
	Nothing makes Christmas better than having a loved one return from overseas.

	 

	 

	Being alone for the holidays isn’t good for anyone. Riley is spending Christmas alone as his partner Jaxon is serving overseas in Afghanistan for six months. His bar, Tumbleweeds, offers no respite and Riley finds himself missing his partner more and more as the holiday approaches.

	Jaxon has been relieved of his duty and has managed to get stateside in time for Christmas. He wants to surprise Riley, but the weather may not hold long enough for him to make it. As Christmas approaches, both men realize that the thing they want more than anything is to be with each other for the season. As Riley closes his bar, he gets a present he’ll never forget and be forever grateful for.
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	“Hey, Riley! I need a couple beers. We gotta few here who wanna linger and drink the holiday season away,” Jahna shouted down the bar at me.

	I popped the caps off a couple of bottles and set them in front of Jahna. “Coming right up. Looks like we got a couple tables still full. It’s that time of year again when no one wants to be alone, but no one wants to go home either.”

	“Yeah, at times I know that feeling,” Jahna said.

	“You have a husband, Jahna. You don’t want to be home for Christmas?”

	“He’s on the road late this year. We face-timed an hour ago. He’s on his way from Denver and the roads are a little rough. I don’t wanna be home if he’s not.”

	“So, you are hanging here with me? How romantic. It’s a shame my man wouldn’t approve,” I replied with a snicker.

	Jahna shook her head and grabbed the beers. “You’re the only reason I work here. Every other boss would’ve harassed or tried to sleep with me. Here at least, I know I’m safe from the possibility of a creepy bar owner.”

	I wiped at the bar to clean off stains from past drinks. “The pay helps, I’m sure.”

	Jahna started to walk away before hollering back, “It helps!”

	I watched as Jahna nimbly dodged the hand of an intoxicated customer. No more for that guy. I’m starting to hate the holidays. I had started talking to myself five months ago when my partner, Jaxon, left on deployment to Afghanistan. Home alone with only a German Shepherd would do that. Running my hand through my hair, I stared longingly at the door. Jaxon, baby, I wish you were home right now. I could use my own Christmas miracle.

	It would only be a couple of weeks before Jaxon came home from his deployment, but I wanted it sooner. He was on his second deployment, and it was every bit as hard as the first one, if not harder since it overlapped the Christmas holidays. There’s something about the holidays that made his absence harder to deal with and the loneliness more overwhelming. I have friends, but it’s not the same.

	“Riley, snap out of it. He’ll be home in a couple weeks,” Jahna said, appearing behind the bar and starting to pour a draft.

	I inhaled deeply and came back to the present. “Yeah, I know. Is it wrong for me to be wanting to see Jax walk through that door right now?”

	Jahna put the beer down and hugged me tightly. “No, no it isn’t, Riley. I’ll be glad when he’s home, too. Keep your head up. It’s Christmas.”

	I pushed her away playfully. “Bah humbug!”

	“Remember, the bar is called Tumbleweeds, not Bitchy Boy Bar,” Jahna noted, walking from behind the bar.

	“Yeah, well the other would get me lynched in a town this small,” I replied.

	“This may be a small town, but everyone here knows you’re gay and Jaxon is your partner. There’s no denying that Laramie, Wyoming has changed over the years. We’ve moved forward a little.”

	Finished cleaning out a glass, I paused and stared at her. “You know, you’re right. But I like the name I gave the bar. It fits the region.”

	“You named it after a dead weed, Riley.”

	“It’s part of the atmosphere, my friend.”

	“It’s straight up redneck shit, and you know it,” Jahna said, smiling as she strolled to her customer.

	“Damn right,” I muttered to myself. “Nothing wrong with that. I may be gay, but I’m still a country boy at heart, and ain’t nothing gonna change that.”

	Tumbleweeds. It was, at least in my opinion, a great name for a small town bar. Jaxon had supported me one hundred percent on the purchase, and he had helped me redesign and renovate the inside.

	When it came time to name it though, he had just looked me with those precious baby blues of his and raised an eyebrow before breaking out in laughter at my suggestion. He’d said it was redneck as hell, but it fit the region. In the end, he’d thrown in his support for the name, even though he found it cheesy.

	How I missed those eyes and his touch. I loved everything about him, not to mention how good he looked in his Air Force Blues. That uniform brought out his eyes. His buzzed head felt good on my chest at night, and I missed running my hand over it. It tickled a little, but I loved it just the same. Damn, I miss you, Jaxon. I need you home now.

