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Chapter One

 


Reese Noel has heard enough jokes about his
last name and the fact that he hates Christmas to last him a
lifetime. He stopped trying to explain the way he feels years ago
because no one seems to be able to grasp the concept of disliking
the holiday, but to him it’s rather simple. Christmas has always
had a way of ending rather horribly for him. Reese’s life has been
one holiday mishap after another starting somewhere in his teens.
It has ranged from inappropriate and embarrassing presents from
well-meaning family members to him walking in on his longtime lover
Jonah fucking one of his coworkers underneath the Christmas tree
they had lovingly decorated together.

Needless to say he’s grown leery of the
holiday season and what new disaster it has in store for him each
year.

Nothing could have prepared him for the
tragedy and trouble this year had brought with it. Honestly he
couldn’t even blame the root of his problems on Christmas.
Everything had happened in the early spring when a car crash had
sent his entire life into a tailspin. His brother Marcus and his
wife Lela had died on impact, but their daughter Holly had survived
with only a few cuts and bruises.

Everyone had called it a miracle, and Reese
was inclined to agree, but it didn’t change the way his heart
breaks for the six year old every time she cries in her sleep or
looks at his truck in fear. Still she’s grown better as the months
passed, crying less and smiling more. Reese thanks everything holy
that she’s young enough to bounce back quickly even if it breaks
his heart that she didn’t get to spend the years that she should
have with the parents that loved her.

Holly moving into his house and becoming his
responsibility has changed Reese’s life in ways he never really
thought of. There are little shoes next to his at the door, hair
clips and ribbons in almost every available drawer, and he knows
how to plait hair and do pigtails now, which are life skills he
never thought he’d need. He’s cut back his hours at work, giving
some of the extra cases he’s been taking since him and Jonah had
split two years ago to other members of the law firm so he can
spend more time with Holly. He’s not her father, can never replace
Marcus or Lela and doesn’t want to, but he’s determined that
Holly’s not going to grow up lonely. Now it’s their first Christmas
together, the first of many, and Reese is trying his hardest to put
his distaste for the season aside for Holly’s sake.

That’s why he’s at a tree farm on the day
after Thanksgiving, looking for a Christmas tree. It’s entirely too
early in his opinion, but it’s a tradition that Marcus and Lela had
started with Holly and Reese is reluctant to take anything else
away from her. He can’t help the smile that takes over his face at
the sight of her, nose red from the cold and blonde hair done up in
pigtails that stream behind her as she runs through the rows. She
looks so much like Marcus, like him as well, with her dark brown
eyes and bright blonde hair that it’s almost painful, but it’s good
to see her happy, good to see her acting like a kid and enjoying
the season.

Reese is careful not to let her out of his
sight, walking a few steps behind her, his long legs eating up the
ground as he keeps pace with her. He’s letting her pick the tree on
her own, letting her make the decision mainly because he could care
less and it’s a small piece of control that might make her feel
better. He’s sure he’s going to regret that decision in a moment if
the way she’s staring up at the six-foot behemoth of a tree in
front of her is any indication.

She looks like she’s about to scream in
excitement, and Reese smiles at the joy in her face. He’ll get the
damn tree if it’s the one she really wants, he knows that already.
The aggravation it’s going to bring him is a small price to pay for
making her so happy. Still it’s getting colder, the sun setting and
winter’s chill is really setting in so he’s eager to get the tree
and get them both home.

“Hey, Hols! Is this the one you want?” Reese
keeps his voice light and easy and pushes thoughts of price and
transportation to the back of his mind. He’s got a truck and a
credit card so it’ll all work out.

“Uncle Reese!” Holly whirls around,
pixie-like face alight with delight, and she brings her hands up in
front of her face and claps them together in excitement. It’s a
move that’s pure Lela and it almost brings tears to Reese’s eyes.
Holly might look like him and Marcus, but she’s Lela through and
through.

“Hey, babe. You found us a tree yet?”

“This one, Uncle Reese! This one!” She
flings out an arm to point towards the massive tree behind her.

“You sure? It’s awful big. It’s going to
take a lot of work to decorate this thing.”

“It’s really pretty, Uncle Reese, and he
wants to come home with us!” She’s a whirlwind of blonde hair and
flailing mitten-covered hands.

“He?” Reese has almost gotten used to the
whimsical mind of the six year old he’s now living with, but
sometimes she still takes him by surprise.

“Yup! It’s a boy tree, and he wants to come
home with us! Can he, Uncle Reese? Can he?” She’s all wide eyed and
pleading and Reese can’t help but tease her a bit.

“Well I don’t know …”

“Please!” She draws the word out for as long
as she can, mitten-covered hands clasped together in front of her
and expression pleading.

“Fine, but you have to stay up and drink hot
chocolate and decorate him with me tonight, okay?”

Holly squeals in delight and then makes
Reese wrap his scarf around one of the branches of the tree to mark
it as claimed before they head off towards the front of the
farm.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


The little open front barn that serves as
the office is empty. The older grizzled man who’d ushered them
inside the fence with a smile is gone, but the light is on and
there’s cheery Christmas music still playing over the loudspeaker
so Reese knows someone has to be nearby.

“Hello?” Reese calls out as he watches Holly
bounce in place beside him. He can’t stop the soft smile that
steals across his face. It’s good to see her this way, so excited
and eager after she’s been through so much already.

