
  
    [image: Snowed In with My Best Friend’s Dad]
  


  
    
      SNOWED IN WITH MY BEST FRIEND’S DAD

      AN AGE GAP, SECRET PREGNANCY, CHRISTMAS ROMANCE

      
        HEART OF HOPE

      

    

    
      
        AJME WILLIAMS

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Description

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

    

    
      
        Epilogue I

      

      
        Epilogue II

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 by Ajme Williams

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of authors imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. The following story contains mature themes, strong language and sexual situations. It is intended for mature readers only.

      All characters are 18+ years of age and all sexual acts are consensual.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DESCRIPTION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        3 things I want to do to my best friend’s dad:

        Slap him for being a cold, domineering and rude prick

        Kiss him for being the hottest older man I’ve ever met

        Climb into his bed when we’re snowed in for Christmas… 

      

      

      

      
        
        I never meant to hookup with my best friend’s dad… But when we’re forced together during the merriest time of the year, I end up falling into his bed… and into his heart.

      

      

      

      
        
        He may be a jerk, but Brett McKinnon is also totally irresistible. And off-limits… forever.

      

      

      

      
        
        My friend would never forgive me for sleeping with her father…

      

      

      

      
        
        Much less if she found out our heated encounter left me pregnant with Brett’s baby. A man who is old enough to be my father.

      

      

      

      
        
        I grew up with nothing and worked hard for everything in my life. This surprise pregnancy feels like a curse destined to ruin my life along with Brett’s.

      

      

      

      
        
        That’s why I’m never, ever telling him.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Miranda

      

      

      It was three days until Christmas, and like a dummy, I was out shopping for my roommate, Lindsey. God. How she and I were such good friends was a mystery to me. We were like oil and water. She came from a rich family with a father who spoiled her. My father might have spoiled me if he had the money, but alas, he didn’t. Like me, Lindsay was raised mostly by a single dad after her parents divorced. I, too, had a single dad after my mother died. But whereas Lindsay’s dad stayed single, mine decided to remarry, and what a disaster that was. Stepmom Loretta left him after spending all the life insurance money my father received following my mother’s death.

      But I suppose the biggest difference between Lindsay and me was that she went through life like it was paved with rainbows. Me? If I were going to have rainbows in my life, it was up to me to create them.

      It could be hard to be with someone to whom life came so easily, and yet, I thought the world of Lindsay. She was fortunate in life, but she was sweet and kind, and I suppose her sunny exuberance in life was a nice offset to my constant feeling like I was under a cloud.

      She was kind enough to invite me to her cabin in Westbrook for a few days during the Christmas break from university classes. I loved my father despite his terrible taste in second wives, but the holidays with him weren’t anything special. Not since my mom died and wife number two took his money and ran. His holiday plans mostly involved drinking with his buddies.

      Not that I wanted a fancy Christmas. Like my dad, I hadn’t looked forward to the holiday since my mother died. But I definitely needed time away from Boston. The feeling was especially strong as I made my way through the bitter cold and the throngs of last-minute Christmas shoppers.

      I made it to the little paper shop I knew Lindsey liked. She always had colored and patterned papers, pens, stickers, and envelopes around. Inside, I gathered a variety of paper products I thought she might enjoy, such as the paper with the hearts all over it. Yes, I did an eye roll at how girlie that was, but since Lindsey loved hearts, I added it to my bundle and made my way to the cashier.

      Once paid, I put the paper products in my large purse to protect them from the cold and wind. Snow was expected tonight, although it had been clear when I’d left to go shopping.

      As I opened the door to exit, a large man barged into me, knocking me backward. I stumbled, but it was no use and I landed on my butt.

      “You should watch where you’re going.” He had a deep, dark voice that matched his size and attitude. Even so, he held out his hand.

      I batted it away.

      “I’m trying to help you up.”

      “Why? So, you can knock me down again?” I managed to get myself off the floor and got a better look at this jerk. Money. That was my first impression of him. He wore a suit that probably cost three months of my dad’s mortgage payment. The man had silvery blond hair that couldn’t have possibly been real. His gray eyes watched me, and I wondered whether he worried he’d gotten germs from having touched a lowly peon like me.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Do you really care?” I asked, righting my purse strap over my shoulder.

      His eyes flashed with annoyance. “Are you always this rude to people who try to help you?”

      I gaped. “You knocked me down!”

