
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      
    
  


The Holiday Treatment


Synopsis


By day, Holly Hudson’s a story editor for Wifetime Network.
By night, she’s the writer for the network’s very cheesy, very straight holiday
romance series—Christmas in Evermore. Holly took the job to accomplish exactly
one thing: a gay Christmas movie. She’s been shot down before, but things start
to look up when Meredith Drake unexpectedly moves into the network’s holiday
division.


On the heels of a brief (but totally hot) fling, Holly and
Meredith agree to keep things professional now that they’ll be working
together. Especially since the network has a strict policy about workplace
relationships. Instead, they vow to channel their passion into a pitch for the
network’s first Christmas movie to feature two female leads.


In this contemporary romance, Holly and Meredith work to
make the Yuletide gayer while discovering that happy endings aren’t only for
the movies.
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Chapter One


With all of the Christmas props and decorations the Wifetime
Channel had in storage, Holly thought the yearly office party would be more
festive. It wasn’t much more than a few tables with deli trays from Gelson’s or
some other fancy LA grocery store. The makeshift bar featured a few random
bottles on the desk in an unused cubicle. Holly glanced at it and rolled her
eyes. This party featured the world’s most overpriced turkey platter, but the
wine still came from Trader Joe’s.


Most people wore jeans and sweaters and not even ugly Christmas
sweaters. Sure, a few people were dressed up. Only because, like her, they had
plans after. It wasn’t that Wifetime couldn’t afford to do better. It wasn’t
that no one wanted to be there. These people lived and breathed Christmas
year-round. The last thing most of them wanted to do was fight the never-ending
Westwood traffic on the Saturday night before Christmas just to swap crappy
gifts in the stupid Secret Santa thing.


Holly wandered away from the sad little bar and stopped at the
winter wonderland of Lucille’s cubicle. Obviously, Lucille was a rare exception
to the staff’s anti-holiday spirit. She was the mildly bossy office manager
who’d been at the network since it was founded. Or as the network president was
fond of saying, “She saw Louis B. Mayer come up in the business.” Whenever he
made some version of the joke, he’d give Lucille or some other innocent
bystander an obnoxious slap on the back. Lucille would give a look of mild
disapproval, which was to say Lucille would give a look that was pretty much
the same look she had all the time, the holidays being the one exception. Holly
tried to stay on her good side because something about the way Lucille would
look over her reading glasses at her when she was displeased made Holly feel
like she was a disappointment to her own grandmother.


Christmas was Lucille’s time to shine. She made up for the lack of
everyone else’s enthusiasm by decorating every available square inch of her cubicle
in all things Christmas.


Promo postcards from some of the bigger Wifetime Christmas movies
decorated the outside of her cubicle. They included fan favorites like the
fantasy adventure Sleighing the Dragon and Christmas & Coco,
which could have been about high fashion but was actually about two dogs
conspiring to bring their owners together. And then of course, there was The
Wedding Claus. That was the one where, due to arcane corporate bylaws, Nick
Claus Jr. wasn’t allowed to take over the family business until he found a
wife. Because that seemed perfectly healthy and normal.


Holly was sad to see that her personal favorite was not
represented. Ho Ho Hope was about a woman who’d lost the spirit of
Christmas only to find it again with the help of a handsome stranger whose car
had broken down. Due to some kind of holiday miracle, the network’s standards
and practices department had failed to anticipate that including a woman’s name
and “ho” in the title would provide years of internet jokes.


The real action happened inside the cubicle. Lucille had fastened
tiny garlands and little twinkling lights to the framed photos of her
grandkids. Every greeting card she’d received sat proudly on the top shelf with
a collection of miniature snow globes. Holly looked a little closer and noticed
that all of Lucille’s pencils had Christmas themed erasers. Little trees and
wreaths and elves sat atop every pencil.


“The attention to detail,” Holly whispered to herself.


There was an Elf on the Shelf, of course. Or two. Or three. With a
quick scan of the cubicle, Holly counted five little elves, one of which
dangled by the leg from a desk drawer. Holly was sure that had been an
oversight and that Lucille wasn’t one of those people who enjoyed posing their
elves in precarious or pornographic positions. She wasn’t that macabre. Not
when elves were involved. She also lacked the immature sense of humor required
to think that two elves 69ing would be funny. Holly laughed under her breath
when she thought about poor Lucille’s reaction if she walked into her cubicle
only to discover that all of her elves were getting it on.


“Hudson, where’s your Christmas spirit?”


Holly turned and threw a hand over her eyes. While Lucille
genuinely embraced the holidays, her boss, Brian, did so with an in-your-face
sense of irony. “My God, Bri, do you really need an outfit that turns on?” He’d
taken a strand of big, multicolored bulbs and wrapped it around his neck
several times like a winter scarf. They blinked at her aggressively, or at
least that was how Holly felt. What the hell was powering those things? She was
curious but not enough to ask.


Brian handed her a cup of eggnog. “Made this just for you. I call
it office party in a cup. Now, get out there and mingle. The higher-ups want to
congratulate you with a firm handshake and possibly a new contract.”


Holly pulled her sunglasses out of her purse and put them on.
“Seriously. You could direct traffic with those lights.”


With a roll of his eyes, he reached behind his back and turned off
whatever was powering the lights. “How can someone who writes the most magical
Christmas scripts be such a scrooge?”


“I am not a scrooge. Just because I don’t feel the need to dress
like Santa threw up on me—”


“Ouch.” He tapped his chest. “That gets me right here, Hudson. And
everyone knows you hate the holidays. Please, Ebenezer’s more likely to plant
one on the Grinch under the camel toe than you are to find the holiday spirit.”


She laughed. “Pretty sure you mean the mistletoe.”


“See? Look at you throwing Christmas lingo around. I bet you feel
better already.”


“Uh-huh. And here I thought I’d hidden my disdain for all things
Christmas.” She sniffed the drink. He had definitely spiked it. A lot.


“Well, you haven’t. Seriously, though, you need to up your game
for the next hour. I’ve kept your secret, but these guys expect their
celebrated writer to have a bit of spirit. This humbug horseshit won’t fly.”


Holly adjusted her sunglasses and folded her arms. “What if I kept
the shades on?”


“Then you’ll just seem weird. Spirit, Hudson.” He pointed to his
light-up choker. “Don’t make me turn up these lights.”


“Fine.” She tucked the sunglasses back in her purse. “Did you tell
them I’ll only write another script if it’s a gay Christmas movie?” She took a
sip of the eggnog and almost choked on it. “Damn, Brian. Are you trying to get
me so drunk I’ll sign anything?”


He took the drink and set it on Lucille’s desk. “You gotta let go
of this gay Christmas stuff, Holls. It ain’t gonna happen. Not on this network.
Or have you forgotten who you work for? Wifetime ring a bell? An audience
of straight women who send their kids to school and pine for their favorite
soaps? Wives, Holls. Wives. The kind with husbands.”


She knew who her audience was. Or at least who the higher-ups
thought her audience was. With all the money and time they spent on market
research and dissecting the ratings, she thought they’d realize their audience
went a little beyond some straight lady in the suburbs named Heather.


Obviously, they also had any number of viewers named Jennifer as
well.


Okay, so it was true that the network catered to a certain
demographic. She also knew that plenty of people who didn’t fit into Wifetime’s
idea of a target audience loved holiday romances. And that included most of
Holly’s friends. The subject of a gay Christmas movie came up every year,
usually starting around October. It wasn’t rocket science. People wanted to see
love stories that resembled their lives. If their lives involved hotshot
lawyers whose cars broke down in small towns just days before the big Christmas
pageant. And until then, they’d keep watching what was offered.


Holly wondered if maybe that was part of the problem. “It’s
shortsighted,” she said. “And the network name is so ridiculous, I can hardly
say it out loud.”


He took a piece of silver tinsel off Lucille’s mini tree and threw
it at her. It wafted through the air and landed on her shoulder. He took
several more pieces and tossed them her way. “Now we’re getting somewhere.”


She lowered her voice to a loud whisper. “What the hell are you
doing? That’s Lucille’s special tree. We’ll both end up like that elf hanging
from her drawer.”


“Just work with me, Holls. You’ll thank me later.” He had already
grabbed Lucille’s tape dispenser and wrapped a piece of tape around the string
of an ornament. He pressed it onto Holly’s sweater. He did the same with a few
more ornaments, randomly placing one on her shoulder and another on her arm.
His level of concentration made her want to laugh out loud, but she stayed
still while he added a few more, then scrutinized his work. One ornament had to
be moved slightly higher. A bit more tinsel seemed necessary. This time, it was
strategically placed, not just thrown in her general direction.


“Oh. This one,” he said.


“That ornament has a hook. You are not…oh my God, you just hooked
me.” He had hooked the ornament onto her sweater where a name badge would go,
and before he could utter the word he famously overused, Holly put her hand
over his mouth. “Don’t say voilà. You did not just create a masterpiece.”


He clutched his chest. “You’re breaking my candy cane heart. Just
one voilà?”


It was his thing to cap off everything he did with that one word.
He’d probably said it after he’d dumped five shots of rum into her drink
earlier. Seeing as it was the season of giving, she shrugged and motioned for
him to go on. “If you must.”


“Voilà.” He leaned in and kissed her cheek. “Now, behave
out there. You don’t want to be a story editor forever, do you?”


“Hey. Don’t take away the job that actually has benefits. I’ll
keep writing at night. That’s when I have my best ideas anyway.”


“Well, as long as we get the very best of your mediocrity all day,
what more can a guy ask for?” He gave her a grin. “I gotta go mingle. Find me
later and let me know how it goes.”


She squinted as he walked away. “Yeah, I’m sure I’ll have no
trouble finding the guy who thought dressing up as Clark Griswold’s front porch
was a good idea.”


“Good one,” he shouted over his shoulder. “Sign on for another Evermore,
Holls. And don’t bring up the gay thing.”


With a heavy sigh, she picked up her drink and took a sip. It was
pretty much straight rum with a dash of eggnog, but she held on to it. She’d
probably need it later.


She had written five holiday scripts for the Wifetime Channel, a
series based on the fictional world of Evermore, Vermont. Series weren’t the
norm for the Christmas division, but they’d made an exception due to the
popularity of the first movie. That meant there were some recurring roles for
some of the actors, including the man who had become her best friend at the
network, Griffin Taylor.


The Evermore series followed the love lives of the city’s
mayor and his five sons. This year, it was Griffin’s turn to be the main love
interest, and he’d pretty much killed it. Holly made a mental note to bring him
back something cool from Hawaii.


She’d fulfilled her five-script contract and had promised herself
she wouldn’t sign a contract to write anything else unless it included a gay
character. And not as a wacky sidekick. A main character. And for
romance, that only meant one thing. Two women or two men would kiss under the
mistletoe and then fade to black.


Griffin grabbed her from behind as she walked into the office
party. She knew it was him from the sweet smell. Because who else would have
drowned themselves in sugar cookie body spray?


“My God, woman,” he whispered. “Have you no shame? Lucille’s sick
grandson made that gingerbread man hanging from your left nipple.”


“Wha…” She scanned her chest for a gingerbread man but found none.
She spun around and poked him in the chest. “You asshole. I about had a heart
attack.”


“Gotcha,” he said with a laugh, then gestured up and down her
body. “You get an F for effort.”


“Give Brian the F. He’s the one who decorated me.”


He took the cup from her and gave it a whiff. “Yep. Brian made
this too.” He downed it in two gulps and shivered. “God, that’s awful.”


She gave him the once-over. “Griff, what the hell are you
wearing?”


“I think it’s a toy soldier outfit, but I’m going for a princely
look. Or a young king.” He straightened his shoulders. “I hear there’s a new
Prince of Rolexia being written, and I want the lead.”


“Rolexia? Are you being serious with that name?”


“If I get the part…”


“You’ll buy that Rolex you’ve been eyeing. Got it.” She tilted her
head. “Maybe that could be my gay movie. Two princes from competing lands fall
madly in love on Christmas Eve.”


He gasped. “I thought you wanted to write a lesbian script, but
I’m so in. Will you make his love interest the Prince of LandRovia? I really
want one of those too.”


She leaned in and whispered, “Big boss at two o’clock. I’d tell
you to put your gay away, but I think that’s impossible given what you’re
wearing.”


“Funny. Good thing I drank that awful concoction for you, or you’d
be downright hilarious right now.” He gave her a wink and caught the attention
of his costar, Trudy Banks. “See you at the real party later. I expect you to
give me the first waltz because that’s what princes do. They waltz.”


“Yeah, okay. I’ll run right down to the mercantile and get me a
dance card. Maybe they’ll sell me a coy attitude too. And bloomers. And
uncomfortable shoes.”


Griffin glanced at her leather boots. “Now, that would be a step
up. Beauty before comfort, Miss Hudson. And now, I must mingle with my fellow
Rolexians.”


Holly lifted her foot. The boots were cute, but she had to admit,
the heel was decidedly low by LA standards. “Hey, these are classics. All the
best lesbians wear them.” He had moved on. She shrugged and scanned the room
for the man who would no doubt reject her gay Christmas movie proposal for the
umpteenth time. She found him standing awfully close to his latest assistant,
but that was no surprise. Holly picked up her pace when she realized Lucille
was headed her way. She knew she’d get an earful later, but for now, Lucille
would never be so rude as to interrupt a conversation with the head of
programming to accuse Holly of theft or cubicle vandalism or just generally
ruining Christmas.


“Mr. Cruz.” Holly offered her hand. “Sorry to interrupt. I just
wanted to say hi.”


His assistant whispered something in his ear and walked away. His
eyes stayed locked on her ass. “Holly. Good to see you again.” When he finally
decided to tear his eyes away, he furrowed his brow at the festive shitstorm
Brian had taped to her purple sweater. And no, she hadn’t even bothered to wear
red or green. He cleared his throat. “Anyway, let’s firm up another contract
before you go to…Hawaii, is it?”


How the hell did he know where she was going for Christmas? And
then she remembered that everyone knew she went to the same place every year. A
blush crept up her chest as she wondered if absolutely everyone also knew that
she went there alone. Yep, Holly Hudson, successful writer of Christmas
romances, spent the holiday as far away from snow and mistletoe as she possibly
could. Oh, and she couldn’t forget the alone part.


“Yes,” she said. “Hawaii.”


Mr. Cruz stopped scanning the room over Holly’s head and took a
sip of his drink. “It’s weird.”


“What’s weird?”


“You, going to Hawaii alone.”


Okay. Apparently, everyone did know about that detail. Where was
Brian’s eggnog when she needed it? “I just like to get away for the holidays.
That’s all.”


“Well, like I said, it’s weird. No one does that unless they’re a
diehard surfer. Are you a diehard surfer?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “I
don’t think so.”


What. An. Asshole. “Maybe I go there to pick up chicks, just like
the diehard surfer dudes do.”


“Ha. Good one, Holly Hobby. You just made me laugh on the inside.”


Theodore Cruz, Senior VP of Programming and all-around arrogant
jerk, knew perfectly well that Holly was gay. Despite the network’s insistence
that no gay people on Earth watched TV movies, Holly wasn’t in the closet. Far
from it. But Cruz was the kind of guy who remained convinced that all women
were interested in him.


She took a deep breath and said, “Mr. Cruz, before we talk
contracts, I was wondering if you’d given any more thought to letting me write
a gay Christmas movie.”


He guffawed but she kept her eyes on him. He did a double take at
her and probably realized she wouldn’t let this go until he gave her an answer.
“You’re like a dog with a bone, but as I’ve said before, our audience isn’t
ready.”


“I think our audience deserves a little more credit than that,”
she said. “The vast majority of Americans are in favor of gay marriage. Love is
love. And people who watch romances know it.” He abruptly turned and went to
the buffet table. She followed. “Mr. Cruz, I really think I could write a gay
storyline that the whole world would love, including our core audience.”


“What are you going to do? Make the mayor of Evermore’s youngest
son gay?”


She hadn’t thought of that. It wasn’t a terrible idea, but she was
hoping to do a stand-alone movie. “That wasn’t what I had in mind, but—”


“You need to finish the Evermore series. Have young
whatever-his-name-is come back from college excited about his future. That is,
until his father, the mayor, tells him he’s responsible for keeping the family
legacy-slash-business going.”


“But I really think—”


He put up a finger. “Don’t interrupt me, I’m on a roll.” He tapped
that same finger against the rather deep dent in his chin. “Youngest son is
disappointed, of course. He had big plans for his life outside of Evermore.
He’s angry at his older brothers for shirking their responsibility.” He sighed.
“And then he meets the new girl in town. Her name is Cherry Stone.”


“Cherry?” Was he kidding with this shit? His earnest stare told
her he was dead serious.


“Ha. I’m brilliant. And I just saved you a lot of work.” He stuffed
a miniature quiche in his mouth and chewed with a grin so big, he barely kept
the food from falling out. Once he had sufficiently chewed, swallowed, and
downed an entire cup of Christmas punch, he added, “Is it hard knowing that
virtually anyone could do your job?”


She held back her anger. Blowing up at Mr. Cruz in front of
everyone she worked with wouldn’t serve her well in the long run. In the short
run, she’d probably be their hero, right up until she was let go due to budget
cuts. That didn’t mean she couldn’t tactfully counter the statement. “So can I
have a gay storyline if I write it into Evermore?”


“Did I say that? I didn’t say that. Cherry Stone, not Harry
Stone.” He laughed at his stupid joke as he stuffed another pastry into his
mouth. “Our audience wants clean entertainment.”


“Being gay isn’t dirty,” she said.


“To some people, it is.” He grabbed another pastry and put it in
her hand. “Have one of these. They’re delicious. And sign a contract before you
leave town. For Evermore. The youngest straight son. Got it?”


She gave him a barely noticeable nod. When he turned his back, she
opened her fingers and let the pastry drop into the trash bin. Mr. Clean
Programming would come on to his assistant in his office before the night was
over. She was sure of it.


Griffin came back out of nowhere with wide eyes and a thumb
pointing behind him. He mouthed the words, “Your crush is here.”


She peered over his shoulder and ducked back down. “Shit. Don’t
move. She can’t see me like this.”


“Oh, you mean because of all the tinsel caught up in your hair? I
wholeheartedly agree, but does she even know you exist?”


“We met briefly. I spilled my coffee. It wasn’t pretty.” Holly
smoothed her hair. A few strands of tinsel fell to the floor. Leave it to
Griffin to exaggerate the situation again.


“She looks amazing,” he said. “Are you sure she’s gay?”


“What’s that supposed to mean? Gay women can’t be beautiful?”


“No, what I meant was…” He glanced back. “I know your soft little
heart, babe. It would break in two if you asked her out and she got offended or
something.”


“Are you speaking from experience, Griff? That fancy exec with the
slicked-back hair break your soft little heart?”


He rolled his eyes and turned back. “You don’t have to get all
nasty about it, but yes, I’ve been where you are. My God, just look at her. Is
that Chanel she’s wearing?”


Holly put her hands on his shoulders and raised her head barely
enough to get another look. “If you’re trying to tell me that Meredith Drake is
out of my league, I already know that, but thanks for the vote of confidence.”


She stilled and swallowed hard. Word around the water cooler was
that the new development executive was indeed gay. And tall and gorgeous. Dark,
short hair swept perfectly across her forehead. With a smile that could blow
someone’s bra off. Socks, Holls. Not bra. She bit her bottom lip and let
out a tiny squeak.


He turned slightly and whispered, “Did you just squeak?”


“She’s too gorgeous for words. And she digs women. If you were me,
you’d squeak too.”


“She’s like a brunette version of Claire Underwood. Let’s hope
she’s not as evil.”


“Evil or not, I’d call her Madame President all day long.”


Griffin turned back around so they were face-to-face. “I’ve never
seen you drool over a woman quite like this. How deep in are you?”


“What do you mean?”


“Holls, it’s fine to have a crush,” he said. “I have a new one at
least twice a week. But you’re Skipper, and she’s Barbie. They don’t hook up.”


“That’s because Skipper was Barbie’s sister, you freak. And maybe
Barbie didn’t hook up with Midge in your Barbie condo, but she did in mine.
Countless times. And unlike you, I got rid of my Barbie condo before high
school.”


He sighed. “Haters gonna hate, but I know you’re just jealous I
still have mine.”


“Well, now that you mention it, you’ve never once invited me over
to play with it.”


“Because it’s a collector’s item.”


She got up on her tiptoes again. “Cruz is headed her way. Oh my
God, he’s bound to make an ass of himself.” She cupped her hands around her
mouth and whispered, “She’s gay, Cruz. Nothing for you there. Just walk away.”


Griffin glanced over his shoulder. “You know what? I’m an asshole.
Ignore everything I just said and go over there and offer her a glass of punch.
This is your chance. Remember in that movie you made me watch where the bride
and the photographer have a moment by the punchbowl?”


She hid her face behind him. “I can’t.”


“Why not?”


“Because for all of my big talk, I don’t want to risk things
getting messy at work. And besides, I left my Chanel suit at home.”


Another voice called, “Holly?”


She turned and found Lucille bearing down on her. “Oh. Lucille.”


“You have my husband on your chest.”


Holly could’ve killed Griffin for not telling her. She gently
pulled the tiny framed photo of Mr. Lucille from her sweater and with a
sheepish grin, placed it in Lucille’s hand. “Sorry about that. I wish you both
a very happy holiday.” She turned back to Griffin and said, “See you at the
neighbors’ party later?”


He reached for her hand. “I’m sorry.”


She backed away. “It’s fine. You were right. I’ll see you later.”
And with that, she bolted from the room before Griffin or anyone else could
stop her.


Chapter Two


The yearly Neighbors’ Christmas Party was already in full swing by
the time Holly got home. Holidays or not, this was one party she wouldn’t miss.
With two bottles of wine and a hostess gift tucked under her arm, she walked
across the courtyard of her small apartment complex.


Built in the 1930s, what the Spanish-style building lacked in
amenities, it usually made up for in charm. Sure, Holly would have liked to be
able to blow-dry her hair without knocking the power out, but she really
couldn’t complain. Who didn’t love arched walkways and subway tile?


She considered herself lucky to find the place when she’d first
moved to LA fifteen years ago. For weeks, she’d looked at tiny apartments that
were way outside her price range. When she found anything remotely clean and at
least semi-free of odor, she had to compete against a dozen other applicants
who were also vying for the chance to live in such luxury. Then she heard that
a friend of a friend of a friend was giving up his acting dreams in LA to
pursue his tech startup dreams in San Francisco. And the rest was history.


Of course, paying for it back then was another matter entirely. It
was at the tippy-top end of her budget. The only reason it worked out at all
was because it had no parking and sat next to a fast-food chain, making the
ever-present smell of fried chicken one of the building’s hallmarks. It was
situated in an otherwise residential part of the La Brea neighborhood, just a
few blocks from non-fried chicken restaurants and stores. Home was about six
miles from work, but she’d quickly learned Angelinos didn’t speak in distance;
they spoke in time. So home was about an hour from work. Except on Thursdays.
Or when it rained. Or if there was a protest at the federal building. Holly had
briefly considered taking up cycling.


She loved the building and the people so much that when the owner
of her unit had decided to sell, she’d jumped at the chance to buy it. In the
eight years she’d owned it, she’d made a few renovations, like pulling up the
old carpet that someone had installed over beautiful Mexican tiles. But for the
most part, she’d wanted to keep the old charm of the place.


She climbed the stairs to the second floor. It was Desiree’s turn
to host, which meant a few things would happen. For one, old Christmas albums
would play on a vintage turntable all night. Most of them were compilation
albums that were sold in Goodyear tire stores back in the 60s and 70s. The
Great Songs of Christmas, sung by legends like Bing Crosby, Steve Lawrence
and Eydie Gormé.


Holly paused at the top of the steps and listened to the muffled
sounds coming from behind Desiree’s door. “Dinah Shore,” she exclaimed. One of
her mom’s favorites. Well, Christmas music, period, was her mom’s favorite.


“Twenty bucks says it’s Doris Day. What’s on your ass?”


Holly turned and found her neighbor, Ty, waiting a few steps down
where he was at eye level with her crotch. “Don’t be a creeper, Ty. God. And
you’ll lose that bet.”


“I can’t really go anywhere, Holls. You’re in the way.”


He wasn’t a creeper at all. Quite the opposite. A shy guy with a
kind heart. And the only reason she knew that was because she’d taken the time
to get to know him. Well, that and because she was a lesbian. Poor Ty had zero
game when it came to the ladies. He kept his sweet face covered in a full,
reddish-brown beard and was rarely seen without a baseball cap, beanie, or one
of a seemingly endless assortment of dorky vintage hats. Except for tonight.


“Your hair,” she said with a tilt of her head.


“What about it?”


“I can see it.”


He rolled his eyes. “I went to the barber. Please don’t make a big
deal of it.”


He sure had. His curly, unkempt hair was a lot shorter. And
styled, no less. “Ty, your hair is gorgeous. Why do you hide it under a cap all
the time? I figured you had some sort of weird bald spot and were making up for
it with the beard.”


“My eyes are sensitive to the sun.”


“Oh.” She wasn’t sure if he was being serious or not. “Wait. I
call bullshit.”


He shrugged. “Fine. I’m a hat guy. I like hats. But I can’t wear
them when I go home for Christmas, or that’s all my mom will talk about, how if
I’d just stop wearing hats and Hawaiian shirts and socks with pinup girls on
them, I’d find a nice girl, blah, blah, blah.”


If her hands weren’t full, Holly would’ve gestured wildly or
grabbed his shoulders and said listen to your mother. “There are so many
things I could say right now, but I can’t talk without my hands. It’s a thing.”


His eyes widened as if this was some big revelation. “I wish that
worked with my mom, but she could turn a request to clean my room into a
twenty-minute-long speech while holding two laundry baskets full of dirty
clothes for effect.”


“A laundry basket full of Hawaiian shirts and socks with pinup
girls on them?”


“No. That didn’t start until college. Really, though, what’s on
your ass?”


“It’s an ornament. A stupid work thing.” She turned back around to
find their neighbor Gwen had joined Ty on the ass-level stair below hers.
“Okay. Everyone can stop looking at my ass now. Eyes up here, people.” She made
a weird gesture with her entire body, as if she were pointing at her own eyes
with it. “You too, Gwen,” she added when she saw her neighbor staring at her
chest.


Gwen stood there with her mouth hanging open. “Is this some sort
of anti-Christmas protest you have going on?”


Holly thought she’d removed all of the ornaments before she left
work. Apparently, she’d missed a few and would have to apologize profusely to
Lucille when she went back to work in January.


“I could just pull that off for you,” Ty said. “But you have to
consent to letting me—”


“Don’t you dare touch my ass, Tyler Jones.” How one of Lucille’s
ornaments had managed a long migration south for the winter, Holly wasn’t sure,
but once her hands were free, she’d take care of it herself, thank you very
much. “Okay, guys, just listen.”


She was just about to explain how her boss Brian was an idiot when
ornaments were involved, and oh by the way, it was swell working at
Homophobivision when she noticed Gwen’s enhanced cleavage. How had she missed
the entire drama of boob surgery? Gwen had been talking about it for months,
but to make such a big decision without informing the neighbors so they could
bring her soup and doughnuts didn’t make any sense. Or maybe Holly was the only
one who hadn’t been told? She would try to hide her hurt feelings if that was
the case.


“Gwen, your…” Again, she needed her hands. She gestured with her
chin. “They look great. Don’t they look great, Ty?”


He put up his hands. “Hey, you said eyes up here, so my eyes are
up here.”


Gwen flashed a camera-ready smile and let out her trademark
Louisiana drawl. “Then how d’ya know what she’s talkin’ about, darlin’?” She
was an actress by trade, and she’d reached that stage in life where she was
being cast as the mother of the love interest, not the love interest herself.
Her confidence had waned, and she was looking for every way possible to get
back to her glory days when she was the prettiest woman in the room. If only
she knew how beautiful she still was.


It was the plight of a woman to be too hard on herself when it
came to her looks. Gwen was a gorgeous forty-nine-year old woman with a
luscious pinup girl figure that she would never be able to appreciate until it
was gone. Okay, so maybe Holly had formed a slight crush on her neighbor when
she’d first moved into the complex. There was a fifteen-year age gap, but Holly
had never been concerned with age. If she found a woman attractive, why should
age matter? In reality, though, Gwen was just a good friend and the first one
Holly had made when she’d arrived in LA. It had taken her a few weeks to get
over being enamored of the whole starlet thing. They’d quickly discovered an
easy friendship. Gwen had introduced Holly to LA, or more specifically, the
business side of LA. She’d even introduced Holly to her first boss, which
eventually led to her job at Wifetime.


As for Holly, she played the part of supportive friend. She was
the perfect antidote to the constant critiques Gwen experienced. For every jerk
who told Gwen she was too old, too young, too fat, too thin or any of the other
industry standard BS, Holly was there to lift her friend right back up. She
also delivered the occasional shot of tough love whenever Gwen fell into the
trap of thinking Hollywood was real.


So yeah, it would have been fine if Gwen had wanted to keep the
surgery private, but she should have told Holly. And Holly was mad at herself
for being so focused on work and the movie no one wanted to make that she
hadn’t even noticed her friend recovering from surgery. How was that even
possible?


“They look great, Gwen.” Holly did her best to mask whatever
feelings she had. Now wasn’t the time. “I just wish I’d been there to help
you.”


Ty climbed the final steps and scooted past her. “I don’t know
anything about anything looking great,” he mumbled. Then he took a quick glance
at Gwen and swung his head away so fast, both Gwen and Holly had to hold in their
laughter.


“Honey, I don’t need your help stuffing my own bra,” Gwen said.
“I’ve been doing it all by myself since I was twelve.”


Holly looked at Gwen’s ample cleavage. No Kleenex in the world
could do that. “But how?”


“I didn’t get the surgery. I wanted to get a feel for something
bigger before I took the plunge, so I ordered these fancy gel inserts that push
everything way up.”


“Oh,” Holly said with a sigh of relief. “You really don’t need
anything bigger. I mean, in my humble opinion.”


“Well, now, seeing as you are my own personal expert on the
loveliness of ladies, I s’pose I’d best keep that in mind.” She winked.


Holly wanted to say something charming in return, but she chose to
turn bright red instead. Her five-minute crush may have been a thing of the
past, but she still had a way of turning into a total dope when beautiful women
flirted with her.


It turned out Holly wasn’t the only one auditioning for the lead
in 50 Shades of Red. Ty appeared to be dying a slow and painful death,
having reached his physical limit of boob talk with beautiful women. He cleared
his throat and pointed at Desiree’s door. “I’m just gonna…”


“Right. Go,” Gwen said. “If I wanted to discuss my breast
augmentation with you, I would’ve brought a six-pack of beer and some of those
Slim Jim sausages.”


“I’m a vegetarian, Gwen. You know that,” he said over his
shoulder.


Once he was out of earshot, Gwen stepped a little closer to Holly
and said, “Is it just me, or does Ty look unusually handsome tonight?”


Holly took another look while Ty waited for Desiree to answer her
door. “No hat of any kind. Not even a beanie hanging out of his back pocket. A
crisp button-up shirt tucked into clean jeans. Loafers instead of flip-flops.
You’re right. He’s workin’ it tonight.”


“Well, I can see that. The question is, who’s all this fancy
dressin’ for? Does our boy have an actual date later?”


“I don’t know.” Holly turned to her. “You did know he’s a
vegetarian, right?”


“Of course I knew that. Why the good Lord saw fit to house him in
the shadow of a KFC, I’ll never know. And furthermore, Miss Smartypants, I also
happen to know that the boy drinks herbal tea and some truly vile concoction
called kombucha, not beer. What kind of man drinks that?”


“One that dresses like a slob but is more evolved than all of us
combined?”


“Yes, well, between you, me, and this here stucco”—she tapped on
the exterior wall of Desiree’s apartment—“that part is kind of sexy.” She
paused. “In a dating your best friend’s son sort of way.”


