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      Erik’s, “Don’t get your hopes up,” wasn’t the biggest bah humbug ever, but it was damn close.

      But so what? Erik’s mood wasn’t anything to do with Noah unless he let it be, and he wasn’t going to. He was going to be goddam upbeat.

      He smiled. “It’s hope or broke.”

      “See?” Erik patted the steering wheel, squinty gaze on the pine-shaded highway. “Always down on yourself.”

      Me? That was rich. “No, I’m not. I’m feeling very positive.”

      “That’s great, but I also want you to feel practical. Your opposition will be savvy business people. Frankly, I don’t know how you made it through the first round.”

      Noah bit back a gasp, the heat in his face burning his eyes. Jesus Christ, why not just call him a loser? Confirm what Noah already suspected about himself. At least he and Erik weren’t together anymore. Erik had a lot going for him, but diplomatic he wasn’t.

      “Really?” Erik went on. “A spa?”

      Well, why not? Unlike Erik, Noah had devoured everything he could find about running a Christmas tree farm, and frankly, was pretty sure truly business-savvy people would steer clear. Erik had said the bottom line was acceptable, though it was hardly a moneymaker. But it was what Noah wanted. He just wished—

      “It’s a resort already.” His jaw hurt trying to keep the tremor out of his voice. Fuck it all. The buzz tingling through his body all morning was gone now. Why did he think he was going to win an entire Christmas tree farm? He wasn’t going to win. So much for upbeat.

      “I want to try at least,” he murmured.

      Erik turned his best humor-the-client smile on him. “Of course. It’ll be an excellent experience. The more you do, the better you get.”

      Noah fixed his gaze outside the car window again. He wasn’t sure what the yellow-leafed trees popping up inside the wall of pines were, but he liked them. Threads of mist had floated across the highway earlier, but now the December sun was bright in the crystal-blue sky.

      “So, they gave you no clue what the contest entailed?” Erik asked, tone doubtful.

      Because, of course, he assumed Noah was keeping things from him.

      He wasn’t, though his plans had never included Erik coming with him. He’d planned to do this alone—for his mom. Well, for him too. He really wanted to succeed at something big enough to impress his dad, who had no doubt Noah wasn’t up to the task, hence Erik sitting beside him.

      His father had appeared nonplussed at what had probably seemed to him a fanciful change of course. He’d stared at Noah over his breakfast a few mornings ago when Noah first told him about winning a spot in the contest for the Candy Cane Lane Christmas Tree Farm.

      Perfect name. He’d keep it.

      “A Christmas tree farm,” his father had said. Not even a question. A muscle in his jaw had twitched while he’d mulled the concept over, gazed back at his plate. “You have interesting career aspirations, Noah.”

      “I have some plans for it. My essay was a winner.”

      “What was your essay about?”

      “Why I wanted it. What I’d do with it.”

      “Why do you want it?”

      “I have good memories.” Why hadn’t his dad remembered? “That’s where me and Mom got our Christmas tree the last few years.”

      His father had nodded. “I can appreciate the sentiment, but have you wondered why the owners are willing to give it away? If they could sell it…”

      He’d trailed off as if that comment had explained everything. For him, it probably had.

      “I don’t think they even tried to sell it.”

      His father had snorted. “I’ll have Erik look into it.”

      Erik? Sure, he was one of his dad’s employees—thanks to Noah—but that hadn’t turned him into an accountant, or even a corporate attorney, for that matter. “Why?”

      “I trust his judgement.” And by implication, not Noah’s. “He can accompany you as well. You like him. Obviously.”

      Snarky much?

      His father’s reaction to Noah’s sexuality had started with a resistance that had faded into a weary acceptance. Or an inability to summon up enough emotion to care more likely. He’d seemed to give up on any family life after Noah’s mom died—not that he’d had much to begin with. He’d tolerated Noah dating Erik because Erik was practically his clone. A creative and incisive litigator. Someone Noah’s father could respect. So that was why Erik was sitting beside him right now. Because Noah couldn’t possibly make a reasonable decision without assistance. “…Have you wondered why the owners are willing to give it away?”