      For a moment, he stared at me. It occurred to me that I should be leaving, so why was I still there gawking at him?

      Finally, he sighed. “Let me buy you a drink.”

      “What? Why?” Was he trying to be nice? Or was it something more? It couldn’t be more. He had to be nearly twice my age. Plus, with his suave demeanor and money, he likely had his pick of fancy women.

      “To make it up to you.”

      “You could just say sorry.”

      His lips twitched upward slightly, and it annoyed me more that he was amused by me. “I’m sorry. Can I buy you a drink?”

      “That’s not necessary.” My phone buzzed with a notification in my purse. I pulled it out to find a message from Lindsay.

      

      Going over to visit Liam. Probably won’t be home tonight. Stay safe.

      

      Another evening alone. That was okay. I could get ahead on reading assignments due next semester. Or I could begin thinking about looking for a job once I graduated in June.

      “Bad news?” the aggressive stranger asked.

      “No. Just an update from my roommate.”

      “About the drink?”

      I looked at him. “You’re sure thirsty.”

      Finally, he let out a frustrated sigh and held his hands out to the side. “I’m chastised for trying to help and for not trying to help.”

      So now I was the bad guy? “I, ah⁠—”

      “Brett, darling, fancy seeing you here.” A woman who looked like she’d walked out of a Vogue magazine stepped up to him.

      “Just doing some last-minute shopping.”

      “Oh, how wonderful.” The woman looked at me, her well-plucked brow arching in what I took to be distaste before turning back to the man. “We should get something to eat and catch up.”

      “Sorry. I’m having a drink with . . . ?” He looked at me expectantly.

      “Miranda.” What? Why was I giving my name?

      “Miranda,” he repeated to the woman.

      “Really?” The woman looked between us, clearly not buying it.

      His arm went around my shoulder. “Really. Shall we?” he asked me.

      I must have been lost in la-la land, because I nodded and let him steer me out the door.

      “Would you like something hot or cold?” he asked once out on the sidewalk.

      I stared up at him, wondering what he was talking about.

      “The drink?” He arched a brow. “Are you sure you’re okay? You didn’t hit your head, did you?”

      “Why didn’t you want to go eat with Ms. Plastic?”

      His lips twitched up again. “Because she’s Ms. Plastic.”

      “You don’t like plastic?”

      “Plastic can be okay sometimes. How about across the street?”

      I glanced across the street to where there was one of the million Irish bars in Boston.

      “Come on. Don’t make me a liar to Candi.”

      I snorted. “Really? That’s her name?”

      “Really.”

      Ten minutes later, I marveled that instead of being at home microwaving mac and cheese, I was sitting across from the man who'd knocked me on my butt, sipping red wine. He had scotch and soda.

      “So, tell me about yourself, Miranda.”

      “I don’t think so, Brett.” I remembered the woman calling him that. He didn’t strike me as a Brett. He seemed more like a William or Edward. Old money names.

      “Okay. No sharing of personal information. I like that. Strangers in the night sort of thing.”

      I shrugged and sipped the most excellent glass of wine. Normally, I ordered the cheapest on the menu, but Brett insisted on ordering something else for me. It had to be at least thirty dollars a glass.

      “Are you regretting not going with Ms. Plastic?”

      “Not at all. Believe it or not, I’m enjoying your company.”

      I shook my head. “You’re right, I don’t believe it.”

      “The fact that you’re still here suggests maybe you don’t mind me as much as you’re trying to convey.”

      I shrugged. “The wine is fabulous.”

      He smiled then, a full one, and it was breathtaking. This man could have any woman, plastic or not, so why was he here with me? Pity, I supposed.

      “I thought you’d like that.”

      I had to admit he was right. Not just about liking the wine, but also about not being so averse to his company. We didn’t talk about personal things, but we still found topics to chat about that made for lively, engaging conversation.

      Three glasses of fabulous wine later, we left the bar to find snow falling. This wasn’t a Hallmark movie, glittery snow. This was the heavy, wet stuff coming down in glops.

      “Ugh. My jalopy won’t make it home in this.”

      He looked up toward the dark sky until wet snow plopped on his face. “I can drive you.”

      “Nah. It’ll be okay.”

      He stepped in front of me. “That’s not good enough.” His hand pushed my hair from my face, his fingers brushing over my skin, sending an unwanted thrill through me.

      Our gazes caught, and he let out a nervous laugh. “I find myself not wanting the evening to end.”