Holly scoffed. “Oh, please. Age is just a number. Besides, you’re not
scandalously older than him. Just old enough to teach him a thing or
two.”


Gwen put a hand on her hip. “Okay, first of all, I’m not going to
fuck that young man in there. Honey, you and I both know I’d probably break him
in more ways than one. And second, can we please focus on my breasts here?
Because I need you to be honest. Does it look like I’m trying too hard? I don’t
want to look like one of those Hollywood housewives where everything is
puffy-pouty-poofy, and if I smile too hard, my face will split in two and shoot
collagen all over the poor camera guy.”


Holly stood motionless. “Wow. That’s…descriptive.”


“Damnit,” Gwen said. “It’s too much, isn’t it?” She pulled what
looked like raw chicken filets out of her bra and tucked them in her purse.


Her breasts were perfect without them. Just enough. Her nipples
had hardened and were visible through the festive silver blouse she’d worn for
the party. Holly’s mouth went dry. “You don’t need anything, Gwen. Just your
confidence back.”


“Aw, that’s sweet. I wish every casting agent was a desperate
lesbian who knows how to gaze at an old has-been’s tits.”


“That’s impressive,” Holly said. “You managed to insult both of us
in one sentence. And to be clear, I’m not desperate. I’m just picky about who
I…fu-date.”


“Who you fu-date? Is that how you lesbians do it? Sounds fun.”
Gwen took her by the arm and walked her to Desiree’s door. “Which brings up a
question. Do lesbians judge each other the way men judge women?”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean, being judged as too easy if you get down and dirty on the
first date. Are there looser girls, as my mama would call them? You know, the
ones everyone looks down on but not so much that they wouldn’t partake in a bit
of fun if given the opportunity?”


Holly laughed. “I wish I knew. Unfortunately, I don’t live in The
L Word. I’m too busy with work and writing to know what’s going on with
other people’s sex lives.”


Gwen lifted her eyebrows. “So what I’m hearing is, we’re your only
friends? In all of LA, you haven’t managed to expand your social circle beyond
your apartment complex?”


“Okay, so first you imply that I’m desperate, and now I have no
one in my life except you and…Desiree! Hi. Merry Christmas.”


Desiree stood at her open door and clasped her hands. “Oh, you two
could be mother and daughter.”


Holly tried not to laugh. Gwen put on a fake smile and whispered,
“If you value your life, you won’t agree with her.”


Holly leaned in and whispered back, “Does it help that I have a
thing for older women?”


“Fuck you, hon. Also, there’s a Milk Dud stuck to your ass.” Gwen
gave her a wink and turned her attention to Desiree. “Hello, darling Dez.
You’re looking as classy as ever.”


A Milk Dud? Holly juggled her purse and the two bottles of
wine while trying not to let Desiree’s gift slip out from under her arm.


“Can I help a lady in distress?” Griffin stepped up next to her,
still dressed in his toy soldier suit but smelling a bit more like spiced rum
than warm sugar cookie this time.


“Yeah. Get the Milk Dud off my ass, please.”


He raised an eyebrow as he leaned back for a look. “Ah, madam, I
think you are mistaken. In my rather humble opinion—”


“Griff! Just get the damn thing off me before Desiree physically
removes my pants and washes them in her bathroom sink.”


“That sounds like a story that needs to be told.”


“There’s no story. It’s what old ladies do. They handwash shit.”


He tapped his chin. “It’s complicated, Holls. I can’t just flick
it away because it’s not a Milk Dud. It appears to be a Reese’s Peanut Butter
Cup, or at least what’s left of one. What I really need is a scraper of some
sort.”


“Don’t be such a wuss. Just take your thumbnail and push it off.
Or take this stuff from my hands so I can do it.”


He took the gift and bottles of wine and stood in front of her,
blocking Desiree’s view. “I’ll give you some privacy during the procedure,” he
whispered over his shoulder.


Holly reached behind and patted her butt until she found it.
Problem was, those idiots didn’t know their candy. It was clearly a turtle of
the chocolate, caramel, and nut variety. How in the holy hell had she managed
to get a turtle stuck to her ass?


She racked her brain. Any turtles at home? No. In her office? No.
And then she remembered the box that had gone around the table during her two
o’clock meeting in the conference room. Had she sat on someone’s turtle and
worn it the entire afternoon? She was half surprised Cruz McCreepy
hadn’t noticed it and offered to remove it during their conversation. But
really, in all of the time Brian spent scrutinizing her outfit at the office
party, he’d failed to detect that?


“Oh God,” she whispered to herself. “The office party.” Had
Meredith seen it? Holly spent about two seconds being extra mortified that her
crush might have noticed the candy on her ass before she realized how silly she
was being. Meredith Drake didn’t even know she existed and certainly wasn’t
checking out her ass. Besides, was it really any more embarrassing than having
Lucille’s ornaments taped to her sweater? This was one time she was glad
Meredith had never really noticed her.


“Is everything all right, honey?” Sweet Desiree, who only stood
about five feet tall and had the sweetest demeanor of anyone who had ever
worked in Hollywood, easily maneuvered around Griffin. “We’re waiting on you,”
she said.


Desiree had just celebrated her eighty-third birthday. In her
prime, she’d been a very successful makeup artist. Holly had never seen her
without lipstick. She wore every shade, depending on her outfit. Tonight, it
was red to match her festive sweater.


Holly tossed the turtle in a nearby trash can and gave Desiree a
smile. “Everything’s fine, Dez. Let’s do this.”




* * *




Desiree had told Holly that she rarely dated the same man for more
than a couple of months. She said her time on this earth was short and men got
lazy if you expressed any sort of commitment. She wanted a steady stream of wooing,
as she put it. Fancy dinners, dancing, the symphony, and opera. Of course, she
couldn’t drive anymore and neither could most of her dates, but Desiree found a
way around that particular problem.


Holly thought back to a conversation they’d had in the courtyard a
few weeks earlier. Have you ever tried this Uber, dear? Courting has never
been so easy. You just push a button, and the car shows up. Now if only the driver
would arrive with potential dates for me to consider. It would save so much
time. That was when Desiree’s enthusiasm for the possibilities of ride
sharing took an unfortunate turn. Oh, Holly dear. If it were that easy,
maybe you could even find someone.


An eighty-three-year-old’s love life was more exciting than
Holly’s. She took little comfort in the fact that this particular
eighty-three-year old’s love life was more exciting than just about everyone’s.


Desiree’s current man of the hour, a gentleman named Thad who wore
a tweed suit and one of the thinnest mustaches Holly had ever seen, took her
hand and kissed it when they were introduced. “Ah, the queen of Christmas
romance. I’ve heard so much about you from Desiree,” he said. “In fact, we plan
to watch your newest movie on Christmas Eve.”


Christmas Eve? Desiree didn’t spend Christmas Eve with her
boyfriends. For years, she’d volunteered at the local homeless shelter, serving
dinner to those in need. Afterward, she always attended mass at St. Agatha’s, a
Catholic church that was best known for its Sunday morning gospel mass. She
never wavered from those plans, as far as Holly knew. She couldn’t wait to get
Desiree alone so she could find out more about this Thad fellow.


“Is this what I think it is?” Desiree shook the hostess gift as if
it would make a sound.


“If you think it’s the 1966 Great Songs of Christmas Volume Six
vinyl LP featuring Steve Lawrence and Eydie Gormé, then, yes. Yes, it is,”
Holly said.


Desiree beamed with delight. “Oh, you do know how to get an old
woman going, don’t you?”


Gwen snorted behind a freshly poured glass of Chablis. Of course,
she hadn’t offered to hold one of the bottles when Holly was trying to balance
them on the stairs, but once inside, Gwen had already started in on one of them.
“I do.” Holly said. “Just ask Gwen over there.”


Gwen gave her a smirk that Holly read as showing appreciation for
her quick comeback even though she loathed doing so. Holly returned the wink
she’d given her earlier. Messing with Gwen was always a good time.


“I see the turtle is gone,” Ty said behind her.


“Hey, at least you got it right. Gwen thought it was a Milk Dud,
and Griffin thought it was a peanut butter cup.”


“Amateurs,” he said. “Also, I was eye to eye with it, so I had an
advantage.”


“Eye to eye with my ass or the turtle? Never mind.” She grabbed
the bottle of beer from his hand and took a long swig. The sooner she got
tipsy, the better.




* * *




Griffin had taken off his toy soldier jacket and unbuttoned his
shirt during charades. Holly couldn’t blame him. Desiree’s apartment was always
too warm for the average person. She noticed Gwen was enjoying the view, so she
leaned in and said, “Griffin is gay.”


He was new to the complex and still in the getting-to-know-you
phase with Gwen. When a condo had gone up for sale the previous year, Holly
told him to jump on it because she knew he’d fit right in. And she was right.
Desiree adored him and treated him like a grandson.


“I know that young hunk of a man is gay,” Gwen said. “Doesn’t mean
I can’t enjoy the view.” She gave Holly a side-eye and said, “I still haven’t
nailed down your type, but I will.”


“Still don’t have a type.”


“Everyone has a type,” Gwen replied with certainty.


“Are you telling me that your type is a sweet gay guy who’s half
your age?”


“No, my type is male, under forty, nice abs, good head of hair.
Your turn.”


Holly found beauty in every type of woman. A dapper suit could be
just as enticing as a sexy dress. As for her own look, she leaned more toward
the feminine side. She liked pretty dresses and sexy underwear. At work, she
kept it simple. Jeans, mostly. If it got chilly, she went for oversized
sweaters because it was basically like wearing a blanket to work, and she was
all about the cozy factor. Even then, her bra and panties nearly always
matched. Not that anyone ever saw them. But she knew, and that was what
mattered.


She’d once made the mistake of pointing out an attractive butch
girl to Gwen in a restaurant. Since they’d had numerous discussions about the
appeal of various celebrities, along with a particularly bookish barista at
their local coffee shop, Gwen had mistakenly taken the interest in the butch
girl to mean Holly might be interested in virtually anyone. This had opened a
floodgate of proposed blind dates until she told Gwen to take off the
matchmaker hat and just be her friend.


“Honestly, Gwen, at this point, I just want to find someone who
has their feet firmly planted on the ground, knows who they are, and can be
loyal and trustworthy. Is that too much to ask?”


“Only if you want a nice rack too.”


“You are truly awful.”


“Look, what you want, we all want that, kiddo. Finding those
traits in a body you want to cuddle up to for the rest of your life is the
tough part.”


“Don’t I know it.”


Griffin was in a sweat when Thad finally guessed his mess of a
charade. It said more about Thad’s charades prowess than Griff’s acting,
considering the latter’s efforts consisted mostly of marching and swimming
motions. How that related to the movie All That Jazz was anybody’s
guess.


Holly leaned in and whispered, “What do you think of Thad?”


“Handsome. Charming. Perfect for Dez if he’s not some sort of
swindler who plans to drain all of her bank accounts.”


Holly gaped at the reply. “Could you be any more cynical? Dez
seems happy. Let her be happy.”


“I’m the cynical one? Take a look in the mirror, hon. You’re
wearing purple to a Christmas party, and unless you’ve suddenly taken an
interest in crocheting, I’d say someone took pity on you and slapped a few of
their own ornaments on your sweater.”


Holly hadn’t noticed the tiny crocheted wreath that hung just
under her left breast. She really should’ve taken a quick look in the mirror
when she’d rushed into her apartment and grabbed the gift for Desiree. She
stood firm under Gwen’s scrutiny but without a single good retort in her head.
Finally, she blurted, “It was a turtle stuck to my ass, not a Milk Dud.”


The room went silent, and everyone turned to them. “Oh, don’t mind
us,” Gwen said. “Holly was just telling me about her crazy weekend with another
one-night stand. She’s such a freak, this one. I mean, who takes a turtle to
bed?”


“It must be a lesbian thing,” Thad said. “I understand they use
very interesting techniques when consummating their love.”


He spoke with such fantastic diction, Holly assumed he must’ve
attended the school of I Don’t Use Contractions When I Speak, now defunct
because even the highest of high society debutantes enjoyed a good contraction
now and then. Not that Thad appeared to be high society. He probably got in on
a scholarship.


“Yeah, no turtles are ever involved, Thad. Just beavers. Oh, and
if you can’t find a willing beaver, there are many other options on Amazon.”
Holly smiled at him mischievously.


“Really?” he said. “I never would’ve guessed a beaver.”


But somehow a turtle made sense to him? Griffin got behind Ty and
buried his face in his back. He obviously needed support to stay upright since
he was silently laughing so hard. Ty stood still, hands in pockets and a grin
that indicated he was amused but also slightly embarrassed.


Holly could tell Gwen was formulating some sort of insulting
response. Sweet Desiree, who was no prude, whispered something in Thad’s ear.
Gwen leaned in and said, “I’m an Amazon Prime member myself.”


Holly gave Gwen a side-eye. “What? No insult? No condescending
remark about lesbians and their tools?”


“Hey, we all gotta do what we gotta do.”


Thad chuckled once he was in on the joke. Holly wished she
could’ve heard Desiree’s explanation. You see, dear Thad, in less
sophisticated circles, a vagina is sometimes referred to as a beaver.


Gwen held up her glass. “We have a Christmas movie to write, don’t
we? Come on, people, let’s do this.”


Thad rubbed his hands together in delight. “I feel honored to be
here, Ms. Hudson. The Evermore series is my favorite, and when Desiree
said she knew the writer, well, I just had to meet you.”


Gwen motioned up and down Holly’s body. “She’s usually more put
together than this, Thad.”


“Definitely not at her best tonight,” Ty added.


With a sympathetic tone, Desiree said, “Maybe I chose the wrong
moment to introduce you two. It should feel magical when an artist meets one of
their fans.”


With a huff, Holly said, “Oh, come on. You guys act like I’m a
walking Charlie Brown Christmas tree or something.”


“That’s what you remind me of,” Gwen shouted. She wrapped an arm
around Holly. “But remember what happens once that poor little tree gets all
spruced up? All the ladies suddenly take an interest.”


“I literally hate you right now. You know that, right?”


“Aw, come on.” She guided Holly toward a chair. “We have a
surprise for you, kiddo. Have a seat over there, and I’ll get you a glass of
wine.”


Holly sat on one of the dining room chairs they’d pulled in from
the kitchen. Gwen handed her a glass of wine and proceeded to blindfold her.
“How am I supposed to drink wine while blindfolded?”


“Feel your way,” Gwen said. “Just don’t spill it on
Desiree’s expensive rug.”


“Yeah, thanks.” Holly found the edge of the glass with her finger
and brought it to her mouth. She took a good long sip so she’d only have to do
it once, then asked, “Is this a sex thing? Like a group orgy?” She could hear
them rummaging around, but no one answered. “If I take this blindfold off and
you all are naked, that would be…”


“Awkward,” Ty said.


“Awesome,” Griffin added.


“Life-changing,” Thad said with a sense of wonder in his voice.


Gwen chimed in. “Not what we planned, but I’m in.”


“Oh, not on my Persian rug,” Desiree said. “It’s from the set of
the 1975 film If Love Was Made of Money. One of my favorites.”


Holly heard a noise that sounded like a tarp was being shaken out.
She felt a slight breeze and heard it settle on to the floor. “Oh,” Desiree
said. “What a great idea, Griffin. I knew you were a smart boy.”


Holly felt a twinge of nervousness. She loved her friends, but
they weren’t the most refined lot. Nor were they particularly trustworthy when
it came to a joke. What was supposed to happen on a tarp in the middle of
Desiree’s living room with Christmas music playing in the background? And what
in the hell made Gwen think Holly would want to be stuck here blindfolded while
they plotted out God knew what? Finally, the blindfold was pulled from her eyes.
Holly let out a sigh of relief. Yes, there was a tarp on the floor, but
everyone appeared to be appropriate enough. “Thank God,” she said. “You’re all
still dressed.”


“My, oh my. You were hoping for something different?” Gwen slung
the scarf she’d used as a blindfold over her shoulder. “Who could’ve known that
our little writer of sweet, tame Christmas movies would have such a big-ass
naughty streak?”


“It’s always the quiet ones,” Thad said under his breath.


Holly put a finger in the air. “Okay, number one, since when am I
quiet?” A second finger punctuated her next statement. “And number two, I was
relieved that you weren’t all naked. Relieved, Gwen. Not disappointed.”


Ty started in. “Holly, we know we usually play spin the bottle to
help you develop storylines, but this time we’re doing it a little bit
differently.”


For the past several years, once everyone was sufficiently tipsy,
Holly’s neighbors had made a game of holiday romance writing. They’d spin the bottle
to reveal the locations, characters, and key plot points of “Holly’s Next
Movie.” By the end, they’d have a ridiculous plot outlined. Last year’s involved
a recently single New Yorker who got stuck in a small town with his dog because
the main road was wiped out. If boy had met girl at that point, it would have
been a pretty serviceable setup, but of course, that wasn’t the end of it. Not
by a long shot. In Scout Saves Christmas, the main character, Lance, was
the only one who could hear his dog talk. Meanwhile, he was forced to direct
the town Christmas pageant in order to show Santa that Hickory Farms—yes, that
was what they’d named it—really did still have Christmas spirit. Along the way,
Lance fell in love with a schoolteacher with a talking cat. Holly couldn’t
remember if it was last year’s movie or the year before, but a minor sledding
accident might also have been involved.


“Ty, I feel like you might be using the word ‘help’ a bit
loosely,” Holly said.


“Exactly. And yes, we’ve noticed that our ideas rarely make it
onscreen.”


Holly snorted. “Or put another way, they never do.”


“Right. Yes. That’s what we noticed. And we thought perhaps a
change of scenery would do us all some good.” Ty looked over at Griffin and
gave a nod.


Griffin Taylor, Professional Actor, took his cue. He stood next to
an easel that had a blank piece of poster board attached to it and flashed his
award-winning, cosmetically straightened, professionally whitened grin. “Holly
Hudson, we’re about to blow your mind, and you’ll never have to work another
day in your life because what we’re about to give you will be watched by
millions and adored for years to come.” He pulled the blank piece of poster
board away and revealed the next one, which said Holly’s Next Christmas
Movie (working title).


“It’ll be like A Christmas Story with the leg lamp,” Gwen
said. “You know, the kid who gets left home alone?”


Ty snorted. “You could call it Lonely Christmas with a Leg Lamp.”


Holly put up a finger again, then realized she probably did that much
too often and instead, tried for a casual scratch on her head. “Two different
movies, Gwen, but I think I get your point. It’ll be a classic.”


Thad chimed in. “If you want a classic, you really should consider
writing something similar to that Jimmy Stewart movie It’s a Wonderful Life.”


Holly eyed them with suspicion. “And you’re going to help me write
this classic? Because that’s gone so well in the past?”


“We sure are.” Griffin flipped the tarp over and shook it high
into the air.


As it floated back down to earth, Holly tilted her head to one
side. “Is that Twister?”


Desiree cupped her hand around her mouth and said, “Better than an
orgy.”


“Though in my experience, it could lead to one,” Griffin said with
a sly grin in Ty’s direction.


Great. Now Holly had to worry about both Gwen and Griffin taking
advantage of innocent, inexperienced Ty. Holly didn’t know for sure that he was
so innocent, but everything about him kind of screamed virgin. She’d have a
talk with Griffin later.


In the meantime, everyone looked so pleased with themselves, Holly
felt it was necessary to show a little bit of enthusiasm. “I can’t wait to
watch you all contort yourselves on my behalf.”


“Oh no, dear. You’ll be the one on the mat,” Desiree said with a
somewhat disturbing look of glee on her face.


Holly stood. “Oh, no. I’m not going to…in front of all of
you…just…put my ass up in the air. I mean, haven’t I been humiliated enough for
one day with candy on my ass and these damned ornaments hanging from my
sweater?”


Griffin wrapped his arm around her and said, “Don’t worry, hon.
We’re in this together. And if it happens that all my sexy neighbors collapse
on top of me, so be it.”


Thad leaned over to Desiree and said, “I haven’t been to a party
with this much promise since 1978.”


“Okay, so here are the rules, Hollister.”


“Not my name, Ken Griffey Junior.”


“Her real name is Hol—”


Holly put up her hand. “No, Dez. Just because you saw my driver’s license
once doesn’t mean you get to tell everyone the name my dear parents blessed me
with.”


“Well, it’s such a fun name for a girl who grew up in Christmas
Town, USA,” Desiree said. “And I only saw your license because you were pulled
over for speeding.”


“Okay, moving on,” Griffin said. “Here are the rules. Green dots
are for main characters. Blue dots are for locations. Red dots are for points
of conflict. Yellow dots are for time period. We’ve all put our ideas in.
Desiree and Thad will be in charge of calling out the colors, and we’re going
to shortcut this by having all four of us put one hand and one foot on two
different colors. Then, whoever gets to the color Dez calls out first gets
their choice read.” Griffin kicked off his shoes and rubbed his hands together.
“Here we go, kids. May the most limber person win.”


“Spin the bottle is so much easier.” Holly stepped up to the mat
and crouched so she could put her hand on a dot. “Also, shouldn’t we be high
right now? Otherwise, aren’t we just a bunch of insane adults playing Twister?”


Gwen didn’t bother crouching. She bent her body in half, ass in
the air. “It’s always the weak ones who don’t want to play the game.” She had a
decided advantage thanks to a brief yet life-altering affair with a yogi. The
relationship had died out in record time, but Gwen’s passion for yoga had been
ignited.


Ty and Griffin took their places, and Desiree called out, “Left
foot, green.”


“Ty got there first,” Thad said. He consulted a clipboard. “His
choice for main character number one is a woman who lives with her
grandfather.”


“Nice choice, but you should’ve taken your socks…off.” Holly had
barely gotten the words out when Ty’s foot slipped out from under him. “Well,
crap. Ty’s out.”


“Right hand, blue.”


“Damnit.” Holly’s hand went down right on top of Griffin’s.


“Well, deck the halls,” Griffin exclaimed. “It sounds like
someone’s getting into this.”


Gwen’s body was fully contorted, but she twisted toward Griffin
with ease. “Griffin, dear. Surely by now you know how competitive young Holly
Jolly Christmas is.”


“Have I mentioned that I hate you all?”


They responded as a group. “Yes!”


“If I may.” Thad cleared his throat as if he was about to
introduce the queen of England to parliament. “Griffin’s location of choice is
a farmhouse in New Hampshire.”


“Oh, come on,” Gwen said. “You’re making it too easy on her. My
choice was the International Space Station where an actress in her thirties who
just happens to look a lot like me plays an astronaut who’s looking for love on
all the wrong planets.”


“Thirties, huh? Your arms are shaking, old lady. You won’t last
another move.” Hard as Holly tried to smack talk the competition, she knew
perfectly well no one was going to outlast Gwen.


“Stop staring at my cleavage, little girl. You can’t handle a
woman like me.”


Holly grinned. “Not gonna work, Mama. You’re outta here.”


Desiree threw a hand over her heart and sighed. “Oh, I can’t wait
to see who lives in that farmhouse.”


“A woman who lives with her grandfather,” Ty said. “That was my
choice, remember?”


“Okay, but can’t she live with her grandfather on the space
station?”


“She could have if you’d been faster.” Holly tried to give Gwen a
kick, but she couldn’t quite reach, and she just ended up bucking into the air.
“Keep rolling, people. Gwen won’t last much longer.” Holly wouldn’t either, but
she was determined to be the last player standing.


“Left foot, yellow,” Desiree shouted. “Oh, miracle of all
miracles, Holly won.”


What had gotten into Desiree? She wasn’t usually one for such
blatant sarcasm. Holly muttered under her breath, “I was going to choose
you, Dez, but—”


“No buts, honey. For the time period, I choose the 1940s.”


“1940s,” Gwen cried. “My God, just kill me now. Why not the
goddamned Civil War if you want merriment mixed with mass killing?”


“It was a very compelling period in our history,” Desiree said.
“Men were off fighting in a war, and women were at work in all manner of
factories. Our country was united. Everyone was working hard for the same goal.
It’s the perfect backdrop for a lovely Christmas movie.”


“On the upside, I could wear a military uniform,” Griffin said. He
was the most contorted of the bunch, with a hand in one corner and one foot at
the top of the mat and another foot in the opposite corner. “They could give me
a Purple Heart at the Christmas tree lighting ceremony in the town square.” He
fell to his knees. “Okay, I’m done. It’s up to you ladies.”


Holly’s strength was waning. She fell to her knees and rolled onto
her back. “Okay, Mama. You win.”


Ty smiled down on her. “She beat you,” he said in a deadpan voice.
“Your humiliation is complete.”


Gwen also collapsed onto her back and turned to Holly. “Just so
you know, I’m never letting this win go. I’ll bring it up every chance I get.
I’ll start so many sentences with ‘Hey, remember that time I beat your young
ass?’ that you’ll want to kill me in a dark alley, but that’s okay because I
have this win to cling to. Forever.”


Holly couldn’t help but smile because even with all of their sassy
banter and Gwen’s sharp tongue, Gwen was a forever friend. In fact, Holly hoped
she’d have all of these people in her life for a very long time. They were a
quirky bunch, but they were steady and loyal. Even Thad seemed to have a good
sense of humor and a kind heart. She’d have to make a point to get to know him
better.


“If no one has any objections,” Thad said, “I’d like to choose the
other main character.”


“Go ahead,” Holly said. “Just don’t make him too complicated.
Women like simple men.”


“I wasn’t thinking of a man at all. I’d like her to be a lady
veteran returning home from the war. Sorry, Griffin. That means you’ll have to
be cast as the war hero’s jealous brother who can’t stand to watch his sister
getting all the attention. And if that’s not hard enough on you, your sister is
going to win the heart of the farmer’s daughter as well.”


Holly sat up. “Thad, you’re evil in such a good way.”


“Damn right,” Griffin said. “He just took away my Purple Heart.
And do you really see me playing the loser brother who outs his gay sister to
the whole town?”


“This story is getting sadder by the minute,” Gwen said. “How
could you possibly fix all this so the family can celebrate the birth of Christ
together?”


“It’s true,” Griffin said. “Wifetime is not in the business of
bringing the bummer to Christmas.”


“Or diversity and inclusion,” Gwen said. “In fact, I’m amazed they
hire gay people at all.”


“Oh, that’s what’s so silly about the whole thing,” Desiree said.
“The gays have always comprised a good share of the creative talent in this
town. They can’t ignore that fact.”


Holly sighed. “They don’t. We’re half the damn staff.”


“Yeah, well, a bunch of the company is Jewish too,” Griffin added.
“But you haven’t seen Eight Nights of Love on the schedule yet either,
have you?”


“Right. That’s Wifetime’s thing. Half the staff and none of the
programming.” As much as Holly wanted to exclusively write gay Christmas movies
for the rest of her life, watching two women get run out of 1940s New Hampshire
for falling in love with each other wouldn’t be a good time for anyone. “Sorry,
folks. I know you had high hopes for this twisted game of Twister, but hey, at
least we all got to see some asses in the air and some boobs dragging on the
floor. I’m kidding, Gwen. Your boobs did not drag on the floor.”


“No, but they did drag across my face a few times,” Ty said
jokingly.


Gwen stood. “Don’t say it like you hated it, cowboy. Now, who
needs another drink after the most depressing game of Twister anyone ever did
play?”


Every hand in the room went up.


Desiree kept her hand up. “May I say something first? I think
Holly would write the most beautiful love story with our selections, but
really, we don’t have to wait for that, and we don’t have to wait for Christmas
Eve to watch the latest Evermore. Let’s watch it tonight in the company
of our dear friend and amazing screenwriter, Holly Hudson.”


Gwen raised a hand in the air. “I second that emotion.”


Ty got up and put his shoes on. “I have the best organic popcorn
down in my apartment. Don’t start without me.”


It surprised Holly when no one balked at the idea. She knew
Griffin wouldn’t because he loved watching himself onscreen, but she expected
some sort of snide remark from Ty or Gwen. She got up and put on her shoes too.
“I have some big floor pillows. Don’t start without me, either.” Once she was
out of the apartment, she let the huge grin she’d been holding back come out in
full force.




* * *




After the movie, a few more drinks, and a terrible group rendition
of several Christmas carols, the hugs good-bye started. With so much booze in them,
those hugs quickly turned into slow dances. Holly lifted her head off Griffin’s
shoulder and said, “When I get back from Hawaii, will you marry me and have my
babies?”


He kissed her forehead. “Only if I can wear this toy soldier
outfit to our wedding, and we build a life-size Barbie condo where the back of
the house is all glass and looks out on the ocean. Oh, but it’s a hard no on
the baby thing. I can’t risk losing my figure.”


Gwen sway-walked her way over to them and put out her hand. “My
turn. I have to say Feliz Navidad in Hawaiian.” She pulled Holly into the
traditional dance position and actually started to do a weird version of the
mamba.


“Whoa. Are you going to say it with your lips or your hips? G, I’m
too drunk to move this fast…oh God. Don’t spin me.”


“Don’t be so flat-footed,” Gwen said. “I learned this dance in the
90s, and I’ve still got it.”


It was Holly’s good fortune that Gwen let go and decided to
freestyle the hell out of whatever dance that was. She didn’t seem to care that
Andy Williams was still crooning in the background.


Ty walked up to Holly and offered his hand. “I promise to say it
with my lips, not my hips.”


“Oh, thank God.” He seemed to be slightly soberer than Holly was,
so she took his hand. “This is where we dance like we’re two scared teenagers
and barely move back and forth, okay?”


“You had me at scared teenager. I learned that dance in the late
2000-teens, and I still got it.”


“Yeah, you’re killing it.” Holly rested her head on his shoulder.
“And now, I’m going to kill the drunk thirty-something who can’t hang like she
used to dance.”


“What time is your flight?”


She opened her eyes. “Oh, fuck. I have to catch a plane tomorrow,
don’t I?”


“Today technically.” He slowed his sway and pulled back. “It’s
2:30.”


“Silent Night” ended abruptly. It was probably a good thing since
it had successfully lulled Holly into a state of sleeping while standing. She
lifted her head and gave Ty a hug. “I should go pack.” She paused for a second.
“Are you going to say it?” She turned and looked at everyone else. “Does anyone
in this room actually know how to say Merry Christmas in Hawaiian?”


Desiree stepped up to Holly and took her hands. “Mele
Kalikimaka, Holly. And safe travels.” Holly leaned down and let Desiree
kiss her cheek. She was sure to have a lipstick mark, but she didn’t care.
These were her people. Her best friends. And she loved every one of them as if
they were family.


Chapter Three


Holly stopped dead in her tracks. “Be cool,” she whispered to
herself. She turned around oh so casually, hoping she wouldn’t be spotted. Don’t
be daft. She probably won’t even remember you. And stop thinking words like daft.
You’re not British. Holly took a breath and peeked over her shoulder.
Meredith Drake, aka Madame President, had moved through the crowd to the
luggage carousel. Madame President was the new nickname Holly had recently
conferred upon her crush, resulting from a fantasy involving a certain desk in
the Oval Office. Holly had never lacked creativity.


How the hell had Holly been on the same flight to Honolulu with
her and hadn’t even known it? It seemed wholly unfair. It also seemed like her
fantasy should’ve taken place on Air Force One.


Meredith had probably been in first class, which explained why she
looked so well rested. Her short brown hair lacked the typical flattening on
the back of the head that usually happened on a long flight. It had a slight
wave to it. No frizz. A pretty shine, and Holly was sure that if Meredith
jumped up and down, her hair would have a natural, hairspray-free bounce to it,
which meant it was being held in place with nothing but God’s love. Of course
it was.


Holly lowered her gaze to Meredith’s off-white linen pants, loose
except for the part that hugged her backside perfectly. She wore a fitted,
navy-blue T-shirt that made Holly pray she would turn around, and a gray
cashmere scarf that had probably kept her cozy on the flight.