      Afterward, Noah had kicked himself for not rattling off examples of just that thing—like the Fenn treasure hunt or a candy factory giveaway he’d just read about. But he was pretty sure his dad would only have twisted those instances into a list of all the reasons trying to win a Christmas tree farm was a bad idea, so it probably didn’t matter that he hadn’t thought of them at the time.

      “… Noah.”

      Noah jerked his head around to stare at Erik, who threw him a scowl before looking back at the highway. “What?”

      “Are you sure they didn’t tell you why I had to clear my schedule for four days?”

      Really? Were they really supposed to take Erik Devereaux’s schedule into account?

      “Well… there’s a tour, I suppose, and—”

      “A four-day tour? You suppose? Didn’t they give you an itinerary?”

      Erik knew they hadn’t because he and Noah had already had this conversation.

      “It’s a surprise.”

      God forbid Noah forget what Erik was going through to be here with him.

      Nothing, really. It wasn’t as if Erik wasn’t getting bonus points for accompanying Noah. Erik would do anything for Noah’s father. Noah just kind of came along with the package. The extra perfume sample in the department store bag that made everybody sneeze. Into the trash it goes.

      Well, Noah would definitely throw it in the trash. All his massage oils were organic. Gentle spices and florals. His candles, soy with wood wicks. Fluffy cotton towels. His massage studio was booked. He bit his lip at that thought. It had taken him a ton of hard work to build up his business—or his hippie hobby, according to his father. But massage was one of the only things that had given Noah’s mom any relief the last year she’d been sick. She’d had Reiki healing too, but it wasn’t like she’d expected it to cure her. The cancer had gone into her bones, and the gentle massages had eased her pain like nothing else. That’s what Noah had wanted for a long time. To give to others what had made such a difference to his mom. To honor her.

      After ruining Noah’s life the summer his mom got sick—which Noah didn’t want to think about—his father had lost himself in work all the time instead of most of the time, so those dark months had felt like Noah and his mom were alone. Maybe that was why the Christmas tree farm meant so much to him. It was happy and family-oriented and all about renewal in the darkness of winter.

      Not that it was dark now.

      “Such a pretty day,” he said.

      “I suppose. At least it’s not snowing.”

      Noah wanted snow. It was December, and there were a few white patches on the roadside. Maybe it would snow more. “Snow is romantic,” he said, not thinking until the words fell out.

      They weren’t dating anymore. Hell, they’d barely been dating the last half of the four years they were together.

      He preferred Erik as a friend, anyway. Maybe because he didn’t have any others. Acquaintances, sure. Friendly clients, but not actual friends. Erik was familiar and comfortable and a much better person than he let on.

      “It better not snow. I don’t have chains.”

      Also a grumpy person.

      They whipped past the green and white sign for Trouble Creek, population 2312. It had been almost ten years since he’d been here. Was it the same sign as before? He couldn’t remember. All he could remember was the cute, quaint town and the road to Candy Cane Lane Christmas Tree Farm and Resort winding up the mountain. Greenery. Stillness. Fresh air.

      His heart twitched at a prickle of pain, but that was okay. He missed his mom, he always would, but she’d want this for him.

      He smiled, resisted the impulse to bounce, and pointed. “Look. We’re here.”

      “Yes,” Erik muttered dryly. “I can see that.”

      The main street flowed in a gentle curve, straightened, crisscrossed by multiple side streets, and curved a few miles distant into the trees again.

      “Can we stop?”

      Erik sighed. “We might as well. Can’t check in yet. It’s absolutely ridiculous we can’t stay at the resort. That’s what a resort is for.”

      “Maybe they already have guests,” Noah said.

      “I seriously doubt they’ve ever been completely booked.”

      “Let’s stop, though.”

      “What for?”

      What for? To look around. Window shop. Enjoy. Erik wasn’t much for enjoyment. Noah scanned the street ahead and pointed out the windshield. The Creekside Bistro sat on a corner, burgundy awning overhanging the sidewalk. “Let’s eat. They have great milkshakes.”

      “It’s December.”

      “Coffee? Pancakes?”

      “Bistro. More like Creekside Greasy Spoon.”

      “Come on, Erik. I’ve been there before. The food’s really good.”

      Erik sighed again. “Fine.”

      He squeezed the steering wheel, flipped his blinker, and turned into a parking lot that wrapped around a giant pine tree.

      The first breath of cold, pine-scented air settled Noah’s nerves. It was going to be fine.

