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            Epigraph

         
         
            I can sing, I just choose not to sing. Especially in front of other people.
            

            —Jovie, Elf

         

         
            More snow, a cold wind blows,

            except she’s in my arms, my sweet sunshine.

            Her smile makes every glad bell jingle,

            and we mingle all night under the mistletoe.

            —Isaac Kelly, “A Jingle Bell Mingle,” Snowed In (Metaphor Records)
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            Prologue

         
         
            Teddy Ray Fletcher

            “What’s up, tampon strings?”

            
            Protests erupted around Teddy Ray Fletcher as a curvy bridesmaid appeared at the end of a pew, her inky black hair twisted
               into an elegant updo and her bright pink dress setting off the colorful tattoos on her light olive shoulders.
            

            
            “Sunny Palmer, we’re in a church—”
            

            
            “I think that’s Nolan’s grandmother behind you—”

            
            “And I,” declared Jack Hart, former porn star, living Ken doll, and the only wedding guest to have brought a dog to the ceremony,
               “am a body-safe menstrual cup, at the very least.”
            

            
            Sunny narrowed her dark brown eyes, and Teddy sensed another outbreak of the long-standing war between the two, a war begun when Sunny took Jack’s ex-stepmother home from his wedding six years back. Rumor had it that the feud had been interrupted only once, for a threesome starring the heartbroken pop idol Isaac Kelly, but Teddy had long ago stopped trusting Uncle Ray-Ray’s rumor mill. Much as he loved his quirky little alliance of sexpots, misfits, and flexible adventurers with even more flexible attitudes toward public decency laws, the people employed (or employed-adjacent) by Teddy’s porn production studio were prone to . . . 

            
            Well, there was no nice way of saying it. They were dramatic as fuck.

            
            Besides, the notoriously broody Isaac Kelly and the plucky Sunny together? Teddy had seen a lot of things in his time, but
               that beggared belief.
            

            
            “Is the trolley back yet?” Teddy asked, hoping to forestall yet another Sunny and Jack squabble. “We’re starving.” He had
               more important things to worry about than babysitting hungry porn stars. Like finding a way to propose to the pantsuited woman
               next to him, who was currently craning her neck to scan the emptying chapel. Even though they were here for the wedding of
               Bee Hobbes and Nolan Shaw—the adult content creator and the disgraced boy band member who’d met, fallen in love, and caused
               a scandal during the filming of a wholesome Christmas movie—the woman next to Teddy was still very much on the clock.
            

            
            Steph D’Arezzo, talent manager, did not sleep on a chance to make money.

            
            At least the distraction worked. Sunny huffed out a sigh. “Ronald is a slow driver.”

            
            “Ronald is a careful driver, and a goddamned pillar of this community,” Jack countered. His decrepit dog—a half-blind critter with fur the color
               of old milk—growled weakly in agreement.
            

            
            Teddy was inclined to believe Sunny in this, having been on a few of Ronald’s trolley drives since he started side-hustling cheesy holiday movies here in Christmas Notch, Vermont. But before Sunny had a chance to retort, Teddy’s son, Angel, appeared behind her with a panicked look on his face. 

            
            “The strippers,” he said, breathing hard. “They’re going to beat us to the trolley.”

            
            The whole pew stood at once in a clamor, shoving and grumping at one another to get out. Bee and Nolan’s wedding had been
               beautiful, moving, stunningly designed, but the people were ready for food. And there’d been whispers of a nacho bar.
            

            
            “Vixen will destroy those nachos before anyone else has a chance to eat them,” Jack warned, and for once, everyone was in
               agreement with Jack Hart. They had to get to the trolley before the strippers.
            

            
            Because Teddy was a gentleman, he offered his arm to Steph, who took it, but only so she could twist around and look one last
               time at the sanctuary while he guided them safely down the aisle to the door.
            

            
            “I don’t see him,” she said anxiously.

            
            “Who?”

            
            “Isaac Kelly! I need to talk to him before he disappears again!”

            
            Steph was desperate to collect the last jewel of the boy band INK for her talent management crown. She’d already successfully
               restarted Nolan Shaw’s career and turned Kallum Lieberman into America’s premier dad bod thirst trap.
            

            
            And the last boy bander standing was Isaac, the heartthrob with a broken heart, the handsome recluse who’d been unable to
               write, sing, or record since his pop star wife died four years ago.
            

            
            Of course, the problem with coaxing a recluse into becoming your client was that you had to talk to the recluse first, and Isaac Kelly was a hard person to talk to, even after he’d left his gated Malibu home for a Gilded
               Age mansion here in Christmas Notch. This wedding was the first time anyone had seen him in public for a very long time (a
               certain threesome two years ago notwithstanding).
            

            
            “He’s one of the groomsmen. I’m sure he’s with Nolan and Kallum taking pictures wherever Sunny just disappeared to,” Teddy
               soothed.
            

            
            “But what if he doesn’t come to the reception?” Steph asked.

            
            “He’ll be there,” Teddy said confidently. “Even former teen idols wouldn’t say no to a free nacho bar. Oh shit, I think the
               strippers are going to make it outside before we do.”
            

            
            Steph narrowed her eyes at the gaggle of bouncy-haired women in front of them, all tottering on inadvisably high heels and
               wearing the kind of minidresses that made it hard to move your legs.
            

            
            “Not if we have anything to say about it,” Steph said with grim pleasure, and then like a New York–honed knife through butter,
               she expertly cut through the crowd, dragging Teddy behind her.
            

            
            It was Teddy’s number one fantasy, being dragged down the aisle by Steph D’Arezzo, and so what if it was in the wrong direction?
               His heart was still a balloon floating in his chest by the time they made it to the trolley.
            

            
             

            The ice-skating rink was strung with lights and crowded with wedding guests when they arrived. The brick building that housed the skate rental counter and snack bar had its sliding glass doors flung open; inside were tables laden with food, drinks, and one extravagantly pink cake. Heat lamps edged along the outside of the rink itself, so anyone who didn’t want to skate still had a reasonable chance of staying warm in the late December night. A mix of holiday music, old INK songs, and cheesy aughts hits played into the night while wedding guests wobbled around the rink. 

            
            Next to Teddy, his son gave a primal noise of relief. “I see the nachos,” he whispered.

            
            And that was all it took. Everyone who came on the trolley with them—including a clutch of boisterous triplets who were somehow
               related to Kallum Lieberman—began streaming toward the brick building and its promise of cheese.
            