Holly, on the other hand, felt like a hungover, crumpled piece of
Kleenex due to the one too many glasses of wine she’d had the night before. She
hadn’t worn her nice track pants. Nope, not Holly. She was in sweatpants and a
hooded sweatshirt that said Nantucket and had a drawing of a whale on it. To
say she was a bit worse for wear would have been an understatement. It didn’t
help that she’d been stuck next to a guy who’d snored his way through the
entire flight.


No matter. She had a plan. She’d hold back and leave her luggage
on the carousel until Meredith got hers and left. Then everything would be
fine. Holly moved through the crowd but kept her eye on Meredith. She imagined
any number of surveillance scenarios. Going around the corner and secretly
watching from a mirror. Cutting two peepholes out of a newspaper. A drone, but
that wasn’t really viable inside the airport.


Holly really wasn’t a creep. She was just prone to vivid
daydreams. It had gotten her in trouble plenty growing up, but it had served
her well in her professional life. She allowed herself a brief moment of glee
thinking about that time Miss “Not Ms., Not Mrs., Miss” Winchell had told her
she’d never amount to anything if she couldn’t learn to “cut out the dagnab
stargazing and just focus.” She wondered if Miss Winchell was harassing any
future screenwriters in this year’s class.


And that was when the worst luggage disaster the Daniel K. Inouye
International Airport had ever seen, happened. Okay, so maybe it wasn’t the
worst. Sadly, it wasn’t even a movie-worthy explosion of bras and panties. More
like a steady spill as the zipper on Meredith’s suitcase gave up on its only
job in this world. Granted, the suitcase appeared to be stuffed beyond
capacity.


Meredith had managed to pull it off the carousel along with most
of her clothing. Unfortunately, a set of light pink panties and a matching bra
that still had the tags on had exceeded her reach and were about to be viewed
by everyone on the flight.


When a young boy was shushed by his mother after he shouted,
“Look, Mommy. Are those your panties?” Holly decided to make a run for it. She
pushed her way through the throng of tired passengers who were crammed up
against the carousel. “Excuse me. Sorry. Excuse me.” With a lunge, she grabbed
the bra and panties, managing to travel a few feet on the carousel for good
measure. She pushed herself back up and threw her hand in the air. “Got them.”


The strangers, apparently not appreciative of the athletic prowess
she’d just demonstrated, stared at her. A teenager with major attitude gave her
a slow clap. And to make things worse, her chivalrous gesture had gone
unnoticed by Meredith, who’d managed to get her belongings on a cart and was
headed toward the door. Holly quickly recognized the near miss for the blessing
it was. While her instinct had been to play the panty-saving superhero, in
reality, she looked like an ass standing there holding Meredith’s lacy pink bra
and panty set. She glanced at the tag. Neiman Marcus. Of course. Holly let the
lingerie drop to her side. Funny how many of her Meredith fantasies involved
bra and panty sets, yet never quite like this.


She turned back toward the luggage carousel. Time to get back
to your table for one, Holly. At least then, when you make an ass of yourself,
an airport full of people won’t be around to see it. She watched as her bag
disappeared onto the back side of the carousel. She’d have to wait there until
it circled around again.


“Excuse me?” a voice came from behind her. “I believe those belong
to me.”


Holly cringed and delivered a silent prayer: Sweet Jesus,
please take me. Please take me. Please take me. Nothing. She felt compelled
to clarify: Jesus, please take me. Now. Nope. Holly would have to turn
around and face Meredith Drake. She manufactured a smile and turned. “Well,
howdy,” she said with a bit too much enthusiasm and way too much howdy.


The corners of Meredith’s mouth curled up slightly. Her eyebrows
arched. Then she grinned. “Holly Hudson. What a surprise.”


“I, I have your um…” Holly stammered and held up the lingerie. At
precisely that moment, her grandmother spoke to her from the grave and gifted
her with the perfect word. “You know, your unmentionables.” At least it would
have been the perfect word in 1938.


“Since you’re displaying my underwear in the middle of baggage
claim, I think it’s probably okay if you call them by name.”


“Right. Of course. Your panties.” Oh God. Why? Why? Why?
Holly shoved them at her. “Here you go.”


By that point, Meredith looked beyond amused, clearly trying to
keep her grin contained. “Thank you, Holly. I must admit, my day started off
pretty horribly. And it didn’t help to have my things paraded for the whole
flight to see.” Her smile widened. “But seeing you risk life and limb, or at
least a very public trip around the carousel, really put things in perspective
for me.”


“Oh sure, yeah. I’m here to help.” Holly gave a stupid
at-your-service bow and then capped the whole nightmare off by saying,
“Besides, it could have been worse. You could have had a vibrator in there.” Because
oh my fucking God, this isn’t bad enough.


“Right. Well, I suppose it’s a good thing my carry-on didn’t spill
then.”


Holly blinked approximately four hundred and twelve times and
wondered if she’d heard that right.


“I’m joking, Holly.”


“Right. Yes. Of course. I didn’t know you joked, I mean, of course
you joke. Is it hot in here? And it’s muggy. Isn’t it muggy?” She went to pull her
hoodie over her head. “Ow. Ow.” The claw clip that held her hair up in a messy
bun had somehow gotten caught on the hoodie, and she was sure she’d just lost a
chunk of hair and possibly shown off her oldest, most comfortable sports bra to
the entire airport because her T-shirt had decided to make the trip too. So
that was that. She’d have to quit her job and leave LA so she’d never run into
Meredith Drake ever again.


That was how Holly rolled when it came to communicating with
beautiful women. She’d forget how to form coherent sentences, and then,
whatever did come out was something akin to Yoda speak. She was surprised “you
could’ve had a vibrator in there” hadn’t come out as “a vibrator you could’ve
had in there, hmm? Yes.”


She managed to remove both the clip and the hoodie only to find
Meredith staring at her as if she was just this side of flying over a cuckoo’s
nest. “I was hot. Like, super hot.”


“So you mentioned.”


Holly waved a hand in front of her face. “Couldn’t take another
second of that hoodie. Has that ever happened to you? Like, you just have to
rip your clothes off?”


In a deadpan tone, Meredith said, “Not in the airport.”


Stupid, you are, Holly Hudson. Best to just get started on that
plan to leave LA.


“Do you know where the taxi stand is? Or should I take an Uber? I
was supposed to be traveling with my sister, and she’s the one who knows
Honolulu like the back of her hand.”


Holly got behind Meredith’s cart and gave it a good push. “Follow
me.” Once they got outside, she realized it had rained, and there were puddles
everywhere. No wonder it felt so muggy. “Watch out for the—”


But it was too late. Madame President had stepped right into a
puddle and mumbled, “Fuck me,” under her breath. In an effort to shake the
water from her expensive looking slip-on loafer, she ended up kicking it off.
It landed smack in the middle of the puddle.


“I got it.” Holly picked up the shoe and wiped it with her hoodie.
She noticed Meredith’s expression had changed. She looked like she was about to
cry. “Bad day, huh?”


“You have no idea.” Meredith took her shoe and put it back on,
then ran a hand through her hair. “Bad day doesn’t even come close.”


“Yeah, holiday travel can be the worst.” Holly got behind the cart
again and pushed it toward the cab stand. “Everyone is going somewhere they
don’t want to be, i.e., their parents’ house, with Aunt Leona in the twin bed
next to you sawing redwoods all night while you stare at the same ceiling you
spent your entire childhood staring at, and you can’t believe you’re back there,
you know? Back under your parents’ thumb for three solid days with no escape
plan, and the only viable option is to closet-drink and eat yourself sick so
you can actually claim to be sick and then get a room of your own because Aunt
Leona’s immune system isn’t so good.” She parked the cart at the end of the
queue. Meredith didn’t seem to be listening, so she backed away and said,
“Anyway, take care.”


Holly would never forget the moment she’d first laid eyes on
Meredith Drake. Any card-carrying lesbian would have had a visceral reaction to
the tall, brown-eyed beauty. Except she must’ve been wearing heels that day
because Holly remembered having to look up to her as they’d shaken hands and
subsequently spilled a bit of coffee on herself.


In her loafers, Meredith was only slightly taller. The fancy suit
she’d worn on the day they’d met had been smokin’ hot, but the linen pants and
T-shirt allowed Holly to truly appreciate her athletic physique. No doubt the
woman took her Pilates seriously.


Holly turned to walk away when Meredith said, “Could my day get
any worse?”


Holly wasn’t sure if the question was directed at her, but she turned
back and said, “Oh, definitely. I could’ve been a man chasing after you with
your panties and bra, saying, hey, lady. You left your sexy lingerie behind.
And by the way, can I get your number?”


“Okay, that would be worse.” Meredith flashed her a smile. “Thank
you, for saving me from that particular embarrassment.”


“No problem. Hey, can I get your number?” Meredith’s smile faded, causing
Holly to put up her hands. “Totally kidding.”


“Good one. You got me.”


“Right,” Holly said. “I’m a jokester. I make stupid jokes all the
time, in fact. One right after the other, they just spill out, so really, you
have nothing to be embarrassed about because I’m the hold-my-beer girl.”


Meredith raised an eyebrow. “Hold my beer?”


“Yeah. You know, if someone does something really stupid, I always
manage to up the ante.”


“Like what happened just now with the…” Meredith circled her own
head with her finger.


Holly covered her face with her hands and groaned, then dragged
them down her cheeks and said, “Did you by any chance see my bra? It’s my
airplane bra. And my Sunday bra. And sometimes my Monday bra if the thought of
going back to work is too much for me, and I just need, you know, something
soft wrapped around me.”


“Everything in the trunk?” the cab driver grumbled, taking
Meredith’s attention away. Probably just in time since Holly’s inner thoughts
sometimes turned into outer thoughts, and to say that she would have loved to
know what it felt like to have Meredith’s soft legs wrapped around her would be
a huge hold my beer moment with only one participant—Holly, upping the ante on
herself—it was time to walk away.


There weren’t many people who stopped Holly cold in her tracks the
way Meredith Drake did. Sure, LA was full of beautiful women in all shapes and
sizes. But the thing about Meredith Drake? Well, she exuded not just one of
Holly’s weaknesses, but two: power and attitude. In fact, if Holly wasn’t so
averse to pain, she’d probably let a woman like Meredith throw her up against a
wall and dominate her. Tie her to a bed and blindfold her. Maybe pull her hair
a little. Possibly the candle thing if she asked nicely. They’d need a safe
word. S’more. S’more would be their safe word. Except that would never work
because things could go downhill whenever someone simply wanted more.


She decided then and there that their safe word would be no. It
was straightforward and to the point. Also, she really never should’ve watched
that damned shades of gray movie.


And now, she just needed to walk away before she turned bright red
due to her scandalous thoughts. “Okay, then. I should catch up with my family.
Because who comes to Hawaii alone?” Stop talking, Holls. She couldn’t care
less who you are or are not here with, so just be on your way.


“Holly?”


She stopped and turned back around. “Yes?”


“Merry Christmas.”


Holly rarely returned the sentiment anymore. It had long ago lost
its meaning after she’d heard her parents use the phrase practically
year-round. She preferred something simple like, “Yeah, you too,” which came
out of her mouth a little too fast given how sincere Meredith seemed to be.
Meredith had said merry Christmas, but her eyes were saying so much more. Thank
you? Wish I could give you my number? Okay, so not that last one, but Holly
could dream, right? She could also say, “I mean, merry Christmas to you too.
And a happy new year. And whatever comes next.”


“Um, Valentine’s Day?”


“Yes,” Holly exclaimed. “Happy Valentine’s Day. I’ll send you some
chocolates. Or flowers? Which do you prefer? Tasty or smelly?” She slapped a hand
to her forehead. “Crap, that sounded gross. Never mind. I’ll work it out. You
just go on and enjoy Hawaii, okay? Get lei’d and all that. I mean, you know,
the flower kind. L-E-I.”


The car door closed before Holly got that last part out. So that
meant that the last thing Holly Hudson ever said to Meredith Drake was to get
laid. Freaking fabulous.




* * *




On her way down to the hotel swimming pool, Holly received the
dreaded phone call she got every year from her mother telling her it wasn’t too
late to hop on a plane so she could spend Christmas with them. Except it was
too late. And even if it wasn’t, that was not where she wanted to be. She tried
not to make a habit of answering her phone in crowded elevators, but delaying
this one would only make things worse. “Hey, Mom. I’m on my way down to the
pool, can I—”


“Glad to hear the plane didn’t crash.”


“Right. Sorry. I forgot to text last night.” An older woman turned
and gave her a motherly glare. “All is well, Mom. No need to worry,” Holly
added in her best cheery voice.


“All is not well, Holiday. You’re spending Christmas on a beach.
Again. Alone. Again. Without your parents. Again.”


Another scowl from the elderly woman caused Holly to turn her back
to everyone. She put her large sunglasses on even though it was too late to go
incognito. No doubt she’d run into the older woman everywhere she went over the
next few days. Plenty of time for lots of scowls at the bad daughter. Maybe a
change of subject would help. “How’s Dad? How’s the store? Busy as ever?”


“You mean your brokenhearted father? Oh, he’s fine. Just fine.
Thanks for asking. I’ll let him know you care.”


Holly put on her floppy beach hat. “I do care, Mom. Tell him I
said hi.” The elevator stopped again. Holly tucked her head down and cupped her
hand around the phone. “Will you do that for me, Mom?” She heard her mom’s
sniffles. “Oh God. No, don’t start crying.”


“Coconuts.”


“What?”


Had she heard right? “Mom? Did you say coconuts?” She meant to
turn the volume up on her phone but her finger slipped, and she accidentally
put it on speaker. Her mother’s voice blared through the elevator.


“Any idea how hard it is knowing that you hate Christmas so much
you’d rather drink out of coconuts with little umbrellas than your
grandmother’s special Christmas punchbowl? Come home, Holiday. Your family—”


In a panic, Holly hit the End Call button. Silence filled the
elevator. She didn’t dare turn back around to face the strangers who’d heard
her mother’s rant. Mentioning the punchbowl was a new low for her mom. She
usually kept her guilt trips a little lighter. Things like it being Holly’s job
to put the angel on the tree, and no one could replace her. Or how the
gingerbread cookies were never quite as good when she wasn’t there to decorate
them. Her mom had taken it to a whole other level with the punchbowl comment.
Holly leaned forward and pressed her forehead against the wall. She’d stay like
that until the world’s longest elevator ride came to an end.


Traditions loomed large in the Hudson house. Grandmother Hudson
had a silver punchbowl that had been passed down to her by her grandmother. It
came out of storage once a year on Christmas Eve and was placed on the table
with almost religious reverence. The same fruity punch recipe had been used for
generations, and it was the only drink ever served from the bowl. Holly likened
it to a warm sangria of sorts, but she didn’t know what all was in it. It had
been handed down with the punchbowl, and tradition held that only the inheritor
could know the recipe.


Grandmother Hudson had passed away the previous year. She’d left
the punchbowl to Holly, and along with the recipe, it was still in a box in her
parents’ attic. As much as she knew they’d want to get it out and use it for
Christmas, they never would. It was Holly’s responsibility to continue the
legacy of the Christmas punchbowl. A task she wanted nothing to do with.


When the elevator dinged, Holly turned back around. The car had
emptied except for one great pair of legs. She lifted the brim of her floppy
hat and saw Meredith standing there holding the door open. Great. Perfect. Just
great. Had she, along with everyone else, heard the entire conversation with her
mother?


“After you,” Meredith said. She had a smirk on her face. A smirk
that said, yeah, so about that phone call with your mom.


Shit, shit, shit. Not only had Meredith possibly, no, most
likely, as in totally definitely, heard Holly’s conversation with her mother,
but by the looks of her sheer white swimsuit cover-up, she seemed to be headed
in the same direction as Holly. “Oh God,” Holly whispered. She wanted to pull
the brim of her hat over her face. She wanted to disappear. “Thanks, but I
think I forgot something in my room. My aunt! I forgot my aunt in the room. And
my uncle. He’s there too. Oh, and my brother. It’s just my parents who couldn’t
join us this year. Every other year, of course, but this year they couldn’t
make it.”


“All of you stay in the same room?”


“We’re super close-knit,” Holly said. “You know those tight family
bonds. Families who sleep together, stay together.” She should shut up now. The
idiot factor was hitting max capacity.


Meredith took her hand from the door and let it close behind them.
“What floor?”


“Sixteen.” It was another lie. Why couldn’t she speak truth to
power or whatever the hell that saying was? Why was practically every word that
came from her mouth an unnecessary skid off the road of reality?


Of course, there wasn’t even a number sixteen for Meredith to
push, so she stood there with her finger at the ready while she stared Holly
down.


“Eleven,” Holly said.


“Are you sure?”


“I don’t know why I said sixteen. I always stay on eleven. Same
room every year. Unless of course, that room has a plumbing issue, in which
case, I was moved to twelve one year. Better than being under the plumbing
problem, right?”


Meredith tilted her head. “Don’t you mean, we?”


Holly decided enough was enough. Any explanation would just lead
to another lie. She wasn’t sure if she could even come back from the lies she’d
already told. She would have to get a table for four everywhere she went in
case she ran into Meredith. Then tell her that everyone in the family except
for Holly was a fast eater, and she was just finishing up. Yes, because that
made so much sense.


“I knew it was kismet,” Meredith said.


Holly raised her head but didn’t reply.


“A panties flying everywhere kismet shitshow, but still, I knew
I’d run into you again.”


She’d move to a different hotel. Holly would just pack up and have
the relaxing, quiet, solo Christmas break she’d been looking forward to. She
didn’t need the elegance and quiet of the fancy hotel she’d been going to ever
since the first Evermore came out. An out-of-the-way resort with the best
seafood she’d ever eaten? And those plush robes? And honestly, with the
bicycles and the paddle board yoga class? Nope. She didn’t need any of it. She
could just spend the rest of the week at the Best Western on Waikiki. Surely
there had to be one. No more humiliating run-ins with the hottest executive the
Wifetime Channel had ever employed. Then, maybe one day, a very long time from
now, they’d pass each other in the hall again, and Meredith would ask about the
family, and Holly could lie again. Problem solved.


The elevator doors opened, and Holly made a run for it. “Good to
see you again,” she said in the cheeriest voice she could muster.


“I rented a cabana by the pool for the day,” Meredith said. “Get
your shit together and join me later?”


Holly stopped but didn’t turn around. Get her shit
together? She was pretty sure Meredith wasn’t referring to the human beings
she’d claimed to have forgotten. She turned around and was about to decline
because she’d be too busy packing and moving to another hotel when Meredith
said, “You’d be doing me a big favor. I mean, how silly will I look sitting in
there all alone?”


Holly gestured with her thumb. “I have to get—”


“Bring them with you. There’s plenty of room for everyone.”
Meredith shrugged. “Or you could tell them you met someone.”


Time seemed to stand still. Holly waited for Meredith to clarify
the same way Holly would, with a quick lie like, I mean, a friend. You
found a friend. But that obviously wasn’t Meredith Drake’s style. No, her
style was to keep steady eye contact while the elevator filled up with steam
due to her sexiness. Power. Attitude. Holly didn’t have a chance.


“Yeah, okay.” Her voice seemed weak and unsure compared to
Meredith’s. How could a woman like that possibly be attracted to her?




* * *




Holly walked past the row of cabanas that dotted the enormous
round pool. Each was a large, tented bed with curtains on each side. They faced
the pool, and each had their front drapes tied to the posts that made up the
cabana’s frame. Holly knew from that time she’d gone to a friend’s bachelorette
party in Vegas that they probably ran six hundred dollars for half a day, not
including the food and beverage minimum. They were nice.


She walked past a few more that had lounge chairs for sunning and
shaded sofas for relaxing. Those were more permanent structures with
flat-screen TVs, ceiling fans, and mini fridges. Holly glanced into one and saw
a man at a laptop talking loudly into a speaker phone. A bored-looking kid sat
next to him playing video games. Holly wondered why they even bothered.


Most of the land on either side of the pool extended to gardens
and walking paths. The hotel loomed large with its two hundred or so lanai
rooms that overlooked the water. On the south side, a strip of land separated
the pool from the ocean. That was where Holly discovered that there were
cabanas, and then there were cabanas.


Cabana twenty-five had a gate that opened onto a patio. Behind
that was a small building with French doors. It looked more like a guest house.
The front side faced the pool. The back side, which Holly could see through the
windows, faced the ocean.


Meredith stepped through the doors with two glasses of champagne.
“I’m so glad you could make it.” Holly took her glass, and Meredith tapped it with
hers and said, “Here’s to leaving all of the bullshit behind.”


Holly couldn’t help but wonder if by bullshit, Meredith
meant Holly’s big fat family lie. The fact that Meredith had two glasses—and
only two glasses—at the ready certainly suggested she already knew. Should Holly
just cop to it? Just tell the damned truth, that she hated Christmas and
everything related to it? Hated red and green as a color combination. Hated
pine-scented candles and pine cone wreaths and mistletoe. Let’s not forget
tree-lighting ceremonies, fruitcake and eggnog. And secret Santas. Ugh. Oh, and
Christmas carolers. What were you even supposed to do when they came to the
door? Should you join in? Were you supposed to tip? It was so awkward. She
hated all of it. And she hadn’t spent Christmas with her parents since her
junior year of college. She clinked their glasses together. “I can drink to
that.”


Meredith seemed to scrutinize her after taking a sip of champagne.
Her intense brown eyes wandered down Holly’s body and back up again. When their
eyes met, Holly couldn’t hold her gaze. She turned away and said, “You really
scored with this cabana. Can’t imagine it was easy to come by this time of
year.” She took a breath and willed herself to be cool this time. No lies.
“Seems like a Christmas haven to me.”


“How so?”


Holly took another sip of champagne and turned back around. “Well,
you’re staying in a great hotel on the beach. Sand, champagne, a ginormous
tropical fruit plate.” Holly stuck a toothpick in a small piece of papaya and
popped it in her mouth. “What more do you need?”


Meredith furrowed her brow. “Are you being serious? Holly Hudson,
the queen of all things Christmas, thinks this is what it’s all about?”
She made a big sweeping motion with her hand, almost knocking over a bottle of
champagne. “And is your name really Holiday? Again, sorry. I overheard your
mom.”


Holly somehow managed to catch the tilting bottle before it fell.
Remarkably, she didn’t fall, or spill it, or lose her bikini top in the
process. That was a very good sign indeed. She topped off her glass and said,
“Yes. And yes. But the only people who get to call me Holiday are my parents.
So don’t even think about it, Mer. Can I call you Mer?”


“No, you may not.”


“That’s fair.”


Meredith tilted her head. “I can’t seem to wrap my head around it.
I mean, your Evermore series has upped the ante on cheesy Christmas
movies. I’ve seen the numbers. You’re changing the industry. And yet, your
mother said you hate Christmas so much you won’t even go home.”


This was where it always started. How could Holly Hudson be so
anti-Christmas? She moved to a chair, sat back, and crossed her legs. “Should I
be flattered that you googled me after I saved your sexy undies from the circle
of shame, aka the luggage carousel at the airport?”


Meredith sat on the arm of the sofa. “No. You should be flattered
that your name came up in a development meeting. That’s where I first heard
about you.”


“Oh, I see. So you haven’t actually seen the Evermore
series, and you have no idea what it’s about.”


Meredith set her glass on an end table and clasped her hands
together. “Why do I feel like I’m being punished for giving you a compliment?”


It was a power move for Meredith to stay on the arm of the sofa
where she sat taller than Holly. That was fine. It gave Holly a nice view of
those long legs. Of course, that didn’t stop her anger from flaring up. Sure,
Meredith had given her a compliment. A compliment frosted in judgment. “Because
you heard my name and you thought you’d throw out a few facts to impress me,
but the truth is, you know nothing about me.”


“Maybe your aunt and uncle could fill me in on the details.”
Meredith smirked. “Never mind. I know you lied to me about being here with your
family, which is your prerogative. I just wonder why you felt it was
necessary.”


“You said it yourself. How could Holly Hudson possibly hate all
things Christmas? And when people find out, they decide I’m some sort of fraud
and look at me like I’m crazy. Kind of like you’re doing right now.” Holly
leaned forward. It wouldn’t make her sit taller than Meredith, but maybe she’d
look more serious because as usual, she was tired of this particular topic.
“Besides, from where I sit, it looks like Merry, Merry Meredith is here in
paradise to escape Christmas too.”


Unfortunately, Meredith didn’t seem the least bit fazed. In fact,
she leaned in a little bit and said, “So I guess we’re not going to join the
children on the mezzanine this afternoon for the gingerbread house building
contest? I was really looking forward to that.”


“You were looking forward to competing with children? Sorry, but
you’re on your own there.”


“I’m a competitive person who happens to make a damn good
gingerbread house. It’s all in the frostcicles.”


“Frostcicles?” Holly wasn’t sure that was even a word.


“Join me and I’ll show you.”


Holly waved it off. “Eh, you don’t need me and my grinchiness
weighing you down.”


“You’re right,” Meredith said with a shrug. “I have this whole
thing in the bag, but I’d prefer to not show up alone.”


“You mean because it’s a children’s event? Yeah, probably not a
good look for a Hollywood executive right now, is it?”


Meredith stiffened. “That’s not what I meant at all, but forget I
asked. Consider yourself off the hook for all of it. In fact, you can leave
right now if you like.”


Her hard stare told Holly she was dead serious. It was probably
for the best since Holly was sure to continue down the Path of Humiliation
until she fell off the cliff of You Can’t Come Back from This One. She grabbed
her beach bag and headed for the door but stopped before she opened it. “I’m
sorry, Meredith. I really didn’t mean to insinuate—”


A young woman dressed in a crisp white uniform opened the door.
“Oh perfect. The bride is here. Congratulations.” She burst into the cabana
followed by a stream of people brimming with the well-starched enthusiasm of
event staff. One guy held at least two dozen white and gold balloons. He let
the whole bunch go at once, and they drifted to the ceiling. The ribbons hung
just low enough to tickle everyone’s noses.


“Meredith, what the hell is going on?” Holly whispered not all
that quietly. But Meredith just shrugged, smiled, and sipped her champagne.


Food and gifts were brought in. Bouquets of flowers. A very
expensive looking cake that had the words Congratulations Sheffield and
Chelsea expertly frosted on the side. Holly had no idea someone could write
such perfect calligraphy with frosting. Maybe she could write that into her
next screenplay. Calligrapher turned baker falls for blah, blah, blah.


But Holly had bigger things to think about, such as how to keep
the nice woman from putting a sash on her that said Bride. “Oh, I’m
not…okay, then.” There was no arguing. That sash was flung over her head with
lighting speed, followed by several white leis. Holly searched for Meredith
through the curtain of balloon ribbons and hotel staff. “Um…Meredith?” Another
lei was draped around her neck. “Okay, I’m probably good with just the ten, but
thank you. They’re stunning.”


The woman put a full glass of champagne in her hand and said,
“We’ll be back to check on you later. Enjoy your bachelorette party, Ms.
Drake.”


Meredith thanked everyone and closed the cabana door. When she
turned, Holly said, “Look, you’re super hot and all, but you’re moving way too
fast for me.”


For the first time, Meredith laughed out loud. A real laugh. Holly
loved hearing it.


“It was too late to cancel all of this.” She pushed some of the
balloons aside and stepped toward Holly. “Here, let me help you.”


“Yeah, I couldn’t possibly get this glass to my lips with all of
these leis in the way, and something tells me I need to get really drunk before
I walk down the aisle.”


Meredith took the glass. “I think the bride is supposed to take a
lei from her neck and put one on each of her bridesmaids with a kiss on the cheek.
Or something like that. I don’t remember for sure.”


“Oh. Okay. Well, it might be bad karma to not do that. Where can I
find a bridesmaid?”


Meredith pulled up a chair. “Holly, meet Chairy Hollahan, your
maid of honor.”


Holly took a lei from her neck and hung it on the back of the
chair. “Hi, Chairy. Sorry about that sitting on you thing.” She rounded the
table, putting a lei on each chair. She still had two left so she put one
around Meredith’s neck. “Who the hell is Chelsea?”


“My idiot sister.”


“Oh, you mean because she was going to marry someone named
Sheffield?”


Meredith laughed. There it was again. That hearty laugh that
warmed Holly’s insides. “I’m really glad you’re here,” Meredith said. “Please
don’t leave.”


Holly gestured with her head at the table full of food. “Mind if I
dig in?”


Meredith went to the table and picked up a plate. “Here, let me
fill a plate for the bride.”


“Don’t forget I’m eating for six.”


“Right. Seven of everything in case one of you wants seconds.”
Meredith gave her a wink. An actual wink. And Holly swooned.




* * *




Holly stretched out on the beachside lounge chair and rubbed
circles on her very full tummy. “That last piece of cake was a mistake.”


“Piece? As I recall, you took a fork and ate all of Sheffield and
part of Chelsea.” Meredith stretched out on the lounge chair next to her.


“I was sick of looking at his name. It had to go.” They’d put on
their sunglasses, so Holly felt safe taking a good look at Meredith and decided
she looked like a movie star lying there with her face to the sun and a glass
of champagne in hand. She had one knee up, which caused her cover-up to slide
up her thigh. Holly resisted the urge to let out a slow whistle, but damn, what
fun she would have nibbling on that inner thigh. Holly’s ogling was interrupted
by Meredith chuckling. “What’s so funny?”


“It’s a ridiculous thought, but I was just considering if the fact
that we just devoured the weight of a midsized poodle in front of each other
means we’re bonded for life.”


“I don’t think that’s a thing,” Holly said. “There’s your standard
poodle and your miniature poodle, and if you like to carry your dog in your
purse, there’s the toy poodle.”


Meredith lifted her glasses and gave her a side-eye. “Okay, poodle
expert. I thought you were going to say that bonding for life while gorging
wasn’t a thing.”


“Oh no. That is definitely a thing. I ate your sister and
supposed-to-be future brother-in-law,” Holly said. “With abandon. We’re either
bonded for life or sworn enemies. But right now, I’m like a snake that just ate
a small antelope. Totally defenseless. Can’t move until that antelope has been
digested. Bones and all. So please don’t try to get your revenge right now.”


Meredith lowered her sunglasses and laid her head back. “Gluttony
and pointless conversations. That usually only happens when I smoke too much
weed.”


“Oh, that’s just a typical Friday night for me.”


“And who do you have these pointless conversations with?”


“Just some friends from my apartment building.”


“No big dates on Friday night?”


“I’ve been in a dating desert for months now.”


“How many months exactly?”


“Sixty-three.”


“That’s hard to believe.”


“How so?”


“Well, because…” Meredith trailed off. “Never mind. I’ll just put
my big foot in my mouth.”


Holly leaned up so she could examine the foot. “Looks like a
normal-sized foot to me.” She tilted her head. “But what’s that big bump on
your toe, and does it make it hard to wear shoes?”


Meredith threw both feet in the air. “What bump? Where?”


Holly fell back on the lounge in a fit of laughter. “Oh my God, the
look of panic on your face.”


Meredith shook her head. “You’re something else, Holly Hudson.”


“I’m just messing with you, Mer. Can I call you Mer?”


“Still a hard no on that one.”


Holly rolled onto her side. “Sorry. I think I’m drunk on cake and
champagne.”


“And canapés and petit fours and don’t forget the very expensive
caviar that my dear sister with commitment issues requested.”


“When did you find out she was bailing?”


“When half of first class failed to board.”


Holly was aghast. “Whoa. Hold up. You didn’t know until
yesterday?”


“Yeah, she texted me. Apparently, she was so busy informing all of
her twelve-year-old bridesmaids, so they could make plans to spend the holidays
with their families, that she forgot to actually tell me.”


Holly let that sink in for a moment. “Meredith?”


“Yeah?”


“Is it just me or did Sheffield totally dodge a bullet here?”


Meredith laughed again. “You know, Holly, I’ll say it again. I’m
really glad you’re here.”


“Me too, Mer-Bear.”


“And that would be a nope. Multiple nopes, in fact.”