      “Funny. Me neither.” Did I say that out loud?

      His gray eyes darkened as his gaze drifted to my lips.

      “Why are you looking at my mouth?”

      “I’ve been looking at your mouth all night. I’ve wondered what it would be like to taste your lips.”

      “Really?” I squeaked. That couldn’t be true.

      “Really. I suppose I’m an old ogre to you.”

      I swallowed as intense waves of energy radiated between us. I wasn’t unaware of lust, but I’d never felt it with a perfect stranger. And he was perfect. And a stranger.

      “No. Not an ogre.”

      He laughed. “But old?” He pressed his finger over my mouth. “Don’t answer that.” He leaned toward me. “I’m going to taste you, Miranda.”

      “Okay.” I’d lost my mind.

      His lips settled on mine, and wild heat blasted through me. My body felt like I was standing in the middle of the desert, not in Boston on a snowy night. I moaned as his lips swept over mine. They were soft, but his kiss was firm, growing insistent as his arm banded around me. He pulled me into his body, and I gasped at the feel of his erection. It had to be significant to feel it through all the layers of clothes and coats.

      “I’d like to get you on your ass again, only this time without clothes,” he murmured against my lips.

      My pussy clenched hard in what had to be yes, please. I gripped his coat, feeling like my world was spinning away. I mean, I couldn’t go with this man and let him have his wicked way with me, could I?

      “Too crazy?” he asked, his lips trailing along my jaw, making it impossible to think.

      “Well . . . uh . . .”

      “We could get a room in the hotel over there. Wait out the snow. We could have room service dinner and that’s it, or we could engage in more carnal activities.”

      “I am hungry.” Warning bells were clanging in my head, but I couldn’t seem to heed them.

      “Then let’s get you some food.” He led me down the street to the hotel. It wasn’t a ritzy type, but neither was it a no-tell-motel.

      He booked the room, and we were both silent as we rode the elevator up to our floor. Brett opened the door and let me in.

      He headed toward the table by the window. “Here’s the menu. Would you like to eat now?”

      I don’t know what came over me. He stood in his fancy suit, his silvery-blond hair glistening from melting snow crystals, and his mouth smiling at me . . . a mouth I could still taste on my lips . . . and I knew food wasn’t what I wanted.

      He tilted his head to the side. “Want to work up an appetite?”

      I nodded.

      He strode over to me, his eyes turning predatory. He maneuvered me back toward the bed. “I’m going to knock you on your ass again and not be sorry about it.”

      “Ah, okay.”

      He pushed me back. I bounced on the bed in a way that couldn’t have been sexy. I had a moment of nerves. Well, I was all nerves because I’d never done this before. But I had a new set of them wondering if he’d still be attracted to me once he got all the layers of clothes off me. I wasn’t like plastic lady who probably wore a size two except around her fake boobs. I was what my grandmother had called full-figured. Nor did I wear fancy underwear or wax my private parts, all of which I’m sure Ms. Plastic did.

      He undressed me, but as my shirt came off, I crossed my arms over my plain white bra. He arched a brow. “Problem?”

      “I’m not plastic.”

      “Thank God.” He let me lie there, covering my lady bits like a silly girl. “I’m dying to see your tits, Miranda.”

      Arousal shot through me from his words. I pulled my hands away, and his hands immediately divested me of my bra. Moments later, I was completely naked and feeling vulnerable as he sat back on his knees and his eyes inventoried my body.

      I shifted. “If you don’t like what you see⁠—”

      “You’re joking, right?” His fingers brushed over my nipple, making it ache with need. He leaned over, sucking it into his mouth.

      “Oh!” I gasped as another shockwave tore through me.

      “Fucking hell. This is going to be spectacular.” He stood, taking his shirt and belt off but leaving his pants on.

      “What about⁠—”

      “First, I’m going to taste every inch of your delectable body and make you come in a screaming orgasm. Then I’m going to fuck you. Are you okay with that?”

      “Ah . . . yeah . . . okay.”

      He cocked his head to the side, his gray eyes studying me. “Are you new to hookups or sex?”

      “What?” My brain was on the fritz, and I couldn’t keep up the conversation.

      “Are you nervous because you’ve never hooked up like this or because you’re a virgin?”

      My breath hitched. I’d let a total stranger lead me to a hotel room because my body was burning up from lust when I’d never, ever been with a man before.

      “Hookup.” He didn’t need to know I was a virgin.