            
            “Surely the bridal party has to be done with pictures by now,” Steph said as she allowed Teddy to tug her to the Nacho Promised
               Land. All of the Christmas Notch extended family were lining up to get a plate: Gretchen Young, who’d directed the movie that
               had brought Bee and Nolan together, and her screenwriter girlfriend, Pearl Purkiss; Isaac Kelly’s former bodyguard, Krysta,
               and her wife, Addison; Nolan’s mother and sister and grandparents; and Bee’s moms, both beaming and showing off their matching
               mother of the bride satin jackets.
            

            
            “If the parents are already here, the bridal party won’t be long behind,” Teddy said with the authority of having been behind
               the scenes of exactly one wedding in his life. A wedding for a marriage that had ended with a pity-hug outside of a lawyer’s
               office and his then-teenagers taking him out for ice cream like he’d been a kid who’d just lost a baseball game.
            

            
            But damn if he wasn’t ready to do this nonsense all over again.

            
            By the time Steph and Teddy had loaded up their nachos, the trolley had arrived with a fresh batch of wedding guests—the strippers and the wedding party. Teddy watched as Kallum Lieberman helped his wife, Winnie, out of the trolley and they walked over to Kallum’s mom, who was waiting with their daughter, Grace. Despite the fact that Grace still had the toddler version of new car smell, Kallum had announced at the combined bachelor and bachelorette party two nights ago that Winnie was pregnant again. And indeed, when Kallum pointed across the ice-skating rink to the nacho bar with excitement scrawled across his bearded features, Winnie went a delicate shade of green and vigorously shook her head. 

            
            Behind them, Isaac Kelly stepped off the trolley, the stiff Vermont breeze ruffling the loose pink bow tie around his neck.
               With his suntanned skin, shoulder-length blond hair, and square jaw, he looked like a living California stereotype . . . but
               there was a sadness clinging to him that no amount of sunshine and surf could brighten. It was in the haunted shape of his
               mouth and the indifferent way his eyes slid across the scene, as if nothing and no one could possibly make him smile.
            

            
            Steph spotted him immediately.

            
            “Gotcha,” she drawled in that carnivorous voice that never failed to make Teddy’s dick jolt. It was the voice of a hunter; it was
               like red fingernails dragging across his chest. It didn’t matter if she was talking business or climbing onto him as he sat
               in the passenger seat of her Mercedes S-Class—that voice made him hot, and it maybe made him a little afraid too, which got
               him hotter.
            

            
            What could he say? Some men liked whips and chains; he liked pantsuits and I just signed a contract so big it’ll make you piss yourself smiles.
            

            
            “Hold these,” Steph said, shoving her nachos into Teddy’s hand. She kissed his cheek, quick and hard enough to leave her lipstick above his scruff. “Wish me luck.” 

            
            “You don’t need it,” he said honestly, and the most beautiful woman in the world threw him a smirk before adjusting her trench
               coat and then striding off. Teddy didn’t expect her back soon; the hunt took as long as it took. Like any good predator, she’d
               stalk her prey, wait until he was separated from the pack, and then she’d pounce. Steph D’Arezzo got what she wanted.
            

            
            But—Teddy sighed forlornly down at the two baskets of nachos he was holding—did she want him?
            

            
            They’d all but moved in together, most of his Hawaiian shirts and all of his flip-flops in her closet next to her Stella McCartney
               blazers and the sheer things from Anya Lust that Teddy loved so very, very much. They brushed their teeth together, ate way-too-late
               dinners together, fell asleep after a single episode of an overhyped drama together. They spent long Sunday mornings with
               black coffee and honest reflections about marriages and divorces, about having adult children and how scary it was to love
               brilliant people messily making their way in the world.
            

            
            And when Teddy woke up in the morning, he found that Steph had wrapped her arms around his chest and tangled her legs in his,
               like she was afraid he’d leave her while she slept.
            

            
            He knew that there was no one else for him, that there was no going back. At some point between all the stolen trysts in Christmas
               Notch and Mercedes-sexings and Sunday mornings where sunlight glinted off Steph’s cobalt eyes as she lowered wall after wall,
               Teddy had fallen harder than a shoddily mounted sex swing.
            

            
            And like all the shoddily mounted sex swings he’d dealt with over the past twenty-odd years, there was no fixing it. There
               was only dealing with the bruising reality of it all.
            

            
            He was a lost cause for Steph D’Arezzo.

            
            After a few minutes of marinating in his feelings, Teddy made his way to the wall separating the actual rink from the rink-adjacent
               spaces and balanced the nachos on the ledge. A clear plastic dome on a mat had been set in the middle to make a dance floor
               of sorts, and people were already dancing inside while skaters circled around them. Kallum’s triplet nephews—newly into ice
               hockey, or so he’d heard—were carving a path of chaos through the wedding guests, and his own kids were out there: Astrid,
               his daughter, medusa piercing flashing and natural curls bouncing, and then Angel laughing beside her.
            

            
            Teddy’s chest squeezed to watch them, the two best people in his life, happy and healthy and full of the energy that only
               chasing dreams could give them. He might not have been the most impressive father, but somehow he’d wound up with the most
               impressive kids, and because of that he’d never stop feeling like the luckiest bastard alive.
            

            
            Someone came up next to him and braced their arms on the ledge. They had their phone out.

            
            Teddy looked over to see the pink bridesmaid dress, dark hair, and trademark eyebrows of Sunny Palmer.

            
            “No nachos?” Teddy asked and watched her thumbs fly over the screen of her phone.

            
            “Yes nachos. I’ve already nacho-ed. I’m post-nacho.” She looked over at his two baskets of chips and cheese and then up to
               his face. “Double-fisting?”
            

            
            “Steph’s on the client prowl,” Teddy explained. “Isaac Kelly.”

            
            Dark slashes of red appeared on Sunny’s cheeks. “Oh,” she said. “Neat.” She said neat the way most people would say I think my clothes just caught on fire, please help.

            
            Hmm. Maybe there was something to that threesome rumor after all.

            
            Astrid and Angel skated by—competently, if not without a wobble or two—and Angel tugged at Sunny’s cape as he passed. His
               kids had always been fond of Sunny, but Angel and Sunny had grown even closer since she’d played a role in his happily ever
               after with Teddy’s former costume designer Luca. (A happily ever after via a Pretty Woman porn remake and an accident involving a rosebush, no less.) Sunny was getting something of a reputation as a matchmaker,
               or at least as a cupid of romantic chaos.
            

            
            Which gave Teddy a really, really smart idea just then.

            
            “Tell me how to propose to Steph,” he said, turning to face her.

            
            Her eyes were back on her phone, and she was swiping on a hookup app. The blush lingered on her cheeks.