      He was going to win the Candy Cane Lane Christmas Tree Farm and Resort.

      For you, Mom.

      

      The building had a For Lease sign in the side window. Noah looked in both directions, then darted across the street.

      “Noah.”

      “Look,” he said.

      Not for the first time he wondered if his habit of saying ‘Look’ made him sound like a five-year-old. But seriously, Erik brought it out in him. For as sharp and detail-oriented as he was, Erik was mind-boggling unobservant about most of the things around him. Of course, that was probably because Erik was uninterested in most of the things around him. Most of the things that delighted Noah.

      The building was brick with white trim and appeared from the street to be a perfect square. A window in front displayed the same sign.

      He turned back, waiting for Erik to saunter across and join him. “What in the world are you doing now? Is it your master plan to take over the entire town?”

      A twitch of Erik’s lips brought out Noah’s grin. “That’s not a bad idea. I’m just thinking of possibilities for the resort. Like an aromatherapy shop. On site. Scented candles, bath bombs. Maybe even holiday themed.”

      “Hm.” Erik pursed his lips. “The farm doesn’t come with a pot of gold, Noah.”

      “I’m thinking ahead.”

      Erik cocked his head. “I thought you were happy with your little massage business.”

      Little.

      That deflated him. Goddammit. He reinflated with a chestful of air. “I am. Haven’t you ever had a feeling about something, Erik?”

      Erik raised his eyebrows. “Oh yes. Quite often. Now come on. It’s not exactly balmy weather in Christmas town.”

      “Trouble Creek with a capital T.”

      Erik snorted. “My. You’re in a good mood.”

      “It’s an experience I want to enjoy.”

      Erik raised an eyebrow. “Gastric distress is not an experience I want to enjoy.”

      “You have no sense of adventure,” Noah said, ignoring the knot tightening in his belly.

      A chance at winning the farm meant a lot to him, and trying to stand up to Erik’s mimicry of his father’s disapproval of him took a lot of energy. Exactly the reason he hadn’t wanted Erik to come with him.

      Point to you, Dad.

      But Erik sighed as he opened the bistro’s door and waved Noah in. “You have enough adventure for both of us.”

      Too bad Noah couldn’t say the same about confidence, but he was good at faking that, so he took a breath and nodded.

      “Trust me. It’s going to be fun.”

      Noah was determined. It was going to be fun if it goddam killed him.

      Which it might.

      He strode ahead of Erik, glanced around for a hostess—none—and scurried toward an empty booth. The bistro was jam-packed, bustling with people coming and going, a server darting across his path toward the counter, customers talking and eating, clacking their silverware on plates, Christmas carols playing on low. Stuffy warm and cozy. A grin built on his face. He turned, glancing back at Erik, two tables away, and collided with something that jarred him sideways and squealed, “Oh… Sorry, sorry!” at the same time.

      He caught himself mid-stumble, stared in horror at the server, who stared in horror at the plates that flew out of her arms and tumbled into the lap of a customer sitting across from a woman, who clapped both hands over her mouth and burst out laughing.

      Noah fought not to burst into tears.

      Shit! Bad omen.
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      Gina threw open Cal’s kitchen door and stepped in ahead of him. She gaped and flung her arms in a loose wave. “What? No donuts?”

      Crap.

      Was he supposed to get donuts? Had she told him to get donuts?

      The way her face dissolved into laughter made Cal roll his eyes. Why did he ever believe her? She teased him with the skill of somebody who’d been doing it from the day he was born, instead of somebody who’d only become his family five years ago when Cal’s mom married Gina’s dad.

      “I’ll buy you a dozen Krispy Kreme when this is over.”

      “No.” She wrapped her arm around his and pushed him back toward the door. “I expected coffee at least, though.”

      “You woke me up at the crack of dawn.”

      “Seven is not the crack of dawn, and that’s when you told me to be here.”

      “That’s when I feed the monsters,” he grumbled.

      Three of them—Mika, Jensen, and Dot. A border collie and two German shepherds. Gina was supposed to take care of them over the next four days on the off-chance he couldn’t keep a regular schedule. So far, the Lorde family hadn’t shared what the contest actually entailed, so Cal didn’t know what to expect and had Gina for backup just in case.

