the man’s hotness. He really shouldn’t dwell on that particular subject. They weren’t on a date. Paul was only there because he was stuck there, and Jeremy needed to remember that before he made an ass of himself mooning over a stranger who was probably straight as the day was long.

Days are a lot shorter in the wintertime, though, his brain supplied unhelpfully.

Jeremy cleared his throat. “I’ll, uh, be downstairs if you need anything else, and there’s a guest room right next door if you feel like lying down.”

When Paul gave him another grateful smile and closed the door to the bathroom, Jeremy rushed to get the sweats and then to tidy up the guest room. He wasn’t a slob and the room was relatively clean, but he used that room as a dump zone for the boxes of his mother’s stuff that he didn’t know what to do with, so it was a little disorganized and cluttered. 

By the time he’d finished, he heard the shower come on and images of what Paul might look like naked under the spray were starting to creep into his head. Jeremy decided he really needed to go downstairs and make some coffee before his brain supplied any other unhelpful thoughts, like when was the last time he’d actually gotten laid?


Chapter Two

Paul stood under the hot spray of the shower until he felt warmed all the way through. He hadn’t been cold in the car, but after struggling to loosen the lug nuts for what seemed like forever and then taking a dip in that icy puddle, he’d felt frozen nearly to the bone. At least Jeremy had been wearing a puffy nylon winter coat, so he hadn’t gotten quite as soaked as Paul had and Paul didn’t need to feel guilty about using up all of the guy’s hot water. 

It was a little weird showering in a complete stranger’s bathroom, but Paul had been just cold enough that he didn’t care, and Jeremy seemed like a pretty cool guy. He’d saved Paul’s butt and then gone out of his way to make sure that he was okay. If that didn’t make him one of the good guys, Paul wasn’t sure what would.

When his skin felt like it might melt off if he stayed any longer, Paul got out of the shower and dried off. When he peeked outside the door, he found a set of faded sweats and a pair of socks neatly folded on the floor. He grabbed the pile and got dressed inside the bathroom, grateful and a little surprised that they fit pretty well. Jeremy was about his height, maybe an inch shorter, but he was a lot slimmer than Paul, and Paul had been a little worried that he’d look like a sausage stuffed into a too-small casing in the guy’s clothes. Thankfully, though, his host seemed to like his sweats a little on the loose side, so they fit him just right. 

It was also a little weird wearing a stranger’s clothes, but Paul guessed he could handle it for the time it took to have a cup of coffee and maybe run a load of laundry, if Jeremy didn’t mind. He was alive and well, as well as dry and warm, all thanks to Mr. Jeremy Porter, so he wasn’t going to let a little weirdness get in the way of being a good guest. 

Paul smelled the coffee before he reached the bottom of the stairs, and he followed his nose to the kitchen. Jeremy was standing next to the sink, watching the snow falling outside. He’d also changed into a pair of sweats that were indeed baggy on his slender frame. The pants actually hung pretty low, clinging precariously to the man’s narrow hips, and Paul took a moment to appreciate the small stretch of exposed skin between the waistband and the lower edge of his sweatshirt before clearing his throat to let the man know he was there.

Jeremy turned and smiled at him. “Feel better?”

“Much. Thanks.” 

As Jeremy went to the cabinet and reached up to pull out a couple of mugs, Paul let himself ogle Jeremy’s ass and legs while his back was turned. The sweats didn’t exactly do the guy justice, but Paul had a thing for long legs and tight little butts, which he could just make out the shape of as the material stretched across Jeremy’s backside. Paul remembered seeing a road bike in a corner of the living room while he’d waited for Jeremy to come back, and he could just imagine the lean muscle that probably corded those thighs and calves. Bikers always had the best legs.

Paul shook his head and laughed silently at himself. Nothing like a near-death experience to make a man horny as hell. He needed to get a grip on it, though, or he might end up out on his ass, and deservedly so. Ogling a stranger in a bar was one thing, but in a man’s own kitchen, after he’d just saved your life, was probably bad form. 

To break the silence and to get his mind out of the gutter, Paul said, “Looks like you have quite a renovation project going on here.”

Jeremy smiled over his shoulder as he poured coffee into the mugs. “Yeah. I’ve got a long way to go, and it’s not moving as fast as I’d like, but….” He shrugged. “Cream and sugar?”

“Just cream, please. You’re doing it all yourself?”

Jeremy handed him a mug and gestured for Paul to take a seat at the table. He looked a little sad now, and Paul was kind of sorry he’d brought it up. 

“Yes… or at least the parts that I can. I’ll hire an electrician and a plumber for the trickier stuff, but I’m trying to do the rest myself.” Jeremy paused there, as if debating whether to say anything else, and when he continued, Paul understood why. “I was supposed to help my mom with it—she was the one with all the know-how and talent, but she passed away before we got very far, and now it’s just me.”

“Oh jeez. I’m really sorry, man. I didn’t mean to pry.” Now Paul really felt like a jerk for stepping in it with the first question out of his mouth.

“Don’t be sorry. It’s fine, really. This time of year’s just a little hard.” Jeremy sighed and fell silent, and Paul didn’t quite know what to say next. God, he hated small talk. Thankfully, Jeremy quickly changed the subject before things got awkward. “So how did you manage to end up on our little street here?”

Paul smiled in relief and relaxed into his chair. “I was in Columbus for my job. I install retail point-of-sale systems, and my current contract has had me hopping all over Ohio and southern Michigan for the last several months. I was on my way home—to Indiana, Pennsylvania—when I hit the storm and the traffic. I’d left later than I wanted to because of some last-minute troubleshooting. I’d been in the car for five hours already because of the snow, and I was almost to the exit for the valley expressway when another accident blocked the road right in front of me. I was so pissed.” Paul paused and took a sip of his coffee. “Anyway, so I got off with everyone else, trying to find a way around it, and ended up going the wrong way, I think. As if that weren’t bad enough, while I was fighting with my GPS and trying to find a place to turn around, I hit a pothole that I couldn’t see because of the snow, and the tire blew. The rest, you know already.”

“Wow. Sounds like you have had a day,” Jeremy said. His hazel eyes were wide and sympathetic behind his cute little wire-rimmed glasses.

“Yeah. I thought the flat was a perfect cap to the perfect day, but you know the old saying: ‘Things can always get worse.’” He shrugged.

“Yep, they can,” Jeremy said with a chuckle. “Oh, I forgot to ask, how’s your hand?”

“My hand?” Paul asked, perplexed.

“I saw you hurt your hand right before the Hummer showed up. Is it okay?”

“Oh. Yeah.” Paul had forgotten all about it. He flexed his hand a little, testing it out. One of his fingers ached a bit, but he wasn’t really hurt. “It’s fine. I just kind of slammed it into the tire iron, trying to break the nut free. It was stupid, but I lost my temper.”

Jeremy chuckled. “Yeah, I heard.”

Paul laughed in chagrin. “Sorry about that. It’d been a long day.” He felt his cheeks heat a little. That hadn’t been one of his proudest moments, swearing like a sailor in the middle of the street. He’d gotten in the habit of swearing up a blue streak in the car with all the traveling he’d been doing, but he shouldn’t have done it out in the open where everyone could hear him. It didn’t exactly make a good first impression.

“Perfectly understandable,” Jeremy said, though his lips were quirked and his eyes were still crinkled with amusement.

Jeremy really was kind of cute, with his short dirty-blond curls and wide hazel eyes, particularly when he was smiling… and Paul really needed to think about something else because he was currently going commando and sweat-pants didn’t do much to hide a semi-hard. He cleared his throat and looked down at the mug in his hands.

“So, uh, Jeremy, what do you do for a living?” he asked when he was pretty sure none of his thoughts could be read on his face.

“Graphic designer, mostly webpages and business logos, that kind of thing.”

Jeremy said it like he was a little embarrassed about what he did, and Paul couldn’t for the life of him figure out why. It sounded like a cool job to him, and when he said so, Jeremy’s eyes brightened considerably and a big smile split his face. With very little encouragement, Jeremy went on to talk enthusiastically about some of the pages he’d designed and the logos he was most proud of. He even brought his laptop into the kitchen and pulled up some of the sites to show him. Even if Paul hadn’t been interested in the subject, Jeremy’s obvious enthusiasm would have made him a convert. It was pretty obvious Jeremy loved what he did.

Paul didn’t have a creative bone in his body. Oh, he could run wires like nobody’s business and talk people through using the systems he set up, but he’d always envied people who had real creativity, real talent, people who could create something out of thin air. He still had no idea why Jeremy had seemed embarrassed about his job to start with, so Paul made an extra effort to sound enthusiastic. Unfortunately, his body chose that moment to remind him that he’d been up since the crack of dawn that morning, and the yawn slipped out before he could swallow it, stopping Jeremy midsentence.

“Shit. I’m sorry,” Jeremy said. “I probably told you a hell of a lot more than you ever really wanted to know about my job. I get going sometimes and don’t know when to shut up.” 

