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Chapter 1

	Gabe

	"Seriously?" Gabe Masters sagged with defeat, his hopes of making it home in time for Christmas dashed with the latest doom and gloom update. The mechanic's face glowed in the ambient light coming from the ancient computer screen in front of her. She lowered her reading glasses down her freckled nose and met his eyes across the cluttered sales counter.

	"Seriously." Her voice was a testament to the dozen or so cigarette butts lining the ashtray just out of reach.

	"I mean, if it would cost a little extra to speed things up..." Gabe's voice drifted off, squelched by the frown in the woman's gradually narrowing gaze.

	Her sigh was as heavy as the feeling in his defeated, leaden gut. "If this were yesterday, kid? Sure, I could have helped you, but today? It being Christmas Eve and all? There's not an auto parts store within two hundred miles still open for me to get the part from."

	Gabe glanced around the cluttered office, tattered beer posters, outdated girly calendars, and tin oil signs hinting at the vintage gas station that Sally's Service & Repairs must surely have been, once upon a time. In 1972, perhaps?

	"You're open," Gabe pointed out helpfully, struggling to keep his voice just shy of passive aggressive even as he beamed his ever so collegiate smile.

	Sally, or so said the cursive red name stitched into her blue striped work smock, wasn't so generous. "Cuz of you two," she huffed maternally, sliding her reading glasses up to peer closer at her computer screen again. She widened her eyes, made some guttural noises, muttered to herself, and then pinched the nose beneath her glasses. "Honestly, kid? The best I can do is the day after Christmas."

	Gabe struggled to process the information as he peered out the greasy office door. Kyle was still leaning against the back of the pickup truck, sagging gently with the flat tire in the back. Gabe swallowed, hard, struggling not to admire how cute he looked in his striped beanie cap and Southern Kentucky State hoodie, sagging off his lean, tapered body like a road sign to what might lie beneath.

	He turned back to Sally, still squinting at the computer screen with her nose almost pressed against the monitor. The scene might have been comical if there wasn't so much at stake. "What about the spare? I mean, we're only heading to Tennessee. We could limp along doing fifty for a few hundred miles, right?"

	Sally's chair squeaked beneath her as she swiveled back to face him, as old and original as everything else in the museum of a service garage. "That'd be great, kid. Great, that is, if your spare wasn't shot to shit, too."

	Gabe's face flushed. "I meant to get it repaired, honest, it's just...with finals and group projects I just ran out of bandwidth at the last minute, you know?"

	"I don't know," Sally huffed, growing maternal again. "How a smart kid like you, college educated obviously..." She waved her reading glasses at his own Southern Kentucky T-shirt derisively. "Can drive around without a decent, working spare tire. On a road trip. All the way to Tennessee. Over the holidays. Did you not factor in a flat tire in all your holiday plans?"

	"Not really, no. But I mean, wouldn't it be easier to replace a little donut spare than a whole tire?"

	"No, son, it wouldn't be. In fact, it's a damn sight harder and, listen..." Sally closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose again, clearly tired of mechanic-splaining to a clueless college kid with zero auto aptitude and even fewer real life skills. "I can't patch the big tire because the nail's too close to the rim, and your donut's torn to shit because of whatever shenanigans you frat boys were into at the time you blew it, so...we're stuck with what we've got, and at 4:18 P.M. on Christmas Eve, that's shit. Out of. Luck."

	He had to admire the old woman's tenacity. She would have made a great stage performer. As if to emphasize her verbal mic drop, Sally slid a crumpled pack of cheap cigarettes from her smock pocket and lit one with an almost theatrical flourish. "See here," she said, wincing around the curl of smoke that slithered past her weak green eyes and up to the water stained ceiling tiles overhead. "You're up and making me light up in my own office, you've got me so flustered."

	"Is that a rule of some kind?" he asked.

	"It was until you showed up today, stressing me to high heaven and making me break my own policies and procedures!" Her voice was stern, but her eyes were light, as if she didn't necessarily not enjoy giving Gabe the business.

	"Listen, I'm sorry I'm so irresponsible," he explained, drawing on the last of his patience and hoping to work on the last of Sally's stubbornness. "But if there's any way you could see to working some kind of magic, I would really appreciate it." He wore his best hangdog expression, as if to accentuate the pathetic tone of his haggling voice.

	It didn't work. Not even a little. He might as well have majored in Economics, like Kyle, instead of Drama. "Kid, the only kind of magic that would save your ass as of right now would be Santa himself swooping in and bringing you back to Tennessee in his big old sleigh. As for me? I've done my best, got you a fair price and first thing December 26th I will have you and your friend there back home safe and sound for some of your mama's home cooking. Which, speaking of, I've got a plum pudding probably burning in my crock pot back home as we speak, seeing as I stayed open an hour late to help your sorry little ass!"

	Gabe sighed, sagging with the weight of her words. Every bit of them true. "Fine, okay, I just...listen, thank you for sticking around. I really appreciate it. I just, I feel kinda responsible because I promised Kyle I'd get him home in time for church service and, well..."

	Sally's face softened. Slightly. She glanced over Gabe's shoulder at Kyle. He followed her gaze, instantly smiling as his sexy passenger tamped out a cigarette of his own under the heel of his trendy black and white sneaker. Funny, Gabe thought. He didn't know Kyle smoked until just now. Then again, he didn't know shit about the guy except that they both lived in the same off-campus dorm, and he'd called the cell phone number Gabe had left on the bulletin board looking for someone to share expenses with on the way back to Tennessee for winter break. And now here they were, way off grid and stuck in God Knows Where until the day after Christmas.