	A cold breeze tore me from my reverie. Shivering a little, I saw one of my customers standing by the door, holding it open. The wind howled and even drowned out the jukebox. A few of the guy’s friends were shouting at him to stay longer, but he seemed to hesitate whether to brave the cold or not.

	“Either stay inside or leave! Either way, close the damn door. I’m not paying to warm up the damn town,” I shouted while cleaning out a glass.

	“Dammit, Riley, it’s cold out there.”

	“You can’t stay here all night, so you might as well go home. I expect your family may want to see you,” I hollered back. Damn, all this hollering. This place is redneck. “Now get in the cab and go home.”

	He muttered something unintelligible before leaving the bar. The door slammed shut behind him. The chill of the wind dissipated along with its howl. Now I was stuck with bad Christmas music, and even country versions weren’t any better.

	I turned around to see Jahna adding money to the jukebox. Shaking my head, I stared at the bad excuse for a set of Christmas decorations I’d put up. Nothing says country like a large tumbleweed covered in a string of lights from a dollar store set in a rusty tire rim with spurs linked together as a garland. Sometimes, I wonder if I’ve gone too far.

	“Nah, you can never be too country. It’s in the blood,” I muttered to myself, washing down the sides of the bar. At least it’s almost closing time.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The roads were slick and icing over. Luckily for me, I made it off the highway and into town in time to see the gates lower over the entrance to the Interstate behind me, effectively blocking anyone from traveling on the road. The wind howled and created banks of snow over the road. Four-wheel-drive would help, but it wasn’t a cure-all. Growing up in Wyoming had gotten me used to driving in the winter, but it still wasn’t easy.

	My duty assignment in Afghanistan had been a long five months. It was supposed to go six, but my commanding officer had pulled some strings and had gotten me orders home a couple weeks early. He’d managed that for a few others as well, as their time grew short. I’d almost lost a good friend overseas, and it had made me appreciate what I have at home so much more. It isn’t the freedoms so much as protecting my loved ones and all Americans. Combat changed a man in many ways. In my case, I had developed an intense appreciation for what awaited me in Laramie.

	Flashes of red and blue caused me to glance in the rearview mirror. “Damn, what the hell are cops doing out in this weather?”

	I had no room to talk since I was out in this potential blizzard as well. Checking my speedometer, I realized I wasn’t speeding, and my lights were on. I pulled off as close to the side of the road as possible and watched as the police car stopped behind me. Yep, this is for me. On Christmas Eve of all times. I just want to get to Riley. Damn, I miss him.

	The officer got out of his car and walked toward me. I went to kill the engine, then stopped and rolled my window partly down. Unless he wanted me to roll it all the way down, it would stay half closed. The wind was blowing too hard otherwise.

	“It’s a bad evening to be driving anywhere.”

	“I agree, but I just got back to town, and I’m headed to see family.” It was a partial lie, as my family lives in Montana, but telling a cop in as conservative a state as Wyoming that I was driving to see my boyfriend, isn’t always the best option.

	The cop flashed his light into the cab of the truck I’d rented. “The highways are closed, and it’s not advisable to drive in town either. I’ll need your license and registration.”

	I reached in the glove box and grabbed the documents he wanted. “No problem. I got off the Interstate as the gates closed. Just in time. The trip from Cheyenne was a white-knuckle drive at best.”

	He grabbed my license and insurance papers from me. “No kidding. Army, right?”

	“Yeah, I flew into Cheyenne this morning from deployment. I wanted to make it to town for a surprise. No one knows I’m back in the States.”

	I rubbed my hands together. The outside air blew through my half-open window and was freezing my hands. Months in the desert hadn’t made me miss this one bit. I loved the prairie and the Front Range of my home state, but winter had a way of reminding me every now and then what a bitch she was.

	Officer Dunn, at least according to the name tag on his jacket, leafed through the papers. “Thank you for your service. What part of town are you heading to?”

	“Just down Main Street until I get to First Avenue. After that, a few blocks west and I’ll be home.”

	“Give me a few minutes to run this information,” Dunn said.

	I nodded and watched as he walked back to his car. “Only in the square states do the cops pull you over for driving in bad weather.”

	Cranking the heat, I thought of Riley tending the bar
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