            
            When she didn’t answer, Teddy decided she needed more information. “It’s been nearly a year that we’ve been officially together,
               and three years since we started being an unofficial something, and I love her, and I’m going to love her forever, and she loves me, and I think we’re a once-in-a-lifetime fit, you know? Soul mates.”
            

            
            “Oh, I love that,” Sunny said, glancing up from her phone.

            
            “And I don’t think anyone has to get married to their soul mate, necessarily.”

            
            “I agree.”

            
            “And I don’t even know if I believe in marriage anymore, anyway. But I believe in her and I believe in us, and goddammit,
               I want the whole thing, even if it is bullshit, even if it’s the wrong thing to want. I know it’s our second time around,
               I know we’re probably too old and too jaded, but I don’t want to be jaded when it comes to this. I want to be fresh and full
               of hope and give her my whole life.”
            

            
            Teddy stopped, suddenly out of breath. He didn’t usually say so many words at once.

            
            Sunny’s finger was still hovering over her phone screen as she regarded him. “You going to wear that suit when you propose?”

            
            Teddy looked down at his suit, his only suit. He’d worn it to weddings, to the AVN Awards, and to traffic court. He thought
               it was pretty spiffy—it was from Men’s Wearhouse and it hadn’t even been on sale when he bought it. “Well, yeah. Why?”
            

            
            Her face softened. “No reason. And you know what, Teddy, I think you should just tell her everything you told me. Steph is
               a direct woman, and she won’t want a grand gesture or some over-the-top surprise. She’ll want you to come to her with a deal,
               with your best offer, and then she’ll want to negotiate the hell out of it. Give her that, and I think she’ll be all in.”
            

            
            Teddy’s heart was a balloon again. “You’re right. You’re so smart. And so romantically wise. No wonder the Hope Channel hired
               you to write a Hopeflix movie for them.”
            

            
            “Ugh, don’t remind me,” Sunny said, going back to her phone. “I’m blocked as hell.”

            
            “You could always direct more films for me at Uncle Ray-Ray’s,” offered Teddy.

            
            “Don’t think I won’t take you up on it.” Swipe. Swipe.

            
            Teddy put his arm on Sunny’s shoulder. Instead of a coat, she’d opted for a fake fur cape in jet black. The breeze had tugged
               a few tendrils of hair free to flutter around her high-cheekboned face. With the hot pink dress, the fur, and the tattoos
               peeking out around the stole, she was an alt-girl stunner. One of the reasons he’d hired her years ago.
            

            
            (The other reason being that she had her own car.)

            
            “Now let me give you some advice,” he said in a fatherly tone. “This is Christmas Notch, Vermont, population twenty-five hundred. You can’t swipe forever without running out of lumberjacks and lumberjanes.” 

            
            She sighed. Nodded.

            
            “Whoever you pick will be blown away by you,” he told her honestly. “You’re pretty and smart and a literal porn star. Just
               accept that Christmas Notch has slim pickings and embrace this for the messy, bridesmaid-dress-wearing hookup it will be.”
            

            
            “Thank you for the hookup pep talk, porn dad,” she said with a smile, and then briefly rested her head on his shoulder. “Also
               you have a jalapeño in your mustache.”
            

            
            Teddy was trying to comb it free when a cheer broke out around the rink. Bee and Nolan had arrived, with a triumphant Luca
               in tow. Bee glittered like an ice princess in her custom Luca-designed dress, with soft brown waves around her shoulders,
               her lips a pale pink, and her new septum piercing glinting with tiny diamonds—a collective wedding gift from the Uncle Ray-Ray’s
               gang. Nolan’s tousled hair hung over his forehead, and his crooked grin was fixed permanently to his face as he stared with
               unabashed adoration at his new wife.
            

            
            Just past them, Teddy could make out the person who would hopefully be his wife chatting animatedly with Gretchen and Pearl,
               the directing and screenwriting power couple who were currently remaking the Hope Channel’s pristine image into something
               edgy and fresh. Next to them, Isaac Kelly was on his phone, his brow creased and his lower lip tucked between his teeth.
            

            
            It looked like he was swiping too.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One
Sunny

         
         I held a perfectly greasy cheeseburger in one hand and my cell phone in the other. “Oh my God,” I said with a moan. “This
            is the best thing I’ve ever put in my mouth.”
         

         
         “And that’s saying a lot coming from you.” Luca took a bite of his burger and nodded furiously. With his mouth full, he added:
            “All weddings should have a second dinner.”
         

         
         “It’s like a hobbit wedding, but with shoes.”

         
         He lifted his burger in agreement.

         
         Bee and Nolan’s reception had been chef’s-kiss perfection. They’d rented a clear plastic dome tent and had set it on a huge
            mat in the middle of the Christmas Notch ice-skating rink. Some guests gyrated on the dance floor while others took laps around
            the ice.
         

         
         It was really fucking charming, to be honest. I didn’t test my fate on the ice though. I was a Southern California girl through and through, and the only ice I was interested in was the kind that chilled my beverages. Especially the little pebble kind from Sonic that Bee had introduced me to. How was it so incredibly superior? 

         
         Luca dabbed delicately at the corner of his mouth as though he weren’t absolutely housing his concession-stand burger, which
            had been brought in as part of a heap of burgers on a sterling serving tray like my own personal fifth-grade fantasy. “I saw
            you swiping on your phone . . . Is Sunny Palmer on the prowl tonight? Missing Jack’s stepmom?”
         

         
         “That was one time,” I reminded him. “One glorious time.” It truly had been glorious. Jack had only just begun to forgive
            me for boning his stepmom, but I could never be sorry for the good time I showed Rebecca.
         

         
         Bee plopped down beside me and her skirt poofed up so that it rivaled her boobs for attention. “We have a situation,” she
            said.
         

         
         I dropped the burger and stuffed the phone into my bra. “What is it?” I asked. “Paparazzi? Handsy drunk uncle? Is Winnie double-pregnant
            somehow?”
         

         
         With terror in her eyes, my best friend said the four words she’d been dreading since her first wedding-dress fitting. “I
            have to pee.”
         

         
         I punched my fist into my palm like I was ready to step into a wrestling ring for this girl—and I would. “We’re going to smash
            this,” I said just as Luca said, “You’re sure you can’t hold it?”
         

         
         “Luca,” I said, “there are serious medical complications caused by holding it.” I stood and held a hand out for Bee as I pulled her to her feet. “We need Bee’s puss in full working order for her upcoming honeymoon.” 

         
         Luca threw his napkin to the table with a slight bit of outrage. “I don’t trust you two to handle this delicate matter on
            your own.”
         

