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While Ethan wrestles with the idea of proposing, he must first survive an evening with Lana’s family at their annual Christmas Eve party…
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  Chapter One

Blue Christmas


Ethan leaned over in the driver’s seat and nuzzled Lana’s neck. 
Christ, she smelled good. Like juicy green apples. She always smelled good. No matter where they were, he could lean in and get a whiff of her and know that all was right in the world. They could be at a hockey game surrounded by twenty thousand people and he could lean over and inhale that sweet smell that was distinctly hers. Or it could be just the two of them, alone in their little apartment in the city. She would walk by him on the way to the kitchen and her fresh fragrance would reach out and wrap around him like a warm winter coat.
“How about a quickie?” he suggested. “Right here in the front seat.”
Lana laughed and patted his thigh. Any higher up and she wouldn’t have gotten her hand back. As if she realized that, she promptly returned her hand to steady the dessert plate on her lap.
Lana had baked a cheesecake the night before. She’d even made it from scratch, refusing to taint her family’s annual holiday dinner with something store-bought or out of a box. She was hell-bent on proving to herself and her family that she could indeed navigate her way around a kitchen.
She’d been so worried about the dessert turning out right that Ethan hadn’t gotten any action in the bedroom. To Ethan’s dismay, she’d shooed him away again that morning like he was nothing but a bothersome puppy. He knew he shouldn’t take it personally, though. The one thing Lana had insecurities about was her family. On the outside, she was cool and confident, but Ethan knew she secretly worried about maintaining their approval.
Ethan didn’t think she had anything to worry about. He didn’t have his family’s approval and he got through life just fine. In his opinion, Lana was the perfect woman. So, screw her family if they didn’t think her cheesecake was good enough to meet their ridiculous standards.
Lana sighed and let out a nervous laugh. “And give my whole family a free show before dinner? I don’t think so.”
The musical trill of her laugh shot straight between his legs. “Come on, Lana. You’ve got to give me something before we go in there,” Ethan whined. He hated begging. It was so emasculating. But he was at the point where he’d get down on his hands and knees and kiss her feet if it would do the trick. He needed to feel her soft, naked skin against his. Especially if he was going to survive the next twenty-four hours.
They’d been to plenty of each other’s family functions in the past. But they usually only lasted a few hours and then Ethan could ravish Lana later at home. Maybe that wasn’t entirely true. At Lana’s older sister Gwen’s wedding, they couldn’t wait until they got home. Halfway through the reception, they found a supply closet and, well, no one suspected a thing.
Today was different because they were spending an entire evening with her family at her sister’s house and spending the night so they could be there to open presents on Christmas morning. That was nearly twenty-four hours of unfiltered and uninterrupted family time. Ethan would need a double dose of patience to get through it. And at least a single dose of sex.
At work, Ethan’s patience was tested every day while he watched Lana work in the lingerie boutique across from his watch kiosk at the mall. He endured countless hours of watching her sell intimates to strangers. She even liked to tease Ethan from across the mall by holding up negligées and bras and “modeling” them for him and making the occasional inappropriate gesture when no one was looking.
A few months ago, they’d taken the next step in their relationship and moved in together. If Ethan thought that decision might negatively affect their sex life, Lana had proven otherwise. Things between them were hotter than ever and he loved waking up to her every morning.
Someday soon, he’d put a ring on her finger but until then he was happy to just enjoy the ride.
“No, Ethan!” She laughed again and shifted away from his roving hands. “We’re not doing it in the car.”
God, that laugh of hers had his dick begging for mercy. Her lips said, “No” but that laugh said, “Let’s do it right here in the front seat for the whole world to see.”
“Let’s just blow this joint altogether and go back home. I’d much rather eat that cheesecake off your naked body than spend the evening in there.” He gestured to the house they were parked in front of and scowled at it as if it were a prison.
“We can’t,” she said gently. She turned in her seat as best as she could without jostling the precious cheesecake and cupped her hand behind Ethan’s ear. “We’re already here and this Christmas party is tradition.”
The only tradition Ethan’s family had was not to have traditions. His parents traveled the world like there was no tomorrow and right now, they were in some foreign country he couldn’t even pronounce. They wouldn’t be home for Christmas. Ethan didn’t understand the big deal everyone made about the holidays. He’d never had a traditional Christmas before and didn’t think he’d been missing out on much.
Besides, Christmas wasn’t even his favorite holiday. The Fourth of July. Now that was a holiday. Barbeque, fireworks, sex under the stars... Nothing corny with high expectations like Valentine’s Day or family-oriented like Christmas. Nope. Just good old-fashioned American Fourth of July.
Too bad it was December.
Ethan searched Lana’s eyes and knew he was fighting a losing battle. If nothing else, he could appreciate spending a few extra moments alone with her in the car before they had to go inside.
“Gwen is giving us the guest room,” Lana said happily. She tucked her hair behind her ear and the diamond earrings he’d given her for her birthday winked at him. “We’ll be able to fool around tonight.”
Hmm, sex with Lana in her sister’s house. He could work with that. Plus, there would be the thrill of having to keep quiet because someone might hear them. Oh, yeah. Things were definitely looking up. Except, maybe, for the fact that he had to endure an evening with her family first. At least there was a light at the end of this celibate tunnel she called Christmas.
Lana ran her thumb around the shell of his ear and he had to fight the urge to start purring like a kitten. “We’d better go inside. They can see us from the window.” She got a better grip on the cheesecake and twisted back in her seat. She glanced up at the house and waved at someone in the window.
When she looked back at him, the look in her eye made Ethan think she’d changed her mind about a quickie after all.
“I have a surprise for you,” she told him. “For later.”
“Does it involve you and me and a lot less clothes?” he asked hopefully.
“Yes. I promise it’ll be worth the wait.”
That, he knew was the truth. Lana was always worth the wait.