      “I know where you keep the food and treats. I know how to get into the run. I’ve been here a few times, Cal. And you know I know how to take care of dogs, right? I. Have. Dogs.”

      Of course, he knew that. She was his sister, after all. But his dogs were… Well, special. They trusted him to take care of them. They were loyal, and loyalty was in short supply as far as Cal was concerned.

      She dragged him down the steps.

      “What are you doing?”

      “You’re taking me to breakfast.”

      “I am?”

      “Yep. We can discuss your strategy for winning this thing.”

      He yanked open the door of his pickup for her. “I damn well wish I had a strategy. They aren’t telling us anything, though.”

      She knew how practical he was. Everything down to a T. Nothing left to chance. He might be a control freak, but that meant not being caught out flat-footed. Unfortunately, he had no idea how this contest was going down. A race through the forest? Coming up with a catchy marketing slogan? A spelling bee?

      He snort-laughed. “For all I know, it’ll be a giant musical chairs game.”

      “Oh,” she said, eyes wide. “How about best Christmas tree decorator?”

      “Tinsel and light-stringing pro here.”

      “You got this thing.”

      “Yep.”

      Only he had that weird, uneasy feeling he always got when he suspected his ass was hanging in the wind. I need details, people.

      “Creekside?” he asked.

      “Of course.”

      Maple pecan pancakes. No better start to a day.

      “Like I said, though, I don’t know what’s going on, so you might not need to come up much at all. I might only need to devote…” He waved his hand over the steering wheel, easing into a slow curve down the mountainside. “I don’t know. A couple hours a day.”

      “They told you to block out four whole days.”

      He shook his head. “Weird they’d ask that. Not everybody can take off at the drop of a hat.”

      “Maybe that’s part of the contest. Weeding out people who aren’t that serious about it.”

      “Or somebody not willing to risk a job they have for a chance at one.”

      Gina leaned closer over the seat. “Well, you always have your job with us.”

      He nodded. “I like it too.”

      It just wasn’t… his. He sold cars on his stepdad’s used auto lot, and he made a good living doing it. Plus, he got to spend time with his family. It didn’t matter that they were a step family. For a few years in his teens, he’d lived with his real dad during school and his mom during the summer. Living with his dad, though, had felt like an arrangement, not something his dad had wanted. Cal’s parents had split when he was a toddler, and his dad had never been much for paying regular alimony and child support. Getting by had been tough for his mom on and off—especially thanks to Noah’s bastard dad—but now she had a daughter in Gina and was married to Nick, her best friend. Nick was born to sell something—it didn’t have to be cars. He didn’t just know what people needed—he cared about what people needed. So Cal was happy where he was.

      But he still wanted something of his own, and the tree farm reminded him of the vacation resort his mom had worked at when he’d been a teen—where you met Noah. Where Noah’s dad had gotten her fired. That was something Cal had never doubted, though he’d had no proof. But, when Noah abandoned him without a word, it had been the only explanation Cal could come up with. His mom had said, “They’re making staffing changes.” But Cal hadn’t believed it. Had Noah told his dad about them? Had his dad found out some other way?

      It had been Cal’s idea to keep their relationship a secret, because his mom was an employee, and he didn’t want some homophobic asshole making waves for her.

      But it had been too coincidental for Noah to have ghosted him like that and for his mom to have gotten fired two days later.

      The years that followed weren’t worth dwelling on. Other people probably had it harder, but it was no romp in a Christmas tree farm, that was for sure.

      “You really want to turn the place into a doggie daycare? And they agreed with that?”

      He laughed as he took the turn into town. “Dog friendly. Dogs in the rooms. A daycare. Grooming facilities. Training classes for local folks. I don’t plan on changing the Christmas tree part of it.”

      “Well, I would hope not. That’s kind of the point.”

      “It’ll be fun. A real family affair.”

      Not that he planned on having his own family. The Nazarians fit that bill with no room to spare. Except for dogs. And dogs really were the best family. Always there. Always loyal.

      He pulled up next to a metal-gray BMW M3 and climbed out. Gina ran a finger over the car’s trunk, and Cal winced, waiting for a screeching alarm.

      “I didn’t really touch it,” Gina whispered. “Sweet, though.”

      “If you like that kind of thing,” he muttered.