	They both stood, shoulder to shoulder, admiring Kyle in different ways. "Listen Kid, if I could help you more, I would. Best I can do is give you a ride to the Carlsbad Inn on my way home."

	Gabe brightened. "You'd do that? For us?"

	Sally rolled her eyes, shutting down her computer and grabbing her keys in one surprisingly fluid motion. "I'm not the Grinch, kid, I'm just not Santa Claus, either. Now gather up your friend there and let's get to gettin' before my plum pudding's plum ruined!"

	* * * *

	


Chapter 2

	Kyle

	"Thanks, Sally!"

	Kyle Crawford waved ironically at the chugging tow truck, peeling out into nonexistent traffic on the sad little two-lane road that bordered the sad little hotel where she'd dropped them off.

	Gabe stood beside him, compact and wiry and slim and three shades of sexy. "I'm not even sure that's her name," he said, shouldering the strap of his navy blue duffel bag and offering a wry grin that pushed up the dimples in his smooth, apple cheeks.

	"I mean, it was on the side of her truck, right?"

	"And on her work shirt," Gabe agreed, opening the lobby door for him. Kyle didn't necessarily tower over his traveling partner, but it sure felt that way slithering past him into the lobby.

	They stood beside each other, the door swinging shut at their backs, taking in the winter wonderland displayed before them. "Wow," they murmured in unison, admiring the no less than seven winking Christmas trees, each decorated in a different theme, that led to the humble by comparison registration desk beyond their towering forest of fake, plastic, frosted, decorated and lighted limbs.

	"Y'all here for the room?" A voice called from behind one last tree, nestled atop the long check-in counter surrounded by a lively family of snowmen in various styles, shapes and degrees of legitimate scariness.

	The boys paused, bags halfway to the ground, peering at each other with frozen, startled faces. "Uh, rooms?" Kyle rushed to add, heart pounding to think that Gabe might notice the tremor in his tone or the shocked expression on his face. He only hoped the old-fashioned Christmas carols warbling from some hidden speaker above hid his sudden nervousness at sharing his room with a virtual stranger.

	"Sorry, fellas," the voice rang out, as taut and wiry as it was southern and twangy. "Plumb out of double rooms at the minute. Only got the one. Sally didn't tell ya on the way over?"

	Gabe glanced out the window beside them, fake snow frosting the corners but leaving plenty of visibility to see the blank, endless field of parking lot, utterly and totally empty. "Did everyone walk here? Because...there's not a car in the lot."

	The old woman behind the tabletop Christmas tree rolled her eyes and slid an open book across the cluttered counter toward them. "Slow time of year, December is," she cautioned, ringing them up on an old-fashioned cash register, the kind with keys and dings and a drawer that slid out, as loud and obnoxious as the carols jangling overhead. "So we're remodeling the whole west wing, plus upgrading the rest of the rooms."

	"Except two?" Kyle offered, hoping there was a silver lining at the end of the desk clerk's meandering tale.

	"Except one," she cackled, as if enjoying their obvious discomfort. "We kept it ready in case any of the workmen needed to stay overnight after a long day, but it being the holidays, you're my only takers thus far. Now, if you'll just fill out the registration form, that'll be forty-two dollars."

	Gabe and Kyle exchanged surprised looks. "I mean," Gabe reasoned, sliding over his check card before Kyle could even reach for his wallet. "Can't beat the price."

	Kyle nodded, lowering his voice to ask, "Are you...sure you're okay with this?"

	The old woman took the card, slowly, as if to eavesdrop on every possible word before she ran it. "What choice do we have?" Gabe reasoned, batting his soft brown eyelashes as if knowing just what they were doing to Kyle's slowly crumbling resolve.

	"I just, feel bad enough, you know?"

	"What? For me never fixing my spare and driving around with a nail in my tire for God knows how long? I'm the one who should be apologizing to you at this point, sheesh."

	Kyle was still hemming, as if the more words he said, the better the chances of not sleeping one bed away from his sexy new friend. "Yeah, but...we wouldn't have been this far off the beaten path if I hadn't suggested that shortcut off the interstate."

	"You didn't put a gun to my head, Kyle, so..." The old woman slid the card back, along with a form for Gabe to sign. He waved the pen around the gaily decorated lobby, winking lights and warbly carols and ugly snowmen galore. He glanced back at Kyle with a kind, gentle expression, nodding as he bent to fill out the form. "Let's just bite the bullet and make the best of it, huh?"

	Kyle watched Gabe sign the register, whole body tingling with the thought of spending the next two nights with him. Alone. In a single hotel room.

	"Shit!" he blurted suddenly, tapping his jeans pockets as if they might somehow be inside. "I totally did not pack for this. I mean..." He turned to the old woman behind the counter, only then noticing the lively green sweater that clung to her bony shoulders, to say nothing of the holly pin over her nonexistent chest. "Is there...a gift shop, perhaps?"

	The old woman cackled a lively burst of schadenfreude at their expense. "Honey, this ain't the Ritz. But...but..." She pointed out the other side of the lobby where, through the similarly frosted tips of her own personal winter wonderland, Kyle could faintly see the crumbling corner of a faded strip mall. "If you hurry, the Dollar Trader should still be open for all your last-minute toiletry needs."

	Kyle chuckled, watching Gabe holding his receipt in one hand and the room key in the other. "You up for a little Christmas shopping, Gabe?"

	Gabe grinned cryptically, tapping the nativity beside him for effect. His eyes held a merry shimmer, as if the idea of spending the next two nights together hadn't fazed him one bit. "I mean, when in Bethlehem, right?"

	* * * *
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