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      “Are you sure? I told Eric that I wanted to bring you.” 

      Kitty’s eyes were wide with worry, and her lower lip jutted out with her scarlet lipstick shaped into a full pout effect. Luckily, I’ve known that pout since we could walk, when our teachers would fall for it every time and give her all the goldfish her tiny tummy could take. 

      “You know that doesn’t work on me, Kitty.” I shook my head, amused as hell. 

      Kitty huffed. “Okay, fine. Be that way. Stay here while I’m dragged solo to my boyfriend’s family holiday week. Why would they do it before Christmas anyway?” 

      “So that you can’t say no?” 

      “Exactly! Who the hell does that, Oliver?” 

      “Apparently, your boyfriend’s family. Pretty ingenious, actually.” 

      “I hate you.” 

      I smiled. “I love you too. And I’ll be fine, I promise.” 

      She scowled at me, but only until I pulled her into a tight hug. Then she relaxed against me and returned it tenfold. 

      “I’ll be back before you know it. We can celebrate Christmas together.”
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      I may have told Kitty that I would be fine, but I had to admit that I was starting to feel lonely. She’d been gone for five days, and we’d never gone more than three without seeing each other in the last twenty years. We even chipped in for a dingy old apartment during college so that we could room together, a situation that worked great until she moved in with Eric, her boyfriend of two years. 

      I was happy for her, I really was, but then sometimes I was just Kitty’s single friend who she brought to all the parties so I wouldn’t feel as lonely as I was. 

      Yet here I was, feeling lonely. I’d made myself a decidedly un-festive margarita and planted myself in front of the TV to watch reruns of Tim Allen’s The Santa Clause trilogy. At least I got to have some eye candy in each movie, between Bernard the Elf and Jack Frost, so I was set up as well as I could be for the week leading up to Christmas when everyone else had dates and parties every night, girls got to dress up in short Santa skirts, and men got to unbutton as many buttons on their shirts as they wanted, showing off all the glitter in their chest hair. 

      A knock on the door interrupted my wallowing. 

      I frowned and paused the movie just as the giant fake Santa was being rugby-tackled by a bunch of elves. 

      Who would come to my door at this time of night? 

      I stood up and moved to answer the door. Maybe a neighbor locked themselves out or something. 

      The sight when I swung the door open was a pleasant one, though. 

      Theo from C-303 smiled up at me, a shyness there that I hadn’t seen since the stair incident the day he and his son moved in. 

      His son, Calvin, was adorable. He was always smiling and seemed to love running his dad ragged, initiating a high-speed game of tag whenever he managed to free himself of Theo’s hands when they were in the building. It had nearly charmed Miss Betty’s pants off when he whipped past her as she emerged to gather her morning paper. 

      “Theo?” I asked, startled. “Is everything alright?” 

      “Oliver, I hope I’m not interrupting your night.” Theo glanced past me—well, he would have if he was tall enough to see over my shoulder. As it was, he was only six or so inches shorter, but he had to raise his chin to meet my eyes, which exposed the necklaces he wore quite nicely in a way that drew my gaze to the long line of his throat. 

      “You’re not.” I shook my head. “What’s up?” 

      “Ah, yes. You see, I may have promised Calvin that we would make cookies together before bed tonight, but it appears that I used up the last of my sugar doing who-knows-what for last month’s bake sale. You wouldn’t happen to have some, would you?” 

      He gave me a look eerily similar to the one Kitty liked to, but this time, I felt myself falling for it. 

      He was cute, though, so I couldn’t bring myself to care. 

      “Yeah, I think I do. Let me grab it.” 

      I left the door open and moved into my kitchen. I quickly found the cupboard with my sugar and leaned up to grab it. When I turned, I caught him tearing his eyes back up to mine, an innocent smile stretching across his face. 

      He had definitely been looking at my ass. 

      Point for Oliver. Maybe Theo was looking for a boyfriend after all. 

      I smirked and brought it over. “As you requested.” 

      I held the container out, and he took it. 

      “Thanks.” His breath fanned against my collarbone because I’d taken perhaps one step too close to him, but he didn’t seem to mind. 

      He frowned then, his expression turning thoughtful. “You wouldn’t want to join us, would you?” 

      My eyes widened. “To make cookies?” 