      “Okay. Good.”

      “What if I were a virgin? Would you have stopped?”

      “Only if you told me to. I’d just be more careful.” He arched a brow. “Do you want to amend your answer?”

      I shook my head. I didn’t know why I lied to him. Maybe I was embarrassed that at twenty-two, I was still a virgin.

      “Okay, then. It’s time for me to feast.” The minute his lips were on my skin, all my concerns and nerves ended. There was only sensation. Each touch of his lips or hands sent sparks of electricity coursing through me. I felt like a spring being coiled tighter and tighter.

      I might have been a virgin, but I’d had an orgasm before, so I knew what the pressure meant. But touching myself was nothing compared to being touched by Brett.

      He pushed my legs apart, settling his large body between my thighs. Nerves broke through. What if I was gross down there?

      “Relax, Miranda. And hold on, because I’m going to make you scream.”

      I had just a moment to catch my breath before his mouth was on my pussy, doing the most wicked, glorious things to me. I gripped his head with one hand to make sure he never stopped. My other hand gripped the sheets as reality spiraled away. There was only pressure, building, building until it exploded. I screamed, and my body flooded with pleasure. It vibrated with it. Shuddered. It was the most amazing feeling in my life. I finally understood what the big deal sex was to my friends.

      He trailed his lips up my body as I lay there completely boneless. “You taste fucking fantastic.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. Now I’m going to undress and fuck that sweet pussy until you scream.”
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        Brett – The Next Day

      

      

      Christmas was two days away, and I was busting my hump finishing up my holiday shopping and making sure the cabin was ready. I was rich enough that I could hire people to take care of most of my tasks, but I wasn’t going to pawn off chores involving my daughter, Lindsay, to someone else. I knew a businessman who did that shit, and he was always surprised by the gifts “he’d bought” for his wife and kids. Gifts were personal. If a man couldn’t buy his family gifts, he was a shitty husband and father.

      Still, I’d planned to have this done yesterday, but I got sidetracked. Who’d have thought the voluptuous woman I’d knocked over would have distracted me from my goal? I’d been in a pisser of a mood, just like now, for having to shop so late. Somehow, the holidays got away from me, so I was at the stationery store for last-minute stocking stuffers. Yes, I still filled a stocking for Lindsay even though she was twenty-one. We were going to the cabin to enjoy family time, and I was hellbent on making it special, as I’d always done since I won custody of her as a toddler.

      I’d barged into the store, knocking down a woman. It was my fault, but I was already pissed, and I started to take it out on her. When she batted my hand away and took me to task, I was strangely amused when it should have just pissed me off more. She wasn’t wrong that my normal MO when it came to women was plastic. Plastic women were predictable. Shallow. Easy to enjoy a fuck with and then part ways.

      Miranda wasn’t plastic. She was messy and complicated, so it made no sense that the more I talked to her, the more intrigued I was. Not that I still wasn’t after a good fuck and then parting ways. To be honest, I was surprised that she had a drink with me and then let me take her to the hotel. As I sank into her delicious pussy, I was even more shocked to learn that she was a virgin. She was tighter than fuck, and she had me coming after a few hard strokes. It was over too fast, so I convinced her to stay for a meal and then I had her again.

      Just like outside the bar, I was reluctant to end the night once all the orgasms were done. It was strange and a little bit unnerving, especially when I considered asking for her last name so I could call her again. Had she asked me to stay, I might have, and that was one rule I never broke.

      Thankfully, she said she had to get home. I offered to drive her, but she insisted she was okay since the snow had stopped, and while her car was old, it had all-wheel drive.

      The next morning, I woke with a hard-on and happily conjured up the night before as I stroked my dick. It was hard to decide what to focus on. I’d never had a woman as curvy as her, and it was a shock to find out much of a turn-on it was. Her tits were large, which wasn’t unusual for the women I was with. What was unusual was that they were real. I focused on them, imagining my dick sliding through those glorious mounds, her tongue snaking out to lick the tip with each thrust. In my mind, I sprayed my cum over her chest, getting some in her mouth and her licking it, enjoying it. God, I wished I’d thought of it last night.

      I showered and dressed, made breakfast, and tried to contact Lindsay. I loved my daughter more than life itself, but holy hell, she could be so difficult to connect with. Oh, well. I’d see her at the cabin. That was when I remembered I still had shopping to do. And that I’d planned to go to the cabin today to decorate for the holidays.