         
         Of course, Luca loved Bee. In his own way. But the dress he’d designed for her walk down the aisle was truly his pride and
            joy. And if he had to choose Bee or the dress, I couldn’t be sure which way he’d sway. Plus he’d once seen her drunkenly pee
            on one of my ex’s mailboxes, and her aim hadn’t been great.
         

         
         The thing about holding your wedding at an ice-skating rink is that the bathrooms are just frigid little concrete buildings
            where nuts and nipples shrivel and the floor is constantly damp.
         

         
         With all six of our hands full of tulle, we held Bee’s dress up from the ground before even walking inside.

         
         “Guys, I really need us to hustle here,” Bee said with a whimper.

         
         “This is an act of precision,” Luca told her as we backed into the handicap stall. “This garment was not designed to absorb
            urine. I told you to wear an incontinence diaper.”
         

         
         “Yeah, that didn’t really feel very sexy,” she said.

         
         “Okay,” I said as we approached the porcelain throne. “Here’s our game plan. Luca and Bee, you two hold up the layers. I’m
            going in.”
         

         
         “I trust you,” Bee said as I dropped into a squat and dove under her dress in search of underwear.

         
         “For what it’s worth,” I said, “diapers can be very comfortable.”

         
         “Do I want to know what experience you have with diapers?” Luca asked.

         
         “Just believe me when I say she knows what she’s talking about,” Bee told him.

         
         “I’ve got the panties,” I said as I tugged down on the light blue lacy boyshorts I’d bought Bee to wear today. “The dress
            is in the clear. You can sit—or squat. Whatever you prefer.”
         

         
         I stood up to help with the skirt, and Bee eased down with a sigh as she began to let go and let God.

         
         In my bra, my phone vibrated as it chirped with my Spark app notification.

         
         “I know what that sound means,” Luca said. “You’ve got a match.”

         
         Bee let out a squeal. “No one goes home alone from my wedding, baby!”

         
          

         The reception went on for another hour or so. I even got Teddy out on the dance floor, and he surprised everyone by knowing
            a popular dance from TikTok, even though it was a few years too late. That man was full of secrets, and I would fight to the
            death for that fact to be on his headstone one day.
         

         
         The remaining guests who had made it to the very last dance lined the sidewalk outside the skating rink as we waited for Bee
            and Nolan to take off to the mansion on their getaway trolley.
         

         
         “Here they come!” one of the strippers—Dancer, maybe—whispered beside me.

         
         On my other side, Jack Hart wore Miss Crumpets in a baby sling where she was peacefully snoozing as we all held our sparklers
            up, and the wedding planner—an older woman who ran a ship so tight it almost turned me on—barked at us to keep our arms straight.
         

         
         “Mommy?” I called after her as she passed us by.

         
         “There’s something frightening about that woman,” Jack said.

         
         “I know.” I nodded as I watched her bully Tall Ron into submission so that he didn’t accidentally block the photographer’s
            shot. “I like it.”
         

         
         And then suddenly Bee and Nolan were walking hand in hand down the tunnel made by their loved ones. Their eyes glistened,
            and as they passed us by, Bee reached out a hand for me, but it was too fast for a hug or a kiss on the cheek.
         

         
         An unexpected sadness settled in my chest, just holding me down for a moment before it disappeared. I was so happy for Bee,
            and nothing about her being with Nolan or getting married, or someday even having babies, made me feel distant from her. But
            I couldn’t ignore this feeling that she’d found something that I might never find.
         

         
         The moment was gone as Luca called, “Wait for me!” He boarded the trolley behind them, because of course he didn’t trust Nolan
            to properly undress Bee with his creation intact.
         

         
         I rechecked the Spark notification on my phone and I did indeed have only one match in all of Christmas Notch. His name was
            Todd and the only pictures on his profile were of landscapes and a huge Saint Bernard. There were worse red flags, right?
            Though it did go against the community guidelines not to show your face in your profile.
         

         
         I’ll be at the Dirty Snowball if you want to meet up.

         
         He wanted to meet in public! How bad could he be? Serial killers didn’t meet in public.

         
         Well, I guess they did sometimes for the whole luring part of the kill. But still, I’d be surrounded by wedding guests and
            Christmas Notch locals; this was a safe space.
         

         
         After a quick walk down the street, I reached into my dress to reposition my boobs before walking into the bar tits first.

         
         Okay, landscapes-and-giant-dog man, where are you?

         
         I scanned the room for horny loners on their phones, but it was all wedding guests without shoes and loosened neckties.

         
         Then there was Isaac, sitting by himself at the bar. He wasn’t actually by himself. He was in the outer orbit of Kallum and
            Winnie and a few others who’d also wound up at the local dive. But he was by himself, because no matter where he was or who
            he was with, Isaac Kelly was always alone.
         

         
         God, his sad-boy energy really gave me a lady boner.

         
         And I’d been to the Isaac sad-boy promised land.

         
         With Jack Hart, which had not been ideal. But I couldn’t say no to a sad-boy threesome in the moment. Isaac was so sad! And
            horny! And okay, Jack was pretty great in bed too. So I did the thing. I boned the fuck out of him, and oh my God, did he
            give it right back.
         

         
         But then he passed the hell out while Jack and I were cleaning up—separately, because he was still my sworn frenemy. And then
            it got awkward, and when things get awkward, I get gone.
         

         
         So this wedding weekend was the first time I’d laid physical eyes on Isaac since that fateful night.

         
         As I was still searching, Isaac peered over his shoulder, like he was hiding, but also scoping, and all I could see were those
            dark blue eyes gazing over his arm. Then my stomach dropped to the damn floor as he flashed me his phone, showing landscapes
            and a huge-ass Saint Bernard.
         

         
         I stormed over to him and said, “Well, well, if it isn’t sad Isaac.”

         
         “I’m not only sad,” he said defensively.
         

         
         I took a sip of his umbrella-studded piña colada and held up my phone. “You don’t even own a dog!”

         
         “It’s aspirational,” he said with a shrug as he pulled out the barstool beside him and slid his drink back, taking a sip after
            me. I watched his Grammy-winning mouth as he put the straw back between his lips. There was a faint sheen of wet on his lower
            lip that I knew would taste amazing when we kissed. I meant if! If we kissed!
         

         
         I half-climbed the stool and perched with my feet dangling. Show me a plus-size woman who can sit comfortably on a barstool.
            I must learn her ways, because there is nothing more unsexy than me trying to fidget my way onto this thing like a toddler.
         

         
         “You catfished me,” I said.