“Okay. Seriously, though. I’m so sorry she left you high and dry
like this. I mean, she missed out on one helluva bachelorette party.”


“It’s not the money,” Meredith said. “It’s the immaturity. The
lack of knowing what you really want in life. Getting everyone on board and
then abandoning ship as if no one matters but yourself.” Meredith turned onto
her side as well. “I would never leave a person hanging the way my sister left
poor Sheffield. And a hundred bucks says she’ll change her mind, and we’ll have
to go through all of this again.”


Holly waved it off and said, “Nah, just tell her she had her
chance. The caviar wedding will have to be lunch at a taco truck near the
courthouse.”


“Oh my God, you’re brilliant. I’m absolutely going to tell her
that exact thing. And I’ll offer to buy those tacos. All they can eat.”
Meredith threw a fist in the air. “Yes!”


So this was what relaxed Meredith looked like. And with both of
them lying on their sides, it felt sort of intimate, the way it would if they
were lying in bed together.


Meredith lifted her glasses. “What’s that big smile for?”


Holly resisted the urge to look away and blow off the question
with some sort of inconsequential reply. Instead, she held Meredith’s gaze and
said, “You’re kind of adorable, you know that?”


“That’s a word not many people use to describe me. Driven.
Determined. Ambitious.”


“I would say you’re layered.” Holly’s gaze wandered down
Meredith’s body. “Take your toes for instance. What is that shade of pink
called?”


Meredith lifted her foot. “It’s called Baby, Take a Vow. It’s my
neutral go-to pink.”


“See? Both the color and the fact that you know the name of the
color screams ‘I’m a softy.’ And on top of that, I bet those people don’t know
about your gingerbread house-making skills.”


“And I’d like to keep it that way,” Meredith said. “So what will
it take for you to keep my deep, dark secrets, Ms. Hudson?”


“You keep mine, and I’ll keep yours.” Holly offered her fist.
“Let’s bump on it.” She cringed on the inside. Let’s bump?


With a sly grin, Meredith bumped her fist. “Deal.”


Chapter Four


Holly hadn’t made any promises regarding the gingerbread house
competition. She’d planned to walk off some of her gluttony on the beach, maybe
put some words to paper, then take a long hot bath before dinner. Of course,
that assumed she’d ever eat again, a possibility that remained up in the air at
that particular moment. Her plans were never set in stone when she was in
Hawaii. They didn’t need to be since she didn’t have anyone else to worry
about.


She’d flirted with Meredith more than once. She was either so bad
at it that Meredith hadn’t noticed, or she’d purposely ignored the flirtatious
banter. She didn’t think she’d taken it too far, even though she was kind of
tipsy. They both were. She didn’t say anything inappropriate like hey,
hottie, come and sit on my lap, would ya? Or give me your finger and let
me slather caviar all over it and slowly lick it off. A caviar dipped
nipple would have been better anyway. Holly entertained that thought as the
elevator made its way down to the mezzanine where the gingerbread fiasco was to
take place and about which, again, Holly remained noncommittal.


Meredith Drake up close and personal? Would Holly even survive
such an event? Maybe the strong attraction was why she’d eaten practically
everything in sight. Nerves did that to her. She’d eat and talk too fast and
eventually, usually without fail, never have a second date. Gwen would point
out that the dates nearly always called and that Holly was the one who ghosted
them. She’d say, “The only way to get over a fear of horses is to actually
climb on top of one and ride her.” Whatever, Gwen.


It wasn’t a problem if Holly was just kind of, sort of attracted
to a woman. She could look them in the eye while cutting a perfectly
proportioned piece of steak, slide it into her mouth like a porn star, and moan
the words have you ever tasted anything as perfect as this steak? Then
cut another piece and hand feed it to her date. When the stakes were low, Holly
was a regular old Don Juan. Relatively speaking anyway.


She’d managed pretty well with Meredith. She’d kept her cool and
made jokes. But Meredith would never see the smooth, sexy side of Holly. Not in
a million years could she be that cool with someone who made her heart beat so fast.


The elevator doors opened onto the mezzanine. Holly looked around
and whispered, “Of course.” The hotel staff had set up tables around the large
Christmas tree for the contest, so all the guests could look on while children
of all ages decorated some premade gingerbread houses. That was smart. The
problem—and this was something Holly had seen time and again—was getting the
walls to carry the weight of an overly frosted roof.


As with most kids who grew up in Christmas Cove, Vermont, Holly
knew a thing or two about gingerbread houses. She even had a few blue ribbons
in a box somewhere to prove it. That was a lie. There was no way her mother had
them in a box. They were probably still tacked to the bulletin board in her
childhood bedroom, right next to the dried-up crown of holly she’d gotten at
the Little Miss Christmas pageant her mother put on every year.


Holly weaved through the crowd and stopped when she saw Meredith
sitting in a chair on the sidelines, sipping a martini. Why wasn’t Ms.
Frostcicles participating when there were a few extra chairs and several houses
that hadn’t yet been claimed? “Well, shoot,” she whispered.


With a big sigh, Holly went over and bent down next to her. “I
can’t blame you for sitting this one out. I mean, look at the frostcicles on
that kid’s roofline. He’s unbeatable, if you ask me.”


Meredith set her martini down and leaned forward. “I’d put that
kid out of business in no time flat.” She shrugged. “But it’d be weird.”


“I find that surprising. A strong successful woman such as
yourself shouldn’t give two hoots what anyone thinks.”


“Maybe I’m not that strong. Maybe I’m just faking it.”


“Are you?”


“Everyone has their weaknesses. The trick is to never let the wrong
people see them.”


“Sage advice,” Holly said with a firm nod. “But no one you know is
here, so it’s not like you’re letting the wrong people see your softer side.”


Meredith pulled back and turned. “Is that what this is? My softer
side?”


“Vulnerable side. Whatever you want to call it.” Holly stood and
waited.


Meredith took a deep breath. “So I guess I should march over there
with my head held high and my eye on the prize.”


“What is the prize?”


Meredith stood and set her half-full glass on a waiter’s tray as
he walked by. “Doesn’t matter. It’s the winning that matters.”


“And if you don’t win?”


“You cannot be serious.”


Holly envisioned the photo op. A bunch of disgruntled kids
surrounding a winner twice their height with her trophy held high above her head.
She held in her giggle. “Right. The winning. Here’s to Meredith Drake, queen of
the gingerbread houses, taking home that prize.”


Meredith’s expression seemed hopeful. “Join me?”


Not on any planet in any galaxy could Holly turn Meredith down
when she’d shown this side of herself. “Or miss out on schooling these little
know-it-alls in the fine art of gingerbread house decorating? I am so in.”


They sat side by side at an empty table. Holly could tell Meredith
had just showered. She smelled delicious, and the ends of her hair were still
damp. Holly resisted the urge to lean over and breathe her in. Maybe wrap her
arm around her waist and whisper something like can I have you for dessert
later? That was what smooth Holly would do.


“Are you sure you’re okay with this? We might be here a while,”
Meredith said.


“I’ll survive. Besides, there’s a need-to-know situation building
up inside me.”


“You’re wondering if I’m really that good.” Meredith spread her
interlocked fingers out as if she was cracking her knuckles. “Sit back and
watch the master.”


Holly laughed. “Master. Right. Now this I’ve got to see.”


Meredith gave her a steady stare. “Unless you’d prefer to do one
of your own, Ms. Hudson.”


It wasn’t exactly a double-dog dare. Except Holly knew it totally
was. She maintained the eye contact. “You should probably know, this is not my
first gingerbread house.”


“Oh, I’m shaking in my flip-flops.”


“Okay, smartypants. If I win, I get to call you Mer.”


Meredith grinned. “Absolutely, but fair is fair. If I win, you know
what I get to call you.”


“I assure you, it won’t come to that.”


“That’s an awful lot of confidence for someone who was being
dragged around a luggage carousel less than twenty-four hours ago.”


It turned out that Holly was exceptionally good at multitasking.
As she watched Meredith organize her supplies with precision, she spent a good
portion of time imagining all of the other things Meredith could possibly be
good at. Things like the deft use of her tongue while slow dancing. The thought
made the butterflies in her stomach stir because in her mind, she could hear
the sounds of moist lips touching and soft moans of pleasure.


Even as Holly focused on decorating her own house, her eyes kept
drifting over to Meredith’s nimble fingers. She imagined them dancing over her
body with the same skill and grace the gingerbread house was receiving. She
also imagined Meredith’s long, slender fingers dancing inside her and the
sounds that would evoke. The gasps for air, the breathy moans with every push.
Whatever incoherent things Holly would cry out when she climaxed.


She wiped her brow, squeezed her legs together to ease the ache,
and tried to focus on the task at hand. This was definitely different from all
of her other gingerbread house competitions. Of course, most of those had taken
place before she’d realized she was gay.


Meredith looked at her and said, “Everything okay?”


Holly gave her a weak smile. “All good over here. Just figuring
out my game plan.”


Meredith gave her a nod. “I appreciate your professionalism.”


Holly bit her lip and focused on the task at hand. If Meredith
only knew just how unprofessional she could be.




* * *




It had been two hours of bliss that Holly would never admit to
anyone. The seriousness with which they’d both eventually taken to the task was
unparalleled. The concentration, the cute words of satisfaction Meredith
whispered to herself when she finished a task. And the end result? Well, it was
indeed impressive, frostcicles and all.


Back in Christmas Cove, Meredith’s house would have been an easy
fourth place, maybe third if one of the town’s usual frontrunners had a
disappointing showing.


“Okay, there’s no way my roof could have held all that weight,”
Meredith said.


Holly had used the walls of an extra house to cut out the shape of
Santa’s sleigh. She’d perched it on the snow-covered roof next to the chimney.
The feet from a chocolate Santa stuck out of the chimney. Holly didn’t look up
from the mountain she was creating with the extra roof. After dotting her
mountain with trees, and adding plenty of fresh snow, she just needed to smooth
out trails to complete the look of her ski-in / ski-out lodge. She shook her
head. “Amateurs.”


“I’m just saying, all pre-made houses are not created equal, and
you clearly got a superior one.”


Holly looked up. “My source materials are no different than
yours.” She pointed at her house. “As you can see, I’ve used these candy canes
to approximate post-and-beam construction and do the job of a load-bearing
wall.”


“It’s possible I’ve underestimated you.”


Holly grinned. “I appreciate your admitting that, Mer. It means a
lot.”


Once they’d awarded the prizes, Holly leaned in and lowered her
voice. “Your house is meticulous. Too bad they were so ageist they wouldn’t
even include us in the competition.”


“We would’ve taken gold and silver.”


“I think you mean silver”—Holly gestured toward Meredith’s house
before pointing at her own—“and gold.”


Meredith gave her a side-eye. “I feel like I’ve been hustled.”


“Oh, you absolutely have been.”


With a careful hand, Meredith picked up her gingerbread house.


“Where are you taking that?” Holly looked around. “Everyone’s
leaving theirs here for the display. We can’t deny them the opportunity to see
our quality work.”


“Oh, no. This is going to my room so I can have at least one
Christmas decoration in there.”


“And also so you can admire it up close?”


Meredith smirked as they headed for the elevators. “No one will
appreciate the fine details the way I will. Call it a Christmas gift to
myself.” She paused. “Thank you, by the way.”


“For what?”


“For joining me.”


With hesitation in her voice, Holly said, “You kind of have a
thing about showing up alone, don’t you?”


“I have a thing about spending the most family-oriented holiday of
the year alone. Damn my sister and her flakiness. If I did that to our parents,
they’d cut me out of their will, but not Chelsea. She’s the baby of the family,
which means her slack line could span the Grand Canyon.”


“I’m going to guess that what you really don’t like is being seen
as someone who’s lonely.”


“Strangers taking pity on me and inviting me to sit at their table
because no one should be alone on Christmas Eve? Yeah. Just kill me now.”


“I come here every year. I always figured people saw me as
self-assured and independent.”


“Keep telling yourself that, Holiday.”


Holly imagined what her parents would do if they saw a woman like
Meredith dining alone on Christmas Eve. It would never cross their minds that a
person would choose quiet over chaos. Surely, something bad must’ve happened. A
family tragedy. A divorced mother having just dropped off her kids at the other
parent’s home for a night of festivities they couldn’t share in.


She thought about a scene she’d written into a movie where a
lonely widower sat in the town diner. Without a miracle, the diner was sure to
go into bankruptcy thanks to the big chain restaurant that had moved in across
the street, but that wasn’t the point. The lonely widower ordered two slices of
pumpkin pie, one for himself and one for his dead wife. Holly’s mom had called
bawling the night the movie premiered when she’d seen the slow zoom on the
piece of pie sitting across from the widower, untouched. It was fair to say her
mother had a low tolerance for holiday loneliness. In fact, the scene had been
inspired by something she’d seen as a kid.


Holly always felt so embarrassed when her parents would approach
total strangers after having assumed the worst. Rarely did the people join them
at their table. And the man who’d inspired Holly’s scene? The one Holly’s mom
had thought for sure was a lonely widower? Well, he’d perked right up when his
wife showed up a few minutes late with shopping bags full of Christmas gifts
for their nine grandchildren.


Of course, Holly and Meredith weren’t in the same boat. Meredith
wanted to be with her loved ones and seemed sad that she wasn’t. Holly loved
her parents, but she’d lost the desire to be anywhere near her hometown at this
time of year. For the record, she had invited them to Hawaii in the past, but
they always turned her down. She pushed the up button on the elevator and said,
“If you saw someone who seemed to be all alone on Christmas Eve, would you
approach them?”


“I don’t know. I guess it would depend on the situation. And maybe
it would depend on the person.”


Holly pointed at herself. “Me. If you saw me eating alone, what
would you do? Would you assume the worst like my parents always did when they
saw someone alone, or would you consider other options? Such as, I’m a
perfectly normal human being with a full life who just happens to prefer being
alone on Christmas?”


Meredith tilted her head. “So this hatred for all things Christmas
runs fairly deep, huh?”


Holly gave her a gentle nudge and said, “Hey, I just spent two
hours decorating my Holly Hudson ass off, so no judgment, okay?”


Meredith grinned. “It’s nice.”


“What is?”


“The Holly Hudson ass.” The elevator doors opened, and Meredith
stepped in. “Going up?”


“Actually, I thought I’d take a walk on the beach before dinner.”


“I’m going to pour myself a glass of wine and send pics of this
masterpiece to my mother. She’ll love it.”


“I’m sorry you don’t get to be at home with your family.” The
doors started to close, but Holly reached a hand out to stop them. “But I’m
glad you’re here.”


“You’re sorry, and you’re glad?” Meredith smiled. “You know what,
Holly? So am I. Enjoy the beach.”


The doors closed, and Holly stood there, replaying Meredith’s
words in her mind. There was no questioning the fact that Meredith had just
flirted with her. Holly walked out of the hotel sporting a grin the size of the
White House Christmas tree because, of course, everything in her childhood had
been compared to the size of the White House Christmas tree.




* * *




“I’ll be right there.” Holly wrapped her wet hair in a towel and
threw on her fluffy pink robe. She looked through the peephole and took a step
back.


“It’s me. Meredith.”


“Hey,” Holly shouted through the door. “I was just—”


“Getting ready to join me for dinner?”


Holly opened the door. “Getting out of the shower.” She gave
Meredith a lightning fast once over and said, “Wow, you look amazing.”


“Thank you,” Meredith said. “Christmas Eve has always been a
dressy event in my world, though I will most likely be surrounded by tropical
shirts and dresses tonight. Hmm. I hadn’t thought of that until just now. Do
you think I’ll look too out of place?”


Holly folded her arms across her chest and acted like she was
seriously considering the question. “You could be right. I mean, who wears a
satin smoking jacket on Christmas Eve?”


Meredith started to protest. Holly put up a hand. “Wait. I was
just teasing you. This is quite possibly the hottest Christmas outfit I’ve ever
seen on a woman.” She took a step closer. There were tiny sprigs of holly
embroidered on the black jacket that tied at the waist with a velvet cord. The
forest green cigarette pants and matching velvet loafers looked so runway
worthy, Holly briefly considered telling Meredith she’d picked the wrong
profession and should move to New York posthaste to model for Dolce &
Gabbana.


Holly couldn’t tell if there was a blouse or a camisole under the
jacket. If there was, it was low-cut because all she could see was bare chest.
She huffed and said, “The ugly Christmas sweater fad can bite me if this is the
alternative.”


“Does that mean you’ll join me for dinner?”


Holly folded her arms again. “That depends. Is this because you
feel sorry for me? Or because I’m your only option? Or because you’re playing a
grown-up Cindy Lou Who, and you’ve made it your mission to see my heart triple
in size?”


“Or maybe, just maybe, I had a great time with you today, and I’d
very much like it to continue over dinner.” Meredith held up two white leis
made of small white and red flowers. “Would you care to join me?”


Well, shit. There it was. Holly’s heart tripled in size. She
raised an eyebrow. “So you’re saying this might have happened whether it was
Christmas Eve or not? You asking me out on a date because that’s what you’re
doing, right?”


“I can see you’re someone who likes to have clarity in her life.”


“I just don’t want to misunderstand the situation,” Holly said.


Meredith seemed to consider it for a moment and said, “How about if
I go change into comfy clothes and join you in your suite. We’ll order room
service, and you’ll know without a doubt that I simply want to spend some time
with you tonight.”


She hadn’t scoffed at the mention of it being a real date. Hadn’t
even flinched. Holly wanted to jump up and down and scream I’m the luckiest
lesbian this side of the White House Christmas tree, but she managed to
keep her cool. She looked Meredith up and down again and said, “That’s a nice
idea, but if you think I’m going to let that hot jacket go to waste, well, you
just don’t know me very well.” She closed the door and immediately opened it
again. “I’ll meet you in the lobby in fifteen minutes.”




* * *




Holly found Meredith waiting by the Christmas tree with the leis
in hand. She put one over Holly’s head, then Holly did the same for her.
Meredith leaned in and kissed her cheek ever so lightly and said, “You look gorgeous.
Love the dress.”


Holly hadn’t brought much in the way of dressy clothes, but she
always packed a little black dress and heels just in case she needed them.
After five holidays in Hawaii, this was the first time she’d needed them. She
smiled a little, thinking how appalled her mother would be that she wore black
on Christmas Eve. She’d blown her hair straight and put on some light makeup.
She didn’t need much since she’d gotten a bit of color at the pool.


Meredith put her hand on Holly’s back and pointed. “We’re this
way. Are you a fan of spiked eggnog, or would a non-Christmassy drink suit your
tastes better tonight? A piña colada maybe?”


“What, no wassail? Or hot chocolate with a candy cane straw?”


“I’m sure that, given the right incentive, I could make that
happen for you,” Meredith said.


They were headed in the direction of the more formal restaurant
that had a high glass ceiling for all of the lush greenery that grew on the
periphery. Holly loved to have breakfast in that particular room because it
felt so tropical. As they entered, she gaped and said, “Oh my God, climate
change is real.”


Meredith tilted her head. “Okay, so someone got a little bit
overzealous with the flocking.”


Every plant, tree, and shrub had been not just lightly dusted, but
doused in fake snow. “They flocked the fuck out of everything,” Holly said. “It
looks like the invasion of the abominable palms. Any second now, I expect them
to start coming alive and eating the little children.” The music stopped
abruptly, and Holly turned to Meredith. “That might be their cue. We should
run.”


Meredith grabbed her by the waist. It wasn’t necessary because she
wasn’t actually going anywhere besides lesbian heaven now that those warm hands
had found their way to her body. In fact, she stilled under the touch,
determined to remember everything about this moment when Meredith touched her
while the opening salvo to Nat King Cole’s 1961 version of “The Christmas Song”
floated through the air, and a small boy stood at their feet and stared with fascination.
Maybe that part she’d leave out, but the feeling Meredith’s hands had just
evoked in her was something she’d never forget.


“I find you so charming,” Meredith said. “Even when you use
profanities in front of children.”


“Sorry,” she whispered. “I usually save my swear words for more
appropriate situations like zombies surrounding the city or, you know, great
sex.”


Meredith didn’t break their physical contact, but she did drop one
hand and turn so they both faced the room. She moved her other hand to Holly’s
lower back and leaned in to say, “It’s okay. I’m sure he’s heard much worse.”


It felt as if her hand was burning a hole through Holly’s dress
and would soon find bare skin. When that happened, Holly would surely burst
into a hot flame of sexual desire, and everyone in the room would know how long
it had been since a woman had touched her with such strong intention. And yes,
she was sure that Meredith had intended to provoke a feeling with that touch.


Holly might as well have considered the night over at that point
because soon, she’d talk too much. Probably with her mouth full of candied yams
and cranberry sauce. And there would be no kiss good night or even future plans
made. Unless she could somehow keep her shit together.


She spotted the kid who’d taken first place in the gingerbread
house contest sitting with his parents. He even had the blue ribbon pinned to
his little chest. Yes, he would be the perfect distraction from the fingers
that were now lightly caressing her back. “Oh, wow,” she said. “Look who’s
here. What was his name? Standish or something? Do you think he’s related to
Sheffield?”


Meredith’s eyes narrowed when she found him in the crowd. “He’s
sporting that same smarmy smirk that screams I own this fucking world.
They’re probably distant cousins.”


The host stopped short, then cleared his throat. “Your table is
ready, Ms. Drake.”


“Thank you.” Meredith leaned in as they followed him to the table
and whispered, “It seemed to me like the appropriate situation for a swear
word.”


“Totally was,” Holly whispered back. “Perfect f-word placement in
a sentence. Well done.”


They were seated at a small table for two near the windows.
Outside, the palm trees that lined the beach were wrapped in beautiful white
lights, which made up for the flocked monsters from hell. One of the reasons
Holly loved staying at this particular hotel was because they never went too
overboard with the Christmas decorations. If she had to define it, she’d call
what they’d done in the past “Christmas Suggestive.” What had caused the
pendulum to swing so far in the other direction, she hadn’t a clue. A staffing
change maybe? An all too eager volunteer from accounts payable or maybe the
events department who claimed to have experience with flocking? It was anyone’s
guess.


What appeared to be a rather expensive bottle of champagne was
chilling in an ice bucket by their table. That would ease Holly’s desire to
carry on a pointless conversation while stuffing her face with whole Maine
lobster dressed up like Santa Claus. She was exaggerating, of course. It was
really just a tiny Santa hat sitting atop the head of the lobster that had just
been served to their dining neighbors on the left. “Oh God,” Holly said under
her breath. “It just keeps getting worse.” She tried for a casual head nod in
Mr. Lobster Claus’s direction.


Meredith raised her glass and said, “Holly Hudson, I’m going to
make you love Christmas again.”


“Ha. Am I supposed to toast to that?”


“Don’t leave me hanging.”


“Those are some big words, Ms. Drake. Maybe too big. Even for
you.”


Meredith reached across the table and clinked her glass against
Holly’s. “I think you’ll learn that it’s not wise to underestimate me.”


Holly kept her eyes on Meredith while she took a sip, then set her
glass down. This woman had no idea just how deeply Holly’s hatred for Christmas
ran. But what the hell? It might be fun to watch her try to make her love it
again. Especially if it involved flocking with a U. And minus an L. And also an
O. And maybe Holly could get her mind out of the gutter too.




* * *




They left the creepy world of climate change behind, along with
their shoes, which had been tucked under a hedge while they walked along the
beach. Meredith untied the cord on her jacket. “I want to feel the breeze on my
skin.” She took it off, hooked it in her finger and threw it over her shoulder.
She glanced at Holly and said, “I wish it was chilly out here so I could wrap
my jacket around your shoulders.”


The shy look on her face told Holly that she maybe didn’t mean to
say those last words out loud. Holly knew the feeling. She took Meredith’s arm
and said, “I wish I could make a woman swoon the way you just did, but I’m not
that smooth.”


Meredith smiled. “I don’t think the world sees you the way you see
yourself. At least, I don’t.”


“Oh, please. I’ve had to stumble and mumble and bumble my way
through every promising date I’ve ever been on.” Holly made a circle with her
thumb and finger. “This much mojo is what I have.”


“And you think I have that?”


“Case in point, you just removed your freaking jacket exactly how
the most interesting man in the world would do it. He’d be like, I don’t
usually wear a smoking jacket on the beach, but when I do, I make sure time
stops when I take it off.” Holly glanced at the red satin camisole that clung
to Meredith’s breasts. “Also, I was dying to know if you had anything on
underneath it, so maybe that’s why time stopped.”


“And what if I hadn’t? What if I’d been naked from the waist up?
Would you pretend it was normal? Try to cover me up? Or would you assume I was
someone who’d spent too much time in Europe?”


“I would’ve said ‘Merry Christmas to you, Holly Hudson, because it
would seem that champagne makes this woman take her clothes off.’ And then I
would’ve covered you up so we didn’t get arrested.”


“See? That’s the perfect answer for someone like me. I want to
know that you find me attractive, but I also want to know that you’re a sensible,
responsible person.”


“Oh, I’m so both,” Holly said. “Totally one hundred percent both.
Gay as the day is long, and I always volunteer to be the designated driver.”


Meredith looked above them. “Where’s the mistletoe when a girl
needs it?”


Holly didn’t have a funny retort. She stopped and turned to
Meredith. “Why do you ask?”


“I was thinking that maybe a kiss under the mistletoe would hasten
me reaching my goal.”


“Ah, the goal,” Holly said. “Well, you should know that I’d
probably say anything to get a kiss right now, including how much I love
Christmas.”


“Don’t say it until you mean it.”


Holly offered her hand and said, “Deal.”


Meredith stepped closer. “I think we can do better than a
handshake, don’t you?” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a tiny piece
of mistletoe. “I actually came prepared. Well, what I mean is, I stole this off
a display in the lobby. I’m not even sure if it’s mistletoe or just some random
greenery.”


Holly glanced down. “Um, Meredith?”


“Hmm?”


“I think that’s poison ivy.” Meredith dropped the sprig and shook
her hand as if it had been burned. Holly doubled over in laughter. “Gotcha.”


Meredith smirked and shook her head. “Holly Hudson, you are such a
little shit.”


Holly bent down and picked up the sprig, twirling it between her
fingers. “If anyone should know what this is, it’s me.”


How many times had she held a piece of mistletoe above her head
and imagined kissing a beautiful girl with long brown hair? Too many to count.
Meredith’s hair wasn’t long, and she didn’t look like a Disney princess, thank
God. She was better than anything Holly could’ve imagined, so she held the
mistletoe high above her head and said, “It’s the real thing.”


Meredith dropped her jacket in the sand and took Holly’s face in
her hands. Their lips touched and then touched again, and it felt like a dream.
Because first kisses like this didn’t happen in Holly’s world. They were
usually awkward and not at all movie worthy. But this kiss felt like it could
and should go on way after the credits had rolled. Long after all of the
popcorn had been swept up and the doors locked.


Holly dropped the mistletoe and found Meredith’s waist. She needed
to hold on so this moment wouldn’t slip through her fingers. She needed to
never stop kissing Meredith Drake’s soft, supple lips. Never stop feeling like
this was absolutely meant to be. Kismet. Or Kissmet, as the case might be.


Meredith was the first to pull away. She caressed Holly’s cheek
and ran her finger over her bottom lip, then took that same lip into her mouth
again. And this time, Holly’s knees almost buckled when she felt Meredith’s
warm tongue touch hers. She gripped Meredith’s blouse with both hands and tried
to hold back, but a moan escaped her throat. A moan that gave away just how
turned on she was.


Meredith ran her fingers through Holly’s hair with one hand and
wrapped the other one around her waist. She pulled her close and deepened the
kiss even more. Holly held on tightly. Their breasts were touching, and
Meredith’s hand had slipped a little lower on Holly’s back. She so desperately
wanted Meredith to go even lower. She wanted to feel that hand cup her ass and
squeeze it.


Meredith pulled away from the kiss just long enough to take a
breath and whisper, “My God.”


Holly opened her eyes. “You just jumped way ahead in your quest.”
She leaned in and lightly ran her tongue over Meredith’s bottom lip. “Best
Christmas Eve kiss ever.”


And then, it all ended when a child screamed somewhere close by.
They both turned and saw that the little girl was safe with her parents and
just excited that a wave had washed over her feet.


Holly also wanted to run through the sand, screaming out her joy,
but she kept it to a contented sigh. Meredith abruptly picked up her jacket and
said, “We should head back and see if our shoes are still there.”


“Yeah, okay.” Holly couldn’t have cared less about her shoes. She
wanted to stay right where she was in Meredith’s arms. Just stand there and
kiss and gaze at one another until the sun came up. It was obvious Meredith
didn’t feel the same way. Had Holly been so lost in the hottest kiss known to
womankind that she hadn’t noticed if Meredith felt the same way?


Holly didn’t need to overthink it, but of course, she would. For
days on end probably. But then Meredith took her hand and interlocked their
fingers and didn’t let go until they needed to put their shoes on. That eased
her mind and made her feel all kinds of giddy inside.


Holly stepped into the elevator first. She leaned against the wall
and watched Meredith push the elevator button. She ran her finger along her
bottom lip because if all she got tonight was that one incredibly steamy kiss
on the beach, she wanted to remember the feeling forever. Her long hair had
fallen forward, and she was so lost in the memory of that kiss, she didn’t see
it coming. She’d lost her focus for a second. Stepped out of the moment. Thank
God she looked up in time to see it. Because to miss the way Meredith’s eyes
grazed over her body as she said the words, “Would it be presumptuous of me to
wish for so much more tonight?” would have been to miss out on one of the most
romantic and sexiest moments of Holly’s life.


She tried to keep her cool. Told herself to breathe and come up
with a sexy, flirty reply. Her mind went blank, but her body lit up. Damnit,
she needed all of that hot blood to head north, not south. If she couldn’t
speak actual words, she’d have to use her mouth in a different way. She smiled,
bit her bottom lip and with a slight shake of her head, whispered, “God, no.”


Meredith seemed to like that answer. She smiled and held the
elevator door when it opened. “Give me ten minutes, and then come to my room.
I’ll order more champagne.”


Holy shit. Something was really going to happen between them.
Holly waited until the doors closed before she ran full speed to her room. She
freshened up while she tried to decide if she should change clothes. If things
carried over into the morning, she didn’t really want to have to put her dress
and heels back on at the crack of dawn. Then again, she’d never done a walk of
shame before. Maybe it would be fun to have that little scenario under her
belt. Sex hair. Smeared makeup. The scent of Meredith Drake clinging to her
lips. A slow saunter down the hallway in a wrinkled dress that told the world
Meredith had just slid down Holly’s chimney wearing thigh high boots and
crotchless panties. Not that she had either of those on hand, but fuck yes,
she’d stay dressed up.


Holly got to Meredith’s door and gave it a light knock. “Not
housekeeping. You can keep your clothes off.” The door opened and so did
Holly’s mouth. “Holy fifty shades of Mrs. Claus.”


Meredith opened the door a little wider. “It was supposed to be a
funny gift for Chelsea’s honeymoon, but I figured it wouldn’t hurt to up the
ante on my Christmas campaign a bit.”


“I was just…in my bathroom…imagining…I just.”


Meredith closed the door and leaned against it. “I guess it’s a
good sign that you’re not making any sense right now.” She tilted her head. “It
is, right?”


Holly wanted to cry tears of gratitude and joy. The risqué Santa
outfit Meredith had on was made mostly of red fishnet, with tiny patches of
velvet covering certain areas and a long zipper from crotch to neck. It was
quite possibly the sexiest thing she’d ever seen.


The candy-cane-covered strip of leather belted around Meredith’s
waist made her look like a Christmas superhero. Maybe she threw candy canes
that exploded in the bad guys’ faces with a minty-fresh, poisonous mist. She
could star in a movie called Christmas Domination, along with sequels
one, two, three, and four and possibly a prequel.


“You look…my God, what did I do to deserve this?”


“You’ve been rescuing me since I got off the plane.” Meredith
pushed off the door and sauntered across the room the way only a dominatrix
superhero could.