“No. No, really. I’m interested. Your websites are amazing. I’m just a little more tired than I thought,” Paul replied, putting as much sincerity into his words as he could.

Jeremy looked a little skeptical, but he smiled as he put the laptop away. “Do you want to go take a nap? I don’t mind.”

“No, really. I just….” Paul yawned again and then shared a laugh with Jeremy. “Okay, maybe I should take you up on that, but I really don’t want to be such a crappy guest.”

“Don’t be silly,” Jeremy said before turning to look out the kitchen window, and Paul followed his gaze. The snow hadn’t slowed down any in the time he’d been there. There were now several inches resting on the window ledge.

“Look,” Jeremy said, turning back to him, “the weather report said we’re supposed to get almost two feet of snow. You’re tired, and chances are the highway’s still a nightmare. You’re not putting me out at all. In fact, it’s kind of nice to have the company. So you’re welcome to stay the night and see if the roads are safer in the morning. The sun’s going to be down soon, and things are going to get icy pretty quick. I’d feel terrible if you pushed to go home and got into an accident when you really didn’t have to. Besides, I bought way too much food for just one person, so you’ll be saving me from weeks of leftovers if you at least let me make you dinner.”

Paul looked into Jeremy’s pretty eyes and thought about what he really had to go home to. His own bed would be nice, but it was an empty bed, and the only one waiting for him to come home was his cranky old cat, Boomer, whom Cecily, his ex-wife, was currently looking after. It hardly seemed worth risking any more damage to his car or himself to push through to an empty apartment. Throw in an offer of a home-cooked meal that he didn’t have to cook himself, and Paul’s decision was a pretty easy one.

“If you’re sure, then I won’t pass up on an invitation like that.”

Jeremy gave him a delighted smile—one that had Paul wondering if maybe there was more to the dinner invitation than just friendly concern—and said, “I’m sure. I’m not a bad cook. You won’t be sorry. Do you want to take a nap and I’ll let you know when dinner’s ready?”

“I don’t know if I’ll sleep after the coffee, but I wouldn’t mind lying down for a while.” The adrenaline rush he’d experienced at the near-miss on the street was definitely gone now, and Paul felt completely drained and worn out.

Even though Jeremy had pointed out the guestroom earlier, he still chose to lead the way back up the stairs, and Paul didn’t mind in the slightest. He certainly enjoyed the view. 

He was tired, not dead. 

The guest room was small but nicely decorated with an antique double bed, matching dresser, and nightstand. The bed was covered in a thick, dark-blue velvet comforter with some kind of design stitched into it. Paul didn’t know much about that kind of thing, but it looked handmade. When Jeremy noticed him looking at it, he smiled. “My mom made it. Another one of her hobbies.”

“It’s beautiful,” Paul said.

“Thanks. Well, I’ll leave you alone. I’ll be downstairs if you need anything.”

“Thanks, Jeremy. This is really great of you.”

Jeremy just smiled again and left, closing the door behind him, and Paul climbed beneath the thick comforter and promptly passed out, despite the coffee. He barely remembered putting his head on the pillow.


Chapter Three

Jeremy puttered around his kitchen happily while Paul napped upstairs. The excitement he felt over having Paul stay for dinner made him finally accept just how much he’d been in denial about the coming weekend. For weeks, he’d been telling himself that he’d keep busy working on the house and the weekend would be over with before he knew it. Sometimes he could be a little clueless, but his reasoning had seemed sound at the time.

Last year, Christmas had been a bit of a blur. His mother had passed away suddenly from a heart attack only a month before, and he’d still been in that sort of shock-and-disbelief stage. He and Byron were still living together at that point, and there’d been so much for him to take care of, with funeral arrangements, probate paperwork, and responding to all the well-wishers, that Christmas had just sort of come and gone without him even realizing it. 

This year would’ve been a lot different. He realized that now that he’d been given a reprieve. This year he was living in his childhood home again, surrounded by his mother’s things, and he wasn’t too shell-shocked to fully appreciate the gaping hole where his mom was supposed to be. Staring around his kitchen and remembering all the fun times they’d had baking or chatting over coffee at that old, scarred kitchen table, it hit Jeremy how grateful he was to have a distraction, at least for a little while.

He shook himself out of his morose thoughts and got busy putting away the last of the groceries he’d bought. He wasn’t going to be alone tonight. Paul had agreed to stay. Jeremy couldn’t remember the last time he’d cooked for anyone, but that was another thought he wasn’t going to dwell on, because it was just too depressing. 

He scanned his now full refrigerator, trying to decide what to make. He’d bought the turkey and ham for Christmas Eve and Christmas Day, but maybe he should make one of them tonight instead, since he actually had someone to share it with. 

Jeremy finally decided on the ham. He could always reheat it Christmas Eve if he really needed to make the house smell right. Decision made, he pulled out all the necessary supplies to make his mom’s traditional roast ham with pineapple, green beans, corn bread, and fettuccine Alfredo. The ham would take a couple of hours to heat, and the oven would warm the kitchen nicely, making his half-finished wreck of a house at least smell yummy and inviting for his guest. 

After he put the ham in the oven, Jeremy wandered into the living room and just stood for a moment, wondering, Now what? There was no sound from upstairs, so he assumed Paul must have crashed. Jeremy looked down at the briefcase and duffel on the floor by the couch and considered pulling Paul’s clothes out to put in the wash but decided against it. He wanted to be helpful, but rifling through the man’s bag without permission, even with the best of intentions, probably wouldn’t go over well. Paul seemed like a really nice guy, someone Jeremy could be friends with—even if the man made him think naughty thoughts—so Jeremy wanted to avoid doing anything stupid that might scare him off. He’d just have to remember to offer the use of his washing machine when Paul woke up. 

Jeremy was feeling restless, so he wandered into the dining room and looked out the sliding-glass door at his backyard—well, the little fenced-in square of dirt that passed for his backyard. The snow was probably closer to five or six inches deep on the deck now and still coming down hard. He leaned against the glass and watched the fat flakes fall for a while, feeling some of his restlessness abate. Even as a grown-up, he still loved the snow. They never got much in Pittsburgh, but when it did fall, it was worth the wait. The hustle and bustle of the city always seemed to calm when it snowed. Things got quieter, as if the whole world was muffled, surrounded in a cocoon of white. He liked to walk in it late at night and just listen to the wind and the silence. Living as close as he did to the interstate and the parkway, silence was a rare commodity, but some nights, in the snow or the rain, there were moments of virtual silence that he cherished. 

Jeremy thought about taking a walk in the snow later that night. Maybe he’d ask if Paul wanted to join him. A walk after a romantic candlelit dinner, and then a sit by the fire to warm up, sounded like heaven. 

Jeremy sighed. Yes. That’s right. He was a complete and utter sap. Old black-and-white movies, romantic walks, and roses on Valentine’s Day—he ate that kind of shit up. He would never admit it to any but his closest friends and family and he certainly wouldn’t admit it to a guy like Paul, especially since Paul didn’t exactly scream chick flick, but he was indeed a closet romantic. 

Jeremy laughed quietly as he turned and headed back toward the kitchen. He could just imagine the look he’d get from Paul if the man could hear his thoughts, and it wasn’t pretty. All fantasies aside, they weren’t having a first date. They were having a friendly dinner, and at the moment, Jeremy was pretty grateful for even that much. 

He puttered around the kitchen some more, pulling out the pots, pans, and utensils he’d need to finish dinner, but it was really too soon to start anything else. As he looked around the kitchen for something else to do, he considered bringing some of the Christmas decorations up from the basement—maybe the green-and-red tablecloth his mom had used for the past decade or so—to make things a little more festive for Paul. 

He stared at the door to the basement for a long time before he decided he just couldn’t do it. Digging through all those boxes would probably only make him sad, and he’d already dumped on Paul once in the few hours they’d known each other. Paul didn’t seem like the kind of guy who’d care what tablecloth he was eating off of, anyway, and it suddenly occurred to Jeremy just how much he was fussing over a simple little meal with a guy he’d just met and who was probably going to disappear the moment the snow cleared. He needed to get a grip.

Jeremy walked away from the kitchen and plopped down on the couch, forcing himself to sit still. He only had an hour or so before he needed to start cooking the rest of the meal. He could distract himself for an hour, couldn’t he? Ordinarily, he would pick up his tools and start working on one of the dozen or so unfinished projects in the house or pull out his laptop and do some more research on home repair, but Paul was sleeping, so power tools were out, and Jeremy was just too fidgety to sit and read DIY articles. 

In desperation, he finally just turned on the television and watched the weather and traffic reports in between flipping through random channels. The projected snow totals hadn’t changed and neither had the traffic, so at least he could feel good about convincing Paul to stay the night. He continued to surf channels until he finally gave up on finding anything interesting to watch on a Friday afternoon and shut the TV off. He checked on the ham and lit a fire before grabbing his Kindle and plopping back down on the couch to read. He was just dozing off when he heard footsteps on the stairs and looked up to find Paul walking into the living room. The man was a little rumpled with sleep, his short brown hair sticking out in a couple of places and pillow wrinkles on his cheek. 