      [image: image-placeholder]Walking up the brick walkway to the house, Lana held onto the cheesecake like she was carrying the Baby Jesus. 
Fortunately, the unpredictable weather in Red Valley allowed for a sunny Christmas Eve, but the nippy winter air still chilled Ethan to the bone. Nothing like some arctic air to keep him from rising to the occasion.
He followed Lana to the front door and juggled their overnight bag along with the dozens of Christmas gifts she had painstakingly chosen and wrapped for every member of her family. A string of curly ribbon tangled in his fingers and he almost dumped the pile right there on the cheery “Santa, Stop Here!” welcome mat. Thankfully, at the last second, he saved everything from toppling over and landing in the potted poinsettia plant on the porch.
On the front door, a creepy elf sat inside a holiday wreath and sneered at him. No Xmas nookie for you, young man!
Ethan took a deep breath. All he had to do was try to remember everyone’s names, not make a complete jackass out of himself and get the heck out of there in the morning after the presents were torn open.
Before Lana could reach for the doorbell, the door swung open and Lana’s sister, Gwen, squealed to high heavens. “Lana! Ethan! You guys made it!” she exclaimed as if there was some doubt they would.
Gwen was attractive enough, but she definitely didn’t snatch up the supermodel good looks in the womb like Lana had.
Gwen brought both of them in for a bone-crushing hug and fussed over Lana’s cheesecake.
The inside of Gwen’s house was a veritable winter wonderland of holiday decorations and festive cheer. The living room looked like Santa’s workshop had exploded inside, leaving everything covered in garland, holly, and that glittery stuff you couldn’t get off your hands no matter how many times you washed them. Even the wall sockets and light switches were covered in gift wrap.
A seven-foot Christmas tree stood guard in the corner weighed down by ornaments and enough twinkle lights to cause a fire hazard. What presents didn’t fit under the tree were piled next to it creating mounds of shiny green wrapping paper, red velvet bows, and enough tinsel to choke an elf.
Mistletoe hung in the doorway mocking Ethan. Neener, neener, ha ha, you can’t get me.
“Where is everyone?” Lana asked Gwen.
Gwen sighed, already looking frazzled from entertaining a houseful of relatives. “In the kitchen. Aunt Twyla’s giving everyone a baking lesson on her famous sugar cookies. I swear, she must have been a drill sergeant in a former life.”
Voices boomed from inside the kitchen—either in excitement or in an argument—Ethan couldn’t tell. Somewhere in the distance, Christmas music played. High-pitched ear-piercing Chipmunks and people bellowing on about snow and presents. The smell of pine, cinnamon, and cloves hung in the air.
A strange, mesmerizing feeling flooded Ethan’s senses.
So, this was how the rest of the world celebrated the holidays.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Well,” Gwen said with a bright smile. “Let’s get you two settled in and then we’ll say hello to everyone.” 
Glad to be free of the extra weight, Ethan added their gifts to the wobbly pile by the tree and followed Gwen and Lana upstairs.
Gwen led them into what Ethan assumed was the kids’ room. Toy trucks and action figures were spilling out of a toy box shaped like a football as if someone had tried to tidy up the small room. Posters of monster trucks and video game characters hung crooked on the walls. This was some odd-looking guestroom, Ethan thought.
“Austin will sleep on his Boy Scout cot and Ethan can sleep on the bunk bed with Mason.”
Ethan eyed the bottom bunk and stifled a groan. What happened to the guest room Lana had promised him? He wouldn’t have agreed to this…this fiasco if he’d known he was going to be bunking—literally—with an eight-year-old boy. Ah, who was he kidding? He would have agreed under any condition just because it made Lana happy.
“I know you’d prefer some privacy,” Gwen said with a grimace, “and I had planned on giving you the guest room, but Aunt Twyla and Uncle Gilbert decided to come at
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