         
         “I can’t just go on dating apps,” he said. The undone bow tie around his neck along with all that tousled, jaw-length hair
            made him look like a men’s fashion shoot come to life. “Plus isn’t catfishing when you get a downgrade? I think it’s fair
            to say I’m an upgrade from a faceless sunset man with a comically large dog.”
         

         
         “But it was an uneven match. I have my face and my name on my profile, Todd. You knew it was me. You could have just walked across the reception and asked me out for a drink.”
         

         
         “You’re here, aren’t you?” he asked as he dragged his thumb around the edge of his glass. His tuxedo jacket hung from the
            back of his chair and his sleeves were rolled halfway up his forearms, so I could see that vein. The one that curved around
            his arm and pulsed when he came. That time there was no shirt though.
         

         
         Every time I blinked, the memory of my night with him was there. Me on top, Jack kissing his neck as Isaac’s hands roamed up my hips to my waist. The image of his hand clasping with mine as he thrust into me from below, completely guiding the moment and controlling me with each buck of his hips. 

         
         But fuck. I could not do this again. Our lives were too intertwined at this point. We’d likely be the godparents to whatever
            spawn Nolan and Bee created, and I was not about to make every holiday and birthday party for the rest of my life awkward
            AF.
         

         
         “God, I love this song,” Isaac said as he closed his eyes and slowly let his head sway from side to side. The opening notes
            to “Hopelessly Devoted to You” played, but it was Kallum’s drunk sister behind the mic on the karaoke stage singing instead
            of Olivia Newton-John. That didn’t seem to bother Isaac though.
         

         
         In one smooth motion, he hopped off the barstool and held his hand out for me. “Dance with me, Sunny.”

         
         I looked down at his open hand and back up at him. This felt too much like romance.

         
         “Come on,” he said. “It’s just one dance.”

         
         “You’re under the misconception that I can dance,” I told him. “Not all of us are products of the pop machine.”

         
         “You can move your body, Palmer.”

         
         I took his hand and stumbled off the stool. “You know what my grandmother always said: if you can fuck, you can dance.”

         
         He looked taken aback. “Did she really?”

         
         I shook my head. “No, but she did always tell me to wear clean underwear in case I died and someone had to see what I was
            rocking down there.”
         

         
         “Good advice.”

         
         I shrugged. “If you decide to wear underwear at all.”

         
         With a quiet laugh, he led me to the makeshift dance floor with tables pushed off to the side. A few other couples danced alongside us. He wrapped his arm around my waist and held my hand in his as we moved gently from side to side. 

         
         “Did you really buy the infamous mansion?” I asked.

         
         He nodded. “It’s pretty quaint, don’t you think?”

         
         “Yeah, super subtle,” I said. “The marble floors and columns just have this humble air about them.”

         
         “Well, it’s not much, but it’s home.” He tucked a loose piece of hair behind my ear. Okay, he was definitely not playing fair
            here. “Except for tonight,” he added. “Tonight, the place belongs to Bee and Nolan.”
         

         
         “Oh, really? So you’re crashing at the Mistletoe Inn?”

         
         He frowned. “No room at the inn.”

         
         “I’ve heard that line before,” I said.

         
         “Well, I just figured I’d crash in whatever warm bed the Spark app presented me with.”

         
         “Quite the gamble, mister.”

         
         He turned his head to watch our hands and shifted his fingers so they intertwined with mine. A perfect fit.

         
         Heat gathered in my chest and between my thighs.

         
         His fingers tightened their grip.

         
         Fuck it.

         
         What was one more one-night stand with Isaac Kelly? At least this time I wouldn’t have to share him with Jack Hart.

         
         I cleared my eyes and looked up at him. “A warm bed, you say?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two
Isaac

         
         We crashed into Sunny’s motel room, the door swinging into the wall and her room key—a literal key with a plastic rhombus
            attached—clattering to the floor and getting kicked somewhere into the darkness. I barely noticed, because I was already slamming
            the door shut and shoving Sunny against it, eating her surprised moan right out of her mouth with a hungry, licking kiss.
         

         
         She shoved her hands into my hair and pulled hard enough to make me grunt, and with a whispered “Bad girl,” I lowered my mouth
            to her jaw and bit down. She moaned my name, her hands moving from my hair to my unknotted bow tie to my tuxedo jacket, as
            if too frantic to know where to start undressing me.
         

         
         I knew exactly how she felt, because I’d been jerking off to the memory of her for the last two years, to the memory of that unforgettable night we spent with Jack Hart. Once I’d seen Sunny’s glorious tits, her lush mouth—once I’d had my cock in that wet squeeze of a cunt—I was ruined. Sunny Palmer was tattoos and attitude and a body sent straight to earth from a wicked god. That, along with Jack in the mix, had been enough to kill a man, and could anyone blame me for having obscenely high hookup standards after a night with two porn stars? 

         
         I couldn’t get Sunny’s clothes off fast enough, and once I got her cape off her shoulders and onto the floor, I stopped trying.
            Instead, I pushed her against the door again and mouthed my way to her neck, her dark, silky hair brushing against my forehead
            and smelling like a beach in summer.
         

         
         Coconut. Fuck. I’d been haunted by the smell since our night together here in Christmas Notch. I couldn’t even look at an Almond Joy without
            getting hard these days.
         

         
         I felt her tits and stomach pressed against me, and I was already leaking precum—had been erect since the closing guitar twangs
            of “Hopelessly Devoted to You.” The fact that we’d managed to walk the three blocks to this dismal motel without me tackling
            her to a snowbank was some kind of Christmas miracle.
         

         
         She found my hand and raised it to her breast, making me squeeze. I could feel her nipple and the slender barbell of her piercing
            through her bridesmaid dress, and then I bent down and mouthed the stiff peak hard enough to wet the fabric of her dress.
         

         
         “That’s my greedy Sunny,” I murmured as she arched to my kiss, her hands going back to my hair to press me harder against
            her.
         

         
         “I’m going to die if you don’t get greedy back very soon, Todd.”
         

         
         “I’m already there. Greed incarnate.” I slid my hand up her leg, my stomach clenching at the way she let me, the way she reached
            down and hiked her dress up to her hips. When I cupped her over her panties and found the lace soaked through, she gave a
            shudder.
         

         
         “Yes.” Her voice was hoarse, triumphant and agonized at the same time. “Please. I can’t go slow tonight.”

         
         God, me neither.

         
         “I couldn’t stop thinking about this pussy the entire wedding,” I told her. “How close it was. How available under this pretty
            little dress.” I angled my hand into the front of her panties and skated my fingertips over her clit. She widened her legs,
            chasing my touch with her hips until I breached her opening and worked a slow finger inside. She was slick and soft and tight
            enough to fight a war over. “Anyone could have walked right over and touched it, couldn’t they? Anyone could have stroked
            you, fingered you. Pulled you down over their face.”
         