“Sleep well?” Jeremy asked as he tried not to imagine all the ways he could make Paul look all rumpled like that. 

“Yeah. Thanks. I guess I didn’t realize just how beat I was.” Paul stretched his arms above his head, revealing a stretch of flat stomach and a hint of dark treasure trail before dropping his hands to his sides. “Something smells really good.”

Distracted as he was, it took Jeremy a few seconds to process what Paul said. He just blinked slowly a few times before he could drag his eyes away from Paul’s stomach and look him in the eye. “Uh. That’s the ham. Which, uh, reminds me, I should probably get started on the rest now that you’re awake.” 

Jeremy lurched to his feet and tried not to scurry into the kitchen. He had no idea why he couldn’t keep it together after only a tiny little peek at Paul’s middle. The guy was a guest in his house and had just had a monumentally shitty day. Jeremy didn’t have to add to it by drooling all over him. It hadn’t been that long since he’d gotten laid… er—well, maybe it had, but he wasn’t a sex-starved maniac or anything. A little lonely and horny, perhaps, but not starved. The fact that the guy was wearing his clothes and filled them out so much better than Jeremy did didn’t mean his brain and his manners had to completely desert him.

Jeremy went to his neatly arranged supplies and quickly set to work. Paul had followed him in and was now propped against the counter, out of Jeremy’s way, but still a little close for Jeremy’s peace of mind.

“Anything I can help with?” Paul asked.

“No thanks. It’s all pretty simple, so there’s really not much to do. The coffee’s still hot if you want another cup, though,” Jeremy said, relaxing into cooking mode and trying to focus on what he was doing. 

Paul took him up on his suggestion and poured himself another cup before he wandered out to the dining room, and Jeremy breathed a sigh of relief.

“Still coming down like crazy,” Paul called from the other room.

“Yeah. The weather reports haven’t changed much, and traffic still sounds hellacious. You may have to wait ’til tomorrow afternoon to try to make it home. The plows are usually pretty good about keeping up, but we haven’t had one like this since I was a kid, so who knows when they’ll get to us.”

Jeremy put the cornbread in the oven with the ham and turned on the vegetable steamer before joining Paul in the dining room. When he got there, he found Paul admiring one of his mom’s framed needlework pieces on the wall.

“Also my mom’s,” he said when Paul looked up.

“Sounds like she was pretty talented.”

Jeremy smiled and chuckled. “You don’t know the half of it. She picked up hobbies like other people pick up books, and I have the boxes and boxes of craft supplies in the basement to prove it.” 

Paul smiled back at him and took another sip of his coffee. “You seem pretty creative yourself, with the webpages and logos and stuff. Are any of these yours?” he asked as his gaze roamed the various oil paintings and needlework pieces on the walls.

“No. I’ve never been much for crafting. I tried some things, but nothing stuck so far. I’ve always thought I might take up knitting someday since I’ve got about twenty cases of yarn in the basement too. I figure if a guy like Russell Crowe can knit and still keep his man-cred then I might be able to get away with it.”

They both laughed. “Huh. I didn’t know he was a knitter. Maybe I’ll take it up. Might make me seem more butch,” Paul said with another laugh.

“I wouldn’t think you’d have much of a problem with that,” Jeremy said. “Now I on the other hand, geek that I am, need all the help I can get.”

Paul’s face sobered a little, and he looked at Jeremy strangely. “You’re not a geek.”

He seemed so serious that Jeremy didn’t have the heart to argue with him. He searched Paul’s earnest face for a moment and had just started to wonder things he probably shouldn’t be wondering when his cell started ringing.

Saved by the bell.

“Excuse me,” he said before walking to the foyer and digging in his coat for his phone. “Auntie” showed on the caller ID. “Hello?”

“Hey, sweetie. I just wanted to check that you were home okay and you hadn’t gotten trapped somewhere with the storm.” His Aunt Kathy’s worried voice made him smile.

“I’m home, no worries. You guys doing okay?”

“Yes, your cousins flew out yesterday, so they missed having to fight the storm, and we haven’t had any snow here in a couple of weeks.”

She went on to tell him the various travel stories of his cousins, and then moved on to family gossip that Jeremy barely listened to. He tried to listen, but the sight of Paul wandering through his living room, looking at the photos he had on the mantel and knickknacks on the bookshelves, was a little distracting. When a timer started buzzing in the kitchen, it gave Jeremy the perfect excuse to cut the call short. He loved his aunt, but he knew if he let her go on, she’d start pressuring him to come visit as soon as the snow was cleared, and he didn’t want to rehash that discussion. He’d gone to her house for Thanksgiving, and even though it had been great to see everyone, he’d still been morose and uncomfortable the whole time he was there. He hadn’t wanted to ruin their holiday as well as his own by going there for Christmas.

After he hung up with her, he went back to the kitchen and pulled the ham out to let it rest for a few minutes. The cornbread wasn’t quite done, so he wandered back into the living room to find Paul looking at a picture of him, his mom, and Byron from their last Thanksgiving together. He grimaced. The only reason he’d kept it was because it was the last picture he had of his mom and there was no way to cut Byron out of it without ruining it.

“Sorry about that. That was my aunt checking up on me.”

“No problem. Is that your mom?” Paul asked, pointing to the picture.

“Yes. Last year, not long before she died.”

“She was pretty.”

“She was.”

“Is that your brother?” Paul asked, pointing to Byron.

“Uh, no. I’m an only child.” Jeremy paused for a second and then gave a purely internal shrug. Might as well find out if Paul was going to freak before he fed him. “That’s my ex-boyfriend, Byron.”

Jeremy waited nervously for Paul’s reaction, dreading a cringe or sudden distance since they’d been getting along so well up until that point.

“Oh” was all Paul said, giving Jeremy no clue as to his feelings on the subject. It was a little frustrating, but “oh” was better than fingers in the sign of the cross and backing away in terror, so Jeremy would count it as a win… he guessed.

When the oven timer went off again to tell him the cornbread was done, he said, “Sounds like dinner’s ready,” and beat a hasty retreat to the kitchen.

Paul followed him and stopped near the table. “Can I set the table or grab drinks or anything while you finish up?”

“Sure. Thanks,” Jeremy said. “The plates and glasses are in the cabinet by the refrigerator, silverware’s in the drawer beneath. I have a bottle of wine in the fridge, or you can have a beer or something else if you don’t want wine.”

“Wine’s fine,” Paul said. 

Jeremy watched the man out of the corner of his eye while he finished the food. Paul puttered about, pulling down plates and grabbing silverware. He seemed relaxed and unperturbed by Jeremy’s revelation, but now Jeremy was beginning to wonder if that was a good thing. Obviously it should be a good thing because the fact that he was gay shouldn’t be a big deal, but deep down, Jeremy was kind of hoping for Paul to say something more like: “Oh really. So does that mean you’re single?” and he had to admit to being a little disappointed with the reaction, or lack thereof, that he’d gotten.

Oh well, guess his dreams of romance would have to go unrealized.


Chapter Four

Paul set the table and filled the wine glasses, all the while trying to play it cool. Having confirmation that he and Jeremy batted for the same team had affected him more than he’d expected, and he wasn’t quite sure what to do about it. The whole flirting and dating scene wasn’t exactly his forte. He’d married right out of high school because he thought he should, and since the divorce he’d been working too much to even try to have any kind of relationship. Hookups were pretty much the extent of his dating experience since he’d come out, and he’d never really been the instigator of those. He’d just gone to a bar and waited to get picked up. He wasn’t a bad-looking guy, so that had worked out pretty well for him so far.

Being alone in a house with a guy he not only found sexy but also pretty damned nice and adorable put him in uncharted territory. Add to that the fact they lived in different towns and Jeremy was still in mourning for his mother and looking forward to a pretty shitty Christmas, and Paul was fairly certain he shouldn’t even be thinking of hitting on him. Paul would have appreciated it if someone had told that to his libido, however.

He shook his head and chuckled to himself as he finished setting the table. Even if he did know how to flirt, the next twelve hours would be pretty awkward if Jeremy wasn’t interested. When he looked up, Jeremy was watching him, confusion and a little hurt written all over his face.

“Something funny?” Jeremy asked.

Shit. “Uh.” Paul scrambled to think of something to say that wouldn’t embarrass either of them. “I, uh, was just thinking about what a strange day I’d had and that I was glad it was ending on a high note.” 

Jeremy’s tentative smile let him know that he’d chosen wisely, and he breathed a sigh of relief. After the awkward moment had passed, they took turns carrying dishes and platters to the table and spent the next several minutes eating in silence. Paul had skipped lunch, hoping to beat the storm, and he hadn’t realized he was starving until the first few forkfuls of Jeremy’s cooking hit his mouth. After that, he practically inhaled his first plate and was working on seconds when he looked up to find Jeremy watching him with a bemused expression. Paul swallowed the bite in his mouth and put his fork down in chagrin. 

