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Chapter One

 


Jesse stared at the gaudy building in disbelief.
“No. No way, Alex.”

The bed and breakfast his billionaire boyfriend had
chosen for their week’s vacation looked like a gingerbread house,
complete with psychotically peaked roofs and decorative, pastel
painted trim. The purple scrolled woodwork that surrounded the door
and front windows was particularly hideous. He felt his balls
shrivel in manly horror as he looked it over and he resisted the
urge to cover his junk. “We could still go to Hawaii. There’s time
to drive back to the airport before it gets dark.”

“Suck it up, Jesse. I had to pick something
remote because you didn’t want people to recognize us. This
is what happens when you put insane restrictions on our vacation
time,” Alex told him unsympathetically. He shoved past Jesse and
went up the porch steps. “This place has central air. And,
supposedly, a great cook.”

“It’s late spring, Alex. We don’t need central
air,” Jesse retorted, making a face as he reluctantly followed his
lover to the front door. The blue front door with the lilac
trim. “It’s worse than that broken down motel you holed up in last
winter, and that place was hideous.”

Alex grimaced. “The Kringle Motel kept me alive in
the middle of a freak snowstorm. You should be grateful for small
favors. And I apologized for that disaster. Numerous times, if
you’ll recall. I even bought you cupcakes.”

Jesse rolled his eyes. “Cupcakes can’t erase the
trauma. I still have nightmares about the blankets with the creepy
reindeer embroidery cavorting along the edges.” He dropped his
duffel on the painted wood floor of the front entry. “And don’t
forget the old tree in the motel office. You thought it was real.”
He snorted.

“I was hypothermic! Give me a
break.”

Instead of a break, Jesse gave him a look that
hopefully conveyed the depths of his terror in the face of so much
fussy wood trim.

“Yeah, okay, the plastic tree was a bit
awful,” Alex admitted, rubbing the back of his neck.

“Awful is an understatement for that piece of
Christmas horror, but this? This is worse,” Jesse stated, not
willing to let it go. He pointed at the blue door. His masculinity
might not survive this. “I’m afraid to go inside. I might start
lisping.”

Alex snorted. “Uh-huh.” He dropped his designer bag
next to Jesse’s duffel. “Need I remind you that you’ve been gay for
over a year and so far I have detected no sign of missing letters
when you speak?”

“I may be dating you, but that doesn’t mean
I’m a girl, Alex. Jesus. I’m getting a toothache just
looking around. This place is not a rainbow. It's a rainbow on
steroids with candy sprinkles on top.” Jesse rubbed his eyes,
hoping that when he looked again the view would be better. Nope.
No such luck. He stared at the crimson porch floor, wondering
how the owners managed to pick a hue that so perfectly clashed with
the blooming cherry tree out front. How does someone screw up
the color red? He looked back up just as the front door swung
open.

“Mr. Holly! Come in, come in out of the cold.
Spring is almost over, but the nights are still chilly.” A plump,
older woman smiled at them. She wore plain slacks, but her garish
sweater had so many hues knitted into the weave that Jesse started
to wonder if maybe he needed to get his eyes checked.

No human would wear a sweater that crazy, right?
I must be hallucinating, he thought, and then the name she’d
used filtered into the forefront of his mind and he frowned.
Holly? he mouthed at Alex as they followed her inside. His
boyfriend shrugged. Jesse narrowed his eyes at him. Why would Alex
use Jesse’s mother’s maiden name as his fake surname? Talk about a
convoluted identity crisis.

“Hello, Mrs. Shaw. Thank you for waiting up
for us. I knew we might arrive late,” Alex said, ignoring Jesse’s
glare.

“Oh, it’s no problem. We’re used to that sort
of thing, Mr. Holly. And I know you had a long trip. It's only a
little after five. That's not late at all.” She turned to Jesse.
“You must be Mr. Lilah.”

Jesse choked. He was going to kill Alex, just as
soon as he remembered how to breathe.

“Yes, this is my boyfriend, Jesse, Mrs. Shaw.
He did most of the driving, so he’s a little tired,” Alex said
smoothly.

Jesse glared at him. Alex smiled innocently. Jesse
swallowed his ire and turned to the proprietor. “Nice to meet you,”
he said, coughing to clear his throat. “Interesting place you have
here.” Alex kicked him in the shin, clearly warning him to
behave.

“Oh indeed!” Mrs. Shaw exclaimed
enthusiastically. “We’ve tried very hard to make it look like a
gingerbread house. When it snows, it looks just like a painting!”
Smiling widely, she held the door for them and they obediently
trooped inside.