         
         “All you had to do was ask.” She shamelessly rocked against my touch, fucking herself on my finger. I gave her another one
            and pulled back to watch her ride my hand—as much as I could watch in the near darkness of her motel room. There was only
            a wedge of faint gold coming from a gap in the curtains, and so all I got were flashes of the tattoo on her thigh, the gleam
            of light on silk, the glisten of my fingers every time she moved.
         

         
         I could barely breathe. The feel of her, the sight. The sound: wet, wet, wet. My cock shoved against my zipper, eager to get out and play. The urge to fuck was a pounding thing in my blood, in my bones. It had been years—two years, in fact—since I’d touched anyone, and suddenly I needed to touch Sunny everywhere. I needed to feel her, palm her, make her half as feral as I felt right now. 

         
         I reached inside a bra cup with my free hand and plucked at her nipple. She made a mewling sound that nearly murdered me.

         
         “Isaac,” she said hoarsely. “I meant it about going slow. I can’t handle it. Not tonight.”

         
         I couldn’t see her face in the dark, just the shine of her hair and of her eyes, the suggestion of a high cheek and a mouth
            so full that the lower lip had a subtle cinch in the middle. But I could see that her eyes were on mine, that her lips were
            parted. I could feel her ribs heaving as I toyed with her pierced nipple.
         

         
         I didn’t ask her why she needed it so badly tonight. I didn’t ask her if she felt a sword in her throat when Bee and Nolan
            said their vows. I didn’t ask if she sometimes felt like happiness was an impossibly faraway thing, a thin scrap of cloud
            whispering under the stars.
         

         
         I didn’t ask because it didn’t matter.

         
         I needed it just as badly as she did.

         
         I slipped my hand free and sucked my fingers clean. She whimpered, and I took her jaw in my hand and kissed her until she
            could taste herself, sweet and the tiniest bit tart too. Perfection.
         

         
         She made another helpless noise, about to reach for me, but I broke the kiss and pulled back. “No, Sunny. Keep holding that
            dress up for me.” And I retrieved a condom from the inner pocket of my tuxedo jacket.
         

         
         She obeyed, keeping her dress fisted at her waist, her gorgeous, thick thighs inked and quivering in the light. And I enjoyed
            her little gasp as I unfastened my pants and then tore open the condom wrapper with my teeth.
         

         
         I’d come to the wedding prepared to fuck—I didn’t know why, precisely. Maybe it was because I’d suspected I’d need some kind of outlet after watching a wedding, a beginning, when my life felt like nothing but endings. Maybe it was because I knew a certain bridesmaid would also be there. 

         
         And when I’d seen her profile picture pop up on my app—Sunny sporting an adorable little snarl while holding up an also-snarling
            cat—I’d known tonight was the night “Todd” would swipe right.
         

         
         I rolled on the condom as quickly as I could, gritting my teeth at the feel of my own hand as I worked the latex down my swollen
            shaft. It took longer than I wanted—two years ago, with this very person, had been the last time I’d needed a condom and I
            was out of practice—but I got it on. Sunny was reaching for me with one hand while the other kept her dress hiked up. A low,
            impatient whine came from her throat.
         

         
         I grabbed her hand and pinned it to the door above her head. “You want it that bad?” I murmured. “You can’t wait?”

         
         “Waited long enough,” she panted. Her chest was moving up and down in sharp, broken breaths. Outside, I could hear the wind
            pick up, blowing snow and ice against the window. My heart was going like a jackhammer.
         

         
         I notched myself at her opening, hissing once at the hot kiss of her skin through the condom, and then I let go of myself
            to find her knee. She squeaked and then giggled when I hooked my arm under her leg and we both stumbled a little, but I was
            already driving my cock inside her by the time we righted ourselves and her giggle turned into a long, tortured moan.
         

         
         “Isaac,” she said.
         

         
         She was so hot inside and her wrist felt so good in my hand and her mouth was so very, very pretty . . .

         
         Without thrusting, without moving anything else, I dropped my lips to hers, savoring the eager slide of her tongue against mine, the little noises that came from her chest as I devoured her. And then, with no warning, her inner walls fluttered and seized. She sucked in a tight breath as she grabbed my tuxedo jacket with one hand and held on for dear life as she came like such a good girl around me. 

         
         As she came from nothing more than the feeling of me inside her and my mouth on hers.

         
         “That’s it,” I said, my jaw tight and my stomach rock hard with the effort of keeping my own orgasm at bay. “Give it up.”

         
         She made another sanity-endangering noise as she shuddered against me, and then I couldn’t take it anymore. Holding her open
            for my use, I began working my way in and out, shuddering as her snug channel welcomed me inside.
         

         
         She was so wet that I could feel it slicking down my balls, and the noises we were making together were vulgar as hell. The
            door rattling with every thrust. My vicious growls. Her broken cries.
         

         
         Under it all, the slick and slippery sounds of hard sex.

         
         My climax roared through me like a wave rushing toward land, inevitable, endless, and as Sunny leaned forward and I smelled
            coconut everywhere, cum erupted from my tip, spilling inside the condom and making every thrust even wetter and hotter. My
            hips jerked and stuttered, my hand around her wrist keeping her pinned in place as I came and came and came, and the pleasure
            shot from the soles of my feet and arced through my groin as I drained myself into the condom hard enough to make me sway
            on my feet.
         

         
         Holy fuck.

         
         I found her mouth again and kissed her as I eased my hold on her wrist and massaged it before letting go. I set her leg down carefully, slipping free of her body as I did, and then I used a knuckle to lift her face to mine as I ended our kiss. 

         
         “Okay?” I asked. I was a lot when it came to sex, or so Brooklyn had always told me, and I wanted to make sure a lot hadn’t been too much.
         

         
         I swallowed back the reflexive stab that came with memories of Brooklyn and watched Sunny as she nodded emphatically. The
            light from the window caught the apple of her cheek as her mouth curved into a smug grin.
         

         
         “Very okay,” she purred. And then, “You’re still hard.”

         
         I stepped back, feeling my way through the murk to the bathroom, where I flicked on the light and took off the condom. Sunny
            was right, I was still hard enough that my erection was blood-dark and jutting between my hips. I tossed the condom in the
            wastebasket and turned to find Sunny in the doorway, hair wonderfully mussed, dress wrinkled, and eyes on my unflagging length.
         

         
         “It’s been a while,” I admitted.

         
         “How long is a while?” she asked. Her stare stayed on me; my dick bobbed happily in response.