      I managed to make it through the holiday shopping without knocking anyone down or hitting anyone. But I was keyed up from the experience, so I headed to the gym. The place was surprisingly packed for two days before Christmas. It was mostly women who seemed to have the strange idea that extra days of exercise before gorging on a holiday meal would make any significant difference in managing their weight.

      “Brett.” Duncan, my business partner in the gym franchise and my best buddy, approached me.

      “Dunc. I didn’t know you were coming in.”

      He shrugged. “I thought you were out of town with the rug rat.” The name was cute when Lindsay was two, but not when she was twenty-one. But Dunc was her godfather and closer to her than anyone besides me, so he got away with it.

      “I’m heading out later. I wanted to get in a workout.”

      “Gloria is here.”

      Ah, hell. Gloria was fit, firm, and built like Barbie. If I met her in a bar, I’d have definitely accepted her advances. But I never fucked clients and she couldn’t seem to get that into her head.

      “Maybe I’ll work instead.” I headed to the office.

      Dunc followed me. “I tried to call you last night.”

      “I was out. Turned my phone off.”

      Dunc laughed. “Only you would hook up with a woman while Christmas shopping.”

      I shrugged. “I’m lucky that way.” I thought back to Miranda. Yeah. I was lucky to have run into her.

      “What’s that look?” Dunc took a seat on the couch in our office as I sat behind my desk. We'd tried separate offices, but we held different hours so it didn’t make sense to have two offices. We turned the other one into a spa room.

      “What look?”

      “Like you were thinking about a woman sucking you off.”

      I snorted. “She didn’t suck me off.” But hell, another thing I wished I’d thought of.

      “But?”

      “I don’t know what you’re thinking. It was nice. Different?”

      He arched a brow. It might have reached his hairline if he had one, but Dunc was bald. It added to his terrifying appearance. A former bouncer, he was built like a linebacker. What people didn’t know was that deep down, Dunc was as softhearted as one could get. “You got kinks I don’t know about?”

      “You’re a pervert.”

      “First, kink isn’t perverted. Second, you’re the one hooking up while you’re supposed to be Christmas shopping. Third, my sex life is like . . .” He made a wanking motion. “I gotta live vicariously through you. So, how different?”

      “She was the opposite of my usual.”

      “Short, fat, and ugly?”

      I threw a pen at him. “No. She wasn’t blonde with fake tits. She was curvy. It was sexy.”

      He nodded. “Nothing like round hips to hold on to while fucking.”

      “She was young. And while she denied it, she may have been a virgin.”

      “Jesus fuck, Brett. A teenager?”

      “No! God, no.” How old was she? I never asked. But she definitely wasn’t a teenager. “Twenties.”

      “Like Lindsay?”

      I winced. “Don’t put it like that.”

      Dunc shrugged. “Like what?”

      “Equating my fucking a young woman to my daughter. That is perverted.”

      He laughed. “You’re the one going there, not me.” He rose. “You need to work out all that tension. I’ll go check to see if Gloria is gone.”

      When he left, I weeded through the work on the desk. Dunc and I ran a tight ship. We did our jobs well and hired the best managers, trainers, instructors, and other staff. It made working easy.

      With the all-clear, I changed into my workout clothes and hit the treadmill. After running ten miles, I hit the weights. By the time I was done, the tension of the day was gone. I headed home, packed my bag, loaded up my SUV with presents and holiday decorations, and started on the two-hour drive west to the cabin.

      When I arrived, I stepped out, inhaling the fresh air. I’d grown up in the area, and at eighteen, I was eager to leave. I still prefer the city to the country, but I couldn’t deny that sometimes, getting away from the hustle, bustle, and pollution was a salve for the soul.

      I had a little time before the sun set, so I hurried to put up lights on the outside of the house. When I finished that, I headed inside and grabbed a beer from the fridge that I had stocked by a local guy whom I paid to watch the place. With beer in hand, I set about setting up the fake tree and other decorations.

      I texted Lindsay again. This time, I got a response that she was fine. That was it. Nothing about where she was or when she’d be here. But she was alive.

      I made myself something to eat, and after dinner, I went out onto the back deck. My guy had cleared it of snow and prepped the hot tub, and I intended to use it. Since we didn’t have neighbors, I stripped despite the fact that it had to be less than thirty degrees out, and I sank into the tub with a sigh. This was living.