      At least he didn’t worry about random scratches on his mud-splattered F350. Who’d know?

      “What are you getting?” he asked as they went through the door.

      Gina shrugged out of her coat, pursing her lips before she widened her eyes and said, “I might throw caution to the wind and get lunch.”

      “Infidel.”

      Plus a liar. Gina had one and only one order—sweet potato hash and two sunny-side up eggs.

      The place was stuffed with out-of-towners, not in itself unusual, but Cal scanned the booths and tables, as if the other contestants might light up and give themselves away.

      After a few minutes, one of the servers waved two menus as she emerged from behind the counter. “Back here.”

      Gina dropped her coat on the seat beside her and huffed her bangs out of her eyes. “Thanks, Glenda.”

      “No prob. Coffee?”

      “Free flowing,” said Cal, working his coat off.

      It was warm inside, a thin rim of condensation like a gossamer vignette on the windows.

      Coffee arrived a moment later, and Cal poured in his usual creamer and two packets of sugar.

      Gina shook her head and took a sip of her black coffee.

      “What?” he asked.

      “Talk about infidels.”

      “Not me. If the French do it, it’s good for everybody.”

      Gina let out a startled-sounding laugh. “My God, where do you come up with these things?”

      “On the fly,” he admitted.

      Could be true about the French. He had no idea, but he liked to have an answer for things, even if he had to invent it. Things he didn’t understand, unanswered questions chafed at him.

      Glenda returned, reaching for the menus. “The usual?”

      Gina opened her mouth, her lips curving into a smile as she glanced at Cal. “Yeah,” she said. “Our usual.”

      “Coward,” Cal muttered.

      “I refuse to be an infidel.”

      “You don’t even know what an infidel is.”

      She guffawed. “Shows what you know.”

      He grinned at her. “I think it does.”

      They were on their second cup of coffee when Gina’s eyes lit up. “Oh, your pancakes look sinfully decadent. I should have gotten those.”

      Cal glanced sideways at the same time a crazy customer plowed right into Glenda, who yelped, “Oh shit… Sorry, sorry…”

      To Cal, of course, because he was the one in the line of fire of two plates flying through the air and flipping upside down. One hit the end of the table, shattering. The other clipped the edge of the table, performed another perfect flip, and crashed splat into Cal’s lap.

      Well, sonofabitch.

      He raised his stare to Glenda, who had both hands clamped to her mouth, eyes bright blue saucers. Gina’s eyes crinkled into slits, because Gina, being Gina, was laughing into her hands. The walking disaster who’d caused Cal’s gorgeous maple pecan pancakes to lie splattered in his lap had both hands over his mouth too. Another guy, taller and sporting a vaguely bemused expression, as if this wasn’t entirely unexpected, stood a few steps back. Walking Disaster gaped. Light silver eyes. Silver as…

      Cal craned his neck. No. No. Just… no.

      “Noah?”

      The hands over Walking Disaster’s mouth fell. Sonofabitch. It had been ten years, but… Yeah. Noah.

      “Caleb?”

      The guy behind Noah stepped up and rested a hand on his shoulder. “You know this individual?”

      Great. A prick.

      Glenda scurried up and crouched to pick up the broken plate pieces. Gina scooted out of the booth and tapped Glenda’s back. “I’ll get a bin and towels.”

      “Thank you.” Glenda practically moaned and fixed a stricken stare on Cal. “I’m so sorry.”

      “You didn’t do it.” That disloyal, traitorous, sweet… “He did it.”

      Noah blanched. “I’m sorry.”

      His voice was deeper. Jaw sharper, shadowed. Shadows under his eyes too. Well, that shouldn’t be.

      Cal tipped the plate in his lap over and set it on the table. Perfect. The contest started in an hour. Maybe he had an extra pair of jeans in his truck.

      “We’ll pay, of course,” said Walking Disaster’s hanger-on.

      Prick squared. Prick to the nth degree. Cal really didn’t like him. Pinched. He looked pinched. And colorless.

      At some point, Cal was going to ponder why the anger raging inside him was heat-seeking the guy who hadn’t done anything and not the hapless one in the gray trench coat looking like a 1940s-era spy. The one who left you hanging high and dry. The one your mom lost her job over.