      Theo nodded. “We’re happy to share. It’s the least we could do, really. I’d love it if you came.” 

      I found myself agreeing before I could fully process what he’d said. “Yeah, sounds like fun. Only if you’re sure.” 

      “I’m sure.”
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      The next thing I knew, I was situated on Calvin’s right against their kitchen counter, where Calvin had pushed a stepstool so he could stand and reach the gathered ingredients, including my sugar.  

      “What first, Cal?” Theo prompted gently, pointing to the printed recipe in front of us.  

      Calvin was probably five or six, so asking him to read a recipe was a big task, if you asked me, but Calvin took it in stride.  

      “Eggs!” 

      Theo laughed and leaned conspiratorially across Calvin to speak to me. “It’s always the egg step. He takes the egg cracking very seriously.” 

      Calvin gasped and shoved his freshly washed hands against his dad’s mouth. “Shh! Don’t tell Oliver!” 

      Theo laughed and removed Calvin’s hands from his face, setting them on the counter instead. “Sorry, bud. You’re right.”  

      Calvin nodded, his eyebrows set in a very stern expression.  

      “Here.” Theo slid the carton of eggs and two bowls over to Calvin. “Oliver and I will do flour and sugar, yeah?” 

      “Yeah.” Calvin took the first egg from the carton, gently and meticulously cracking the eggs into one bowl and depositing the shells in the other.  

      I smiled as Theo and I measured the flour, sugar, and the other dry ingredients. Our gazes met more than once, and it was like a fire building each time. There was no way Theo didn’t want me, at least for a night.  

      I could handle one night. Even if Theo wanted it to stop there, I wanted a night with him. He looked like a cuddler with his sweater bunched up at his elbows and his long curls constantly having to be pushed back behind his ears. It made me want to stick a headband on his head, even if I could already picture the glare he would send me.  

      God, he’d look cute as fuck with a headband like the ones Kitty uses when she’s doing her makeup. She even had thick, fluffy ones with bunny ears.  

      “Oliver!” Calvin groaned, patting my arm insistently.  

      “Sorry, what?” I turned back to Calvin, but I saw Theo smirk at me from behind him.  

      I’d been caught staring.  

      “I said, help me roll it out,” Calvin pouted.  

      “Please,” Theo prodded.  

      “Please,” Calvin agreed begrudgingly.  

      I laughed. “Sure.”  

      We took their rolling pin and rolled out the cookie dough to a reasonably even layer on the counter, the flour already speckled over it, so the dough didn’t get stuck and tear itself apart. Then, once Theo broke out the cookie cutters, all hell broke loose.  

      Calvin moved like a little whirlwind, taking each shape that resembled a Christmas item—reindeer, bell, star, and a Santa face, among others—and pressing them into the dough faster than I could neatly remove the excess dough that we could then roll out to start again.  

      “Slow down there, kid.” Theo laughed, moving a second baking sheet to the next shelf in the oven and closing the door. “This isn’t a race.”  

      “But I want a cookie!” Calvin whined, twisting the cutter in his hand and effectively ruining the poor snowman he’d been cutting out.  

      “They have to cook for twelve minutes,” Theo reminded him.  

      “No!”  

      I smiled, unable to help myself. Kids were something else. 

      Theo put his hands on his hips. “Sounds like someone might be ready for bed.” 

      “No!” Calvin shouted again, stomping his foot on his stool for good measure.  

      “Calvin.” Theo frowned. “We can’t make them cook any faster, and I won’t let you become a little shit just because you’re impatient.” 

      Calvin huffed and crossed his arms, but then deflated a bit. “Sorry.”  

      “That’s better.” Theo sighed. “Let's clean up while Oliver finishes cutting them out, okay? Then we’ll all share a few cookies, and you can watch your new movie in your room.” 

      Calvin nodded. “Okay, Daddy.” 

      He climbed off his stool and accepted the egg carton from his dad before carrying it to the fridge and carefully putting it away.  

      Theo gathered the canisters of dry ingredients and the bottles of oil and vanilla, handing one at a time to his son and watching him put them away in what I can only assume is their correct place. Theo leaned against the counter beside me, his hip touching my arm as I finished cutting the shapes out of the dough and prepping the final baking sheet for the next
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