“Right,” Holly said. “The panty debacle. Yeah, I guess you owed me
one for that.”


“And then there was the bachelorette party at the pool where you
kindly pretended to be my sister.” Meredith took the champagne bottle out of
the bucket and filled two glasses.


“Well, you paid me back for that with a champagne and finger food feast.”


“And the gingerbread house competition,” Meredith said. “Which I
very much enjoyed and wouldn’t have participated in if you hadn’t been there.”
She gave Holly a glass and said, “Cheers.”


“You should’ve won. Well, silver at least. Those ageist judges
robbed you of that first-place ribbon. Standish’s house looked like an elf frat
house, for Christ’s sake.”


Meredith’s eyes grazed over Holly’s body. “And then tonight, you
wore that amazing dress to dinner, which complimented my festive jacket
perfectly.”


“We were the best dressed couple there, if I do say so myself.”
Holly cringed at what she’d just said. “I mean, not a couple per se, just…” She
decided to stop talking and take a large gulp of champagne.


“And on top of all of that, I haven’t stopped smiling since we
kissed on the beach.”


Holly narrowed her eyes. “So if I’m reading between the lines
correctly, what you’re really saying is that I, Holly Hudson, saved Meredith
Drake’s Christmas.”


“If you wrote the script, that would be a perfect title. Holly
Saves Christmas.”


“I like it. So how does it end?”


Meredith took a step closer. “I’m not sure. But I think I know
what happens in the second act.”


“Will it involve little candy canes and wet lips?”


Meredith slid a candy cane out of its holder and dipped it in her
champagne before running her tongue over it and sucking it into her mouth. She
slid it back out and said, “You’re the writer. You tell me.”


Holly’s mind reeled with the possibilities. She took the candy
cane from Meredith’s hand and put the wet end in her mouth. Was this really
happening? Candy canes being sucked in such a seductive way that the room
seemed to have less air to breathe than it did a minute ago? And Meredith
standing so close, Holly could see the faint smile lines around her eyes?


If they kept this up, Holly would fall hard on a Christmas Eve
spent in Hawaii, that much she knew. What she didn’t know was what to do next.
The kiss on the beach had ended much too quickly. She needed those soft lips
again. She needed to feel that playful tongue in her mouth. She needed to kiss
Meredith Drake for at least an hour.


She also needed to stay upright, so said kiss could not buckle her
knees just yet. She needed to enjoy the moment. No stumbling. No mumbling. Just
full words and complete sentences. Eyes wide open. Except, not wide open
because that would be weird while kissing.


“Can I just…”


“Just what?” Meredith took the candy cane back and sucked on it
where Holly’s mouth had just been.


So much for complete sentences. Holly tried again. “I just want to
look at you for a minute. You’re so…I can’t really put it into words.” She
wanted to say sappy things like you’re a Christmas miracle and a dream come
true, which Meredith kind of was, given Holly’s bathroom fantasy a few
minutes ago.


“I actually feel quite silly right now,” Meredith said. “This is
more Chelsea’s thing than mine. I just thought it might be a fun surprise.”


“It is,” Holly said with wide eyes and a big nod. “Do you have any
idea how stunning you are? I don’t know Chelsea, but I find it hard to believe
she’d rock this outfit the way you are.”


Meredith’s eyes lit up. “It would kill my sister to hear you say
that. Could you repeat that for me while I record it? Where’s my phone?”


Holly took Meredith’s glass and set both of them down. “I’ll
repeat it to her face if you’d like.” She stood close and put a finger under
Meredith’s chin. “I’m going to kiss you now because I can’t wait another
second.”


Meredith tilted her head and whispered, “That’s the best news I’ve
had all week.”


Peppermint had never tasted quite that good before. Their kisses
were soft and gentle, much like they’d been on the beach, but when Meredith’s
hands fell to Holly’s sides and she gripped her dress as if she were going to
pull it up, everything changed. Sparks flew and butterflies fluttered and
tongues collided, and Holly knew it wouldn’t be long before she got her first
look at Meredith’s incredible body. Her first taste of her soft neck. Her first
time touching a hardened nipple. Taking it into her mouth. Rolling it around on
her tongue.


It might have just been a thank-you from Meredith. In lieu of a
thank-you card, let’s fuck, sort of thing, but Holly felt determined to make
sure she’d get seconds. Maybe even thirds if she could keep the sun from coming
up too soon. There was no way once would be enough.


It wasn’t until Holly pulled away from the kiss that she heard the
Christmas music playing in the background. “I Heard the Bells on Christmas Day”
took on a whole new meaning. With a feather light touch, she caressed
Meredith’s bare shoulder, then leaned in and kissed it. “You’re so soft. So
beautiful. So sexy.” She worked her way up Meredith’s neck to her ear and
whispered, “So fucking sexy.”


Meredith moved her head, giving Holly better access to her neck.
“You have no idea how sexy you look in that dress, but that doesn’t mean I
won’t take it off you.”


Holly stilled and set her gaze on Meredith’s beautiful brown eyes.
She needed to know this was real and that her words were sincere. Sure, she’d
caught the eye of a few desirable women over the years, but they’d never told
her she was sexy. Cute. Adorable. Kissable. Those were the words they’d use to
describe her. But Ms. Smoking Jacket slash Ms. Sex on Wheels in a Santa Suit
had just described her as sexy with a capital X.


“Am I going too fast?” Meredith said. “I didn’t mean to assume.”


Holly shook her head. “No, it’s not that. It’s just that there are
moments in life that you want to remember forever, you know? Like inner Polaroids.
You may not have a tangible photo, but you have the memory burned into your
brain.”


Meredith ran her finger down Holly’s chest to her cleavage and
said, “Burn me into your brain, Holly Hudson.”


Holly leaned into her ear and said, “You already are.”


Those words seemed to give Meredith all the permission she needed
because before Holly knew what was happening, Meredith had taken Holly’s bottom
lip between her teeth and pulled her dress up. She sucked on Holly’s lip while
she slid her fingers under her panties and squeezed her ass.


Holly lost the ability to think or worry or speak. That was
probably a good thing. She moaned into Meredith’s mouth, and it felt as if all
of the blood had left her brain, and any second now, she’d crash to the floor.


But that didn’t happen because Ms. Super Claus held her close and
kissed her like she’d never been kissed before. She was kneading her ass, and
her tongue was caressing her lips and her mouth, and Meredith Drake would
surely make love to her tonight. Holly’s eyes popped open at the thought. She
couldn’t call it that. It wasn’t making love. It was having sex. Fucking.


Meredith stepped behind Holly and unzipped her dress. She placed a
light kiss on her shoulder and followed it with a much firmer kiss that sent chills
through Holly’s body. She pushed the dress off Holly’s shoulders, and it fell
to the floor. Soft fingers explored her back and arms. Meredith gently moved
Holly’s hair out of the way and kissed her neck. “You’re perfect, Holly. Just
perfect.”


Holly stood there in her bra and panties, savoring every second.
Meredith worked her way back around so they were face-to-face. She stroked
Holly’s side and seemed to be taking in every detail. Finally, she looked Holly
in the eye. “Thank you for standing here while I admire all of you.” Her eyes
fell to Holly’s breasts. Thank God she’d worn her good bra. “I love undressing
a woman. It’s so sensual. So intimate.”


Holly tried to control her breathing, but her body was so hyped
up, she found it difficult to take in air. She said a silent prayer to Father
Christmas to not let her pass out. “I want you so much, I can barely breathe.”
She took Meredith’s face and kissed her with all of the pent-up passion, all of
the raw lust, all of the desire she’d felt for her over the last couple of
days—it all came out in that kiss. And Meredith accepted it all and let it be
known with a long moan that the feeling was mutual.


Holly managed to unzip Meredith’s sexy Santa outfit while
maintaining the kiss. The only problem was, she desperately wanted to see what
she’d just uncovered, so she gave Meredith’s bottom lip a little bite and said,
“My turn. I have to look at you.”


Meredith stilled while Holly slid the outfit off her shoulders.
Holly was a breast girl. She loved everything about them. Feeling the weight of
them in her hand. Running her tongue over a hardened nipple. In fact, she’d
long ago decided that one of the softest places in the world was a woman’s
side-boob.


Meredith’s breasts did not disappoint. Holly brushed her thumb along
the side of Meredith’s breast while she held it. Yes, it was most definitely
the softest place on a woman’s body. She looked Meredith in the eye and said
with wonder, “Can I live in this moment forever?”


Meredith lifted Holly’s other hand to her mouth and kissed it.
“You say the nicest things.”


Holly’s mouth watered with desire. The plump lips that caressed
her hand needed kissing again, but so did the hardened nipple she was circling
with her thumb. And so did some other places, aka Meredith’s entire body. “I’m
just…I’m lost in you right now,” she said. She placed a soft kiss on Meredith’s
neck. “Lost in your scent, which you’ll have to write down for me so I can buy
it and drown myself in it. Lost in your body.” Holly brushed Meredith’s hair off
her forehead. “Lost in you.” The Santa outfit hadn’t fallen to the floor. It
sat on Meredith’s hips, only partially unzipped. She took hold of the zipper
and said, “May I?”


“I’m yours tonight,” Meredith whispered. “And I hope you’re mine.”


In every sense of the word, Holly wanted to say, but all she could
do was slowly nod.


“Good. Then I can’t wait another second.” Meredith pushed Holly’s
bra straps off her shoulders. Her eyes flicked from one breast to the other
before she said, “Thank God all of my plans for this trip fell apart.”


Holly cried out in pleasure when Meredith’s tongue swiped her
breast. She’d always loved the feeling of that first lick, followed by little
nibbles and sucks. Meredith switched to the other breast, and Holly had to
look. She needed to see Meredith flick her tongue against her nipple. Watch her
lips take a nipple in and not let go. But the watching didn’t last long. Holly
threw her head back and said, “My God, that feels good.” She held Meredith’s
head and kept her there, sure that just this would make her come if Meredith
kept it up.


But Meredith seemed to have other plans. She knelt in front of
Holly and worked her way down, kissing and giving her abdomen little love bites
as she went. Each time her lips and tongue found a new spot, Holly felt it in
her core. The closer she got to her panties and the tighter she gripped her
hips, the more Holly felt as if she was coming undone in a way that had never
happened before. She wanted Meredith to do whatever she pleased with her. Own
her. And make Holly come so hard in her arms, the neighbors would get jealous.
Possibly the entire hotel.


Holly felt her panties being pushed down as Meredith worked her
way back up with more soft, teasing kisses. Their tongues met again, and
Meredith’s hands landed firmly on Holly’s backside. She kneaded both cheeks and
murmured what sounded like appreciation into Holly’s mouth.


Holly pulled back and said, “You really like my ass.”


“I’ve been admiring this ass since the airport.” Meredith grabbed
both cheeks and pulled Holly in so their pelvises were touching. “And I can’t
wait to get you on your knees,” she added.


Holly’s tummy did a major flip-flop. If she remembered
correctly—and truth be told, it had been a very long time—being on her knees
was one of her favorite positions. It appeared Meredith Drake was ambitious in
and out of the office. “I want that too,” Holly said. She unzipped Meredith’s
outfit all the way and pushed it down her legs. She helped her step out of it
and got her first glimpse of her entire body. Her desire to grab Meredith by
the hips and force her tongue through the wet folds and devour her clit warred
with her desire to let Meredith have what she wanted. What they both wanted.


Holly turned away and knelt on the floor. If her level of arousal
was high before, after being face-to-face with Meredith’s shaved center, it had
shot through the roof. Meredith moved behind her and knelt, too. She reached
around to massage Holly’s breasts. Holly covered Meredith’s hands with her own
and leaned back against her. Meredith’s bare breasts pressed into her back. Her
warm breath tickled her ear. Her fingers rolled Holly’s nipples between them.


Was this really happening? Holly’s eyes popped open when Meredith’s
hand slid down her stomach and her middle finger barely grazed Holly’s clit.
Her hips bucked involuntarily. She reached up and put her hand on the back of
Meredith’s head, then turned and flicked her tongue against her lips.
Meredith’s tongue flicked back at hers, then delved into Holly’s mouth. She gasped
as bolts of electricity shot through her body.


Holly started to feel like she was in another world where gravity
didn’t exist. It wouldn’t have surprised her one bit if she opened her eyes and
found herself floating near the ceiling. Her clit burned hot under Meredith’s
finger. Her shoulder was sure to be bruised by a love bite. And just when her
world was about to explode, Meredith stopped what she was doing and urged Holly
onto her hands and knees. “Oh God, yes,” she whispered.


Meredith nipped and sucked on Holly’s ass cheek and said, “Took
the words right out of my mouth.” She entered Holly with one finger and then
two while her other hand sat firmly on Holly’s lower back. “You’re fucking
gorgeous, Holly.” She reached down and urged Holly’s legs open.


Holly gladly accommodated her. With every push, she felt a little
explosion inside her, because not only did the hot, sexy, powerhouse of a woman
behind her know how to fuck, Holly knew that this was the moment she
wanted to stay in forever. The moment where she gave Meredith all of her.
Heart, mind, body, and soul.


Her nails dug into the carpet. Her back arched. Her hips bucked
uncontrollably. “Oh God,” she said with almost every breath as the orgasm built
inside her. “Fuck, I’m coming. Oh God.”


She came with a force that would’ve brought her to her knees if
she wasn’t already there. As she tried to catch her breath, she got up on her
knees again and fell back into Meredith’s arms. “Well,” Meredith said. “Howdy
to you too.”


Holly let out a laugh and pushed herself off. “Really? You
couldn’t let me bask for like two seconds before you brought that up?”


“What? Bad timing?” Meredith stood to help Holly up off the floor.
She led her to the bed and pulled the covers back. “I’ll get us some water,”
she said.


Holly got under the sheets. Did she really just have sex with…her
mind went blank when Meredith sauntered back to the bed like the runway model
she was and offered a bottle of water. Yes. Fucking yes, she’d just had sex
with her!


In an instant, Holly went from wanting to cry, then laugh, then
desperately wanting to jump on the bed in celebration, but instead, she reached
for the water the gorgeous woman standing in front of her offered. She took a
long sip and said, “Thanks.”


Meredith grinned. “For which part?” She slid under the covers and
pushed Holly onto her back, then lay on top of her.


Holly spread her legs open and let Meredith settle in against her.
“Well, dinner was pretty great.”


“Mmm-hmm.” Meredith kissed Holly’s cheek and whispered in her ear.
“What else?”


“Then there’s the sexy jacket you wore tonight. I was very
appreciative of that.”


Meredith ground their pelvises together. “What else?”


Holly groaned and wrapped her legs around Meredith. “You’ll get me
worked up again if you keep doing that.”


“Then I’ll keep doing it.”


Holly grabbed Meredith’s ass and let their hips move in unison.
“Did fucking me turn you on?”


“You have no idea.” Meredith threw her head back. “Oh God, you
feel good.”


Holly moved her palms in circles over Meredith’s nipples. “It felt
so good having you inside me.” She urged Meredith onto her back and got on top
of her, then continued grinding against her. Meredith grabbed her face and
kissed her deeply. Intimately. It felt different than the other kisses.


When they stopped for air, Meredith said, “Fuck me. Hard.”


Holly didn’t hesitate to fulfill the request. She slid to the side
so she had access and pushed into Meredith with a level of force she hoped
would send her tumbling toward an orgasm she’d never forget.


Meredith gasped, then cried out her pleasure. “Oh God, yes,” she
said, over and over. She gripped Holly’s shoulder with one hand and dug her
fingernails into her back with the other. Her hips jerked with every push, and
when Holly thought she’d had enough, she pulled out of Meredith and focused her
attention a little bit higher. With her middle finger, she circled Meredith’s
clit and dipped her tongue into her mouth. Meredith raised her head and
deepened the kiss.


Meredith pulled away and put her hand on Holly’s cheek. “Best Christmas
ever?” she asked.


It was by far the best Christmas of Holly’s adult life. Only one
thing could make it better, so she increased the pressure on Meredith’s clit
and said, “Right after you come.”


“I’m so close,” Meredith said in between gasps for air. She sank
her teeth into Holly’s shoulder, and with a muffled scream, she came in her
arms. And life, as Holly knew it, was over. Because this was the moment
she would cling to forever, the moment when Holly knew she was in big trouble.
Because there was a very real possibility that she could, and probably would,
fall in love with Meredith Drake.


Chapter Five


Holly woke up to an empty bed. She got up and stretched, then threw
on a fluffy robe and poured a cup of coffee from the room service tray. The
gingerbread house caught her eye, so she went and examined it up close. It was
turned slightly so the front door faced the hotel room door. It must’ve been
some sort of gingerbread feng shui.


She gripped the warm cup with both hands and got lost in the tiny
details Meredith had added to the windows. It really was an excellent piece of
work, at least for anyone outside of the North Pole or its sister city,
Christmas Cove. How Meredith had managed to make it look like a light was on
inside the gingerbread house mystified her. “Impressive,” she said under her
breath.


“What was that?” Meredith shouted from the bathroom.


“Nothing. Just…I fucking love Christmas,” Holly shouted. “Now that
naked women are involved,” she mumbled under her breath.


“I asked you not to say it until you mean it, remember?” Meredith
leaned against the bedroom door. Her robe didn’t have the hotel logo
embroidered on the chest like Holly’s. No, her robe was a caramel colored silk
number that left very little to the imagination. Of course, Holly didn’t need
to imagine anything. She’d run her fingers over a taut stomach and down a soft
leg the night before. She’d dipped into all of the sweetness. Sucked it off her
finger. Let it linger on her lips.


Had it really happened? All of those words whispered in her ear
that had made it very clear the desire was real for both of them? It felt like
the only thing that kept Holly connected to this world when she’d climaxed the
second time was the grip her fingers had on Meredith’s silky dark hair.


“Oh, but I do mean it,” Holly said. “You didn’t just deck the
halls, you went window to the wall. Roasted my chestnuts.”


Meredith laughed. “Well, I know I had a holly jolly Christmas. See
what I did there?”


“We harkened the herald angels. Several times.”


Meredith stepped closer and caressed Holly’s cheek with the back
of her hand. She softened her tone and said, “Best. Christmas. Eve. Ever.”


Holly’s mouth went dry. There was so much she wanted to say, but would
it be too much? Too fast? They barely knew each other. Besides, Meredith’s
statement wasn’t a declaration of love. She’d simply let Holly know that she’d
enjoyed last night. Be cool, Holls. She took Meredith’s hand and placed
a soft kiss on her palm. “I’ve never made love on Christmas Eve before.” She
decided to leave it as a blank statement with nothing particular implied.
Except she’d used those two words: made love. She should’ve said she’d never
had sex on Christmas Eve before. Damnit, Holls.


“That was a first for me too,” Meredith said.


Holly wrapped her arms around Meredith’s waist. “Should we blame
it on the mistletoe? The magic of Christmas? Your hot body in that pornographic
Santa suit?”


“Blame it on my lingerie spilling out of my suitcase at the
airport and me realizing it was that sexy writer with the very nice backside
who rescued the very set I’m currently wearing.”


Holly gaped. “Really? The pink lacy set?” With one finger, she
pushed Meredith’s robe aside just enough to expose the lacy trim. “I don’t want
this to sound too over-the-top, but this is literally the best Christmas I’ve
ever had in my whole entire life. Including the year I got a retro typewriter
and felt like Patricia Highsmith when she wrote The Price of Salt.”


Meredith laughed. “How is that not over-the-top? Holly Hudson, the
great writer of Christmas movies, just declared—”


Holly put her hand over Meredith’s mouth. “Okay, you’re right. Way
too over-the-top. How about, this is the best Christmas sex I’ve ever
had in my whole life?”


“Does that mean I’ve met my goal? Is Holly Hudson now a lover of
Christmas?”


Holly tapped her chin. “Hmm. I might need a little more
convincing. Lose the robe and we’ll talk. Or not talk.”


Meredith took the coffee from Holly and set it on the table next
to the gingerbread house. “I need to hear the bells on Christmas day again. Can
you help me with that?”


“O come, all ye faithful.” Holly slapped her forehead. “Sorry,
that was the first song that came to mind.”


Meredith untied Holly’s robe and opened it. “Seems apropos.” She
kissed Holly’s neck and nibbled on her earlobe.


Holly took a quick breath. “You’re getting me all turned on
again.” Meredith hummed her approval against Holly’s ear. It sent chills
through her entire body. She steadied herself by putting her hands on
Meredith’s shoulders as she worked her way down to Holly’s chest. “Oh, God,”
she whispered as Meredith wrapped her lips around a taut nipple. She moved to
the other one and gave it some attention. Holly’s chest heaved. Her lips went dry.
She opened her eyes in time to see Meredith fall to her knees. When she looked
up at Holly, the dark, lustful expression on her face made her intentions
clear. She dipped her head and found Holly’s clit with her tongue.


Holly threw her head back. Could she stay upright long enough to
climax, or would her knees really buckle this time? She had a strong need to
touch her own breast, so she slid the robe off her shoulders and squeezed her
own nipples, matching the pressure Meredith’s tongue had on her clit.


Holly opened her eyes when that magical tongue stopped. She
lowered her gaze and said, “Please, don’t stop.”


Meredith’s eyes were focused on Holly’s hands. “I had to. Because
you touching yourself is one of the sexiest things I’ve ever witnessed. And let’s
just say, you’re making it hard to concentrate.”


This seemed like Holly’s chance to get herself on the naughty
list. She slid her index finger into her mouth and made sure it was good and
wet before she ran it down her own body and across Meredith’s bottom lip.


Meredith took it into her mouth and sucked it clean. Holly’s tummy
did a somersault. When Meredith released her finger, Holly slid it into her
folds and whimpered when she made contact with her clit. Meredith lifted her
gaze and said, “Give me that finger again.”


Holly circled her clit a few more times before she gave in to the
request. Meredith sucked it clean again and got up off her knees. She grabbed
Holly’s face and kissed her so hard, it made her feel dizzy. Meredith released
her lips, and Holly stood there in a daze with her eyes closed.


“Holly.”


Meredith saying her name in that sexy bedroom voice had to be one
of the best sounds Holly would ever hear. She opened her eyes and said, “Say my
name like that again, and I might melt in your arms.”


“I just wanted to wish you a Merry Christmas.”


Holly’s smile morphed into a huge grin. “Merry indeed.”




* * *




Meredith turned in Holly’s arms so they were face-to-face. She
looked so sated and beyond sexy with her messy hair and lazy smile. “Am I just
dreaming, or is it almost noon on Christmas Day, and I’m in bed with a hot lady
who has moves I didn’t know were even a thing?”


“Your moves are pretty good too.” Meredith mimicked Holly by
putting her finger in her mouth and slowly pulling it out. Holly blushed and
buried her face in her pillow. “Hey,” Meredith said. “Don’t get shy now. The
day is young.”


Holly snuggled in closer and breathed in Meredith’s scent. To
Holly, the scent had become both erotic and comforting. Sexy and familiar. She
wondered if it was the same for Meredith. Was she imagining an entire life
together the way Holly was? No, it was silly of her to think that way. This was
a hookup like any other hookup.


Not that Holly had hookups. But if she did…Except it wasn’t.
Because the kiss Meredith just placed on Holly’s forehead told her there was
more to it for both of them. It was soft and lingering, and Holly could’ve
sworn that Meredith just breathed her in too.


It would feel so natural to say the words I love you, in
this moment where silence filled the air. To pull the sheet back and memorize
every curve, every freckle and mole. Holly put her hand on Meredith’s hip. The
same hip that had so expertly moved against her the night before. She wanted to
own that hip. Touch it every day. Worship it with her lips. Declare today to be
National Meredith’s Hips Day. National I Want to Love This Woman for the Rest
of My Life Day.


“Tell me one of your dreams,” Meredith said, pulling Holly from
her thoughts.


“What do you mean?”


Meredith lifted Holly’s chin so they were eye to eye. “A dream you
have. Personal or professional. It doesn’t matter.”


“Hmm. Are you planning to make them all come true? Because I’d be
so down with that.”


“I’m just trying to get to know you better.” Meredith took Holly’s
hand and interlocked their fingers. She brought them to her lips and kissed
them. “I know your body, but I don’t know what’s going on in that very creative
brain of yours.”


“Naughty, vulgar things,” Holly said. Because jokes were so much
easier than the truth. “You could make a porno with all I’ve got going on up
there,” she added.


“Has it been a while?”


Holly scoffed at the question. “How do you define a while?”


“Hey, I’m not here to judge,” Meredith said. She tapped Holly’s
nose. “But I sense that it’s been a while since you let someone in.”


“Are you referring to my vagina or my heart?”


Meredith raised an eyebrow. “Have I conquered both?”


Holly raised an eyebrow too. “Conquer is a big word. We hardly
know each other.”


“I don’t think that’s how the world works,” Meredith said. “The
heart can be conquered in a matter of minutes. Seconds, even, when the right
person enters your line of sight.”


Holly didn’t dare ask if that was what Meredith was feeling now
when the answer could be so devastating. She decided to answer the first
question. “My biggest dream right now is to write a gay Christmas movie and
have it air on the Wifetime Network. But every time I bring it up, I get shot
down because in Mr. Cruz’s opinion, it’s too soon. It’s been too soon for five
years now.”


“It’s not,” Meredith said.


Holly perked up. “Right? It’s time, straight people. Let’s do
this. Give the gays a little Christmas joy, for God’s sake. I mean, this is
what I’ve been working toward, and if I can’t make it happen, the Evermore
series and basically my entire career will have been for nothing.”


“So this is your ambition. Not to win an Oscar or write a smash
hit feature.” Meredith leaned up on her elbow. “If you hate everything
Christmas, why is this so important to you?”


Why was it so important? Holly could easily cast it all aside and
find something different to write about. She loved suspense thrillers. Maybe
she could write those. But was this dream of hers so unreachable? Were people
still so cruel that they’d deny the gay community a simple, sweet Christmas
tale they could relate to? Something to make what was already a really tough
time of year for a lot of gay folks a little bit easier to bear? Out of
hundreds of straight Christmas romances, could there not be even one
well-written and well-produced gay love story?


“I want it for my community,” Holly said. “And there’s no one
better suited to give it to them than me.”


“Then write it,” Meredith said. “Have it ready to go because that
moment will come, Holly. Wifetime might be way behind the rest of the world,
but they’ll be forced to catch up eventually, and I’d be happy to join you in
that effort.”


Having an ally like Meredith could make a world of difference.
Holly felt a sudden sense of excitement about her job that had been missing for
some time. “The truth is, I’ve already written it,” she said. “And I happen to
think it’s by far the best screenplay I’ve ever written. It has all of the
elements that the target audience loves so much but with two women.”


“I’d love to read it sometime.”


Holly shook her head. “It’s my secret baby. I haven’t let anyone
read it. And no one at the network will see it until they prove to me that
they’re dead serious about being more inclusive.”


“That’s smart, I guess.” Meredith ran her finger along Holly’s
hairline. “But this is me we’re talking about.”


“Does that mean I should trust you?”


Meredith furrowed her brow. “I hope you know you can.”


If Holly didn’t think she could trust Meredith, she never would’ve
been so adventurous in bed the night before. Letting someone take her from
behind definitely wasn’t her go-to position on a first date. What would it hurt
to let Meredith see more of her? “The story,” she said. “It’s what I always
wanted for myself but never had. The small-town Christmas fairy tale where
everyone, even the two young lesbians, get to celebrate their newfound love in
front of the entire town and live happily ever after. They don’t have to run
away from everything and everyone they love just so they can live in peace and
safety. They stay right where they are. Where they belong. Together.”


“Ah,” Meredith said. “Is this why you hate Christmas so much?
Because you couldn’t have it when you were young?”


Holly shook her head. “No. Christmas was all I knew. My hometown
is Christmas Cove, Vermont, also known as the Christmasiest town in America.
Years ago, the city council got super high and voted to turn the town into a
year-round winter wonderland. Every street was renamed with a Christmas word or
phrase. Every storefront was remodeled to look like the town’s vision of the
North Pole. And for my entire life, my parents have played a huge role in
keeping the town alive and thriving. They literally play Santa and Mrs. Claus
in the annual pageant.”


Meredith laughed. “You are making that up.”


“I am not. Okay, maybe the part about them being high. But
everything else is true. The town needed to turn its financial prospects
around, especially in winter. I didn’t realize how crazy it was until I went
away to college. Seriously, there’s a working reindeer farm. So, yeah, I’d say
Christmas is in their blood.”


Meredith smiled. “I think it’s in your blood too, Holly. Your
history with Christmas must be what makes your movies so good.”


“I grew up thinking I was of North Polish descent,” Holly said.


Meredith’s jaw dropped. “No.” She rolled onto her back and
held her stomach while she giggled.


“It was my dad’s favorite joke, but for the longest time, I
believed it. I thought there were Polish people and North Polish people.”


“And let’s not forget the South Polish.”


“Also known as Antarcticans.”


“Okay, back to reality,” Meredith said. “So you had to get out of
Christmas Cove.”


“Big time. It was all I knew, but I couldn’t stay there. Once I
knew I was gay, I had to find another way to make my crazy childhood work for
me, so after college, I moved out here and worked my way up at Wifetime until I
had enough confidence to submit a script. Writing Christmas is easy for me.
It’s what I know, my first language, in a way. But living in a small town with
almost as many churches as people? Not so much.” Holly lowered her gaze. “Most
small towns in rural USA aren’t exactly gay friendly places to live, and my
little town was no exception.”


Meredith’s expression sobered. She nudged Holly and said, “Roll
over. I need to spoon you right now.” She wrapped her arms around Holly and
peppered her neck with soft kisses. “We’re going to get your unabashedly gay,
impossibly happy, covered in snow and mistletoe movie made. Believe it, okay?”


With the memory of their first kiss and everything that followed
so fresh in her mind, Holly felt like maybe anything was possible. The word Believe
had been on display in her parents’ home for as long as she could remember. Her
mom had taken an old piece of barnwood, cut it to about three feet in length,
painted it red, and painted Believe on it in white lettering. It hung
over their fireplace year-round and was often pointed to when Holly would
question her parents about the validity of this or that thing. She’d sit on the
floor and squeeze her eyes shut and say the word three times out loud, just
like her mom told her to do, as if that would make everything true. Sometimes,
it made her feel better. Sometimes, it just confused her even more.


For whatever reason, Meredith saying that word just once felt more
powerful than all of those times her mother had said it put together. It wasn’t
magical. It didn’t require a wink and a nod. Holly kept her eyes wide open and
said, “I believe you.”


“Merry fucking Christmas,” someone shouted. Meredith shot up, and
Holly dove under the covers.


“Chelsea,” Meredith said. “You scared the shit out of us.” She
pulled the sheet over her breasts and leaned back against the headboard. It
created a tenting effect under the covers, which gave Holly a perfect view of
Meredith’s naked body. She’d enjoy it for the few remaining seconds she had
left, sure that she’d soon be kicked out.


“Who’s us, Mer? Oh, I see. You found a Christmas plaything. Well,
get her dressed because we have a lot to talk about.”


Holly blew Meredith’s pussy a kiss good-bye and popped her head
out. “Hi,” she said in a cheery voice. “I’m Holly.”


Chelsea plopped down into a chair. “You’re in my bed, Holly, and
I’m running on fumes here, so what say we put that trashy little Christmas
stripper outfit back on and skedaddle right on out of here? Oh, and if you see
the maid in the hallway, tell her my bedding needs to be changed, would you?”


Meredith threw the covers back and went into the bathroom. “You
didn’t show up, Chelsea. Therefore, the suite I gifted to you and Sheffield is
no longer yours.”


“Have you been doing Pilates again, Mer? Damn, your ass is tight.”
Chelsea looked at Holly. “Are you still here, babe? Because this party is
over.”


“Well,” Holly said. “I don’t do Pilates, so my ass isn’t quite as
tight as Mer’s, so if you don’t mind.” She made a circling motion with her
finger.