      Glenda piled the plates together while Cal scooped pancakes off his lap. When he looked up, Noah was still standing there. A deer in the headlights. Still cowed. “Go ahead and seat them, Glenda. I can take care of this.”

      She nodded. “I’ll get your meals out right away.”

      He shook his head. “How about to go? I have to be at the tree farm in an hour.”

      A gasp drew his head up. He dropped a soggy napkin on his plate and frowned at Noah, whose face was as pale as the whipped cream Cal licked off his finger. “What?”

      “The Christmas Tree Farm contest?”

      Oh, hell no.

      He was pretty sure his own face had gone whipped-cream white too. Just fucking hell no.

      “What of it?”

      Noah swallowed, Adam’s apple in that long swan neck bobbing. “I-I guess we’ll see you there.”

      Shit.

      Prick Guy slid a white and powder-blue business card onto the table. “Please let me know what we owe you.”

      Oh, you couldn’t come close to paying me what your walking disaster boyfriend owes me.

      “I’m going to be sick,” he muttered when Gina arrived with a warm, damp cloth.

      “Good thing you didn’t eat then,” she chirped.

      He glared at her.

      Fucking optimist.
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      The damp cloth Gina brought him got enough gunk off Cal’s pants he didn’t feel like a total spectacle passing through the bistro to the exit. At his truck, he dug through the toolbox strapped to the side of the bed and found a rolled up pair of jeans. Slightly dusty, but blessedly sugar- and syrup-free.

      He changed in the bistro’s restroom and met Gina waiting at the cash register with two take-out boxes. He took them from her and shouldered out the door. She kept her silence all the way to the truck and through the few seconds it took her to fasten her belt, take the boxes back, and settle them on the floorboards between her feet.

      Too much to ask she sit in contented silence through the whole trip, though. Even so, Cal was grudgingly impressed they made it to the outskirts of town before she huffed.

      “Well?”

      Ignore it.

      “Well what?”

      “Who is he?”

      “A klutz.”

      Easy answer, but it didn’t come close to tapping the shock and fury in his brain. The bane of my existence. Somebody I haven’t thought of in a… a week. A day. The skeleton in my closet. The hole in my heart even my mom doesn’t know about. Definitely a klutz. Goofily amazed by life. Cute. The love I can’t forget. The bastard who forgot me.

      “Uh… Maybe more than that?”

      He shrugged and turned onto Candy Cane Lane. “Probably. People usually are more than one thing.”

      “Cal.”

      Caleb. Noah was the only person who called him that. Well, except for his mom when she was pissed at him.

      “Nothing to tell.”

      “Will Mom say that?”

      Was she reading his fucking mind?

      “Don’t you dare mention him to her.”

      “Why not?”

      Goddammit. He sighed. “It was a lousy experience, and I really don’t want to remind her.”

      She groaned. “Am I really supposed to let that go?”

      “I don’t know, Gina. Are you a normal person? No, wait. You’re not. You’re Gina I’m-going-to-tear-this-apart-and-put-it-back-together-again-better Nazarian. It happened a long time ago, and nothing about it needs fixing.”

      “Well,” she said, obnoxiously unoffended. “Then you won’t mind talking about it, will you? No secrets.”

      He swiveled his head and gave her a you-have-to-be-kidding-me stare. “Since when?”

      “Watch the road.”

      “I’m watching it. Since when?”

      “It’ll do you good, because whether you want to admit it or not, it is definitely not consigned to your past. It was front and center the second you laid eyes on him. And besides…” Her quiet drew another quick glance from him. “Pretty, pretty please tell me.”

      He turned his eye roll onto the road winding in front of him.

      “Fine. Short version. Mom worked as an activities director at this vacation resort called Emerald Park that catered to people with money. It was a really good job with her being so social and paid more than she’d ever made before. I stayed with her during the summer. The second summer, Noah was there with his mom and dad. They were regulars, but went to Hawaii or someplace the year before. I won’t get into too many details, but yeah, he was a klutz from the get-go. Smart, cute, and under his dad’s thumb. His mom was nice.”

      “Just nice?”

      He shot her a look. Shadows fell over her face, slipped away again. In a few minutes, they’d top the crest and headed into the fir- and pine-studded valley. “What do you mean?”

      She gave a slight shrug. “You got a look.”