         
         I didn’t really want to confess that she and Jack were the last people I’d been with . . . not to mention the only people I’d ever been with, aside from Brooklyn. Instead, I just hedged, “At least a year.”
         

         
         Sunny’s mouth fell open and her eyes shot to mine. I was glad I hadn’t told her the truth, because she looked horrified. “You haven’t had sex in a year? You poor thing!”
         

         
         I could have told her that it was okay, that the memory of her and Jack that night had been enough to sustain me, and I’d spilled plenty of cum every day reliving every way we’d defiled the Edelweiss Inn together. I could have told her that I’d gotten used to being alone, to feeling nothing, because feeling anything when Brooklyn couldn’t—feeling turned on when I’d never have Brooklyn in my arms again—felt like a sick, asshole thing to do. And that by the time I’d realized that I needed to find a way to live even though my wife was dead, I’d completely forgotten how living worked at all. 

         
         It was part of why I’d moved to Christmas Notch. I had to relearn How to Person long enough to record the last album in my
            contract before I could resume my journey as a medieval hermit, and it seemed easier to do that somewhere where the memory
            of Brooklyn wasn’t filling every corner. Somewhere that wasn’t warm and bright and built on make-believe.
         

         
         But I didn’t say any of that because a literal porn star / bridesmaid was crossing the small bathroom and wrapping a hand
            around the stiffness between my hips. I grunted and she smiled.
         

         
         “I can take care of this for you,” she sang and tugged me back into the room, shoved me to the floor, and then crawled over
            my head so she could lower her pussy to my mouth.
         

         
         Shit yes, that was so hot. Her thighs were warm on my cheeks, and she tasted like honey, and she knew exactly how to use my mouth
            and ride my tongue. I found the hard pearl of her clit just as she sucked my dick into her mouth, and with her bridesmaid
            dress falling around my face, and her increasingly breathless cries filling the room, we both came, wet and greedy and unrepentant.
         

         
         She laughed a little as she climbed off my face.

         
         “What?” I asked, also laughing a little. My cock was finally softening.
         

         
         “Nothing,” she said with a smile. “Just that I knew I hadn’t imagined how good it was.”

         
         I knew exactly what she meant. “Same here.”

         
         “We are so good at one-night stands,” she said, stretching until something popped and then getting to her feet. “They should
            name a Spark achievement after us. Like, if you have a ‘Sunny and Isaac,’ you get a badge or something.”
         

         
         She’d moved into the bathroom again, and I heard sounds of water running, of a toothbrush being used.

         
         The smile had slid off my face, but for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out why my chest was suddenly filled with gloppy,
            wet concrete. Of course this was only for tonight. Just like our last time had been. That was why we’d both been on the Spark
            app to begin with.
         

         
         So why did I want to wrap myself in this room’s shitty duvet and go bury myself in the snow?

         
         Sunny came out of the bathroom, now completely naked. With the bathroom light behind her, I could see those riotous curves
            and colorful tattoos spilling over her shoulders and arms.
         

         
         “You can use my toothbrush,” she said, starting to rub at her face with a makeup wipe. “I have a very clean mouth according
            to my dental hygienist. They even took a picture of it to use as lobby art. I’m next to a fish tank.”
         

         
         “Thanks.” I stood and tried to shake off my moodiness. It wasn’t Sunny’s fault that I didn’t know how to be a human anymore.

         
         I brushed my teeth, tried to ignore how intimate it was to use her toothbrush, and stripped down to my boxer briefs, draping
            my tuxedo jacket, trousers, and shirt over the desk chair as I walked back into the room.
         

         
         Sunny was already in bed, the lamplight from the street gilding the tip of her nose and the curve of her naked shoulder. I had a moment of stark lucidity. 

         
         It’s a bad idea to stay.

         
         But then she held up her arms and declared with a pout, “I’m cold, Mr. Heartthrob,” and I was moving before I could even register
            that I’d made a choice. The bed creaked as I climbed in, and the duvet was basically made of the itchy pink insulation that
            goes inside walls, but she was so warm and soft and sweet-smelling, and the perfect way to forget that my own wedding all
            those years ago had led only to sickness and death. The perfect way to feel like tonight existed in a bubble, and Bee and
            Nolan’s happiness didn’t have to remind me of anything I had once and didn’t have anymore.
         

         
         I pulled Sunny into my arms, and she nestled against my side like she belonged there, her hair spilling all over the place.
            She was snoring within seconds, and I fell asleep tracing a tattoo on her upper arm. A cactus, I thought, with heart-shaped
            sunglasses.
         

         
         I awoke an indeterminate amount of time later with a jerk, barely able to see anything in the near-stygian room. A pressure
            on my lungs was all I was aware of at first. But then my eyes adjusted and I saw.
         

         
         A sleep paralysis demon perched on my chest, its eyes glowing in the dark.

         
         Before I could scream, the demon pounced and attacked my head, trying to chew on my hair and then making offended noises, like it wasn’t as good as the hair it had the night before or something. I finally managed to flail myself upright, and the demon bolted, leaping off the pillow and rejoining the shadows that had birthed its malevolent form. 

         
         “What the fuck?” I managed to wheeze.

         
         “That’s just Mr. Tumnus,” Sunny said. Her voice was full of sleep. “He likes hair.”

         
         “He’s evil.”

         
         “He’s dealing with a lot of unresolved trauma,” she said pertly.

         
         But then she tugged on my shoulder to make me lie down again and draped herself over my chest like I was her pillow.

         
         It felt . . . good. Better than anything had felt in a very long time.

         
         And even though it was dangerous, even though it was wrong, I could pretend just until morning that this was okay. I could
            pretend that I was a different man, who’d had a different life. A man who could still laugh and smile and write the music
            his record label loved.
         

         
         I could pretend that my wife hadn’t died in my arms five years ago, and that my pointless, pulpy heart wasn’t forever torn
            in half.
         

         
          

         When I opened my eyes again, it was morning, and the demon was sitting on Sunny’s rump, cleaning its paw as Sunny snored lightly
            under a curtain of gleaming hair. It—Mr. Tumnus, I guessed—glared at me and then made a point to turn around and give me his
            back before he resumed his grooming. The cut direct.
         

         
         But it was hard to be offended when Sunny was so adorable next to me, sprawled in a tangle of cheap sheets and loose limbs, her inked skin looking extra golden and delicious in the light of a snowy morning. Her arm was flung over my stomach, and one of her breasts was smashed against my side. I could feel the barbell of her piercing pressing into my skin. 

         
         I was hard enough that my morning wood was tenting the sheets.