      I didn’t grow up with money. Not that my family had been poor, but we had struggled sometimes. I worked hard, and today, I had more money than I could spend. Between the nationwide gym franchise I owned with Dunc, the Internet supplement and fitness nutrition company I started in college, and learning to invest, I’d never have to worry. Lindsay wouldn’t either. And if she had kids, they wouldn’t have financial strife either.

      Yep, life was good. Maybe not perfect, but what was perfect? A wife and family? I tried that, and it didn’t work out. I got Lindsay out of it, so it was worth it, but the minute her mother left, life improved. Of course, I had to fight for Lindsay and fork out a shit-ton of money, but today my ex was off with husband number three, and I couldn’t be happier about it. Since then, I decided wives were overrated. At least for me. Lindsay was fine being raised by me, with some help from Dunc. I knew how to cook and clean. As sex went, I could get that without marriage. Besides, it was like having an itch. A biological function that needed to be scratched now and then. And in my case, after how quickly I came inside Miranda, perhaps I needed to scratch a bit more than I had been. Maybe I should have gotten her number. I very rarely fucked a woman more than one night, but I could make an exception for her.
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        Miranda

      

      

      I woke up the next morning feeling sore in my nether parts. I brought my hands to cover my face, partly in shock and partly in giddy laughter at what I had done last night. I'd lost my virginity to a perfect stranger.

      I knew society still suggests that people should wait until marriage before they have sex, but let's face it, that practice ended long ago for most people. At the very least, it was suggested that love and affection be involved when having sex, but I determined that I lost my virginity in the best way possible. I handed in my V-card anonymously, getting the deed out of the way without having to be self-conscious about my inexperience, causing a potential suitor to change their mind about me. Also, I’d done it with a man who clearly had a great deal of experience and, therefore, made it all that more enjoyable. Even the soreness I felt today was tempered by the memory of the pleasure I'd had last night.

      I looked over at my phone alongside my bed, noting it was eight o'clock in the morning. Lindsay and I had made plans to leave for the cabin around noon. That gave me time to get cleaned up and packed for the trip, plus fit in a quick visit with my father before we left. I’d just finished putting the clothes in my bag when I got a text from Lindsay.

      
      Sorry, Mira. I'm stuck at Liam's. Do you mind if we head up to the cabin separately? I'll meet you there at the regular time.

      
      I grumbled as I sat on the edge of my bed. It would be weird to show up at the cabin on my own. Already, I felt like I was intruding on her family holiday, no matter how much Lindsay told me she wanted me there.

      "I need a buffer between me and my dad. He's the greatest guy in the world, but I don't want to spend my vacation hearing how disappointed he is that my grade point average has fallen."

      Normally, I didn't like to be late, but in this case, I thought I would delay my departure time so that she would already be at the cabin when I arrived because it would be even weirder if I got there before her. I'd never met her father before, but I couldn't imagine any parent wouldn’t think it was weird to bring a roommate home for the holiday.

      I texted her back that I would meet her there and then bundled up and grabbed my purse to head to my father's house. I drove through the working-class neighborhood I grew up in. Most of the families who lived here didn't quite reach the middle class but managed okay. Most lived paycheck to paycheck, which meant there wasn't a lot left over for things like landscaping and home upkeep. As a result, the neighborhood looked a bit rundown and tired. My father's house was no different, with peeling paint along the trim and part of the gutter hanging detached from the roof.

      My father hadn't plowed the driveway or the walkway of snow, so I parked on the street in front of the house and trudged through the few inches of snow to the door. I stomped my feet on the front mat to shake off the snow as I opened the front door.

      "Dad?"

      "Miranda?" I stepped into the tiny entryway, making a right-hand turn into the living room.

      My father was kicked back in his recliner, a beer in his hand even though it was barely eleven in the morning. The TV emanated sounds of sportscasters talking about football.

      My father straightened, putting the chair back in place, and stood. "I didn't think I was seeing you for Christmas." He came over to me, giving me a hug.

      My father wasn't very old age-wise. He was only fifty-six. But he looked more like he was closing in on seventy. His starting to look old for his age happened after my mother died. When he first started seeing Loretta, he had made an effort with his appearance, but when she left, he went back to not caring.

      I had been supportive of his dating, knowing that he was lonely and, left to his own devices, didn't take good care of himself. Unfortunately for my dad, Loretta turned out to be the worst possible choice of companion.

      I gave him a hug, noting how I could feel the bones in the upper part of his back. "Have you been eating?"