Chelsea scoffed. “You want me to turn around? Are you fucking
kidding me right now? I’m sure half of Hawaii has already seen your mediocre
ass.” She dug through her purse. “You want me to pay for it too? Fine. Here’s a
twenty. Now, please go before I call security.”


To Holly, Chelsea looked like a strung-out, blond version of
Meredith, though she probably cleaned up really well. Her leather pants and faux
fur coat made Holly think that traveling to Hawaii had been a last-minute
decision, possibly made in a drunken stupor.


Meredith came out of the bathroom and put up a hand to Holly.
“Stay where you are. It’s my rude sister who needs to leave.”


“Can’t you see I’m a basket case right now, Mer?” Holly gave
Chelsea a big nod. Chelsea pointed at her and said, “No input from the bimbo
gallery, please.”


“Chelsea, stop,” Meredith said. “Number one, Holly is a work
colleague. Number two, it was me who had that outfit on last night, but it was
originally intended to be a silly gift for your honeymoon night.”


Holly raised a hand. “May I comment on just how good Mer’s Pilates
ass looked in said outfit?”


Chelsea stared Holly down while she seemed to process the new information.
“No one calls her Mer except family.”


“Oh,” Holly said. She looked at Meredith. “Sorry. I didn’t realize
it was a family thing.”


Meredith shook her head. “Chelsea’s messing with you. She’s the
only one who calls me that, even though she knows I don’t love it.”


“It reminds her of a horse,” Chelsea said with a smug grin. “And
damnit, I wish I could’ve seen you trying to be all sexy in that Christmas porn
thing.” She held her stomach and snort-laughed. “Mer doesn’t have a sexy bone
in her whole body, unless you consider those stuffy suits she wears to be
sexy.”


“Oh, I do,” Holly said. “And you may not know this because you’re
straight, and you like dudes named Sheffield, but your sister is every
lesbian’s wet dream.”


“Is that so? Then why is she always paying for it?”


Meredith visibly bristled at the rude question. “You know, Chels,
when you say things like that out loud, someone within hearing range might just
believe it. Do you really want people thinking that your sister frequently
picks up prostitutes?”


“Fine. I’m just giving you shit anyway.” Chelsea stood and dropped
her purse. “Seriously, you two are giving me a headache, so please get the fuck
out of my honeymoon suite.”


“Is the wedding back on?” Holly asked. “Because we had your
bachelorette party without you, and it was lit. Like, champagne and caviar
lit.”


Chelsea ignored the comment. “Mer, if you don’t get your work-sex
colleague out of here right now, I’m going to blow a gasket labeled, my life as
I know it is ruined, and I really want to kill someone right now, so why not
Holly What’s-her-name?”


“Okay, that’s enough. I get that you’re hurting, Chelsea, but that
doesn’t give you the right to say horrible things to someone you don’t even
know.” Meredith handed Holly a towel. “I’ll collect your clothes and bring them
to you in the bathroom.”


“No, let me,” Chelsea said. She picked up Holly’s dress and tossed
it to her. “That should take about five seconds to put back on.”


Holly got out of bed with the towel wrapped around herself. She
grabbed her shoes and purse and said, “I can change in my room.” She went to
the door and didn’t look back, even though she heard Meredith call her name.




* * *




Holly waved Meredith over to her table in the coffee shop a block
from the hotel. She sat down with a big sigh. “Thanks for seeing me again. I
thought after that terrible encounter with my sister, you might decide it
wasn’t worth it.”


“She’s a hot mess.”


“And she interrupted the lovely moment we were having.”


“There were lots of lovely moments this morning,” Holly said in a
teasing tone.


“And last night.”


“It’s still my best Christmas ever.”


“I’m so glad you still feel that way.” Meredith lowered her gaze.
“You’re right about Chelsea. She’s a hot mess, and no one back home wanted to
deal with it, so she hopped on a plane thinking her big sister would take care
of her until she got her shit together. Unfortunately, it’s going to cut into
our time together.”


Holly put up her hands. “Hey, that woman is out for blood. I plan
to stay as far away from her as possible.”


“Chelsea lashes out when she’s hurting. She’s not much for
self-reflection,” Meredith said. “She hasn’t told me anything yet, but I get
the feeling Sheffield is the one to blame. Not that he called off the wedding,
but maybe she found out something about him in the last week. I just assumed it
was Chelsea’s doing because she can be so flighty at times, but I think he
really hurt her.”


Holly reached for Meredith’s hand. “Then you should be there for
her.”


“Maybe we could do lunch back home sometime. Or dinner. Or just
champagne and caviar. I’m up for anything, really.”


“Mmm, I like that last one,” Holly teased. Meredith paused for a
moment. Holly could tell she had something on her mind. “What is it?”


Meredith tightened her grip on Holly’s hand. “It felt very special
being with you,” she said. “And the truth is, I’m up for more than those things
I just mentioned. I’d really like to date you, Holly. Assuming that my family
hasn’t completely turned you off.”


Holly jumped out of her seat a little faster than she would’ve
liked, but at least she didn’t let out the big whoop she’d managed to hold in.
She offered her hand, and Meredith stood. “I’d like that too.” She wrapped her
arms around Meredith and breathed in her scent. It would have to suffice until
they saw each other again. “I loved every second of our Christmas together.
It’s one I’ll never forget.”


Meredith kissed Holly’s cheek. Her lips lingered there, and she
whispered, “Neither will I.” She backed away a few steps, then turned for the
door. Before she walked out, she stopped and said, “How much do you love
Christmas, Holiday Hudson?”


Holly smiled. “Only my family calls me that.”


Meredith blew her a kiss and left.


Chapter Six


Even though her eyes were closed, Holly could feel Gwen staring at
her. “Stop staring, G.”


“Didn’t you get enough sun in Hawaii? And by the way, where’s my
captive audience when I need her?”


“She’s still in Hawaii. Getting more sun.”


Gwen gave Holly’s lounge chair a light kick. “You never lie out by
this hole in the ground the management likes to call a swimming pool. What’s
wrong with you? Where’s High Anxiety Holly when I need her?”


She laughed. “They should give that name to a Barbie doll. She’d
sell like crazy.”


“Yeah, and one of her accessories could be a chocolate turtle that
easily attaches to her ass with Velcro.”


“And a laptop that conveniently tucks under her arm.”


“And moveable arms that go like this when she talks.”


“Nice try, but I’m not opening my eyes,” Holly said. “Not even so
I can witness your unflattering impression of me. Oh, and she’ll need to wear a
vintage T-shirt that says I got lei’d in Hawaii.”


Gwen gasped. “You did not.”


“Fine. Can we talk about your Barbie doll now?”


“Oh, you mean Geriatric Gwen with the shriveled-up knees and saggy
ass?”


“Aw. Come on now, G. You’re way too hard on yourself.” Holly put
her hand out. “Let me touch those knees and see just how shriveled up they are.”


Gwen flicked her hand away. “They’re covered in Vaseline right
now.”


“How about your ass then?” Holly aimlessly poked her hand around.
“Or is that covered in Vaseline too?”


“You’re not usually this fresh. Did something really happen in
Hawaii, or are you just messing with me?”


Holly flung her arms out and let them hang off to the side. “Look
at me. I’m lying here like a rag doll in a bathing suit cover-up that doesn’t
even cover up very much. That never happens unless I’ve had earth-shattering
sex.”


“Which would explain why I’ve never seen you in a bathing suit,
let alone a crocheted cover-up, or whatever the hell that is. Now, spill.”


“You first,” Holly said.


“Oh, come on. I’m on my second glass of wine at eleven thirty a.m.
That should tell you all you need to know about my holiday.”


Holly lifted her head and lowered her sunglasses. “No hookup
behind the jazz club with a washed-out soap star on New Year’s Eve?”


“That happened once. Let it go.”


Holly pushed her sunglasses back up and closed her eyes. “I will
if you will.”


“I can’t,” Gwen said. “It was the best sex behind a dumpster I’ve
ever had. Plus, he called me a star fuck, and any actress who tells you she
doesn’t like being called a star fuck is lying to you. Now, spill, damnit. Tell
me about this little rendezvous with Hipster Crunch Heather who spent her last
five hundred bucks getting to Honolulu. Should I expect to see an old, rusted
out Chevy Nova with Wyoming plates and a dream catcher hanging from the
rearview mirror in the parking lot soon?”


“Wow, G. I had no idea you thought so highly of me. Or are you
just trying to make yourself feel better about the dumpster sex?”


Griffin walked up with Ty right behind him. “Who told you I had
dumpster sex? Damnit, I knew that guy’s big mouth would get me in trouble one
day.”


Ty sat at the umbrella-covered table and pulled his long board
shorts up around his thighs. “I had dumpster sex once, but I think my date was
referring to the quality of the sex, not the location.”


Both Gwen and Holly lowered their sunglasses and at the same time
said, “You’ve had sex?”


Ty leaned back and closed his eyes. “What can I say? Women find my
masculine scent attractive. Right, Gwen?”


Holly whipped her head around to Gwen. “Did you two…oh my God, I
can’t deal right now.”


“I told him to use some extra deodorant,” Gwen said. “He thought I
was flirting.”


“If you didn’t want some of this, you wouldn’t care what I smell
like.” Ty lifted an arm and took a whiff. “Mmm…I smell like full-bearded manly
swagger now.”


“You smell like misogyny and musk,” Holly said. “Not a good
combo.”


Ty lifted his arm again. “Really? It took me twenty minutes to
pick this scent.”


“Sorry to interrupt this armpit hair raising conversation,” Gwen
said. “But we have bigger things to talk about. Holly said she got laid in
Hawaii, and I’m pretty sure she’s not referring to the traditional floral
necklace.”


“Names,” Griffin said. “I want names, or it didn’t happen.”


“Okay, but I swear to God, this stays between us, or I will
personally see to it that you are incapable of any future sex acts, dumpster or
otherwise.”


“What the hell, Holls?” Griffin seemed surprised by her intensity.
“Did you bone a politician or something?”


Ty put his head in his hands. “Oh, God. No, no, no. Holly’s so
desperate she slept with Tulsi—”


“You stop that right now,” Gwen said. “Put that vile thought right
back where it came from.” She turned back to Holly. “Now, why all the secrecy
about whoever put the ‘ho’ in ‘Holly’? Did you finally have your own star
fuck?”


“First of all, no. To all of that. And Ty, that’s just disgusting.
Now all of you, promise.”


Eager to be let in on the news, they all agreed to keep it to
themselves. Pinkie swears and all.


“Her name,” Holly paused to drag out the suspense, “is Meredith
Freaking Drake.”


“No. Way.” Griffin stood up so fast, his chair fell over behind
him. “I can’t believe you met someone with the same name as your work crush.”


“Did I not just use the middle name Freaking? It’s her, Griff.”
She folded her arms across her chest. “And now, we’ll wait for Gwen to type
that name into the Google machine and see what it spits out.”


Ty reached for his phone. “What is this woman’s name again?”


Gwen raised what looked like a shiny new rose gold Apple watch to
her mouth and said, “Siri, who is Meredith Drake?”


“According to Wikipedia, Meredith Drake is an American film
producer and studio executive who currently works as the head of development
for the Wifetime Network. Prior to joining Wifetime, Drake produced four films,
including the acclaimed The Diary, which was nominated for…”


Gwen turned the speaker off and lowered her hand but didn’t say anything.
Ty put his hand to his chest and said, “Well, I for one am proud of our little
chocolate turtle smasher.”


Griffin put his hands together in a dramatic prayer stance. “You
guys have no idea how gorgeous this Meredith woman is. You walk by her in the
hall, and you feel like you’re on the runway, returning to the changing room
while she gets a standing ovation.” He clutched his chest and blinked back what
looked like real tears. Once he pulled himself together, he said, “And somehow,
that magnificent woman noticed our little Holly Bell Hudson.”


“Not my name.”


“Well, it should be,” he said. “Your parents dropped the ball on
that one.”


Holly lowered her sunglasses and turned to Gwen. “Cat got your
tongue, G?”


“I’m processing.”


Holly grinned. “I understand. It’s a lot to take in. I mean, it
took me a minute to get used to the idea too, but once I did, all clothes were
off.” She let out a little squeal and kicked her feet. “I still can’t believe
it happened.”


“I never would’ve put you two together,” Griffin said. “Not in a
million years.”


“Okay, pull yourself together, Griff. I’m not exactly the beast to
her beauty,” Holly said.


Gwen set her wineglass down and leaned forward. “Okay, I’m done
processing. Here are my thoughts.”


“On two glasses of wine for breakfast? I can’t wait,” Holly said.


“Oh,” Ty said. “That’s when all of the big, important words come
out. Words like deo-dor-ant.”


Gwen put up her hand. “Shut up, Ty. This is important. This is
Holly’s heart we’re talking about. And I fear it’s about to be broken.”


Holly sat up and wrapped her arms around her knees. “Why do you
say that?”


“Because if I’m not mistaken, you’re envisioning a future with her
right now.”


“With Meredith? So what if I am?”


“Holly Bear, I know a thing or two about vacation flings.” She
leaned over and put her hand on Holly’s knee. “Sun, sand, fruity cocktails, and
not a care in the world. And now, it’s back to reality for both of you. Hell,
is she even single?”


Holly put up her hands. “Okay, enough with the Holly Bear and
Holly Bell shit. I’m not some small-town girl who decided to date way out of
her league. And my life isn’t G-rated like the movies I write. I’m a big girl,
and I can handle a woman like Meredith Drake, okay?”


They all found a way to look otherwise occupied, no doubt so they
wouldn’t have to agree with her. Gwen’s fingernails were suddenly of great
interest. Holly lay back down and closed her eyes. She wouldn’t let these
dimwits ruin her last day off. She screamed when she felt hands all over her.
“No! No tickling.”


“We’re just messing with you,” Griffin said.


“Yeah, we know you can handle a real woman,” Ty added.


“We’re happy for you, hon. Maybe a little jealous too, but we’re
truly happy for you.”


Holly reached out and hit all of their hands. “Thanks, guys.”




* * *




Holly was about to avail herself of a rather tasty looking lemon
bar Desiree had made for her when Brian walked into her office and plopped down
in a chair. “Give me one of those cookies, and I’ll fill you in on the big
news.”


Holly slammed the lid down on the tin box. “They’re lemon bars,
not cookies. And these are special. My favorite. Probably the best thing I’ll
taste all week, so forgive me if I don’t think your news is worth losing one of
these babies.”


Brian tilted his head. “You seem different, Holls. What’s up?”


Oh, this was ridiculous. It couldn’t possibly be true that someone
could actually tell that you’d had sex for the first time in a while, could it?
Not just sex, fantastic, mind-blowing sex. “Don’t try to sweet-talk your way to
one of my lemon bars by telling me I look radiant or rosy cheeked or some other
bullshit.”


He folded his arms across his chest. “I wouldn’t dare say
something like that. But yeah, someone got lucky over the holiday break.”


She tried to suppress a smile, but it didn’t work. She opened the
tin and slid it across her desk. “Fine. Have one if you must.”


He took a big bite out of a lemon bar. “I think your news is
bigger than mine. Epic, in fact. Should we have a Holly is no longer a virgin
party? I could hire a few strippers.”


Holly gave him a few seconds to bask in his virgin joke before she
asked, “Why is everyone so interested in my love life?”


“Because we’ve all been waiting for you to find that special girl
who makes your heart go ba boom. Ba boom. Ba boom.” He tapped his chest with
every ba boom and grinned like he’d just been told he was the funniest
man in the world.


She waved a hand. “Okay, enough with the fucking ba booms, Bri.
And for your information, I haven’t been a virgin since Meagan Butterworth got
some courage after the college orientation pep rally.”


Lucille stepped into the small office and closed the door behind
her. “I couldn’t help but overhear.”


Brian grabbed the tin and offered it to her. “Have a lemon bar,
Lu. We were just about to get to the good part.”


She sat in the chair next to Brian. “Don’t mind if I do.” She
grabbed a pen off Holly’s desk. “First, I need to write down that name, so I
can look her up on Facebook. Meagan Butterworth, you say?”


Holly threw her hands in the air. “Seriously! Why is everyone so
interested in my love life?”


“Like I mentioned before, it’s because you haven’t had one,” Brian
said. “So spill. Who is she? How did you meet her? When do we get to
meet her? Tell us or I’ll start ba booming again.”


She leaned back in her chair. “Okay, look. I know you two are
doing the parent thing since mine are so far away, but I’m going to keep this
under wraps until I know where it’s going, okay?”


They looked at each other and shrugged. “Okay,” Brian said. “What
I came to tell you is that Cruz has been fired over reports of sexual
misconduct.”


Holly’s eyes widened. “Mr. Cherry Stone got canned?”


“Mr. who? No, I said Cruz got canned.”


“Sorry,” Holly said. “It’s just a name he suggested I use for a
character, so in my head, I think of him as Mr. Cherry Stone now.”


“Oh, dear,” Lucille said. “That’s an awful name for a main
character, and truth be told, I never liked the man. He won’t be missed by me.”


“Also, am I the only one that finds it the least bit ironic that
you grilled me about my sex life and then told me about Cruz?”


Brian appeared to give that some thought. “Okay, that’s a good
point. Sorry about that.” He waited for a moment and then continued. “You wanna
know the best part? It’ll kill Cruz when he finds out who replaced him. Turns
out he has zero gaydar and he just couldn’t quite understand why Ms. Drake
wasn’t impressed by his pectoral muscles that he’d been working so hard on.”


“Huh,” Lucille said. “I thought he’d started buying smaller dress
shirts.”


Holly felt like the ceiling had opened up and rays of sun were
pouring into her somewhat dreary office. Also, were there angels singing, or
was that just in her head? “Hallelujah,” she said under her breath.


This was a game changer. With Meredith in charge, there would be
diversity and rainbows and gay everything. Gay commercials and gay content and
more gay actors. They’d rival Bravo in their gayness. “Halle-fucking-lujah,”
she said.


“I wouldn’t have put it quite that way,” Lucille took a lemon bar
and headed for the door. “But I second that emotion.”


Holly had to find Meredith. This was probably why they’d only
exchanged a few short texts since Hawaii. It made sense that Meredith would be
busy with negotiations and everything else that went with a big promotion. Not
to mention dealing with that hot mess of a sister of hers.


Holly power walked down the hall to Cruz’s office. It was
completely empty. She got on her phone and ordered a big bouquet of flowers to
be delivered to Meredith while she made the short hike to the building that
housed the executive offices of Wifetime. Since she wasn’t sure exactly which
office Meredith was in, she glanced at the name on every door as she went past.
Too excited to think straight, when she finally found it, she burst through her
door and said, “When were you going to tell me?”


Meredith stood. The two gentlemen who looked like lawyers stayed
in their seats. Holly’s face was already heated from the fast-paced walk she’d
just made, but she was sure she’d just turned a dark shade of beet red. And
Meredith looked less than pleased with the interruption. Holly took a step
back. “So sorry to interrupt.”


She closed the door and berated herself for not knocking first.
The door flew open behind her, and the two men brushed past her but not before
giving her a glare. She stuck her head in, and Meredith waved her into the
office. Holly wanted to rush into her arms and congratulate her with a spray of
kisses all over her face, but she held back.


Was she beaming from head to toe? Grinning like a love-stricken
fool? Holly was sure both of those things were happening. Her smile faded when
she realized Meredith didn’t look at all happy to see her. “I’m sorry,” she
said. “I should’ve knocked.”


Meredith’s expression softened. “Is everything all right?”


“Yeah, I just heard the news about your promotion and ran straight
here. I’ve missed you. How’s Chelsea?”


“She and Sheffield are trying to work things out.” Meredith
gestured toward a chair. “Please sit.”


Holly thought it strange that Meredith sat back down behind her
desk. No hug? No I missed you too? She sat and said, “Maybe I should be
the one to ask if everything is okay.”


“It’s a complicated situation I’m walking into with this
promotion. I need to get it right.”


“You will,” Holly said. “Are you kidding me? You’ll be replacing
an idiot. A moron who thought all women were here for his harassment, be it
sexual or otherwise. No one will miss him, and everyone will embrace you just
like I want to do right now.”


“Don’t say that.” Meredith leaned on her desk and ran her fingers
through her hair.


On closer inspection, Holly noticed how stressed she looked. “Mer,
what’s wrong?”


“I told you, it’s complicated. With the Cruz thing, there will
need to be some damage control. New rules put in place. Rules that I not only
have to enforce but also will have to adhere to.”


“Oh. Okay. Yeah, sure. Of course.” Holly looked around the office
and back at Meredith. “Um, what does that mean?”


Meredith clasped her hands and furrowed her brow. “I was going to
come and find you so I could break it to you myself. You see, the higher-ups
want to make a very big proactive statement with Cruz’s firing. It’s going to
break in the Times in the next few days. They want to get in front of
it, you know? They’re taking initiative and creating new codes of conduct.
No-tolerance policies. Things they should have done a long time ago, frankly.
None of this bodes well for you and me, Holly.”


Holly’s heart sank. “That sounds rather ominous.”


“What happened in Hawaii needs to remain between us. I can’t date
an employee. Any employee. But especially the best writer on staff. My head
would be on a platter so fast, my name wouldn’t even make it into the Cruz
press release.”


“But—”


“No buts, Holly. I have to set the example. It wasn’t just Cruz
who chose to treat women poorly. There were other complaints that the CEO
ignored, and now it’s come back to bite them in the ass. Hard.”


“But—”


“But what?” Meredith said. “The rules will be posted, and we will have
to adhere to them or risk being fired. As an executive with direct reports,
this is literally in my contract.”


Holly felt like she was looking at a stranger. Meredith’s tight
tone, her unforgiving gaze, the way her jaw seemed to clench, relax and clench
again. None of it felt familiar. “Look, I know you must be under a lot of
stress right now—”


“You have no idea.”


“Right. And I get that, I really do, but I’m the girl from Hawaii,
remember? The same girl who couldn’t wait to get back so she could see you
again. But I’m not sure who I’m looking at right now.”


“You’re looking at the new president of the holiday division. It
was all very unexpected, and I haven’t had a chance to call you. I’m sorry
about that.”


Holly didn’t like that answer. Meredith could’ve texted with the
news; she could’ve left a short voice mail. Connecting with Holly obviously
wasn’t a priority. “Yeah, for a moment there, it seemed like a good thing. We’d
see each other every day, we’d gay up the joint, and we’d see if there was more
to us than just Hawaii.” She stood. “But I guess you didn’t tell them that we
were already dating, so therefore, we should be grandfathered in.”


“I didn’t think that would sit well with them given the
circumstances I was being promoted under, and beyond that, we never said we
were dating, so I might’ve been opening up a big can of worms for nothing.
Holly, don’t leave like this. We still have to work together.”


Holly stopped at the door. “And we will. Because believe it or
not, you’re not the only one who knows how to put their job first.”




* * *




“So to make a long story short, I will never have Meredith Drake’s
pussy in my mouth again.” Holly glanced over to see if Gwen was actually
listening to her sob story or if her mind had wandered off to other topics such
as boob lifts and tummy tucks.


“You get me into your bed, and all you can do is blow your nose
and cry and talk about another woman’s pussy. I feel like I’m on the worst date
ever.”


Holly rolled her eyes. “I didn’t get you into bed. You insinuated
yourself into my personal living space and proceeded to spill wine on my best
sheets while telling me I told you so.”


“Well, I don’t usually drink in bed,” Gwen said. “But this story
is so fucking sad. And what was I supposed to do, ignore the wailing coming
from your apartment? I’m not a monster, you know.”


“Wailing? If anything, it was a light sniffle. And I can’t wait to
hear your version of this story from Desiree. Something about how I just needed
a little bit of sexual healing, and since you’ve had a few lesbian encounters
over the decades, you stepped up to the plate.”


“Ouch, sweetie. You couldn’t just say years? And it was me or
Desiree who was heading down here tonight. You’re just lucky I was willing to
take one for the team, or you’d be brushing face powder and red lipstick smears
off your sheets.”


Holly grabbed the last tissue out of the box on the nightstand and
threw it across the room. “Why do you always run out of things you need right
when you need them?”


“I say that about wine all the time. I should just give in and
start drinking that boxed crap.” She offered Holly her shirt sleeve. “This is
an old T-shirt. Should I take it off so you can blow your nose on it?”


Holly glanced at the shirt. “What the hell is Battle of the
Network Stars 1976?”


“Only the greatest shitshow on television. I was, of course, a
child at the time, so the important thing is that I can still fit into this
shirt.”


“Barely. It’s so tight, I can see your outie belly button.”


Gwen did a slow shake of her head. “I know you want me to examine
my very normal belly button right now because you’re just that childish, but
I’m on to you, asshole.”


Holly sat up so she could blow her nose. “At least Desiree
would’ve held me close to her rosewater-scented bosom and tried to comfort me
with gentle, sympathetic words.” She threw her last tissue on the pile at the
side of the bed and flopped back on her pillow.


“Aw. Get in here and let Mama kiss the boo-boo away.”


Holly cuddled in close and wrapped her arm around Gwen’s waist.
“Did you just call yourself Mama?”


“I assumed that since you’re wearing a onesie, you wanted some
mama-daughter roleplay.”


Holly slapped a hand over her eyes. “Gwen, there’s a big
difference between footie pajamas and a onesie.”


“I’m sure there is. And maybe one day I’ll let you explain the
difference to someone who cares, but right now, close your eyes, and let’s
sleep off this tragic thing you call a life.”


“You always know just what to say, G. Even when you’re drunk and
slurring your words, I’m like, wow, she is so smart.”


“And now you can add good in bed to all of the things that I am.
And do me a favor. Mention that fact to Ty, would you? I mean, not because I’d
ever sleep with him. But I do enjoy knowing he has his little fantasies about
me.”


“He’ll know by tomorrow morning that you’re a top-notch snuggler
with soft, natural feeling boobs.”


“And he’d be at my door in two seconds flat.”


“Totally.” She settled back into Gwen’s arms. She wasn’t too proud
to say this was exactly what she needed. Gwen was the furthest thing from a
mother figure, and her bedside manner was atrocious, but Holly wasn’t sure her
own mother would be much better. She’d somehow find a way to make it Holly’s
fault that yet another relationship hadn’t worked out. At least Gwen hadn’t
gone there yet.


A moment passed before Gwen said, “Every time I’ve cried over a
man, I always came away from it believing one thing: I’d rather have those long,
tearful moments of my life back than give one more second of it to him. Don’t
let this Drake woman steal another second of your joy because if she can’t see
that you’re worth a little risk, then she’s blind.”


Holly smiled. “You realize I’m not asleep, and this isn’t a soap
opera, right? I can hear every nice thing you’re saying.”


“Okay, fine. If this woman can’t see what a hot mess you are, then
she’s blind, and you two deserve each other. Better?”


“Much better.”


“On a more serious note, when you were telling us about her, I
knew I’d seen that look before. Remember the girl with the funny name who took
your heart and hurled it against a brick wall?”


Holly lifted her head. “Haven?”


“Yes. Heart Hurler Haven. The Barbie doll with the bad attitude
and stalker tendencies. Not a big seller in the suburbs.”


“Where do you get this shit from? Haven dumped me when she found
out I worked for Wifetime. She may have been super intense, but she wasn’t a
stalker. Besides, she wasn’t really my type.”


“Hmm,” Gwen said with a tap of her chin. “I see a correlation
here. Maybe it’s your job that’s keeping you from finding everlasting love.”


“Or maybe the thing I write about doesn’t actually exist, and
Evermore is just a bullshit town where everyone needs therapy or a good slap upside
the head, depending on which generation you’re from.”


“Okay, now I’m depressed too.”


“I think what you’re supposed to say right now is ‘it does
exist, honey. You just have to let it find you. Stay open to the possibilities
life has to offer.’”


“Omg. You just quoted yourself, didn’t you? That line was in the
second Evermore.”


Holly buried her face in Gwen’s chest. “Shut up.”


“Holly Bear, you don’t actually believe the stuff you write, do
you? The whole reason the world watches that channel is because they don’t have
that kind of love in their lives. It’s not real, but we all long for it.”


“You’re the worst mom in the history of ever, G.”


Gwen patted Holly’s head. “You’re right. I’m a self-absorbed, vain
actress. Right up there with Joan Crawford, minus the great eyebrows and big
checking account.”


Holly gave her side a squeeze. “But you’re a great friend, and I’m
lucky to have you.”


“Aw. I’d kiss your forehead, but I’m scared you’d look up at the
wrong time, and our lips would lock in an unfortunate, but oh-so-hot kiss.”


“How is anything a surprise in your life when you go around
predicting all of it? Also, I’m not moving my head, so go for it.”


Gwen gave Holly a light kiss on the forehead. “Thanks for not
making it awkward.”


“You’re welcome. Now, go into a heavy wine snore. That’ll lull me
to sleep.”


Gwen sighed and rested her cheek on Holly’s head. “It’s like you
know me and love me anyway.”


“Ditto, G. Ditto.”


Chapter Seven


With every lap around the rooftop track at work, Holly became more
lost in memories of Hawaii. It had been a few weeks, but she could still see
Meredith’s dark eyes roaming her naked body. Feel her fingers caressing her
breast. She could hear that sexy voice telling her what she needed. More.
She needed more of Holly. Deeper. Go deeper, Holly.


“I heard you come up here when you need to work something out.”


Holly stopped jogging and turned. Meredith stood there, hands in
her pockets, her short hair swirling around her face in the light breeze. In
the three weeks since Meredith had moved into her new office, Holly had avoided
going anywhere near it. Why torture herself with glimpses of that beautiful face?
All she wanted to do was keep her head down, not cause any trouble, and heal
her broken heart. The problem was, their new boss was never very far from her
thoughts. Longest three weeks of her life.


Holly wiped her brow with the back of her hand and said, “Work
something out or just work out?”


“Maybe I misunderstood Lucille,” Meredith said.


Holly would have to let Lucille know that she needed to be a bit
more discreet and not announce to the whole freaking world that Holly Hudson
was not feeling like herself today. “What’s up?”


“I’d hoped we could still work together,” Meredith said. “But it
seems like you’re avoiding me.”


“Just staying in my lane. Wouldn’t want to rock the sexual
harassment cart.” Holly grabbed her water bottle off the bench and took a sip.
Meredith got closer. Too close for Holly’s liking. She took a step back. “What
do you need, Meredith? Is it something for work, because otherwise, I don’t
think we have anything to talk about.”


Meredith took another step toward her. “You have to understand
that I was promoted under difficult circumstances. All eyes will be on me. It
wouldn’t look good for me to be involved with one of my subordinates.”


“Yeah, I understood that the first time you said it. What happened
between us just happened. Wrong place, wrong time. End of story.”


“It doesn’t have to be the end of our story,” Meredith said. “We
can still work together. We can still work on that dream of yours.” Holly tried
to walk away, but Meredith stood in her way. “I don’t want you to think this is
easy for me. Hawaii was special for me too.”


“I never said it was special. It was sex.” Holly expected her to
let go and back away, but she didn’t move.


“Say that while you’re looking me in the eye.”


It reminded Holly of the little mind games Gwen played with Ty. It
stroked her ego to know that he fantasized about her, so she’d give him little
bread-crumb-sized offerings to keep him interested. Close but not too close.
Flirty but not too flirty.


In fact, when Holly really thought about it, Gwen wanted the same
thing from her. She wanted to be desired by everyone who couldn’t actually have
her. Maybe Meredith needed the same thing, but Holly would be damned if she’d
give it to her. She headed for the door. “Let me know if you need something
work related.”


“I do, actually.” Meredith tucked her hands back in her pockets.
“You haven’t signed the Evermore contract.”


“You know my feelings on that front. I’ll only write it if I can
make the youngest son gay.”


Once again, Meredith removed the distance between them and stood
practically toe to toe with her. “Will you at least come to my office so we can
discuss it further?”