         
         But before I could exorcise Mr. Tumnus from the bed and see if Sunny might be game for a farewell round, a sharp pop sounded outside the window, like a gunshot, but tiny. Like an elf-gunshot.
         

         
         Maybe it was ice . . . cracking . . . or something? I was pretty sure ice could do that, although most of my cold weather
            experience came from being dragged to Aspen for my mother’s annual ski pilgrimage.
         

         
         Resolved to ignore it and instead begin nuzzling the naked person in the bed, I made to pull her in closer, until I heard
            a second pop, and then a third. Alarmed now, I reluctantly slid out from under Sunny’s arm and the scratchy-but-better-than-nothing
            duvet and went to the window to investigate. My breath fogged in the chilly air the closer I got to the window, and after
            I pulled the water-stained curtains to the side, I saw the source of the noise. Sparks were cracking and popping above the
            HVAC unit mounted under the window, and when I peered through the glass at the top of the rusted unit, I saw a half-eaten
            jar of peanut butter with a blue vape cartridge wedged inside.
         

         
         I turned around to look at the rest of the room in the light of day. The carpet where Sunny and I had set the world record for the fastest sixty-nine-to-completion was an uninspiring shade of teal, peppered with stains and worn down to the backing near the bathroom. The walls were paneled in faux wood, the ceiling tiles were stained brown and sagging, and when I reached up and grazed the smoke detector with my fingertips, it fell off with a plastic thunk onto the carpet. I picked it up and studied it.
         

         
         
            Expiry date: 11.08.2001

         

         My feet were freezing, and when I looked down, I was grimly unsurprised to see that I was standing in a scatter of unmelted
            snow. A gust of wind confirmed that there was a sizable gap between the door and the floor, and I took a long stride over
            to a part of the inside that looked less like the outside.
         

         
         Sunny was just stirring, stretching her arms and toes and then her arms again, like she could happily stretch forever. She
            finally opened her eyes and rolled all the way over—Mr. Tumnus jumping off her backside with an annoyed look—and then her
            gaze found me.
         

         
         A small smile, happy and unguarded, pulled at her mouth, and it took me a minute to find my voice after seeing it.

         
         But once I found my voice, her smile vanished in an instant.

         
         “Sunny,” I said. “You can’t stay here.”

         
         She sat up, pulling the sheet over her breasts. “Do you know how hard it is to find a place in Christmas Notch, Vermont, anytime
            after Thanksgiving?”
         

         
         “I mean, yeah, but—”

         
         “And a place that’s pet friendly?” She pointed to Mr. Tumnus, who was currently circling a dish full of dry food with his
            tail flicking in the air. “And don’t say I could have found a catsitter. Finding a catsitter in LA is like . . . well, it’s
            actually not that hard, but Mr. Tumnus is very particular, and all the catsitters who met him declined.”
         

         
         “I wasn’t going to say that,” I told her. “I was going to say that you should come stay with me at the mansion.”

         
         Her mouth dropped open, revealing the white edge of her teeth. I remembered how they had dragged along my erection last night
            and a shiver passed through me that had nothing to do with the freezing room.
         

         
         “You want me to stay with you,” she said, like she couldn’t believe it. “Like. Move in with you.”

         
         “Sunny, I’ve got a million rooms, and those rooms have rooms, and those rooms have little roomlets of their own. There are three kitchens and a bathroom behind every other door.” She was chewing
            on her lip now. “We’ll never even see each other,” I added, even as the idea depressed me. “I’ll stay out of your way. And
            you can even bring—that—with you.”
         

         
         I pointed at Mr. Tumnus, who was currently cracking dry food between his teeth and glaring up at me as he did.

         
         “And I have a library,” I mentioned, not knowing why, but it seemed like a selling point. It was my favorite spot in the house
            to sit in and think about death and loneliness. It had a really good chair for that.
         

         
         At the mention of a library, her eyebrows lifted the tiniest bit, like she couldn’t hide her interest. But then she shook
            her head hard enough to make her black hair fly around her shoulders.
         

         
         “Nope,” she pronounced with tones of finality. “Thank you very much, but I don’t need to be rescued from ugly carpet by pop
            music’s best smolderer.”
         

         
         She slid off the bed, the sheet wrapped around her, and then strode into the bathroom like a queen. The door was too crooked
            for her to slam, so it clunked against the frame and then scraped shut with a shove from her side.
         

         
         I stood, grumpy and cold, before moving to get my tuxedo pants from where I’d thrown them over a chair. I hated the idea of Sunny staying in this threadbare hellhole, with its sparking heating unit and expired smoke detector. She was going to be cold and what if there was a fire and I knew there had to be mold all over this place, the kind of mold that got fuzzy and hairy and made zombies out of itself, and I. Hated. That. It made me want to march into that bathroom, throw her over my shoulder, and carry her to the mansion like a villain in a black-and-white movie. 

         
         I clenched a fist, breathed out through my nose. I couldn’t do a kidnap. That was bad, even if it was to rescue a damsel from
            mold and faux wood paneling.
         

         
         I just had to hope that she would see sense.

         
         I scrawled my phone number on a yellowed pad of paper next to the desk, and wrote, It’s a real offer, Sunny. Please take it. And signed it: Todd.

         
         And then I finished dressing and left to start my cold walk back to the Dirty Snowball, where I’d left my truck.

         
         At least she thought I was the best at smoldering.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three
Sunny

         
         Mr. Tumnus nudged the bathroom door open and headbutted my calf. “What?” I said, my mouth full of toothpaste. “I don’t do
            favors.” His head pushed against me again, a little harder this time. “Especially after sex.”
         

         
         And that was really, really good sex.

         
         I spat my toothpaste into the sink and then reached over the toilet to turn on the shower.

         
         The pipes groaned and clanked for a long moment as Mr. Tumnus’s back curled into a hunch before he darted under the bed.

         
         And then, like a fucking geyser, water began to spew from the faucet. The grout between the tiles began to crack and freezing
            cold water shot out. I fumbled for the faucet while attempting to shield my face from the icy water, but the old plastic handle
            just spun uselessly as I became soaked.
         

         
         In that moment, all I wanted was to be dry and warm and—

         
         Mr. Tumnus cried from under the bed.

         
         And now I was a bad cat mom wearing a soaked towel that didn’t even wrap around my hips.

         
         If it were just me, I could request a new room and survive this place, but now my son’s well-being was in question.

         
         I slipped on my smiley-face slippers and ran out the door into the parking lot where Isaac was walking past the empty pool,
            soft flurries landing on his shoulders.
         

         
         “Wait!” I screamed. “Stop!”

         
         He spun around and his face quickly morphed from curiosity to concern
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