“Sorry. It’s really good, and I guess I was hungry.”

Jeremy laughed and shook his head. “Don’t apologize. It was flattering. I’m glad you like it. I don’t cook all that much anymore, so it’s good to know I haven’t lost my touch.”

“You haven’t,” Paul agreed and was gratified to see Jeremy’s smile broaden along with what might have been the start of a blush. If being honest counted as flirting, then maybe he wasn’t so completely clueless after all. 

Paul finished off what was in his wine glass and refilled for both of them, trying to redeem himself from his earlier lack of manners. “So, uh, that was your aunt on the phone earlier?” he asked because he couldn’t think of anything else.

“Yes. She checks in every once in a while to make sure I’m doing okay.”

“If you don’t mind my asking, how come you’re not with her for the holidays?” Paul realized after he said it that he was prying again, but Jeremy didn’t seem offended.

“Honestly? I didn’t want to deal with them again.” Jeremy sighed. “I know it sounds bitchy and ungrateful, but I was there for Thanksgiving and it was just uncomfortable. They didn’t know how to act around me, and I didn’t know how to make them feel less uncomfortable, so I just decided I wasn’t going to do it again for Christmas. My mom and I usually did those holidays here, and going somewhere else didn’t really change the fact that it wasn’t going to ever be the same again. My aunt’s still not happy about it.” Jeremy shrugged.

To lighten the mood, Paul said, “Well, I’m grateful that you decided to stay home, since it meant you were there to save me.” Jeremy’s answering smile was still so sad that Paul instinctively reached out and laid his hand over Jeremy’s on the table. He wasn’t sure why he did it. Being touchy-feely hadn’t exactly ever been his strong suit, either, but it felt right and Jeremy’s surprised smile was all the encouragement he needed.

“I’m sorry. I promise you I’m not usually this much of a downer,” Jeremy said with a weak chuckle.

Paul let go of his hand and smiled in understanding. “It’s no big deal. I think you have good reason to be a little sad. Your mom obviously meant a lot to you, and that’s pretty cool in my book.”

Jeremy laughed. “So you don’t think I’m a pathetic momma’s boy?”

Paul chuckled and punched Jeremy’s shoulder playfully. “Nothing pathetic about you, I promise.”

Jeremy held his gaze for a moment before clearing his throat. “Why don’t I get this cleaned up and we can go sit on the couch instead of these hard wood chairs?” 

Paul shook his head. “Nope. You cooked. The least I can do is clean,” he said as he started to gather the plates and carry them to the sink.

Jeremy followed him, carrying more dishes. “I can’t just sit and watch while you clean. So, if you insist, then I’ll help you.”

Jeremy showed him where to find the soap and cleared off enough counter space to put the clean dishes down on, and Paul scrubbed in silence for a few minutes. When Jeremy finished putting the food away, he came to stand by Paul at the sink and dried while Paul washed. It was comfortable and easy. They fell into a rhythm almost immediately, and Paul really loved the fact that Jeremy didn’t feel the need to fill the silence. The first time their hands touched, Jeremy jumped a little, but when Paul didn’t pull away, the other man seemed to relax. As they worked together in the small space, their hands touched and their hips and shoulders brushed more and more often until Paul got the impression that maybe it was intentional on Jeremy’s part, and maybe, just maybe, all his worrying about how to flirt and whether or not he should would turn out to be moot. 

Paul became hyperaware of every move that Jeremy made and every look the other man gave him from then on. His heart rate sped up, and his skin tingled everywhere they touched. Paul was so keyed up by the time he put the last bowl in the soapy water to soak that when Jeremy pressed against his side and said, “Last one?” in his ear, Paul’s breath stuttered in his chest. Even someone as completely clueless about flirting as Paul wouldn’t be idiotic enough to miss that signal. When he turned to look at Jeremy, the other man didn’t step back, so they were almost nose to nose when Paul met Jeremy’s eyes. 

Jeremy searched his face for a few moments before smiling shyly and leaning forward to brush a light kiss across Paul’s lips. It was way too brief to be anything but a peck, but Paul still felt it all the way to his toes. He forgot all about the dishes at that point and pulled Jeremy against him, returning the kiss with a lot more heat. Their lips pressed together and parted, tongues tangling and releasing until they were both out of breath and grinding against each other. Somewhere along the line, Paul’s hands had ended up cupping and squeezing Jeremy’s ass, and it occurred to him that maybe he should be taking things a little slower. He didn’t want Jeremy to think he was a total pig. He’d gone straight from washing dishes to ass squeezing without a stop at shoulders, sides, or back along the way. 

He looked up, smiled rather sheepishly into Jeremy’s eyes, and said, “Is this okay?”

“Are you kidding?” Jeremy asked before diving back in to kiss him breathless again. 

Their sweatpants didn’t provide much of a barrier, so when the grinding began again they were soon moaning into each other’s mouths. When Jeremy pulled back again, his fair skin was flushed a bright red and his eyes were dark and hooded behind his glasses. “Do you want to take this upstairs?”

“Hell yeah!”

Jeremy grabbed his hand and quickly led him out of the kitchen and up the stairs. They passed the bathroom and the guest room he’d napped in and hurried further down the hall, until Jeremy stopped at the last door and opened it. When he switched on the light, Paul only got a brief glimpse of a slightly untidy but well-decked-out bedroom before Jeremy was on him again, and he decided that he didn’t give a shit what the place looked like as long as he could find a horizontal surface as quickly as possible. Their sweatshirts were pulled off and tossed aside in between kisses and stumbling steps to the bed. They broke apart long enough to shuck their sweatpants, laughing as they both stumbled because they were hurrying too much, and then they were skin to skin, rolling around on Jeremy’s unmade bed, trying to touch each other everywhere at once.

When Paul finally rolled Jeremy under him and broke away from another searing kiss long enough to catch his breath, he propped himself on his elbows and just looked down at the sexy man pinned beneath him. Jeremy’s cheeks were still bright red beneath his glasses, his hair was rumpled and a little damp with sweat, and his lean chest was rising and falling rapidly with every breath. Jeremy reached up to pull him back down, but Paul grabbed his wrists and pinned them to the bed. He held Jeremy’s gaze as he started a slow grind of his hips, rubbing their cocks together sensuously but without their earlier frenzy. He needed to slow down if he was going to be any good at all, and he wanted to see every expression that moved across Jeremy’s face. He also wanted to be able to hear every moan and gasp, and he couldn’t do that with blood pounding in his ears. 

Paul didn’t really understand where the compulsion to see and absorb every detail of Jeremy’s reactions came from, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to waste time thinking about it at that moment. He just knew he wanted to watch Jeremy lose it more than he wanted to get off himself, and that was a bit of a first for him.

As Jeremy stared up at him, looking a little confused, Paul let go of his wrists and dragged his nails through the tight curls on the other man’s scalp, gripping his neck and tilting his head to the side so he could nibble and suck. Jeremy moaned and whimpered in his ear, wrapping his long legs around Paul’s hips and grinding his ass against Paul’s cock. It suddenly became extremely difficult for Paul to concentrate on anything other than the feel of his cockhead sliding along the man’s crack.

Why exactly did he want to go slow again?

Before he could get enough blood back to his brain to answer that question, Jeremy was wiggling beneath him and reaching over his head with those long elegant arms to dig in his nightstand. Jeremy never stopped the mind-numbing movement of his hips, so Paul still wasn’t thinking too clearly, but he got the hint that Jeremy was impatient when his wrist was gripped tightly and a condom was pressed into his palm. Paul chuckled and nipped Jeremy’s shoulder before sitting back on his haunches and grabbing the bottle of lube the other man had placed on the bed.

Paul had wanted to go slow enough to impress Jeremy, but he also liked a man who knew what he wanted. It saved him having to guess. He tore open the condom with his teeth and rolled it on one-handed before popping the cap on the lube and slicking himself and Jeremy up. He took his time teasing and stroking Jeremy’s opening, enjoying the needy little moans and pants, until Jeremy propped himself on his elbows and gave Paul a look that screamed “Hurry up already!”

Jeremy’s urgency was contagious, and Paul was pressing slowly inside almost before he realized it. Jeremy had relaxed his grip on Paul’s hips to allow him better access, but now that Paul was finally inside, Jeremy’s legs came back up and wrapped tightly around him, squeezing him with all that lean muscle, urging him on. Paul didn’t need any more encouragement. He set a slow, steady rhythm, angling his thrusts with care and trying to think about anything that would help him last longer. He really wanted to see Jeremy come unglued before he lost it completely, but he wasn’t sure he was going to make it that long.

