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Blurb 

	 

	A special Christmas magic is needed to mend both heart and mind. 
 

	In recovery after a serious car accident, Dan struggles with pain and depression until it threatens to become an ingrained part of his life. His most important support has come from his best friend and boyfriend Aaron, yet Dan knows he’s not giving as much as taking from the relationship. 

When he and Aaron are snowed in at a winter sports resort, Dan has to face up to both his physical and emotional restraints. Aaron is determined and devoted, and always willingly there for Dan, but Dan can see his weariness. Aaron wants Dan to accept his love fully, for them to become the best and most intimate of lovers. But how much longer will Aaron wait? 

It takes a particularly bitter Christmas—and the weirdest of dreams—to give Dan the courage to grasp what’s important to him, and find the way back to health and love.
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CHAPTER 1 

	 

	’Tis the season to be merry, they say… or not, in my case.

	I’m not talking about the weather, because to be honest, I like the fresh, sharp cleanliness of the cold in winter. I like the way the wind snaps around my heels and buffets the collar of my thick coat. I like the way the moisture in the air freezes swiftly into icy beads on my skin and clothing. It all keeps me awake without the aid of caffeine, and it reminds me there’s a world out there that’s really alive—neither cosy nor completely under anyone’s control.

	So, my melancholy mood must be because of the holiday season arriving, accompanied by the usual social hysteria and overindulgence, like two hyperactive cousins on a holiday visit. That must be the reason that I’m withdrawing again—evidence that the outside world seems particularly challenging. My mind is full of thoughts that depress me: sadness, frustration, the futility of struggling through this Christmas cracker joke called life while everyone else is grinning and hugging. To me, Christmas looms like a dark, grey cloud, like the memory of something hidden in the back of my mind, like the threat of a nightmare coming true. 

	The season has never been good to me, though, has it? I grew up in a family that was way more dysfunctional than devoted, and we rarely celebrated it with anything except Mum’s drinks cupboard and my brother’s recurring criminal record. Dad left us one Christmas Eve; my dear Gran died on another holiday weekend. Basically I was pretty happy to leave home as soon as I could. I found a small flat of my own in a busy town, lots of casual work when I sought it out, and friends who gradually became more than drinking buddies. 

	But the past memories still linger. I struggle to cope with being on my own—the ugly, sad feelings—whenever the season rears its gaudy, brash self. I know I should have sought help sooner. Last year, particularly—that had been a hell of a time. But when I reached rock bottom, I had enough sense left to cry out, and my friends came running. I came up for air in the end, so there’s hope for me, right?

	That’s what I tell myself. Often.

	Those friends also disagree with me about Christmas, but I guess I love them for it. My friend and fellow bartender Bailey visibly brightens at the sight of the sparkling shop windows and says that Christmas is a time of magic and goodwill. My rather less sentimental friend Saul rolls his eyes and says that’s all very well, but he doesn’t understand why goodwill should be restricted to a couple of months in the year. My far more thoughtful friend Cassie smiles at them both—and especially at Bailey—and she says quietly that Christmas is what we make of it.

	“Spoken like someone who’s never had to wrestle a tree into a stand,” I tell her. And I know, because I once spent a few weeks as seasonal help in a large department store. “You make it sound like a life-affirming seminar. Have you considered being less reasonable? It’s unnerving.”

	Bailey laughs. We’re out for lunch in town, and he slides an arm around her shoulder where they sit next to each other. “You’re just jealous because we love Christmas.”

	I snort and gesture at his slogan T-shirt. In my festive era. In glittery green letters. “Yeah. I’m jealous because you can make tinsel look like a lifestyle choice, apparently.”

	We laugh together, but Saul’s nod is more solemn. “I just think goodwill should be available all year. As should decent food and a functioning heating system.”

	“Put that on a Christmas card,” I say. “I’ll buy six.” 

	And our laughter spills over the table in the coffee shop. It’s still on their faces when I make my excuses and sidle away home on the pretext of getting ready for this evening’s bar session. Cassie catches at my arm but I’m on my way out before she can protest.
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	Maybe my history twists the worst from the season like squeezing a lemon, dragging me down with its sourness. I don’t often discuss the topic any more seriously with anyone except my friend Aaron. It’s a time for being solitary, in my experience. I’ve never kept a lover over the holidays, and a couple of them have blamed me for actively pushing them away. But, hey. I’ve never been a particularly safe romantic bet at the best of times.

	And what does Aaron say, when I inflict yet more of my whining on him? Well, he’s my rock, and his opinion is the most important to me for several reasons. Mainly because he’s my best friend. He’s also wise in a reluctant, unpretentious way, and he takes shit from no one.

	“You know you’re allowed to have one conversation that isn’t about how much you hate Christmas,” he told me last week, when I’d spent ten minutes complaining about the decorations in the bar. He’d dropped in for a beer on the way home from his office work—he often did that, during the working week, I was used to looking up as the door opened at the same time each day, to see him grinning at me despite work-weary eyes. 

	And instead he’d drawn a glass of my moans and groans.

	“I’m building up to a festive breakthrough.” I’d tried to turn it into a joke, as I brushed more glitter off the counter, fallen from the latest poster of seasonal offer prices tacked up over the bar.

	“You’re building up to a migraine.”

	“See? This is why I keep you around. Your support is unwavering.”

	He’d just smiled and nudged my hand with his. Aaron rarely tries to outwit me. He knows I’ll only take it as a challenge. He’s more than my bestie, so much more, though I don’t tell him enough.

	And, also, he wants to be my lover. 

	




CHAPTER 2 

	 

	Aaron and I first got together—properly together—last winter. 

	The season had played its usual trick on me, and I’d been in a bad car accident a few weeks before Christmas; a pile-up on the foggy motorway on my way to the local cash and carry. Not my fault in any way, and luckily no one was killed, but it was a hell of a shock. I broke one leg and bashed up the other, and it took me a long time to get full mobility back. In the meantime, I had no transport while the insurance haggled over my beaten-up car, and I lost my job at a local bar. And I had no ideas on getting a new one, with my ankle in plaster and pretty shaky confidence. Savings dwindled fast.

	The guys tried to get me out and about to parties and socials, but there must have been plenty of things more rewarding for them. I was bad company. Very bad. No money, poor-tempered, hobbling around, nothing but time to mull over my past struggles, and to fixate on how the crisp, crystalline weather brought none of those invigorating feelings for me.

	Christmas felt like that final straw.

	Bailey had arrived one afternoon in his ridiculously large padded coat and a huge grin, and announced, “You’re coming out with us. Cassie’s saving us a table at the Bean Counter. You can sit in a corner and glower if you like, but you’re
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