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      “Molly, can you please stop barking?!” I shouted at my dog, finally getting fed up with it. Seriously, if there was an intruder I needed to be worried about, they would have either broken in already or would have already run in the other direction.

      But my stupid dog was still barking.

      With an agitated huff, I jumped off the couch, slamming my finger on the pause button on the remote. It was bad enough that I spent Christmas alone every year. Now, I couldn’t even enjoy my freaking Hallmark Christmas movies in peace because my dog wouldn’t stop yapping.

      Get a dog, they said. It’ll be fun, they said.

      Right now, having a dog was a right pain in my ass.

      I glared at Holly as I threw open the front door. “See - noth—" I squeaked in shock when she suddenly bolted past me, almost knocking me on my ass, and straight to the chain link fence on the side of the yard that separated my property from my hot, annoying, asshole of a neighbor.

      Brad was a grade A douchebag that thought the world fucking revolved around him. One day, he had almost hit me when I was jogging across his driveway on my morning run, and it was somehow my fault that he wasn’t fucking looking any paying attention to his surroundings. People in our neighborhood ran basically every day. He should have already been looking for them.

      But that clash had started our rivalry. It sucked he was such a dick because if he wasn’t, I would have fucked him ages ago. Brad was very possibly the hottest man I had ever laid eyes on.

      “This has got to be the most bullshit Christmas I’ve ever fucking experienced!” Brad shouted at his phone before he tossed it into the snow. I watched as he shook his head, grumbled something under his breath, and picked it back up. “Does that fucking mutt ever shut the fuck up?!” he barked, spinning to face my direction.

      Molly finally stopped barking and wagged her tail at our dickish neighbor. “Maybe if you weren’t busy shouting the neighborhood down, my dog wouldn’t be barking,” I retorted because I was just as annoyed by Molly’s barking as he was, and I hated we agreed on something.

      “Wish my fucking realtor had told me about the annoying woman next door before he sold me this house in this piece of shit town,” he growled, his words obviously not meant for my ears because he’d spoken them so lowly, but I’d heard them clearly.

      I blanched. “Fucking excuse me?” I demanded, his words actually hurting me. I kept to myself ninety-nine percent of the time, and normally, when he and I said anything to each other, he was always the one that fucking started it.

      And somehow, I was the annoying one?

      I snapped my fingers at Molly, and she trotted back towards me instantly. “Maybe you deserve to have a shitty fucking Christmas,” I snapped at him as I turned on my heel, heading back for my house.

      Fuck him.

      “Wait, fuck, I’m sorry,” Brad blurted from behind me. I turned to look at him, surprised he had actually apologized for once. He was jumping over the fence, and I hated that I admired the way his muscles flexed as he did so. He stopped a couple of feet in front of me, his dark eyes boring into mine, his black hair a mess on the top of his head. “You didn’t deserve that. I spooked your dog. She did what she was supposed to as your protector.”

      I just stared at him, not saying anything. He rubbed the back of his neck like he was nervous, which wasn’t like him at all. “We can’t get out of town,” he informed me like I needed to know that. “The bridge is too icy, so I can’t go home for Christmas like I was supposed to, and my sister just had her baby. I was supposed to meet my niece for the first time.”

      My anger thawed at the thought of him actually being angry he couldn’t see his family. And the image of him holding a baby filled my mind, making parts of me I hadn’t even known existed ache.

      The image of Brad holding a baby was hot as hell.

      “I, um, do you want to come over?” I asked him, blurting out the question before I even thought about it. I felt bad that he was having a shitty Christmas, and I knew what it was like to spend them alone. “Got to beat being by yourself.” I would know, considering the last time I’d spent Christmas with anyone, I had been eighteen and finishing up my last year of high school. I was in a foster home, and Christmas sucked. None of us kids got along, and we all only got one present a piece.

      I didn’t know what Christmas was supposed to be like, considering I’d never experienced a true, happy one.

      Brad gave me a small smile. “You sure?” He looked . . . hopeful, almost.

      I shrugged and nodded. “Yeah, it’s cool.”

      Well, my body certainly thought it was cool. My mind was screaming at me like what the fuck are you doing?!

      He frowned as he followed me and Molly to my place. “Your family won’t mind me barging in?”

      I pushed open my front door, stepping back into the heat. A chill wracked my frame as the heat in my house enveloped me. “I spend Christmas by myself,” I informed him as he closed my front door behind him.

      “Wait, what?” he demanded. I turned to face him, arching an eyebrow at him. We’d been neighbors for two years now. Surely, he had to know I never had anyone over for Christmas.

      “You haven’t noticed?” I questioned.

      He shook his head. “I’m never home on Christmas. I’m with my family.”

      “Oh.” I walked into the kitchen to make myself a cup of hot cocoa. “Want a cup?” I asked, holding up a packet to show him what I was talking about.

      “Yeah, sure,” he said, waving it away. I scowled at him. He flashed me a charming grin. “Where’s your family? No one deserves to spend Christmas alone.”

      “I don’t.” I pointed at my dog that was sprawled in her bed already, snoring lightly. “I have Molly.”

      He shot me a deadpan look. “The dog doesn’t count, Holly.”

      I sighed, rolling my eyes at him as I poured milk into two mugs. “I was a foster kid. Lost my parents when I was two or three - something like that. I had no other family to take me in.”

      “I’m sorry,” he apologized. “And I’ve been such a shitty neighbor all this time.”

      I quickly smirked up at him before I looked back down at what I was doing. “You have,” I said, agreeing wholeheartedly. “But I’m used to it.” And I was. I’d developed a mostly thick skin growing up. Foster kids weren’t nice. They all usually came from some kind of hell, and it had hardened them. That anger and hurt they felt and lived with was normally taken out on other people.

      He reached over the counter and grabbed my hand before I grabbed the milk. I frowned at our joined hands before I looked up at him. “You’re not spending another holiday by yourself ever again, Holly.”

      I looked away from his suddenly kind eyes and pulled my hand from his, my heart thumping wildly in my chest.

      Five minutes in my house, and he was already making me second guess his character and how I felt about him.

    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/image1.jpg
OTHER BOOKS IN THE SERIES







OEBPS/images/bookbrushimage-2022-11-1-16-4259.jpg