“Just a minute!” A voice calls from a
distance. It’s not the old man from before, Reese can tell that
easily, but it’s a nice voice, low and gruff almost like a growl
but softer somehow and gentler. He waits patiently, amusing himself
by watching Holly practically vibrate out of her mittens in
excitement as he drums his fingers on the counter top to the rhythm
of the music in the background. The love Holly has for the season
is infectious and even though Reese isn’t suddenly a fan of
Christmas he’s not ashamed to admit that he’s beginning to enjoy
himself just a little because of the way she lights up.

“Sorry about that. You two all ready to go?”
The voice is back and this time it’s coming from the open door
behind him. Reese turns around, an answer on the tip of his tongue
only to feel himself falter at what he sees. The man is tall,
taller than Reese, which isn’t an easy feat by any means. His
shoulders are broad and straight, stretching the material of his
green flannel shirt in a way that makes Reese want to moan. He
can’t help but rake his gaze over the rest of him, can’t help but
take in the thick chocolate hair that brushes temptingly at the
collar of his shirt or the layer of stubble on his angular jaw, the
streak of dirt across his forehead, or the way he looks entirely
too serious and lick-able for someone working on a tree farm.

Holly tugs impatiently at the edge of his
coat, and Reese realizes with a dawning sense of horror that he’s
been staring, practically open mouthed and drooling, for an
inappropriate amount of time. He clears his throat awkwardly and
reaches up to scratch at the back of his neck.

“Yeah I am, I mean, we are.
That is we’ve picked out a tree and I, we, need your
shoulders, help I
meant help and then we’re done.” Reese barely resists the urge to
smack himself in the face, only because it would do nothing but add
to his humiliation. The man breaks out into a wide grin that
transforms his face and damn near stops Reese’s heart.

“I’m Keifer, Keifer Durell.” Keifer holds
out one large palmed hand towards Reese expectantly, and Reese
hastily rubs his sweaty palm against the leg of his jeans before he
reaches out to clasp the offered hand.

“Reese Noel and this is Holly.” He’s almost
proud of the way he manages to speak without stuttering and then
he’s ready to hit himself again because he’s not felt this
self-conscious and awkward since he met Jonah during their final
year in law school.

It’s a sobering thought, but it’s still not
enough to distract him from the way Keifer’s hand lingers in his
and the way he strokes his finger across the exposed skin of
Reese’s wrist before he lets him go and steps back. Keifer reaches
down and grabs the chainsaw sitting propped against the wall by the
door and when his gaze catches Reese’s this time his dark brown
eyes are warm and alight with mischief and amusement.

“Well then let’s see if me and my shoulders
can get this pretty young lady her tree.” He gestures at Holly who
blushes pink and grabs at Reese’s hand to drag him out the door.
Reese groans low in his throat and squeezes his eyes shut tightly
for a moment as he tries to ignore the rumbling chuckle that
follows him outside.

Keifer is almost distressingly capable and
natural looking wielding the chainsaw as he goes about getting
their tree cut down, netted, and settled safely in the back of
Reese’s truck. Reese is almost simultaneously relieved and yet
disappointed that Keifer remains totally professional during the
entire thing. In fact he focuses most of his attention on Holly,
who continues to blush prettily every time he talks to her.

It’s not until they’re about to leave that
he acts any differently. Reese has just shut the passenger side
door of his truck after making sure Holly is safe and secure and
he’s reaching for his wallet in order to pay for their tree when
Keifer slides up beside him. He’s entirely too close, invading
Reese’s personal space casually like it’s his right, and Reese can
feel the heat he gives off even through the layers of clothes
between them.

He stamps down the nervousness that’s trying
to claw its way out of his chest again and does his best to ignore
the way his hand shakes when he pulls appropriate bills out of his
wallet. Keifer takes them from him and stuffs them almost absently
into his pocket and then his long calloused fingers are wrapping
themselves around Reese’s wrist, preventing him from walking
away.

“Is there anyone waiting for the two of you
at home?” Keifer’s fingers slide their way from Reese’s wrist down
over the back of his hand to toy with the bare skin of his ring
finger.

“N-No.” Reese chokes the word out, frozen
with the realization that Keifer’s actually asking if he’s
single.

“Really? No pretty little wife or jealous
husband to worry about? Just you and that charming daughter of
yours?” Keifer’s eyes are still warm, but they’re also sharp and
intensely focused, like he’s willing Reese to tell him the
truth.

“She’s my niece. My brother … there was an
accident …” The words come tumbling out before Reese can stop them,
the wound’s still too fresh and even though he loves Holly more
than anything he hasn’t reached the point where he can let others
assume he’s her father without feeling guilty.

Keifer’s eyes soften and his lips tug down
in a slight frown for a second and then his free hand is coming up
and he’s cupping Reese’s jaw in the palm of his hand, his thumb
running softly across Reese’s bottom lip. The gesture is too
familiar, too personal, for two people who’ve just met, but Reese
is strangely comfortable with it. The warm almost possessive palm
against his skin is reassuring and soothing, and it makes him want
to tuck himself into Keifer’s side.

“I’m sorry, Reese. That’s a heavy burden to
bear.” Keifer says it softly and then he’s leaning down and
pressing a gentle kiss to Reese’s forehead. Reese feels his breath
catch, and he fights the urge to push himself up against Keifer and
kiss him for real, a hot and heavy clash of tongues and teeth. The
only thing that stops
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