Jesse breathed a sigh of relief when he saw that the
interior was decorated much less garishly than the outside. The
woodwork was dark stained oak, as were the floors. The rugs that
protected some of the hardwood were faded silk weave and the sofa
tucked near the stairs was upholstered in a soothing stripe
pattern.

The fact that I'm finding a striped fabric
soothing just goes to show how bad the exterior really is,
Jesse mused until Alex tugged on his arm.

Mrs. Shaw led them over to a small desk. She bustled
around behind it and then opened a large paper ledger. “Ah yes,
here you are!” She put a checkmark on the page.

Jesse leaned over and blinked. His name and Alex's
were marked down in a neat cursive hand in one of the columns. “No
computer?” he asked incredulously.

Mrs. Shaw smiled and closed the book. “Oh no. We do
things the old fashioned way here. I find that too much technology
interferes with life, don't you think?”

Jesse stared at her. “I must be more tired than I
thought,” he finally said faintly.

She nodded her head. “Yes, I’m sure you are, coming
all the way up from New York.” She turned to the stairs. “Let me
show you to your room.”

He glanced at Alex, but his boyfriend ignored him,
following the proprietress upstairs. When they reached the landing
on the second floor, a small sitting room opened up onto what
looked like a covered porch. A fire crackled in the wood-burning
stove near the door. Two other doors sat closed down the hall.

Jesse noted all the exits. His training wouldn’t let
him do any less.

“Your room is on the third floor,” Mrs. Shaw
wheezed, out of breath from the climb. “It has its own bathroom and
a king sized bed.” She pointed the way.

Alex tugged on Jesse’s arm. “Come on. You can go
prowling once we get settled.”

Jesse smiled sheepishly and let his lover tow him up
the last flight of stairs. “I guess you know me pretty well.”

Alex snorted. “You think?”

“Here you go, boys,” Mrs. Shaw said as she
followed them up. She turned the knob on the single door at the top
of the steps. She led the way into a room with vaulted ceilings and
way more space than Jesse had expected. “What do you
think?”

“Wow,” he said involuntarily, looking around.
He liked it. He’d thought a room in what was basically an attic
would feel claustrophobic, but he was wrong. He loved
it.

Alex shot him a triumphant smile.

Jesse rolled his eyes at his boyfriend and stepped
into the room. He glanced at the fire burning merrily in the
oversized stone hearth at the far end. “We have a fireplace,
too?”

Mrs. Shaw nodded. “You also have an en suite
bathroom.” She walked past the king sized bed to the door set in
the wall opposite the entry. When she opened it, Jesse’s eyebrows
lifted.

“A walk in shower. Nice.” He dropped his
duffel by the dresser near the door and slowly took everything in.
He had to admit, the inside of the building was much nicer than the
outside. The carpet over the hardwood flooring gleamed a rich blue.
The comforter on the bed was cream with navy piping. The furniture
was dark wood polished to a high gloss and the bathroom had
obviously been recently updated. Overhead, the natural wood beams
gave the room a warm glow.

“I hope you two will be very happy during your
stay,” Mrs. Shaw said, heading for the door. “Please feel free to
let me know if you need anything.” She paused. “Breakfast is at
nine. I’m sure the other guests will enjoy your company.” With
that, she gently closed the door on her way out.

“Other guests,” Jesse echoed, frowning. “And
with those two words, I remembered all over again why I don’t like
staying at bed and breakfasts.” He took off his jacket and tossed
it on the bed. “You know something is going to go wrong. Someone is
going to be a total wacko.”

“Stop being so grumpy,” Alex said, setting his
bag on the chest at the foot of the bed. “We’re on vacation,
remember? If I have to give up my laptop for a week, you have to
give up your crankiness.”

“I’m not cranky,” Jesse said, unzipping his
duffel and unpacking his clothes. “I’m cautious.” He grinned wryly.
“And maybe a little paranoid.”

Alex laughed. “Your cautiousness comes across more
like constipation.”

Jesse tried glaring at his lover, but an involuntary
snort of laughter betrayed him. “You suck,” he said, smiling.

Alex walked over and wound his arms around Jesse’s
waist from behind. “I could, if you want,” he murmured into the
back of Jesse’s neck. “Suck, that is.”

Jesse froze as his cock gave a twitch of interest.
“Oh?”

“We are on vacation. I could take my
time for once. Drive you crazy.”

As if he didn’t usually drive me crazy
anyway. Jesse pretended to think the offer over for all of
thirty seconds. “Yeah, okay.”

Alex kissed him again. “Hold still.” He ran his
hands down Jesse’s arms and began to
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