      “I don’t know. I mean, looking back, she seemed a bit off, but like I said, nice. Noah was close to her, I remember that. They were there for the whole summer, though his dad came and went. And you guessed it, I fell for him. It wasn’t only that he left without a fucking word, though I still don’t get why. I’d never met anybody that affectionate. That into being affectionate. Like his body had no choice but to follow his emotions.”

      “I think that’s called honesty,” Gina said with a chuckle.

      “Well, he ‘honestly’ dumped me without any explanation. Without a hint. We’d spent the whole day before swimming. Went to the movies that night. Nothing. He had the chance to tell me. I saw him get into the car with his parents. He looked right at me. So did his bastard dad. And that’s the thing that gets me. Mom got fired two days later. There was no damn way his dad didn’t have something to do with it. Mom was great at her job. The guests loved her.”

      “I have no doubt of that,” said Gina, “but people get let go for a lot of reasons. If you two were a couple the entire summer, why that moment and not earlier?”

      “Well, we weren’t out about it. I didn’t want to cause Mom problems, but like I said, Noah was affectionate. I suppose people could’ve guessed, but with his father not always being there, maybe he didn’t see it for a while.”

      “Maybe.”

      “I stand by it, Gina. It was him. I could tell by the look he gave me.”

      “So it was him then. Him, not Noah. What kind of look did Noah give you?”

      He clenched the fist he had hung over the steering wheel, the misty green vista that was the Candy Cane Lane Christmas Tree Farm and Resort appearing below them. Cabins nestled in the shelter of the trees. Trouble Creek fed a small lake on the other end of the valley. The road twisted as it dipped down.

      “Kind of like he was going to burst into tears,” he said. “I guess I wasn’t supposed to catch him ducking out after he got what he wanted.” Gina’s snort tore through the bubble of memory, and he jerked his head around toward her. Seriously? “What’s that for?”

      “Come on, Cal. I somehow don’t think heartless Lotharios burst into tears when the gig is up.”

      Klutzy ones do.

      But he didn’t say that. He shrugged. “It was a summer thing. We were kids. I’m over it. I—”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Over it,” he repeated. “I’m not over Mom getting caught up in it. I’m not over getting completely reeled in by him.”

      She was silent for so long, he finally glanced over again. She tipped her head to the side. “You’re lying. You aren’t over him.”

      “I’m so over him,” he said, slowing at the entrance of the farm, another car coming from the opposite direction turning in under the Candy Cane Lane Christmas Tree Farm sign. The two metal poles on either side of the road were wrapped in red and white garlands, like candy canes. “I’m so over him I’m leavin’ him in my dust.”

      “So dramatic.”

      He inhaled pine and sweet air.

      “This place is mine.”
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      The drone of Erik’s voice reminding Noah not to get his hopes up rolled in one ear and out the other the minute they drove onto Candy Cane Lane property. A spurt of happiness shot through him as the Lilliputian forest of four- to seven-foot-tall trees came into view.

      The mist of earlier had drifted away, and the sun shone bright in the valley and wooded mountainside.

      “Okay?” Erik said.

      Noah looked across the seat. Shit. “What?”

      Erik’s clenched jaw stole some of his pleasure. Which was silly. There was no reason Noah needed to be on the same page with anybody. Winning this contest was his dream.

      “Don’t get pals-y with anybody,” Erik said.

      Like that was going to happen. More likely he’d stammer his brains out. His shyness had grown over the years and made making friends as fun as walking barefoot on broken glass. Once he got to know somebody, he was perfectly capable of keeping up his part of a conversation, though. His nerves hummed far in the background, but strangers still sent him reeling. All people he might want to know if he somehow didn’t screw it up. As he’d known Caleb once. As he’d like to know the dark-haired woman sitting across from him in the bistro. She’d looked fun. Was she a mom? A marathon runner?

      “No-ah.”

      “I’m here to win, Erik, but I’m not going to be unpleasant about it.” Win against Caleb? He chewed his lip. Well, he wasn’t going to worry about that now. “It’s so beautiful here.”

      “If you like the middle of nowhere, I suppose. I hope there’s a signal.”

      “It’s not Siberia,” Noah said, but he pulled his phone out of his jacket pocket and peeked. Shit. Stuffed it back in. “They have the best hot chocolate.”

      That was
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