As he moved inside Jeremy, Paul watched the other man’s sweat bead on the skin of his chest and pool in the valleys of his muscles and his belly button. Paul wanted to taste, but he’d never been that flexible, so he just had to be satisfied with sliding his hands through it, watching it slick Jeremy’s skin. When Jeremy threw his head back and gasped, trembling and clenching around him, Paul knew he had to be close, so he slid forward on the bed, wrapped his hand around Jeremy’s cock, and punctuated each stroke of his hand with quick short thrusts inside him, listening as the gasps got truly frantic. Paul wasn’t faring much better himself. It took all the concentration he had to keep up the rhythm with his hand and his hips, so when Jeremy finally let go, crying out and shooting warm and wet between their bodies and over Paul’s hand, Paul followed so quickly after that their climaxes were almost simultaneous.

When they were both completely spent, Jeremy released the death grip his legs had on Paul’s hips and Paul collapsed on the mattress beside him, panting. It took him a little while to dredge up the energy to find a wastebasket to dispose of the condom, and thankfully Jeremy had one of the towels from earlier on the floor next to his bed, so Paul didn’t have to go searching for one to wipe off with before they could snuggle up and pass out. 

He was proud of himself that he had just enough energy and common courtesy to ask, “Is this okay?” before he really settled in for the night. He didn’t really want to get up, but if Jeremy didn’t want him there, he would.

“Of course,” Jeremy mumbled sleepily before wiggling backward until he was spooned up against Paul’s chest. Paul smiled happily and scooted until his head was on the same pillow as Jeremy’s. He pulled the blankets over them both before surrendering to sleep.


Chapter Five

Jeremy woke up way too early the next morning, but the feel of Paul’s hard, warm body behind him made even that ungodly hour seem pleasant. He’d forgotten how nice it was to wake up in someone’s arms. Byron hadn’t been much of a nighttime snuggler, so Jeremy had gone without for a really long time. At that particular moment, Jeremy was pretty sure that lack of snuggling was going to have to be on his list of deal-breakers in the future, because he was enjoying it way too much. Paul was holding onto him like Jeremy was his favorite teddy bear, and Jeremy had to admit he was eating it up. 

Unwilling to give up on that feeling just yet, he closed his eyes against the weak gray light reflecting off the snow outside, ignored the mild twinge in his bladder, and relaxed back into sleep. When he woke for the second time, he was alone in bed, and he had to quickly suppress the sharp stab of disappointment. It was stupid to get his hopes up about Paul when they hadn’t even known each other for even a full day yet. It was Jeremy who’d encouraged Paul to stay, Jeremy who’d initiated their kiss, and Jeremy who’d pulled Paul upstairs for sex. Sure, Paul had seemed more than willing to go along for the ride, but that didn’t mean they were attached at the hip or anything. One night of fabulous sex did not a relationship make.

Jeremy grabbed his glasses, which had somehow made it to the nightstand, rolled out of bed, and stumbled to the window, hissing as his bare feet left the rug and connected with bare wood. He peeked out the window down at the snow-covered street and relaxed a little. The plows hadn’t been through more than once during the night, so there was still a hefty amount of snow on the road—too much to drive through—and that meant that Paul couldn’t have left yet. Not that Jeremy thought that Paul would sneak out without saying goodbye, but…. Well, Jeremy hadn’t had his coffee yet and he was going to blame his irrational angst on that.

He padded back to his dresser and pulled out the first pair of pajama bottoms he found, shivering in the chill of the room. When he noticed which pair he had, he almost put them back and grabbed something else, but seeing them didn’t hurt quite as much as he expected, so he went ahead and put them on. He grabbed a clean sweatshirt, pulled on his slippers, and made his way downstairs.

Even before he reached the bottom of the steps, he smelled coffee brewing and ham frying, and he smiled in delight. Paul was making him breakfast? God, could this man be any more perfect? Jeremy took a second at the bottom of the steps to calm the little flutter in his heart. He knew almost nothing about Paul other than the fact that he was fantastic in bed and knew how to be sweet, really sweet, but telling your heart to be rational when it was aching for something or someone wonderful wasn’t always easy, and making it listen was even harder.

Play it cool, dork, or you’re going to scare him away before you can even get laid for a second time.

Jeremy squared his shoulders and ran a hand over his face to make sure there wasn’t any sleep drool on his chin or sand in his eyes before walking into the kitchen as casually as possible. He knew that his pretentions of coolness were a complete failure the second Paul’s eyes dropped to his pajama bottoms and the man raised his eyebrows and snorted.

Jeremy was pretty sure he went scarlet at that point. How he’d ever thought he’d look cool and casual while wearing pants with moose heads and “Merry Chrismoose” written all over them was beyond him, but it was too late now. He really should have thought that choice out a little better.

“Uh, they were kind of a family tradition,” Jeremy said, hoping his face didn’t look as red as it felt.

“Oh?” Paul said innocently, obviously trying to hide a grin.

Jeremy rolled his eyes and chuckled, giving up on trying to be cool. “Yeah, my mom made them every year for us to wear while we spent Christmas morning on the couch, watching old Christmas cartoons and movies,” Jeremy replied.

Paul’s smile turned a little wicked as the man set down his spatula and sauntered up to Jeremy. “They’re cute, especially on you,” he said before wrapping his arm around Jeremy’s waist and pulling him in for a kiss. Jeremy sank into it gratefully. He didn’t know what exactly they were doing, other than the physical part, but he was more than willing to enjoy it while it lasted.

Paul broke away too soon for Jeremy’s liking, but he supposed the man had good reason, because the ham was starting to smell a little burned. Jeremy shuffled to the coffee pot, poured himself a cup, and refilled Paul’s while the man got the ham out of the pan and cracked in some eggs. Jeremy relaxed against the counter and watched Paul cook for a while as he sipped his coffee. He was pretty sure he could watch Paul’s hands for hours, even if he wasn’t groggy from lack of caffeine. Remembering how good those hands had felt on him made him shiver a little, and he wondered how soon he’d be able to have that again without seeming too pushy or desperate.

“I hope you don’t mind, but I started a load of laundry while you were asleep,” Paul said as he fixed plates for both of them.

His voice woke Jeremy out of his preoccupation with those hands, and he tried not to look sheepish as he said, “No problem. I’m sure you’d like to have your own clothes.”

“Particularly if I’m going to be doing some serious shoveling today,” Paul agreed as he carried the plates to the table and sat down. 

Jeremy dropped into the chair next to him and tried not to dwell on the fact that Paul would be leaving as soon as he could dig his car out. They hadn’t really done a whole hell of a lot of talking, and Jeremy was a little afraid to ruin what time they had left by starting the possibly awkward morning-after conversation. He didn’t want to come off as clingy, but if he didn’t say anything at all, then he might miss his chance. 

Jeremy quelled his angst and set to eating breakfast before he could say anything stupid. He had a few hours, at least, before they could dig out Paul’s car. Once he’d had his coffee and woken up a little more, he’d think of something to say that didn’t sound whiny or desperate. Hopefully. 

“Thank you for doing this. Breakfast is great,” Jeremy said between mouthfuls, and Paul just shrugged and smiled.

“It was the least I could do.” Paul paused and just looked at him for several seconds until Jeremy started to wonder if he had egg on his face or something. Paul’s smile turned a little shy, and he said, “Besides, you looked so sweet all curled up and warm under the blankets that I hated to wake you, and I woke up starving. Must have been the exercise.”

Jeremy smirked and flushed at the compliment. Okay, Paul was still flirting with him, so that had to be a good sign, right? Jeremy was just trying to decide if he could convince Paul to go back to bed when a buzzer sounded through the basement door.

“Oh good. That should mean my clothes are dry,” Paul said, and to Jeremy’s disappointment he took his plate to the sink and disappeared down the basement steps. 

Jeremy sighed. In all honesty, he probably shouldn’t even be trying to cultivate a relationship when he was so angsty and morose because of Christmas. He wasn’t normally anywhere near this emo, but he wasn’t exactly at his best at the moment.

Paul came back up the stairs just as Jeremy finished putting the cleaned plates away. “Hey, I would’ve done that once I was done with my laundry,” Paul said.

“You cooked. It just a couple of plates and a pan, no big deal,” Jeremy said as he turned to smile at the man. He was feeling very domestic at the moment with Paul carrying laundry and him cleaning up in the kitchen. He shouldn’t be this comfortable with someone he just met. He really shouldn’t.

Paul returned his smile, set his small stack of clothes on one of the kitchen chairs, and strolled over to him. He slid an arm around Jeremy’s waist as he said, “I wouldn’t want to wear out my welcome.”

Jeremy draped his arms around Paul’s neck and smiled, trying to convey all the happiness such a simple gesture gave him without using words. “I don’t think you need to worry about that anytime soon.”

They kissed gently at first, but it quickly deepened as they pulled each other close and let their hands start to roam. The sound of the plow making its way down his street was a dose of cold water for Jeremy, and he pulled back reluctantly. Putting on a brave face, he said, “Looks like we’ve been rescued.”

Paul’s arms were still wrapped around him, and it was gratifying to know that he didn’t seem in any kind of hurry to let go, even though Jeremy figured he probably wanted to get to shoveling soon. Jeremy forced himself to relax in Paul’s arms and decided not to think anymore. He was being a spaz and he needed to stop overreacting to every little thing Paul did or didn’t do. It was just stupid. If the thought police could hear him now, they really would revoke his man-card.