Oh God, why didn’t Meredith back the hell up so Holly wouldn’t
have to breathe her in? Or at least get downwind from her. She managed to keep
her game face on. Just barely. “It’s not up for discussion. I won’t write
another straight Christmas movie.”


Meredith didn’t move, although her eyes did wander down to Holly’s
chest. “You haven’t even heard my offer.”


She really should’ve backed away by now. Surely, she was breaking
some rule of conduct by encroaching on Holly’s personal space. And the way her
eyes kept moving southward to Holly’s tight workout top seemed highly
inappropriate under the new rules. “Careful, Mer. I can feel the sexual
harassment cart wobbling.”


Okay, so maybe she said those words in the sexiest voice she could
muster because why the hell not? There was no winning here, so they might as
well both suffer.


Meredith straightened under Holly’s intense gaze. But she didn’t
take a step back. How interesting. Holly decided not to move either. She
couldn’t help herself. She had to take in every feature. Her eyes tracked down
Meredith’s neck where she’d placed kisses on her way to a delicious collarbone.
And even lower than that, to her freckled chest. A pearl button on Meredith’s
silky blouse stopped her from going any further, but she could see in her mind’s
eye those pert breasts that begged for attention. She imagined that they
probably burned under her stare, along with other parts of Meredith’s body.


How long could they stand like this, having imaginary sex? Because
the look on Meredith’s face and the way her cheeks had gone pink told Holly
that something was definitely going on behind those gorgeous eyes. Meredith
wanted her. And that knowledge made all the difference. Holly didn’t have to
pine alone. She didn’t have to be Meredith’s cast-aside lover. She could be
herself and tease Meredith relentlessly if she wanted to. And she did want to.


Holly leaned in and whispered, “Why are you standing so close,
boss?”


Meredith finally took a step back. Holly thought she would turn to
leave, but it turned out Meredith needed to pace.


“I didn’t know you were a pacer,” Holly said.


“You talk with your hands when you’re excited, and I pace.”


Holly bristled at Meredith’s arm flailing interpretation of her.
No one ever got it right. It wasn’t random. Each movement had a purpose. Why
didn’t they understand that? Had they never heard of body language before?
Holly decided she’d give Meredith some good old-fashioned body language and put
her hands on her hips. Everyone knew that one meant shut up or your life as you
knew it was over. Well, the mom version anyway. Holly just wanted to exude some
confidence when she said, “I thought you liked my hands.”


Meredith stopped pacing. Holly could tell she was holding
something back. She took a breath and said, “Give me a straight Evermore,
and I’ll give you your gay movie. Wouldn’t you rather see two women kiss under
the mistletoe?”


Holly gaped at Meredith’s overconfidence. “Just like that, huh?
With a snap of your fingers, you’ll just make it a reality?”


“It won’t be quite that easy, but I told you before that you
shouldn’t underestimate me.”


“Ah,” Holly said with a nod. “The whole I’m going to make Holly
Hudson love Christmas again thing. And how did that work out for you?”


“Not as well as I had hoped. Since there was an embarrassing
costume involved that I will never live down.”


“Hot. It was…hot.” It was slow in coming, but a smile appeared on
Meredith’s face. Holly tried to suppress her own smile and pointed a finger at
Meredith. “No. You’re not allowed to make me smile, or laugh, or—”


With a quick few steps, Meredith moved in and grabbed her
shoulders. “Just listen for a minute, okay?”


Holly nodded. “Okay.”


“I’d like to be president of this company one day, and I’d like
you to still be here when it happens. I think that together, we could make a
big difference. And while we have to give up some things, I think the end
result will be worth it.”


Holly thought that was kind of like saying yeah, you were okay
in bed, but I have my career to think of. I have people to impress, and they
won’t be impressed by you. It felt like another punch to the gut.


Could Holly really put her career first too? That was all she’d
ever done, but the truth was, she’d quit her job that very day if it meant
having a chance to date Meredith. Meredith, who was still standing so close it
wouldn’t take much to lean in and kiss her. Or maybe whisper something sexy in
her ear. So Holly did just that. She leaned in and whispered, “It wasn’t just
sex. It was everything.”


She backed away, but Meredith didn’t move. Holly got to the door
and turned for another look. Meredith still hadn’t moved. Was she stunned?
Angry? Turned on? Unfortunately, the expression on her face didn’t give
anything away.




* * *




Brian popped his head into Holly’s office, a habit she’d tried to
break him of since it sent her through the roof every time. This time, it was a
slow pop and an even slower retreat. As his eyes disappeared behind the wall,
she said, “It’s an improvement. Also, slightly creepy.”


He stepped into her office and plopped into a chair. “Happy
Valentine’s Day. What did you get for me?”


She tossed a heart-shaped cookie across her desk. “Lucille sends
her love.”


He bit off half of it and said, “Any plans tonight?”


She furrowed her brow. “With the way you eat, you really should
have your own YouTube channel.”


He gasped. “Do I get my own Ken doll too? Mukbang Brian. Oh my
God, life would be complete.”


She leaned back in her chair and narrowed her eyes at him. “Have
you told everyone about High Anxiety Holly? That was between you, me, and my
friend Gwen.”


“Right. Gwen. So when are you going to set me up with her?”


“I’d really like to keep her as my friend, so never with a capital
‘N.’”


She glanced up and saw Meredith standing in her doorway, looking
as hot as ever, of course. Why couldn’t she show up one day in something
ill-fitting and not her color? Maybe something that made everyone google words
like chartreuse and puce. But no, she’d chosen a classic navy
pants and red sweater ensemble. “Where’s your yacht?”


Meredith furrowed her brow. “Pardon me?”


Brian glanced over his shoulder. “Oh hey, boss. Heading to the
Hamptons later?”


“Brian, shut up.” For some reason, it bothered Holly that he
joined in on the teasing, even if Meredith did look dressed for a polo match or
whatever the hell people did in the Hamptons. Never mind that they were on the
West Coast. Maybe Santa Barbara or Ojai was a better choice. “Did we have a
meeting?” Holly looked at her desk calendar. “Nope. I got nothing.”


“I was hoping for a meeting of the minds,” Meredith said. “Brian,
could you give me a minute with Holly?”


He stood. “Sure. I got what I came here for.” He brushed his
fingers clean and pointed at Holly. “I want to meet Gwen. Make it happen.”


Meredith sat where he’d just been and glanced around the small office.
There wasn’t much to see, but Holly found herself looking around as well. She
had bulletin boards covered in sticky notes. A cat calendar, even though she
didn’t own a cat, but Lucille thought she should. A small bookshelf with all
kinds of crap on it. She grabbed a pen and scribbled on a sticky note, clean
off shelf.


They hadn’t talked much in person since the roof conversation.
She’d seen Meredith in a few group meetings and said a quick hello. And they’d
communicated via email about the last Evermore script, which Holly had
been working on. Other than that, there hadn’t been a reason to make contact.
Holly figured that if Meredith wanted to see her, she’d make up a reason, and
maybe that was what this was.


“Who does Brian want to meet?”


The question surprised her since it was a personal one. She hadn’t
expected Meredith to show any interest in her personal life. “Oh, just a friend
of mine. Never gonna happen. They’d rip each other apart with their cynical scissor
tongues.” Meredith gave her a questioning look. “They’re both super sarcastic,
and the entire date would be spent trying to one-up each other on the retort
scale. You know, like that old-fashioned carnival game where the first person
to hit the thing hard enough with a hammer to ring the bell wins? Only, it
wouldn’t be a bell, it would be complete annihilation of feelings. They’d take
it too far, is what I’m saying.” She sighed. “Which is just a long-ass way of
saying they know too much about me, and the two shall never meet and compare
notes.”


“Ah. And yet, I know so little about you,” Meredith said.


“I guess it depends on what the definition of ‘know’ is.” Holly
used finger quotes.


Meredith laughed. “I guess you’re right.”


Holly focused on the script in front of her for a moment. She
loved that she could make Meredith laugh, but it also made her feel a sense of
sadness that they hadn’t had the chance to really get to know each other. She
took a deep breath and made eye contact again. “So what’s up, boss lady?”


Meredith leaned back in the chair and clasped her hands together.
“I have a dinner reservation at seven.”


Holly did love those hands so much. Her tummy did a flip-flop when
her brain betrayed her and took her back to a certain bed in a certain hotel,
when those fingers were pushed deep inside her over and over again. She tried
to shake loose the memory but not before she heard herself cry out when she
came with those fingers still inside her.


“Holly?”


“What? Wait. What?” Holly grabbed her glass and gulped down the
cold water, which helped her brain to catch up. She slammed the glass back down
and said, “You have a dinner reservation in LA on Valentine’s Day? You must
know people.” She glanced at her watch. “And you should get going. Traffic will
be a nightmare.”


“It’s just down the street,” Meredith said. “That new place called
Ford’s.”


“Oh. Very posh. Very this month. Of course, if there’s one thing I
know about you, it’s that you know how to make a girl feel special.”


Meredith leaned forward. “There won’t be a special outfit this
time.”


“Really? No Valentine superhero who goes around saving the hearts
of the good men and women of LA? I could get the costume department to whip something
up for you. Maybe black fishnet with strategically placed pink velvet triangles
and thigh high boots? What do you think, Mer?”


She smirked. “I think my date would probably love it, but it’s not
the Playboy Mansion I’m taking her to, so no on that one.”


Holly shrugged. “Fine. It wouldn’t be the first good idea you’ve shot
down.” She put up a finger. “Quick question. Why aren’t you correcting me when
I call you Mer?”


“I’ll tell you if you’ll join me tonight.”


Holly took that same finger and pointed it at herself. “Me?”


“Yes, Holly. You.”


She shook her head. “No. It’s Valentine’s Day. You can’t ask a
girl out and expect her not to read into that. Besides, I’m kinda used to you
dressing up for me, and since there won’t be a special outfit, I can’t possibly
know how to act.”


Meredith grinned. “Was that a yes?”


Holly leaned forward and rested her elbows on the desk. “Why now?
Did the higher-ups change the rules?”


“No, the rules haven’t changed, and you should know that I can’t
really offer you anything beyond dinner.”


Holly considered it for a moment. If she said yes, they’d probably
have a great time while eating great food. If she said no, nothing would
change. They’d avoid each other as best they could, which sucked on every
level. Why hadn’t she already accepted the offer? What was she waiting for?
“I’ve missed you too,” she said.


“Don’t put words in my mouth.” Meredith stood and went to the
window that looked out on nothing of interest. “This might be the worst idea
I’ve ever had, but you’re the only person I want to spend the evening with.”
She turned, and with her arms folded protectively over her chest, she said, “I
guess I should’ve asked if you’re seeing someone else.”


“So it’s not random that it’s Valentine’s Day?”


“My intention is not random, no. But as I said—”


“You can’t promise anything beyond dinner. Don’t worry, I heard
that loud and clear.”


Meredith turned to leave. “You should say no because I have no
idea what I’m doing.”


Holly jumped to her feet. “It’s a big fat yes, Meredith. And I
have no idea what I’m doing either, but I’m not going to let you walk out of my
office and go have dinner alone while I drink half a bottle of wine and watch Sleepless
in Seattle in my footie pajamas. It’s Valentine’s Day, and even if that
means absolutely nothing tomorrow, it means everything tonight.”


Meredith lifted an eyebrow. “Footie pajamas?”


“That’s all you heard of my big climactic speech?”


She grinned. “It stood out, but I heard everything.” She went out
the door and popped her head back in. “Meet me there at seven. And Holly? You
should write that big climactic speech into a script.”


Holly waited until Meredith was out of earshot before she said, “I
already have.”




* * *




“You’re dumping me on Valentine’s Day?” Gwen threw a sweater back
at Holly. “And stop throwing your secondhand store wardrobe at me.”


Holly turned away from her closet and put her hands on her hips.
“Number one, we didn’t have any big plans, and number two, it’s not my fault
you chose to sit right in the line of fire. Now, get off my bed and help me
figure out what to wear.”


“No. Not until you tell me who you’re dumping me for.”


“Oh, good grief. All we were going to do was watch old romantic
movies with Desiree while we stuffed our faces with chicken wings and way too
much chocolate, none of which was going to possibly, maybe end up in great sex
with a beautiful woman.”


“What am I, that tin of old chopped liver in the back of the
pantry that no one wants to eat?”


“Call Ty, Gwen. Maybe he likes expired chopped liver.”


“Okay, fuck you. And if you want help with your outfit tonight,
which you desperately need by the look of things, you’ll name her right now,
and it better not start with Meredith and end with Drake.”


Holly pushed a pile of sweaters off the bed and sat. “It starts
with Meredith and ends with Drake.” She leaned over and put her face in her
hands. “Oh God, what am I doing?”


Gwen draped an arm over her. “Well, sunshine, it would seem you’re
thinking with your heart and not your head. Fitting for Valentine’s Day.”


Holly sat back up. “You’re right. I am. How stupid is it of me to
hope we’ll have sex tonight? Like that will somehow make it all a little less
painful that she doesn’t see me as someone worth fighting for.”


Gwen stood and offered her hand. “I’ll help you look sexy as hell
tonight if you promise not to have sex of any kind with her. She doesn’t
deserve you.”


Holly took her hand. “Deal.”


Gwen led her out of the bedroom and into the living room. “We
don’t have much time, so get your shit together and meet me by my car in five.
This requires a run to my favorite boutique.”


Gwen shut the door, and Holly threw her hands in the air. “Why is
everyone always telling me to get my shit together?”




* * *




Holly was five minutes late due to an Uber driver who insisted on
following all rules, such as not putting two wheels up on the sidewalk to
circumvent an accident. She hated being late after Meredith took the initiative
with what she hoped was a special Valentine’s dinner. She rushed through the
front door and spotted the hostess station to the right, “Hi. I’m meeting
Meredith Drake. Is she here already?”


“Right this way.” Holly followed the hostess, who would no doubt
have her own breakout television series next fall. She was just biding her
time. Getting by on this hostess job and probably sharing a one-bedroom
apartment with two messy dudes who never cleaned up after themselves. Boy,
would they be sorry when she signed a big contract and never spoke to them
again.


It looked like someone had spent a large fortune to renovate what
used to be a run-down steak house, if Holly remembered correctly. Back in the
day, it was enough to put up a few framed photos of the celebrities who
regularly dined at your restaurant. To attract any attention now, you had to
hire a celebrity chef and decorate the place the way an A-lister would decorate
their own home.


Ford’s was what Holly imagined Gwen Stefani’s home looked like,
with the large chandeliers and shiny black patent leather booths with hot pink
trim. Hopefully, they’d spent as much money on the chef as they had on the gold
leaf ceiling.


Meredith was chatting with a man sitting at the table next to
theirs. Holly hoped she wouldn’t have to make small talk with him through the
entire meal. After a trip to Gwen’s favorite boutique, followed by a blowout at
the Dry Bar, and then the uber slow Uber driver, Holly felt a bit frazzled. She
also felt like she could eat twelve appetizers if they were all as small as the
tiny three bean salad she just walked by. There were literally three beans
placed ever so carefully in the center of the plate. Was someone kidding with
this?


Meredith laughed at something the man said. They both spotted
Holly at the same time. He leaned over and said something. She gave him a nod
and got up.


“Sorry, I’m a bit late,” Holly said.


Meredith took her elbow and leaned in. Holly expected a kiss on
the cheek, but Meredith whispered, “HR is here,” then pulled back and said a
bit more loudly, “Happy Galentine’s Day, BFF.”


Oh. So this was how Meredith planned to play it? Holly took a
quick glance around. She couldn’t see anyone she recognized from HR, but she
put up an open palm. “Put it right here, BFF. And don’t miss like you usually
do.” Meredith went to give her a high five but found only air when Holly pulled
her hand away. “You’d think for someone who was the president of holiday
programming at the Wifetime network that you’d be smart enough to stop falling
for that.” Holly slugged her playfully on the shoulder as if she had done it a
thousand times before.


Meredith cleared her throat and turned to the gentleman sitting
next to them. “Holly, this is Ken Ensign. Wifetime hired his PR firm to handle
the fallout from the Cruz situation.”


“Oh.” Holly offered her hand. “Pleased to meet you, Ken. Holly
Hudson.”


“Holly Hudson? My wife makes the kids and me watch the Evermore
series every year. She’s a big fan.”


Holly turned to the woman sitting across from Ken. She looked too
young to have kids over two. That and the way she shook her head almost
imperceptibly told Holly that she should just move on. “Well, great. That’s
great. How was the bean salad? I was actually eyeing that on the way in. It
looks delicious.”


The woman offered Holly her plate. “I could only eat two of the
beans. Would you like to have the third? I’d hate to see it go to waste.”


The lima bean and green bean were gone. Only the white bean remained.


Sure, they were the biggest beans Holly had ever seen, but this
chef had taken his deconstruction of the classic three bean salad everyone’s
grandma served at the family barbecue to a ridiculous level of stupidity.


Holly was joking when she said the salad looked delicious, but she
took the plate because all bets were off ever since Meredith used the word
Galentine. “Don’t mind if I do.” She sat at their table and popped the white
bean in her mouth. It tasted vinegary and so delicious, she just had to moan
her satisfaction. “God, that was good. I may have peaked early. Where’s
dessert?”


Meredith put two fingers on the base of a champagne glass the
waiter had poured for Holly and slid it out of her reach. “Are you okay?” she
asked.


Holly leaned in and whispered, “If you want to keep those valuable
fingers you have on my glass, you’ll slide it back here and order some
goddamned food. Pronto.” She straightened back up and gave Ken a polite smile.
She gave Meredith the same smile and raised her glass. “I’d like to make a
toast.” Meredith’s eyes widened. “Come on, Mer. You’re here. You’re single. You
might meet someone tonight. Get a little tipsy with me.” She turned toward Ken
and his secretary of two minutes, well, maybe five, and leaned in to clink
their glasses. “Hit me, kids. This one is being a party pooper.”


Ken raised his glass. “She’s probably sick of me giving her advice
all day long, and then boom, we’re sitting near each other for dinner.”


“What kind of advice, Ken?” Holly shouldn’t have asked, but this
night was going to shit anyway.


“Well, I help companies who’ve been mired in scandal to come out
of it not only unscathed but elevated.” He said that last word with a wink.
“She’s handling it like a rock star.” He reached across the table and caressed
his date’s arm. “And Katrina here really likes her too.”


It was said with such thick sexual innuendo, there was no
mistaking his intent. Holly almost snorted champagne out of her nose. She
turned away and coughed into her napkin. When she recovered, Meredith was
getting out of her seat.


“Going somewhere?” Holly asked.


“It’s time for us to go.”


“But I’m starving. I need food and drink. Lots of it.”


Meredith offered her hand. “We’ll find someplace else to eat.”


“On Valentine’s Day? Without a reservation?”


“I’ll take you to a drive-thru.”


Holly reluctantly pulled herself off the chair. “I want In-N-Out.”


Meredith turned to Ken. “Thank you for the champagne. Have a
lovely evening.”


“Was it something I said?” He got up. “Meredith?”


She ignored him and urged Holly to walk in front of her by pushing
her along. Holly swatted her hand away. “Stop rushing me. These damned heels
aren’t the easiest things to walk in.”


They got out onto the street, and Meredith with the long legs
decided to walk full speed ahead. “Hey, slow down,” Holly said.


Meredith stopped, shook her head at the sky, and then yelled, “I
can’t believe that just happened. Women truly aren’t safe anywhere they go.
There’s always a hidden agenda.” She threw her hands in the air and starting
walking even faster.


Holly caught up and led her to a dark spot between two buildings.
“You need to calm down. Everyone has a camera these days, remember? You don’t
want to show up on YouTube as the crazy woman who had a meltdown in front of
Ford’s.”


Meredith leaned against the building and covered her face with her
hands. Holly moved in closer and softened her tone. “Hey, now. What do you say
we find a cab and—” Meredith pulled Holly into her arms and held on so tightly,
it almost took her breath away. She steadied herself and put a hand on
Meredith’s head. “It’s okay,” she whispered.


Meredith sighed. “It’s not just about them. I’ve missed you. You
said it to me, and I didn’t say it back. It was so hard to not say it back, but
I’m saying it now. I’ve really, really missed you, like crazy missed you, and
when you walked in tonight looking so gorgeous, all I wanted to do was greet
you the way I would if you were my date, but instead, I said all of that stuff
about us being friends for that asshole’s benefit.”


“Oh. You mean the asshole that just insinuated he’d like you to
join his little party?”


Meredith scoffed. “What about me says that I’d be into a threesome
with those two?”


Holly shrugged. “Well, you do have an air about you.”


“What the hell does that mean?”


“Wealthy single lesbian who spends a lot of time alone in her
high-rise apartment on Wilshire seeks a straight couple for sexual
exploration.”


“That’s not me. What the hell, Holly?”


“I know it’s not you, but your outfit screams it in the highest
octave.”


“My yachting outfit, as you put it? Well, fine. I’ll take it off.”


Holly stilled and waited with anticipation.


“What are you looking at?”


“You said you were going to take your clothes off…okay, fine, I’ll
turn around, but it’s not like I haven’t seen it. Or tasted it. Or fucked it,
for that matter.”


There were several seconds of silence before Meredith said, “Were
you trying to kill me with that silver dress tonight?”


“Are you looking at my ass when you’re supposed to be
de-frocking?” Holly had to smile. Gwen had said her ass looked pretty slammin’
in the form-fitting dress. She wanted to go with something whimsical in pink or
red, considering the holiday, but Gwen said that would be too obvious. Holly
would have to thank her with a bottle of her favorite merlot.


“Answer the question,” Meredith said.


Holly turned back around. “I didn’t want to kill you. Maybe just
make it a little harder for you to talk business all night.”


“Your hair looks amazing. Have I said that out loud yet?”


Holly shook her head. “No, but when would you have?”


“I should’ve said it the second you walked up to the table. You
look absolutely stunning tonight.” She moved closer. “I’m so sorry I ripped us
out of that restaurant. I should’ve handled it differently.”


“You can make up for it by taking your clothes off.”


She laughed. “I’m not going to take my clothes off in the street.
Is there some other way I could salvage the evening for us?”


“Do you karaoke?”


Meredith put her hands over her eyes. “Okay, something besides—”


“I was kidding,” Holly said. “I mean, I’m totally dressed for it,
but Whitney would probably be very disappointed by my rendition of ‘I Will
Always Love You.’ And Dolly? Well, she’d be downright heartbroken.”


“I don’t know much about karaoke, but who would choose to perform
that song when everyone knows Whitney is the only person in the world who can
hit those notes?”


Holly’s hand creeped up into the air. “Worst night of my life.”


“Worse than tonight?”


“What do you mean? I’m having a blast standing in this alley having
a pointless conversation with you.” She motioned toward a dumpster. “Wanna cap
it off with some pointless dumpster sex?”


Meredith looked down the alley with wide, questioning eyes. Holly
decided to let her off the hook and took her arm. “I’m kidding again. Sort of.
But the truth is, I wouldn’t have the strength for vertical sex until I get a
burger in my belly, so let’s hit the diner around the corner. I’m sure there
are some seats at the counter.”


Meredith bent her elbow and put her hand on Holly’s. “They have
great milkshakes.”


“And the best fries this side of the Rocky Mountains.” Holly
glanced at her as they walked and wondered if it felt as good to her as it did
to Holly to be touching again. She leaned in and said, “Ken’s an asshole, but
he has great taste.”


Meredith squeezed her hand. “I’m the one with great taste.”




* * *




When Gwen opened her door, Holly held up the note she’d found
attached to her own door. “Are you okay, G? What’s the emergency?” She walked
in and found Griffin, Ty, and Desiree sitting in Gwen’s living room. There were
three heart-shaped boxes of chocolate sitting on the coffee table. Two had been
opened and were half-eaten.


“What did I tell you?” Gwen said to them. “Did I work a miracle
with this one or what?”


Griffin stood and clasped his hands together. “If I had a dream
girl, you’d be it. Turn around. I need to see what that dress does to your
ass.”


Holly furrowed her brow. “No. Okay, fine.” She held her arms out
and turned in a circle.


Ty let out a low whistle. “If I was attracted to anxiety-ridden
genius lesbians, I’d fight Meredith for you, but my type is older and well,
straighter.”


“How old are we talking?” Desiree asked.


Ty winked at her. “Break up with Thad, and it’s on.”


Desiree threw her head back and laughed. “Oh, how you do amuse me,
Ty.”


Griffin grabbed the unopened box of chocolates and handed it to
Holly. “Happy Valentine’s Day, love.” He kissed her cheek and took a step back.
“I don’t think she had sex tonight, guys. Her hair looks too good.”


“Agreed,” Gwen said. “I’m proud of you, Holls.”


“Well, it wasn’t for lack of trying. I even suggested we have
pointless dumpster sex.”


“Honey, that isn’t something you suggest,” Gwen said. “It’s
something that just happens when you’re too drunk or high to care.”


“Seriously,” Griffin said. “Even gay men don’t do that sober, and
we don’t give a shit where we have sex.”


Holly kicked her heels off and plopped into a chair. “Great. She
probably thinks I have a trash kink or something.” She ripped the plastic off
the box of chocolates and hoped the one she chose had caramel in it. “Damnit,”
she said. “Anyone want half of an orange crème? No takers?” She tossed it onto
the table. “That’s okay. I’ll just try again.”


Gwen sat in a chair and wrapped her arms around her legs. “Before
you stuff another one in your mouth, I demand details.”


“Yeah, I’m on pins and needles here,” Ty said. “I love stories
that don’t involve two hot chicks getting it on. What was she wearing?”


Desiree patted Ty’s knee. “Enough with the sarcasm. Some of us want
to hear the story even if there isn’t a big climax at the end. In fact, it’ll
be a lot like the stories you tell, and we all listen to those with bated
breath.”


Griffin, who was sitting on the floor, rolled onto his side in a fit
of laughter. Gwen stayed slightly more contained by not falling out of her
chair. Holly put her purse in front of her face and giggled because Desiree was
so right. A good storyteller Ty was not. But since storytelling was Holly’s
jam, she decided to lean in.


“It was a typical Valentine’s,” she said in her best storytelling
voice. “Happy couples of all ages were dressed up, and most had ordered a nice
bottle of champagne to celebrate their love, so imagine Holly’s surprise when
there was a bottle on ice by Meredith’s table.”


She eyed her friends. They all stared back at her like anxious
five-year-olds. Talk about owning the room. This story would be fun to tell.


A few minutes later, Griffin said, “So you didn’t even kiss good
night?”


“Oh,” Holly said. “How could I forget that part?”


Gwen narrowed her eyes. “You better not tell me you had safe hair
sex.”


“Didn’t know that was a thing but good to know. And Meredith did
give me a soft peck on my cheek that, in hindsight, I’m so good with. I mean,
in the moment, I wanted more, but we still have to work together under those
stupid rules.”


“Be grateful for those stupid rules,” Desiree said. “Back in my
day, sexual harassment didn’t have a name, it just was. And, boy, could it be
brutal when you caught the eye of a superior. It was almost impossible to keep
his hands off you and also keep your job.”


Holly gave her a nod. “You know what, Dez? You’re right. I should
respect Meredith’s desire to be a good example, and maybe one day, when things
have calmed down a bit, we can revisit the idea of dating each other.”


“Wow,” Gwen said. “Our little girl done growed up right in front
of our eyes, and all it took was a slinky dress and a good hair day.”


Holly tilted her head and opened her chocolates again. “And a
chocolate covered caramel, if I can find one.”




* * *




Holly looked both ways before she leaned into Meredith’s office
and whispered, “I had a great time last night.”


Meredith put her pen down and waved Holly in. “It was a strange
but highly enjoyable evening.”


“Haven’t all of our encounters been strange?”


Meredith waved her hand. “Oh God. We don’t have to go through them
again, do we?”


“Nah, that’s not why I’m here.” Holly sat with her legs crossed
and one elbow on her knee. She’d told herself to avoid lengthy eye contact.
Physical contact was, of course, out of the question. No hug hello or good-bye.
She’d stay on her side of the desk and hoped Meredith would do the same.


There wasn’t even a hint of the nautical look from the previous
night. Meredith had ditched the Hamptons for New York City business chic. The
creamy silk blouse with round pearl buttons looked expensive. So did the black
velvet belt with the large gold buckle that Holly could only see the top of
over the desk. She resisted the urge to ask Meredith to stand and slowly turn
in a circle. That would completely defeat the purpose of her visit. Meredith
needed to stay fully dressed in Holly’s brain. She didn’t need to close her
office door and lean against it while she unbuttoned that silky blouse. And
Holly definitely didn’t need to push herself against Meredith and pull that
tight black skirt up her thighs. And Holly’s tongue? Well, it definitely needed
to not lick that soft neck only to find itself deep inside Meredith’s
warm, wet mouth.


Meredith pushed her hair behind her ears and clasped her hands in
front of her. How long could Holly stare at that face, those lips, before it
got weird? A minute? Two minutes? Turned out fifteen seconds was the maximum
time allotted before both of them turned away. “Sorry,” Holly said. “I really
did come here to tell you something and also give you something.”


Meredith’s expression changed to a look of worry. “Sounds
serious.”


“It is. I mean, I’m taking it seriously now, this thing about not
sleeping with your boss.” She glanced behind her to make sure no one was in the
hallway listening. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to say that so loudly.” She made eye
contact again, and in a lower tone, she said, “I wish I could read your mind.”


“Ha. That wouldn’t help our situation.”


“Okay, look. I know you’re trying to be the consummate
professional, and I respect that, but could you give me something? Anything?”


Meredith glanced toward her office door. “Holly, I—”


“It’s okay,” Holly said, interrupting. “Forget I said that. I
don’t want to be like Cruz or that jackass from last night. I want you to know
that I respect your decision to keep your work life and private life separate.
In fact, I admire you for it, and so will everyone who works here.”


“That’s good to hear.” Meredith picked up her pen and jotted
something on a notepad. “You said you have something you want to give me?”


Holly assumed the jotting of illegible words was purely a way for
Meredith to distract herself from what was going on between them. Holly wished
she’d brought a pen and notebook too. But she had nothing. “I do have
something, but I’ll need your personal email address. I want this to stay
private for now.”


“Color me intrigued.”


“I hope you still think so once you read it.”


Meredith’s eyes lit up. “Your gay Christmas script?”


“Do you really think you can get it approved?”


Meredith stood. “One way or another, I’ll get it done.”


Holly took that as her cue to leave. “Right. I’ve taken up enough
of your time.” She stood, but Meredith had closed her office door. She kept her
hand on the knob and turned.


“Thank you for understanding the awkward position I’m in. It
certainly isn’t my first choice.”


“Oh yeah? What would your first choice be?”


Meredith’s grip on the knob seemed to tighten. She shook her head
and whispered, “I wish I could. But I can’t.”


“I know,” Holly said. “Sorry. That was out of line. Text your
email address and I’ll send the script from home tonight.”


Meredith opened the door and raised her voice so everyone could
hear. “Thank you, Holly. It was good to see you.”


What was it about the way Meredith said her name? It wasn’t as if
she pronounced it differently from everyone else. But every time she heard it
come out of Meredith’s mouth, Holly felt it in her core, and her mind went
blank. “You can call me Holiday,” she blurted. “I mean, you can call me
anything, really. Holly, Holiday, Holls, that crazy chick you—” She stopped
herself from rambling when she remembered where she was. “I’ll just be on my
way now.”


“Probably for the best.”


Holly gave her a nod. She knew Meredith was purposely being cold,
but hearing her say it was for the best stung a bit. Holly told herself if they
ran into each other, great. But Holly wouldn’t seek her out again.


Chapter Eight


Griffin opened Holly’s front door. “You are an angel.”


“Griff, you can’t just whoosh into my apartment without knocking.
What if I’d been naked?”


“You’re never naked, Holls. In fact, you’re usually overdressed
for the weather.”


“So I like a cozy hoodie. Who in this world doesn’t?” She closed
her laptop and set it on the coffee table.