      "When I'm hungry. I thought you were going away for Christmas. If you're planning to stay, I need to call the guys."

      I shook my head. "No, I'm heading up to the cabin with Lindsay as planned. But I wanted to stop in and wish you Merry Christmas and see how you're doing."

      "You don't have to worry about me, Miranda." His eyes sparkled with amusement.

      I took off my coat and headed to the kitchen to make him something to eat. "I can't just turn off worrying about you, Dad."

      He followed me into the kitchen and laughed. "I think that is supposed to be my line, kiddo. But I'm doing just fine. The last thing I want is you hovering around me when you have your own life to live." He grinned like the proud papa he was. "My baby girl is getting a college degree. The first one in the family. You're moving on to bigger and better things, and I don't want to hold you back from that."

      I rolled my eyes as I spread mayonnaise on two pieces of bread. "Being with family doesn't hold one back." I finished putting together the cold cut sandwich, and then I poured him a glass of milk and handed both to him. "Now eat something. You can't live on beer alone, no matter how hard you try."

      He took the plate and glass, setting them on the counter. "I got you a little something for Christmas."

      "I thought we agreed we weren’t exchanging Christmas presents."

      "It's not big, but I still hope you like it." He hurried out of the kitchen. I picked up a sandwich and his milk, bringing them out to the table next to his reclining chair.

      He returned a moment later with a brown sack with handles on it. He gave me a sheepish smile. "You know I'm shit for wrapping. I hope this is good enough."

      I laughed. "It doesn't need to be wrapped." I took the bag, reached in, and pulled out a rectangular box. I sat on the couch, putting the box on the coffee table and lifting the lid. Inside was a picture frame.

      "People who get college degrees frame them and hang them on the wall. That's for you when you get your degree."

      Emotion welled in my chest, and my eyes filled with tears. No matter what else I got this Christmas, this would be the best gift of them all. The gift was the epitome of my father's love and pride in me.

      I stood and walked over to where he'd sat in his chair, giving him a hug. "Thank you, Dad. I love it. I can't wait to put my degree in it. Maybe I'll hang it here."

      He patted my arm. "Well, I wouldn’t mind bragging about you to my friends by showing them your degree hanging on the wall, but that’s supposed to go in your office when you get a job. It tells everybody how important you are."

      “Well, if I’m so important, you need to eat.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He grinned as he picked up his sandwich.

      I stayed with my father a little bit, watching March of the Wooden Soldiers, the Laurel and Hardy version. It was my father’s favorite holiday movie. The bogeyman scared me when I was little, but now I enjoyed it as much as he did. It had been a Christmas tradition until my mother died. I wondered if the fact that we were watching it now meant we needed to make Christmas a bigger deal again. Maybe I shouldn’t go to the cabin with Lindsay for the holiday.

      My dad’s phone rang. “It’s Jerry.” He poked the button. I couldn’t hear Jerry, but my father said, “Yes, we’re still on tonight.”

      I guess if we were going to re-establish our Christmas traditions, it would be next year.

      Around one, I decided it was time for me to get on the road. “I’ve got to go. I’m sorry I’ll miss the peewee scene.” I stood and put my coat and hat and gloves back on.

      "You be safe," my father said as he came over to give me a hug goodbye. "Don't let the bogeyman get you."

      "I've packed my peewee darts."

      He laughed as he walked me to the door. With a last hug, I trudged back out to my car.

      Once I got out of the city of Boston, I relaxed and took in the scenery. For anyone who wanted to experience distinct climates, Massachusetts was the place to come. In the summer, the surrounding area was lush and green. And then in the fall, it was a burst of orange and yellows and reds as the leaves changed. Now, in the winter, the trees were bare, and the snow gave the landscape a picturesque beauty.

      Nearly two hours later, I drove into a town that looked like it should be on a postcard. It made me think of The Gilmore Girls and I wondered if anyone actually lived a picture-perfect life.

      As I exited the town to make my way to the cabin, I reached over to my dashboard, poking the start button for the GPS on my phone to get me the last part of the way there. Once again, I meandered through the countryside, taking in the beauty. It had snowed more here than it had in Boston, and the trees sparkled in the last rays of the setting sun. It was only after three, but winter days were short in Massachusetts. The sun would mostly be down by a little after four.

      Realizing I didn't want to be out here when it was dark, I checked my phone since it hadn't given me any directions in
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