“Is something wrong?” Paul asked.

“I was just thinking about all the snow waiting to be shoveled. I usually do my neighbor’s steps and section of the sidewalk, too, since she’s about ninety years old and lives alone. I think I’m going to get a workout today,” Jeremy lied.

“Yeah, me too. Especially since I think the plow just completely buried my car.” Paul chuckled, but he was still searching Jeremy’s face a little too intently for comfort.

Jeremy cleared his throat and gave the man a peck on the cheek to distract him. “Why don’t you hit the shower, and I’ll see what I can find in the way of shovels and gloves for us?”

“Okay.” Paul looked a little puzzled, but he stepped away, picked up his clothes, and headed for the stairs. 

Jeremy watched him for a moment and then made his way to the basement to find the shovels. He did his best to ignore the boxes of Christmas decorations while he was down there, but he was only marginally successful, and it didn’t help his mood. After he dragged the shovels upstairs and propped them by the front door, he dug out some extra gloves from a box in the coat closet and then stood at the bottom of the stairs, wondering what he should do next.

The sound of the shower running and the images it presented in his mind were pretty distracting, so Jeremy stopped worrying and just followed his first impulse. He climbed the stairs two at a time, gave a quick knock on the bathroom door, and peeked his head around it when Paul said, “Yeah?”

“Do you mind company?”

A wet and grinning Paul pulled back the shower curtain, revealing acres of beautiful wet skin. “I thought you’d never ask.”

Jeremy was out of his Christmas jammies and into the shower in about two seconds flat. As soon as Paul’s arms wrapped around him, he thought, I come up with the best ideas when I stop thinking. I should really do it more often.

What followed was a warm, wet, slippery interlude of heated kisses, soapy hands, and frantic frottage that left them both weak-kneed and gasping for breath in the steamy air. The hot water ran out about the same time they finished, and they both scrambled out of the shower, laughing and dripping all over the floor. It occurred to Jeremy how natural it felt being with Paul like that. He wasn’t embarrassed, and despite his fears and angst, nothing seemed awkward between them when he just relaxed and spent time with the man.

When they were toweled off, Jeremy gave Paul a last peck and went to his room to find clothes while Paul got dressed. The sex helped improve his mood considerably. They still hadn’t really talked, but he was pretty sure he could at least get a phone number before Paul left. He couldn’t really expect much more than that at this point, anyway. He’d worry about the rest of Christmas weekend after Paul was gone. 

When they were both bundled up in their coats and gloves and armed with shovels, they pushed their way through the snow on his steps and set to work clearing the sidewalk in front of his house. Some of Jeremy’s neighbors were already out, and they exchanged greetings and cheerful grumbling before getting back to work. With two people, the sidewalk wasn’t hard to get clear, but looking at the giant pile of snow that was once Paul’s car, Jeremy was pretty sure they were going to have their work cut out for them freeing it from its snowy tomb.

Paul groaned and leaned on his shovel, staring at his car in dismay until Jeremy put a hand on his shoulder and said, “I think we need another cup of coffee before we tackle that. What do you think?”

Paul laughed. “Yeah, with some Baileys in it, preferably.”

Jeremy smiled and gave his shoulder a squeeze before letting go. “I think that can be arranged.” 

They walked back to the house in companionable silence, left their shovels by the door, and stripped off their snowy shoes, coats, and gloves before padding to the kitchen. There was still coffee in the pot, so Jeremy just dug out the Baileys from the refrigerator and gave them both a generous dose before leading Paul into the living room to relax on the couch. Jeremy decided to light a fire to warm them up. While he cleared out the ashes from the day before and set to work building the new one, Paul groaned and stretched out on the couch. Jeremy could hear Paul’s joints popping from where he was.

“I forgot how much work shoveling snow was. No wonder people die of heart attacks doing it.”

Jeremy chuckled, looked over at the man all stretched out on his couch, and had another one of those pitter-patter moments. Paul was wearing another thick wool sweater in a dark green that complemented his tan skin and dark hair. His slightly grumpy frown and aggrieved tone were actually pretty endearing and kind of sexy. Jeremy knew he had it bad when grumpy became sexy, but he just couldn’t help himself. 

When he finished with the fire, he made his way back to the couch, and Paul scooted up to make room for him between his legs. They sipped in silence for a while, both watching the fire and listening to it pop and crackle. At some point Paul started rubbing Jeremy’s arm absently. Jeremy wasn’t even sure Paul knew he was doing it, but Jeremy certainly wasn’t going to call his attention to it. He might stop.

“You know, we don’t really have to shovel your car out today. It’ll still be there tomorrow,” Jeremy mumbled drowsily. The words were out of Jeremy’s mouth before he could rethink them. 

Luckily Paul just chuckled and said, “That is true. Is that your way of saying you wouldn’t mind if I stayed the night again?”

“Yup. I believe that’s what I’m implying.” Jeremy kept his tone light and teasing with an effort. Despite all the emotional drama in his life at the moment, he really didn’t want to lose out if Paul was as wonderful as he seemed to be. Jeremy might not be in the best place to start a relationship, but if he waited until he was, it might be too late. 

“If you’re going to cook again, then how can I possibly say no?” Paul teased back.


Chapter Six

Paul had no idea what he was doing. He was flirting and cuddling and fooling around with a man he’d known for less than a day, but it just felt so good that he didn’t want to stop. All the reasons he’d already come up with for why he shouldn’t be doing it seemed silly just then. He’d never felt this comfortable with anyone before. It was like they’d known each other forever, but things were still hot and new and exciting at the same time. 

Of course, it could just be that they were in a little fantasy bubble that would burst as soon as it hit the real world. That thought started another little niggle of doubt in his head, and a voice that sounded suspiciously like his ex-wife reminded him that he really was terrible at the whole relationship thing. His marriage had failed miserably, and he’d never dated anyone else to get a second opinion.

Maybe he was being selfish, taking advantage of the fact that Jeremy was vulnerable, especially since he had no idea how they were going to manage any kind of relationship even if Jeremy wanted one. Selfish, inattentive, insensitive, emotionally unavailable, and a whole mess of other ins and uns were words that Cecily had thrown at him often enough during their divorce and before it. They’d hit him pretty hard, because he hadn’t thought he was any of those things, but maybe she was right and he was just too clueless to realize it.

Thinking about this kind of thing always made his head hurt. He didn’t know how to be anything but what he was, and Jeremy seemed to like him, at least for now. He’d just have to go with that. Paul told the little voice in his head to be quiet and wrapped an arm around Jeremy’s chest to pull him closer. A warm fire, coffee and Baileys, and a hot guy who was sweet as could be and could cook. Really, what more could a guy ask for? If Jeremy didn’t like anything he was doing or if he needed something more, Paul just had to hope that he would say so and not leave it up to Paul to figure it out. 

After a little while, Jeremy turned on the news, and they watched reports of traffic accidents, people trapped in their houses, and cleanup efforts from all over the area while they dozed on the couch. Eventually he must have nodded off, because the fire had burned low when he next opened his eyes. Jeremy was still nestled against him on the couch, but the TV was off and the other man was reading.

Again, it occurred to him how odd it was to be so comfortable with Jeremy, but Paul remembered his mom saying once that when it was right, he’d know it. He’d been all of sixteen at the time, and his mom had been talking about girls, but Paul was pretty sure the sentiment still applied. Of course, at the time and for years after, he’d also thought his mom was full of shit, but now he wasn’t so sure. 

Paul must have moved or made some sound that let Jeremy know he was awake, because the other man turned and looked at him over his shoulder. “Hey.”

“Hey.”

“Nice nap?”

Paul smiled a little sheepishly. “Yeah. Guess I was still a little tired. I don’t think I’ve slept this much in months.”

“I’m sure being on the road a lot can wear you out.”

“It does, but you’d think I’d be used to it by now.”

Jeremy just smiled shyly at him for a moment before he said, “Want some lunch?”

They shared tomato soup, cheddar cheese, and crackers before going out to work a little longer on the snow. A second plow came through late in the afternoon, so they were going to have another pile to clean up the next day, but Paul was too tired to worry about it anymore that night. His arms, shoulders, and back ached from lifting the heavy wet snow, but when Jeremy suggested another shower and a little roll in the hay to get them both warmed up again, Paul sure as hell wasn’t going to say no.

The shower involved a great deal more groping than actual washing, and by the time they were stepping out of it, both of them were so worked up that they practically ran for Jeremy’s bed. Paul tackled Jeremy onto the mattress amidst a great deal of laughing and wrestling.

When Paul was settled between Jeremy’s thighs, Jeremy’s face sobered for a moment. He held Paul’s gaze with an intensity that sent a pulse of heat through Paul’s entire body as he pulled Jeremy close for a deep and thorough kiss. They kissed like that for several long minutes, each cupping the other’s face in his palms. The moment felt more intimate than anything else they had done so far. It changed the mood from playfully frantic to deep and emotionally charged in the space of a few moments. 

This time Jeremy let Paul take things at his own pace. Paul used his mouth and his fingers to coax the most wonderful sounds out of Jeremy before he couldn’t wait any longer and he gloved up and entered the other man. They made love on their sides, with Paul pressed close against Jeremy’s back and Jeremy’s leg draped over his arm and hip. They exchanged wet, hot kisses while he thrust slowly into Jeremy, speeding up as need and pleasure built between them. Paul held back until Jeremy stroked himself to climax, but only just barely. After the spots cleared from his vision, Paul pulled Jeremy into a tight embrace and buried his face against the other man’s neck, just breathing him in while his heartbeat slowed back to normal. He had the craziest notion that he could spend forever just like that.

They napped for a little while again before Jeremy got up to go make dinner. Paul kept him company, helping when he was allowed to, while Jeremy whipped up a chicken and pasta dish that Paul ate so much of he thought he might burst if he took one more mouthful. It was a good thing they were getting plenty of exercise, or he’d have to spend a lot of extra time in the gym after the weekend.

That night over dinner, they talked, but not about anything too intense or emotionally touchy. They did what people usually did on a first date: they talked about music and movies and work. When Paul started talking about his job, he realized he hadn’t thought about work most of the entire time he’d been there. Which was almost unheard of for him, since work was pretty much his entire life at that point. 

Jeremy must have noticed the odd look on his face, because he asked, “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, really. I just realized I hadn’t thought about work since yesterday.” He smiled and winked at Jeremy. “Must be the company.”

Jeremy blushed and grinned back at him. “I suppose I should continue to try to distract you, then?”

“I’m not complaining,” he replied, and he wasn’t, not at all.


Chapter Seven

Jeremy couldn’t believe how well things were going. He’d already decided to just sit back and see what happened between them, but that didn’t stop him from hoping Paul might say something to let him know that he was feeling the same way. He didn’t want to be the one to bring it up, though, particularly since he was so needy. 

After dinner they cleared the table and Jeremy helped Paul clean up, just as they had the night before. Jeremy found himself thinking he could really get used to this, given half a chance. He didn’t know how washing dishes could be sexy, but somehow Paul made it that way without even trying. Maybe it just reminded him of the two showers they’d had together—something he’d also gladly get used to if he were allowed.

When everything was cleaned up and packed away, they went back to the living room to cuddle on the couch. Paul built another fire while Jeremy pulled out a movie. He skipped over the row of Christmas DVDs, feeling a pang of sadness as he skimmed the titles, but he refused to dwell on it while Paul was there. There’d be plenty of time to cry in his Cheerios after Paul left to go home. Jeremy grabbed Casino Royale, the new hot version, and popped it in the player, figuring that Paul would prefer that over some of his chick flicks and classics.

They curled up on the couch like they had earlier and watched the movie, sipping wine and petting each other lazily. Sometime during the movie the petting got a little heavier, and Jeremy didn’t even remember noticing when the credits rolled. They were too busy making out. They shut off the TV and made their way to bed as soon as they realized the movie was over, shedding clothes as they went. They were both hard and dripping from their extended make-out session, so it didn’t take long for both of them to climax. Paul fucked him again, and Jeremy knew that he’d really like to get used to that. He hadn’t gotten laid this much in over a year, maybe two.

Byron had dumped him in February, but their relationship hadn’t been hot and heavy in… well, actually, it had never really been hot and heavy, not like it was with Paul. Byron had at least had the decency to wait until after the holidays to break up with him, but things had been pretty lackluster between them for a long time before that. If Jeremy had known what it was like to be with someone who made him this hot and horny, he never would have stayed with Byron as long as he had. 

They slept curled up together as they had the night before, only Jeremy was the first out of bed this time. He wanted to make breakfast for Paul, but more importantly, the fact that it was Christmas Eve morning had smacked him in the face as soon as he’d woken up, almost bringing tears to his eyes, and he didn’t want Paul to see it. Jeremy had thought he’d been doing pretty well up until that point, but apparently not. Lying in bed, listening to Paul snore softly, Jeremy had desperately wanted to turn over, burrow his face into Paul’s chest, and cry his eyes out, but Paul didn’t deserve that, and it wouldn’t have done any good, anyway. For a week after his mother had died, Jeremy had cried at least once a day, sometimes for hours, and it hadn’t made him feel any better. He wasn’t really a crier, but he’d always heard people say that they felt better after a good cry, so he’d decided to give it a try. It hadn’t worked.

When someone who’d played a major part in his life for the entirety of his life had just evaporated into thin air, Jeremy guessed a few tears just weren’t going to cut it, and as hard as it was for him to grasp the reality of her being gone, it was even harder to live it. Jeremy knew there were people who just didn’t understand how much her passing had hurt him. Byron certainly hadn’t. But she was the only parent he had. His dad had disappeared when he was a kid, skipping out on the child support after the divorce. Aunt Kathy lived in Colorado and was too far away for any real closeness, and his grandparents had passed a long time ago, so it had been just the two of them for as long as Jeremy could remember. She’d been his friend as well as his mom, and part of him still couldn’t believe she was gone.

To keep from dwelling on it, Jeremy went downstairs and busied himself in the kitchen. He didn’t want to be a basket case when Paul woke up, so he just had to try not to think about what should have been happening in that house on Christmas Eve. The snow and slush outside would have refrozen overnight, so he and Paul would probably have to wait a few hours before they could finish digging his car out. That gave him a few more hours to enjoy Paul’s company, and he wasn’t going to spoil it.

Jeremy had just set the coffee pot to brewing when he heard a strange ringtone coming from the living room. When he went to investigate, he discovered the sound was coming from Paul’s briefcase, which had been left, forgotten, against the wall. Jeremy didn’t open it. He just made a mental note to let Paul know when he woke up, and went back to the kitchen to wait for the coffee.

Paul shuffled in just as the pot finished brewing. He had that sexy sleep-rumpled look again, and Jeremy couldn’t resist pulling the man in for a kiss. He stopped the kiss a little abruptly when he started getting a little choked up, but luckily Paul was too groggy to notice. He just gave Jeremy a sleepy smile and accepted the mug he was offered before plopping down in one of the kitchen chairs, while Jeremy started breakfast for the both of them. 

“Your cell was ringing earlier,” Jeremy said as he cracked eggs into a pan.

“Oh? Okay, thanks.” Paul got up and left, returning a moment later with his cell pressed to his ear. Jeremy could just make out the tinny electronic voicemail message before an unpleasant screeching started blasting out of the phone. Jeremy could almost understand the words even from all the way across the kitchen, and he saw Paul flinch and cringe as whoever left the message continued without a pause for breath. The sound cut out, and then the tinny voice came back twice more, followed by more screeching. Jeremy made himself busy plating their breakfast and making a big show of tidying up so Paul wouldn’t think he was being nosy, and after only a few minutes more, Paul sighed and hung up the phone.

“Everything all right?” Jeremy asked.

Paul grimaced and rubbed his temple. “My ex-wife. She’s a little pissed because I haven’t checked in. She’s watching Boomer, my cat, and she was expecting me on Friday. I kind of forgot to call her, and she apparently tried to call me Friday and yesterday, but I guess I never heard the phone ring. We were probably outside or upstairs or something.” Paul shrugged and gave him a pained look. “I should have called her. I don’t know if she’s more pissed because I didn’t remember to call her or because she was worried about me, but if I had to guess, I’d say the former. She’s just using the latter to make me feel guilty.”

Jeremy put their plates on the table and sat down. He wasn’t sure what to say, so he just gave Paul a sympathetic smile and squeezed his hand before starting to eat. 

Paul gave him a sad smile in return and said, “Anyway, she’s demanding that I come and pick up the cat today, so I guess I can’t procrastinate any more on digging my car out. I don’t know why it’s so damned important. Boomer was her cat too, but….” Paul shrugged and shook his head.

Jeremy tried very hard to hide his disappointment. It wasn’t as if he didn’t know that Paul would have to leave sometime. Jeremy wasn’t going to be fit company for the next couple of days anyway, so it was probably better for Paul to go home than to have that inflicted on him. It still didn’t make him feel any better about it, though.

Jeremy took a deep breath and forced himself to smile. “No problem. As soon as the temperature comes up a little and the sun gets high enough to hit the snow, we should be able to get your car free.”

“Thanks.” Paul paused and looked for a moment like he wanted to say something more, but he just cleared his throat and started eating his breakfast without another word. 

The rest of breakfast was quiet. Jeremy was afraid to say anything, and Paul didn’t seem to feel like talking, either. Jeremy wasn’t going to push. He’d convinced Paul to stay there two nights in a row when he knew the man hadn’t been home in weeks. They’d had a phenomenal couple of days, but reality couldn’t be avoided forever. The man had an entire life of his own in another town. Jeremy couldn’t expect him to just drop everything for some guy he’d just met… at least not right away, anyway.

Besides, Indiana township wasn’t that far away. An hour’s drive wasn’t terrible, and Jeremy would be more than willing to do it every chance he got if it meant he could keep seeing Paul. He’d already been expecting to spend Christmas alone, so nothing had really changed. Yep, that’s right, absolutely nothing… unless you counted the fact that Jeremy had kind of fallen head over heels for the man in the space of two days.

God, he was such a sap.


Chapter Eight

The phone call from his ex had upset Paul more than he really wanted to admit. Cecily had thrown the same old words at him again: selfish, insensitive etcetera, etcetera, etcetera. And she was right. He should have called, but it had just sort of slipped his mind. Now he was starting to wonder again if he’d been insensitive with Jeremy as well. The other man was acting a little strangely that morning, and Paul had no idea why. Had he overstayed his welcome? Had he missed something, or should he have done something more than he had? Or did it even have anything to do with him?

Jeremy had a lot going on at the moment, and it could be that he just wanted some alone time and Paul was in the way. Paul would like to think that they’d made a connection that could be the start of something really great, but in all fairness, he wasn’t sure his real life and his work schedule would let him give Jeremy what he deserved, anyway. Maybe they both needed a little space. What they’d shared was pretty intense for two people who barely knew each other, and while Paul didn’t like the thought of Jeremy being on his own when he was obviously still hurting, maybe that was what he wanted.

God, he was crappy at this kind of thing.

Paul’s head was starting to hurt again. For the first time in his life, he really wished that he were good at the emotional stuff so he’d know what to do to make Jeremy happy. He knew for a fact that when Jeremy seemed happy it made him feel happy too, and up until that morning, it had been pretty easy to get a smile out of the other man. Paul had had to try so hard with Cecily, and he’d still never seemed to do or say the right thing most of the time. With Jeremy, it just happened. It clicked. They clicked. And he didn’t want to cock it up just yet.

Paul stewed in his worries while they cleaned up from breakfast and moved upstairs to get dressed so they could start shoveling again. He tried being playful and kissing Jeremy a few times, but Jeremy’s responses were a little hesitant, so Paul decided to back off. 

After they finally finished freeing his car from the snowy mountain it was encased in, Paul changed the flat tire for the spare—glad that he’d gone for the full spare and not the donut, because finding someone to fix his tire on Christmas Eve would have been a nightmare. When his car was ready to go and they’d cleaned up the tools, Paul followed Jeremy back to his house so he could get packed up and head out. 

Jeremy had said very little while they were out working, and now that they were inside, he was even quieter. Paul didn’t really know what to say, so he decided to just go with his gut, and he grabbed Jeremy by the hand and led him up to the shower. There, they didn’t need words, and if Jeremy didn’t want to, hopefully he’d say something. 

Paul spent the better part of the next twenty minutes worshipping every inch of Jeremy’s lean body until the other man was a puddle in his arms. They tumbled into Jeremy’s bed just as they had the day before and made love to each other with passion and tenderness. Afterward, Paul lay propped on one elbow, looking down at Jeremy and trying to figure out what he was supposed to say. He couldn’t leave without saying anything, and leaving was turning out to be the most awkward part of all of their interactions so far, mostly because Paul didn’t really want to go. He was only doing it because he thought he should. The fact that Cecily could still get to him, even six years after their divorce, irked him no end, but she always knew what buttons to push to have him questioning everything he did.

“Guess you should probably hit the road soon, huh?” Jeremy said quietly as he looked up at Paul with those deep hazel eyes.

“Yeah,” Paul agreed, although he didn’t make any move to leave.

“Call me when you get home? You know, so I know you got there in one piece?” Jeremy asked as a blush crept up his cheeks.

“Yeah, I’ll call.”

“Good.” Jeremy relaxed a little in his arms but sighed a moment later and rolled out of bed. “I’ll go get a travel mug so you can take some coffee with you on the road.” He pulled on those adorable Christmas pajama pants and a sweatshirt and quickly headed out of the room. Paul reluctantly dressed and made his way downstairs a few minutes later. 

When he walked into the kitchen, Jeremy came to him carrying a mug and his cell phone. “I programmed my number in your phone.”

Paul smiled and slid the phone in his pocket before accepting the mug. “Thanks.” When Jeremy just stood there, looking at him uncertainly, Paul pulled him in for a kiss that lasted several minutes. They were both breathing hard and flushed when they pulled apart.

“I’ll call you when I get home. Count on it,” Paul said, and Jeremy’s smile brightened.

“I will.”

Before Paul could change his mind, he packed up his car and headed out, waving to Jeremy as he passed. The drive home was the longest hour of his life, mostly because he had no desire to be in the car. He picked up Boomer from his ex’s house and endured the inevitable tirade over all of his faults in silence before putting the cat carrier in the backseat and heading toward home. 

Paul was actually sitting in the parking lot of his apartment complex, holding his phone in his hands, when it dawned on him that he was being really stupid.

“When it’s right, you’ll know.” His mom’s words echoed in his head.

Everything had felt right with Jeremy up until the moment he’d decided to leave, and now everything felt wrong. Maybe Jeremy did want to have some time alone, but Paul hadn’t really asked. He should have asked. Paul tossed his phone into the passenger seat, put his car in reverse, and headed back out onto the road. He should have asked, so that was exactly what he was going to do, but not over the phone.

Halfway back to Pittsburgh, he stopped at a Walmart and picked up everything he might need in case Jeremy said he could stay for Christmas. Boomer hated car rides, so he’d been meowing incessantly since Paul had picked him up, but Paul barely heard him. He had butterflies in his stomach, he was so nervous and excited at the same time. From the way he was feeling, you’d think it was his first date ever, but he couldn’t seem to help it. 

Miraculously, Paul’s parking space was still empty when he got back to Jeremy’s street. He took that as a good omen. As soon as he parked, Paul grabbed one item in particular out of the shopping bags, picked up Boomer’s carrier, and hurried to Jeremy’s door. He knocked and waited nervously in the cold until the door cracked a little and Jeremy peered around the edge.

“Uh. Hi,” Paul said stupidly.

Jeremy’s eyes and nose were puffy and red, and Paul’s stomach sank the moment he saw them.

“You didn’t call,” Jeremy said quietly before he sniffled a little and looked away. 

“I’m sorry. I was in such a hurry to get back I forgot. Forgive me?”

Jeremy gave him a watery smile and nodded as he opened the door to let Paul in.

Paul lifted the carrier and said, “Uh, this is Boomer. I hope you’re not allergic. Shit. I should have probably asked that first.” The nonsense that was coming out his mouth made Paul cringe, but now that he was back and Jeremy looked so upset, Paul’s brain didn’t seem to be working all that well.

Jeremy laughed and shook his head. “Not allergic.”

“Oh good. I also got these,” Paul said, holding up the red Grinch pajama bottoms he’d bought. “I was kinda hoping I could get in on that Christmas tradition thing you had going.”

Jeremy just stared at him for a moment wide-eyed, until Paul starting thinking he’d screwed up, but a moment later Jeremy launched himself at Paul and kissed him to within an inch of his life. Paul dropped the carrier with Boomer in it so he could brace himself and keep them both from falling into a heap in the entryway, and Boomer let out an aggrieved meow.

When Jeremy let him up for air, Paul said, “I’ll take that as a yes?”

Jeremy wiped the wetness from his eyes and laughed. “Yes. That’s a yes. I can’t promise I’ll be the best company for the next two days, but I also can’t tell you how glad I am you came back.”

“You and me both,” Paul said before kissing Jeremy on the cheek. Tension flooded out of him now that he knew Jeremy wanted him there as much as he wanted to be there. They’d figure things out between them. When you really wanted something, it wasn’t that hard to figure out how to make it happen. Now that he was assured of his welcome, Paul decided he could push just a little. “Let me go get the rest of my things, and we can do this thing right. Maybe even pull out a decoration or two from those boxes I saw in that basement of yours?”

Jeremy chewed on his lip for a moment before giving him a half smile and a nod. “Maybe one or two,” he agreed.

“Good. Because I haven’t done anything for Christmas in so long I think I need a lesson in how to do it right.”

He went back out to his car to get his luggage and the bag of cat litter, litter box, and food that he’d picked up. As he closed the car door, Paul glanced at the spot on the pavement where he almost lost his life only a couple of days before. He never would have thought so much could happen in such a short time, but maybe someone out there thought his life needed a little shaking up. 

He glanced up at the sky. Only a few stars could be seen this early above the ambient light of the city, but they twinkled at him like they knew he was watching. He whispered his gratitude to whomever or whatever it was that thought he needed a change, just in case anyone was listening—although he could have done without the near-death experience part. That was a little overkill in his opinion. Just sayin’.

Paul turned to find Jeremy standing on the front stoop of his house with his arms wrapped around himself and his eyebrows raised, and he couldn’t help the smile that split his face. Change was good. He could get definitely get used to change.  
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