“Who in the world leaves their door unlocked in LA? Seriously,
Holls. You’re not in Christmas Cove anymore.”


She stood and went into the kitchen. “I have four locks on that
door, so don’t lecture me on how to survive in LA. Your usual?”


“No. We need to go out and celebrate. Dinner is on me tonight.”


She stepped back into the living room. “This is why my door was
unlocked. I knew you’d get the new Evermore script today. I also knew
you’d be thrilled that your character gets plenty of air time.”


He rushed over and threw his arms around her. “You have no idea
how happy this makes me. And how happy it’ll make my churchgoing mother to see
me with my beautiful television wife and a baby on the way.”


“Question. How did you get away with having a Barbie condo when you
were young?”


“Well, I explained to my mother that G.I. Joe couldn’t ask Barbie
to marry him if he had no place for her to live. And of course, she’d need her
own Jeep. Army green isn’t her best color.”


She offered her fist. “Well played, my friend.”


A hard knock on the door made them both jump and grab on to each
other. He let go first. “Sorry about that. I’ll get it.”


“I’m not expecting anyone. Put on the chain before you open it.”


“Oh, now you’re concerned about your safety?”


“No, I can hold my own, but after the way you just jumped into my
arms?”


In a loud whisper, he said, “I thought a bomb had gone off, okay?
Who knocks that loud?” He put the chain on the door and opened it a crack, then
slammed it shut. “It’s her,” he whispered. “Hashtag hot boss. Hashtag you look
like hell.” He motioned for her to smooth her hair down and straighten her
clothes.


“Oh for God’s sake, Griff. You just slammed the door in her face.
Open it.” She casually lifted a hand and smoothed her hair down. It was fine,
and her jeans and T-shirt were fine too.


He opened the door and said, “Hi. Please come in.” His enthusiasm
was so over-the-top, she wanted to give him a kick in the butt.


Meredith didn’t step into the apartment. “Griffin. I’m looking for
Holly. Do I have the right apartment?”


“You’re in the right place.” He gave Holly a wink. “Rain check on
that dinner?”


“Absolutely,” she said. “And you’re buying.”


Once he was out the door, Meredith stepped in. Holly swallowed
hard because Meredith’s jeans were fitted and sitting low on her hips with a
cool leather belt and a tight tee tucked in. Griffin obviously didn’t know the
first thing about lesbians. Hashtag twinsies.


“Hey,” Holly said. “You’re pretty much the last person I expected
to knock on my door.”


“I know. I should’ve called first.”


Holly couldn’t imagine what could be so urgent that an email or
text wouldn’t suffice. “It’s okay. What’s up?”


“Evermore has been cast. Everyone’s excited to get going on
production. It’ll be a big hit.” She seemed nervous or stressed. Something was
wrong.


“That’s good to hear. Thirsty?”


Meredith gave her a firm nod. “Just some water would be great.”


Holly grabbed a bottled water out of the fridge and took one for
herself. Meredith hadn’t moved from the middle of the living room. Holly handed
her the bottle, and she took a long sip. “You didn’t come here just to tell me
about Evermore, did you?”


Meredith set the bottle on the table and shook her head. “No.”


“Is something wrong?”


“I saw you today in the cafeteria. I didn’t stop and say hello,
but I watched you while you ate a salad and read a book at the same time.”


“I multitask well,” Holly said. “You should see me eat breakfast
and put on makeup while driving in bumper-to-bumper traffic.”


Meredith smiled. That was a good sign. But maybe she wasn’t there
just to praise Holly. Maybe she was there to tell her she had to let her go. To
fire her. That was what had Holly’s tummy tied up in knots. She was waiting for
the hard blow.


“Sorry,” Holly said. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.” She shoved her
hands into her back pockets to stop from fidgeting.


“I came to see you because nothing I’m about to say would be even
remotely appropriate for the workplace.” She looked at the ceiling and sighed.
“God, I’m so stupid.”


Holly took a step closer. The way Meredith’s hands were shaking
made her want to grab them and give her some reassurance that everything would
be okay. She wanted some sort of physical contact. Anything. Because to see
someone she loved in distress and not do anything about it wasn’t an option.
And she realized in that moment that her feelings for Meredith hadn’t
diminished one bit. Not that she thought they had. She played it safe by
putting a hand on Meredith’s arm instead of her waist, which was where she
really wanted it to be. “Tell me,” she said.


“I want you. I wanted you on Valentine’s Day and every day since.
And every time I see you in the hall or the cafeteria, I have to stop and
stare.”


Holly let go. “Please don’t tell me you came all this way to say
all that only to then list the reasons why you can’t have exactly what you
want.”


“I didn’t. I came to ask you if you’d be willing to engage in a
secret love affair with me.”


“Secret?”


Meredith nodded. “I know it’s asking a lot.”


“I came out of the closet a long time ago. Don’t ask me to go back
in.”


“I’m not asking you for that. I’m asking you for discretion. I’m
asking you to help me keep my job and the respect of everyone under me.”


“You’re asking me to let you have your cake and eat it too.” She
turned away. She needed a moment to think. Did any of that really matter? Did
she care if she couldn’t shout from the rooftop that she was dating Meredith
Drake? Sure, it would feel amazing to say that out loud, but was it a
dealbreaker if she couldn’t?


“Holly, should I leave?”


She turned back around. “Why didn’t you think of this sooner? It
kills me when I see you but can’t touch you. It’s like the worst kind of
torture. Okay, waterboarding would probably be worse, but—”


Meredith rushed over and covered her mouth with one hand. “Holls,
normally, I love your rambling, but right now, I need to know if that was a
yes.”


Holly smiled at the use of her nickname. “Yes, Mer. That’s a yes.”


Their lips collided, and Holly’s heart, along with her body,
melted in Meredith’s arms. This was where she belonged. Kissing those lips and
feeling those hands roam her body. Hearing Meredith’s breathing intensify.
Feeling the heat build between them. And knowing that whatever happened next
would feel so perfect and right that Holly would probably find it difficult to
keep the tears at bay.


Meredith’s hand slid under her T-shirt. She kneaded Holly’s breast
through her bra. It wasn’t enough. Holly needed to yank her shirt and bra off
so she could feel Meredith’s lips and tongue caress her breast. “Touch me,” she
said. “Touch me everywhere.”


 


“Holly!”


Her eyes shot open. She lifted her head off her desk and shouted,
“What?” Brian stood in her doorway, laughing. “Damnit, Brian. I was just
getting to the good part.”


“The part where you win the lotto? Yeah, I have that dream too.”
He sat and took a cookie from Holly’s lunch.


“Yes, I was about to win the lottery. What do you need? Never mind,
I’m on my lunch break. Figure it out yourself.”


He put up his hands. “Whoa. I didn’t mean to wake the beast. Just
tell me if you’ve mentioned my name to your actress friend. I have tickets to a
hockey game, and I need a date.”


“She doesn’t like hockey. Or any sport. She likes expensive
jewelry and hanging out at rodeos.”


“I think you just offended every spur-wearing cowboy in America, Holls.”
He stood. “But sport or not, I think I’ll stick with hockey pucks and avoid the
cow pies.” He put up a hand and waved as he walked away. “Thanks for the
cookie.”


“Yeah, I didn’t actually give you my only cookie,” she shouted.


The part about Gwen liking expensive jewelry was true. The rodeo
part was a stroke of genius. Now maybe he would leave her alone about Gwen. She
cleaned up her lunch and went into the restroom. She took a good look in the
mirror while she washed her hands. Wait. Was she having a good hair day? How
did she not know that her hair was lying so perfectly on her shoulders? The
short nap looked good on her too. She couldn’t let all of this bright-eyed
bushy-tailedness go to waste. She also couldn’t visit Meredith’s office without
unbuttoning one more button on her blouse.


It had been weeks since their last conversation. Holly had kept
her word to herself by staying as far away as possible. If only that had helped
take her mind off what they’d shared together in Hawaii. If only it had made
the damned sex dreams go away.


Holly peeked into Meredith’s office, then walked in and shut the
door. “Oh, good. You’re alone.”


Meredith looked up from her laptop and smiled, but that smile
quickly faded. “Is everything okay?”


“I just had a very vivid dream.”


Meredith stood. “Okay. Come in. Sit down.”


Holly stayed where she was by the door in case she needed a quick
exit. “Also, I’ve been avoiding you.”


Meredith shut her laptop. “I noticed.” She didn’t seem angry, but
Holly thought she saw a look of pain shoot across Meredith’s face. Had the
distance been hard for her too? If so, she certainly hadn’t done anything about
it.


“Anyway, about this dream,” Holly said. “You asked me to have a
secret affair with you.”


“Oh.” Meredith stared at Holly for a few seconds, then slowly
rounded her desk and stopped a few feet away. “When this promotion happened, it
crossed my mind to keep seeing you that way, in secret, but a very long time
ago, I did that to someone else. The reasons were different, but it hurt her,
and eventually, she grew to hate me. I don’t want you to hate me, Holly. This
isn’t easy for me either. But I do want us to at least be friends. I want us to
work together, not avoid each other.”


Holly lifted her chin. “Good. Because who the hell do you think
you are expecting me to be your dirty little secret?”


Meredith smiled. “Can we get back to the part where it was just a
dream?”


Holly folded her arms across her chest. “This isn’t funny. You’re
taking up too much space in my head. I need closure. And why do you have to
smell so damned good? You should stop wearing perfume.”


Meredith pursed her lips as if trying not to laugh, but her
shaking shoulders gave away her amusement. “I’ve missed you.”


Holly shook her head. “Not helping.” She closed her eyes and took
in a deep breath. Even from a few feet away, Meredith’s scent took her right
back to Hawaii. Right back to that damned velvet jacket and the sexy Christmas
costume and Meredith writhing naked on the bed, her nipples so hard and her
pussy so wet and her voice begging for more.


Holly opened her eyes again. “I need closure,” she said. “I need
you to tell me that you ended us not because of what happened with Cruz or the
new rules. I need you to tell me you ended it because you just weren’t that
into me. Then maybe I can move on and stop dreaming about you and wishing—” She
stopped and lowered her gaze. She’d said too much. Or not enough. She had no
idea if she’d even have a job when she walked back out of that office.


Meredith went back to her desk, scribbled something on a sticky
note, and stood in front of Holly, closer than she’d been before. “I can’t give
you what you want, but maybe we could continue this conversation in private.”


Holly took the paper. “Is this your home address?”


“It is.”


Holly’s melancholy mood lifted slightly. Meredith hadn’t blown her
completely off. That had to be a good sign. “Promise you won’t answer the door
in a sexy Easter bunny outfit?”


Meredith laughed. “I think that would defeat the purpose of
showing you what I do on a typical Friday night. It’s really quite boring, but
maybe that’s what we need since every time we’ve been together up until this
point has been a crazy whirlwind of—”


Holly put up a finger. “Wait. I’ve got this. Humiliation,
gluttony, and hot sex?”


Meredith put up her hand for a high five. “Bingo. A night of pizza
and back-to-back Dateline episodes should counteract that, don’t you
think?”


“Oh, you’re a Dateline girl? You’d fit right in with my
friends at the complex where I live. They’re huge Keith Morrison fans.”


“His voice,” Meredith said with a sigh. “Somehow, it makes murder
and mayhem feel like a bedtime story.”


Holly felt like she could smile again. Maybe they could be
friends, and all of the other feelings would eventually fade away. She turned
to leave and stopped at the door. “You should know, I’m one of those weirdos
who likes pineapple on her pizza.”


Meredith grinned. “Hawaiian pizza. How apropos.”


“See you Friday night, then.” Holly left the office and
practically skipped down the hallway. This fell somewhere between complete
avoidance and having hot sex on Meredith’s desk, but she’d take it.




* * *




“I thought we weren’t going to do this.” Holly dropped her
purse on the floor and turned her head to the side to give Meredith better
access. “Oh my God, your tongue. I need it in my mouth. Give me your tongue,
Meredith. Let me suck on it. Let me make love to your tongue. Let me have
babies with your tongue.”


 


Holly opened her eyes. Once she got her bearings, she shook her
fists at the ceiling. “Why, God? Why do I have to dream about her every damn
night?”


She knew it wasn’t God’s fault she couldn’t control her thoughts,
but maybe he could help out with the cheesy dialogue. Because if she ever
actually verbalized that she wanted to have babies with Meredith’s tongue,
well, she’d just have to leave the country. Maybe the continent. Siberia would
work. No one would find her there and remind her of that time she said those
words out loud. Maybe she should cancel tonight. Call in sick.


Her phone buzzed. She put it to her ear and said, “You’re up
early.”


“I can feel your apprehension vibrating through the walls.” Holly
loved it when Gwen didn’t try to tone down her Southern drawl. Something about
it was soothing, even if the words weren’t.


“Did you leave the batteries in your vibrator again? What did I
tell you about that, G?”


Gwen huffed into the phone. “I’ve worn the damn thing out, hint,
hint.”


“Yeah, no. I’m not ever in this lifetime buying you a sex toy, so
just get that thought out of your head.”


“I will if you’ll stop telling yourself you’re not good enough for
that woman. She invited you to her house for Dateline. Any Dateline
addict would tell you that you don’t invite just anyone into your Friday
nights, willy-nilly. There’s a reverence to it. People must respect the Dateline.”


“I just dreamt that I told her I wanted to have babies with her
tongue. How can I go tonight with that kind of shitty dialogue in my head?”


“You can’t. Cancel it right now. My God, Holls. What kind of
sick—”


“Okay, fine. It was just a dream. I’m going.”


“That’s better. Now, open your front door. I have the perfect
thing for you to wear.”


Holly grumbled as she got out of bed. “I can’t look like I’m
trying too hard. This isn’t Valentine’s Day.” She opened the door and gaped.
“What the hell, G? You want me to wear a pantsuit to Dateline? I’m not
Hillary Fucking Clinton.”


“It isn’t that kind of pantsuit. It’s sexy, and lesbians love sexy
pantsuits.”


“Um, I don’t know where you’re getting your ‘what lesbians love’
information from, but that’s not a thing.”


“I took a poll. It’s a thing. At least it is for the lesbian at my
hair salon. She was all over this.”


Holly’s eyes shuddered closed. “You just pointed at your vagina,
G. So I guess that means you wore this pantsuit into the hair salon just so you
could take a poll of one?”


“Don’t freak out. I was wearing panties.”


“Oh, that’s good to know. I feel so much better now.” She blocked
the doorway when Gwen tried to enter. “Don’t bring your slutty pantsuit into my
apartment. I’m wearing jeans tonight.”


Gwen sighed. “Well, at least make sure they’re the ones that hug
your ass. You’ve gotta give her something to lust after.”


“That’s not the point of tonight. We’re going to try to be friends
who do normal stuff like you and Dez and your special Dateline martinis
with the cocktail onion, which I’ve never understood. Martinis were made for
olives.”


“Just make sure you roll that little onion around on your tongue
while she’s looking at you. That’ll get her going.”


“Right. Roll an onion, of all things, on my tongue, which I’ve
never done before, so it’ll probably fall out of my mouth.”


Gwen waved her off. “Okay, just stop. You obviously weren’t made
for the onion roll, but trust me, it works.” She brushed past and went into the
kitchen. She took the lid off the trash can and stuffed the pantsuit, hanger
and all, in it, then put the lid back on and brushed her hands off. “Okay, so
let’s talk about how we’re going to let your little lesbian light shine
tonight.”


Holly stood there, stunned. “You just threw away the pantsuit that
you wanted me to wear tonight? Oh my God. What did it cost you, all of five
bucks at the secondhand store?”


“Well, unlike some folks, I know how to move on from a bad idea.
No onion roll and no pantsuit. Got it.” She plopped down on the sofa. “We might
need wine for my next bad idea, since it involves you taking on a very subtle
but sexy Southern lilt.”


Holly slapped her hand against her forehead. “I can’t even with
you right now.”


Gwen shot a finger in the air. “Moving on. I didn’t think that one
would fly anyway.”


Holly sat. “I thought you didn’t like Meredith. Why are you encouraging
me to make something happen tonight? What happened to being proud of me for not
sleeping with her on Valentine’s Day?”


Gwen leaned forward and put her hand on Holly’s knee. “Because I
know you haven’t been able to let go. You’re still pining for her. And while
I’ve watched you date other women, I’ve never seen you fall this hard. And if
she’s as great as you say she is, then you should grab the bull by the horns
and make it happen. None of this pussyfooting around. Go and get the girl.”




* * *




Holly’s hand shook as she punched Meredith’s number into the call
box. She willed herself to calm down. It was just pizza and Dateline. A
starting point to a lasting friendship. No sex would be had. No kissing. No
making out on the sofa. No heavy breathing. No licking or grinding. “For God’s
sake, get a grip,” she whispered.


“Holly?”


“Hey. It’s me.” She glanced down at her hoodie and realized it was
the same one she’d gotten tangled up in at the Honolulu airport. She’d
purposely dressed down. No makeup, no low-cut blouse. Just leggings, a hoodie,
and running shoes. Gwen would be appalled, but Holly felt good about the
choices.


Hopefully, Meredith had gotten comfy too, although Holly imagined
their ideas of what getting comfy meant were quite different. In Hawaii, it
meant bathing suit cover-ups and silky robes. Who knew what it meant in LA?


“Come on up,” Meredith said. “Fourth floor, apartment 4B.”


Why was Holly so nervous? She’d already had Meredith every which
way from Sunday. She knew how it felt to touch her. Kiss her. The door opened,
and Holly knew why she was so nervous. Casual Friday night Meredith was a
mystery. “I don’t really know you,” she blurted. “Like, at all.” Then she
scanned Meredith from head to toe. She’d removed her makeup, her damp hair was
combed away from her face, and her feet were bare. Turned out this was a look
Holly knew well. The post-sex look.


Luckily, Meredith wasn’t wearing a sexy robe. She had on loose
shorts and a sweatshirt that was thick enough to hide her lack of a bra for the
most part. Holly managed to rip her eyes away from what little she could see.


Meredith opened the door wider. “Come in.”


Holly shook her head. “Not until I know more than what I can read
on your LinkedIn profile.”


Meredith leaned against the door jamb and folded her arms. “Are
you freaking out because you had sex with someone you barely know, or is it
because you do know me, but you wish you didn’t?”


“Well. At least we’re acknowledging Hawaii now. It seemed like
you’d purged it from your mind. Also, why do you always smell so good? You
can’t expect me to behave if you smell this good.”


Meredith took her hand and pulled her into the apartment. She shut
the door and bolted it, then turned. “What do you want to know?”


“Tell me about your first crush. Your first girlfriend. Tell me
about the person you had to hide. Was it because you weren’t out yet? Is that
why? Because pretty much all of us gays beyond the age of thirty have that
person in their past.”


“I’d be happy to tell you all of that,” Meredith said. “I’d be
happy to talk about my family, where I grew up, where I went to school, but—”
She lowered her gaze.


Holly took a step closer. “But, what?”


“I need a hug first.”


“A hug?” The request surprised her. Meredith had been so stoic
about her feelings. So professional at all times. Holly opened her arms. “I
give great hugs.”


“I know,” Meredith whispered. She looked as if she was about to
cry as she wrapped her arms around Holly’s shoulders.


Holly held on tightly and said, “Hey, what’s wrong?”


“I’ve missed you so much. I hate that I’ve had to keep you at
arm’s length. I hate that I can’t be myself with you anymore.” She turned her
head slightly and kissed Holly’s cheek. “I hate that I know you’re so close,
but I can’t touch you.”


Holly tightened her grip around Meredith’s waist. “Why didn’t you
say something? This whole time, I thought it had been easy for you to just walk
away from us.”


“Far from it.” Meredith pulled away from the hug and took a step
back. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to get all emotional on you.”


Holly stood speechless for a moment. She hadn’t expected an
explosion of feelings from Meredith. Especially not those particular feelings.
“You probably didn’t mean for my little heart to go pitter-patter again
either.”


Meredith took a deep breath and put a hand on her hip. “Sorry, I
just—”


“Stop apologizing for letting me know how you feel. I need to know
what you’re feeling. I need to understand because most days I don’t.” Holly
took a step closer. “We have something. I feel it every time you come near me.
I feel it in my dreams. I wake up and see your face, and you know what this
is?” Holly pointed at herself. “This is honesty. This is what I need from you,
Meredith. I need you to tell me everything so I can understand how it is that
you can have feelings for me but still let me go.”


“The higher cause,” Meredith said. “Bringing diversity and
inclusion to Wifetime. Changing the work environment so it’s safe for every
woman. I have the power to make a difference now, and I don’t want to
jeopardize that. But don’t for a second think that it’s easy for me. I mean,
look at you.” Meredith motioned up and down Holly’s body. “Even in that hoodie
you got all caught up in at the airport, you’re absolutely stunning.”


Holly’s stomach chose that moment to growl so loudly, it caused
Meredith to look right at it. “Let’s get some pizza in that tummy of yours.”


“But wait. You were saying something about me being stunning.
Could you expound on that?”


“Ha. Like you haven’t heard it before. Make yourself at home while
I dish up.”


Her apartment was a hundred times nicer than Holly’s. Of course,
her salary probably was too. The hallway from the door to the kitchen was lined
with framed photos. Holly walked by them, stopped, and backtracked. “I see
Chelsea and Sheffield finally took the plunge.”


“They did,” Meredith shouted from the kitchen. “Do you like wine
or beer with your pizza?”


“Beer.” Meredith’s family looked happy. Even after their daughter
canceled her expensive Hawaiian wedding, they were there with her on the
courthouse steps, their expressions of joy no different from all of the other
photos.


Meredith was in the photo too, looking as gorgeous as ever, her
arm wrapped around her sister. Looking at the photo, Holly understood why
Meredith seemed so distraught in Hawaii when she realized she’d be spending
Christmas without them. They were clearly a close-knit family.


“Hope you don’t mind that I’ll be texting with my dad during Dateline.
He loves trying to out-predict me, but he’s rarely right.” She handed Holly a
local porter and took a sip of her own. “It’s go time. I have the pizza on the
coffee table.”


Holly followed her into the living room. “Does it have pineapple
on it?”


“Would I deny you your favorite pizza topping?”


“Well, you’re denying me some slammin’ hot sex, so…”


“We’re both being denied, so don’t act like you’re the only
sexually frustrated girl in the room, okay?” She sat on the sofa and patted the
spot next to her. “Now, sit and eat so your tummy doesn’t drown out Keith
Morrison.” Holly sat, and Meredith threw a blanket over their legs. She grabbed
the pizza box off the coffee table and put it on Holly’s lap. “You get first
pick.”


“Oh, that’s a mistake,” Holly said. “I show no mercy when it comes
to getting the biggest slice.”


“That’s my life motto too.” Meredith winked and took a slice.
“Here we go. And don’t say it’s the husband who did it, even though it’s
usually the husband who did it.”


Holly took a slice and closed the box as quietly as she could.
This Dateline thing was even more serious than she’d thought. She’d have
to ask Gwen and Desiree if that seemed normal. Then again, what did either of
them know about what was and wasn’t normal?




* * *




Holly put the four empty beer bottles in the recycling can. “And
this wasn’t even our worst pig-out session.”


“Second worst.” Meredith wrapped up the one and only leftover
pizza slice and tossed it in the fridge. “I kind of missed the champagne and
petit fours.”


Holly went to the sink and washed her hands. “This was nice.
Thanks for inviting me.” She tried to make it sound convincing, but she only
half meant it. The other half of her felt frustrated. Would it really be so
terrible if people at work found out they’d had a thing? Would the CEO have
them both fired? Would Meredith’s higher calling really be jeopardized if they
started dating? Shouldn’t they discuss the possibility of one of them working
elsewhere so they could be together? Holly didn’t question Meredith’s
sincerity. She just wondered if it was overkill.


She grabbed the dish towel to dry her hands and turned around to
find Meredith staring at her intently. “I should go.” She didn’t move from her
spot and neither did Meredith. They were a few feet away from each other, but
Holly felt that intense stare in every ounce of her DNA. It seemed that when
either of them let their guard down, and Meredith’s armor had surely just
dropped through the floor, there was an energy so strong, they both had to hold
on to something.


Meredith gripped the marble countertop behind her, and Holly held
on to that dish towel, twisting it as if her life depended on it. She couldn’t
take it anymore, so she tossed it on the counter and said, “Why do you have to
be everything I’ve always wanted? What the hell did I do in my life to deserve
this kind of torture?” Anger built inside her as she said those words. “Fuck
the higher calling, Meredith. And fuck you for making me sit through fucking Dateline
when you know how I feel.”


Holly pushed her way past. She needed to get out of there before
she really lost her temper or even worse, broke down in tears. She shouldn’t
have said anything. She should’ve said thank you and left on a happy note. She
should’ve invited Meredith to watch Dateline at her place next week with
Gwen and Desiree. They could do this, damnit. They could forget about Hawaii
and be friends. Work buddies. But all Holly wanted to do was say it again. Fuck
the higher calling.


She felt Meredith’s arms wrap around her from behind, stopping her
from exiting the uncomfortable, no, miserable scene. Meredith pressed her mouth
against her ear and said, “Do you want to know how I feel, Holly? What you do
to me? How my body reacts every time we’re together?”


There was no escaping the hold Meredith had on her. With a quick
twist of her body, she could escape physically. The emotional hold was another
story. She tried to will the tears that had welled in her eyes to not fall.
“Tell me,” she whispered.


Meredith moved her hair out of the way. “You think I don’t remember
every second we were together?” She ran her finger up Holly’s neck and around
her ear. “I know where your freckles are. I know how much you love to kiss.”
She brushed her lips against Holly’s ear and whispered, “I could barely focus
on the TV with you sitting next to me.” She slid a hand under Holly’s hoodie
and caressed her stomach.


Holly let her head drop back and moaned. Meredith’s breath on her
ear had caused a heat to build between her legs. She had no idea what was
happening or where this would go, but she wanted Meredith to know she was all
in. “This is all valuable information. Please keep talking.”


“If I keep talking—”


“Will we end up in your bed? Is it soft, this bed? Will I be comfortable
while I straddle you?”


Meredith slid her hand under the waistband of Holly’s leggings.
Holly gasped and covered that hand with her own. Her hips jutted forward, and
her breathing became shallow. She wanted this. She wanted it, and she didn’t
care what tomorrow would look like. She reached up and pulled Meredith in for a
kiss. Their lips met at the same time that Meredith’s fingers slid into her
panties. She pulled away from the kiss and whispered, “About that bed.”


Meredith gently pushed her up against the nearest wall. “There
will need to be rules.”


“Bedroom rules?” In one swift move, Holly switched their positions
and locked Meredith’s hands above her head. She eyed those crazy sexy lips.
“Okay, rule number one: there are no rules.”


Meredith pushed away from the wall and moved her across the narrow
hallway to the opposite wall. She pulled Holly’s hoodie over her head. “We
can’t leave a paper trail of texts. Phone calls only. Oh my God. This whole
time you had nothing on under this?”


Holly’s head hit the wall. She closed her eyes and groaned when
Meredith’s tongue circled her nipple. “I can agree to that. What else?” She’d
probably agree to anything if it meant they could do this again.


Meredith straightened so they were eye to eye. She gripped Holly’s
hips. “I don’t want us to hurt each other. I need to know that you would never
put our jobs in jeopardy.”


Holly cupped her face. “Are you asking me to have a secret love
affair with you?”


Meredith lowered her gaze. “I don’t want to—”


“Hey.” Holly put a finger under Meredith’s chin and gave her a
gentle kiss. “Give me your Friday nights. Here, in your apartment, where no one
will ever see us. Give me that and a promise that by the end of the year,
you’ll figure out how we can start dating for real.”


Meredith gave her a sly grin. “You. Me. Junk food. Dateline?”


“And this bed you speak of?”


Meredith took her hand and led her down the hall. “I believe it
was you who spoke of it.”


“I just wondered if it was soft.”


“Uh-huh.”


Chapter Nine


Gwen set a bottle of wine on the poolside table. “We’re going to
get drunk, and you’re going to convince me to audition for a fifty-something
mother of three the producers describe as a typical Texas mom with big hair and
a protective streak for her children the size of a Belgian Blue.”


Holly set her iPad on the table. “We don’t have to get drunk.
You’re perfect for that role. Go get it.”


Gwen sat and put her feet up on another chair. “I could say the
same thing, you know. You’ve been having a salacious Friday night affair with
this Meredith woman for months now. When are you going to tell her to get real
about it or you’re out?”


“It’s real, G. Very real. And it’s no longer just Friday night. I
don’t come home until Sunday afternoon.”


“Wow. She gives you almost forty-eight hours of her life now.
Forget I said anything.”


“It’s not like that. Meredith is doing a fantastic job at
Wifetime. The last Evermore is in post-production. They’ve optioned my
gay Christmas script. We’re happy, and when the time is right, we’ll go public.”


“Hon, we haven’t even met her yet. Your best friends this side of
everywhere haven’t met your girlfriend of what, five months?”


“Six months and seventeen days.”


Gwen did what she always did when she wanted to be heard. She put
a hand on Holly’s knee. “What would you be telling me right now if the tables
were turned?”


Holly groaned. “You’ve all been talking about me, haven’t you?”


“We’re concerned.”


“Well, maybe it’ll comfort you to know that when we started this,
I gave Meredith until the end of the year to figure out how we go public and
keep our jobs.”


“Honey, you’re so smitten, I fear you’d stay in this situation for
years if she asked. And given that it’s almost October, I wouldn’t be surprised
if she asked for more time.”


Gwen wasn’t wrong. Holly was deeply in love. Their weekends were
what she lived for. It was enough. For now. And even if it wasn’t, it was more
than she’d ever had with her previous girlfriends. More love. More in common.
More sex. More spooning. They managed to pack more of everything into those
forty-eight hours.


It was so good, Holly hesitated to rock the boat by asking for
something different. Sure, she’d love it if Meredith stayed at her apartment
sometimes. She’d love it if she was willing to have dinner at Desiree’s and meet
her friends. She’d love it if they could take a trip together. Maybe walk the
streets of San Francisco hand in hand. Share a romantic dinner someplace
expensive and decadent.


Sure, she wanted more. She wanted everyone to know they were a
couple. She wanted the world to know Meredith was hers. She’d even imagined
what it would feel like to take Meredith back home to Christmas Cove to meet
her parents. She’d feel such a sense of pride as she introduced her to the
entire town. The Hudsons’ gay daughter had finally found true love, and maybe
they’d be happy for her, and maybe they wouldn’t. That part didn’t matter.
Proving to them that she was living her best life was what she desired most.


Holly gave Gwen a side-eye. “Do you really have an audition, or
was that just a conversation starter?”


Gwen waved her hand. “Oh, please, honey. I barely opened my mouth,
and I had the job. In fact, if I’m not mistaken, it’s a Wifetime production.”


Holly gasped. “Did you drop my name to get a part?”


Gwen grabbed her stomach and laughed so hard she almost fell off
her chair. “Darlin’, if I could make a good living by dropping your name, don’t
you think I would’ve done it by now?”


Holly turned in the chair and eyed her. “Fess up, lady. Who did
you talk to?”


“Griffin might have introduced me to a few people. No one you
know.”


Holly shot out of the chair. Gwen was trying just a little too
hard for a casual tone. “He took you to meet Meredith, didn’t he? You two went
around me and poked your nose in my business.”


“Oh, sit down,” Gwen said. “We just happened to walk by her office
on our way out of the building.”


“Her office isn’t on the way out of the building. Goddamnit,
Griffin.”


“I’m sure you would’ve found out tomorrow night when you two were
doing what lesbians do in bed. She would’ve said something like, a little to
the left, and oh hey, I met your friends today. Yeah, that’s better. Stay right
there. They were super nice people, and wow, is that Gwen a looker. Is she by
any chance a lesbian?”


Holly slapped her hands over her eyes. “Oh my God, you just said friends.
As in plural friends.”


“Dez and Ty would’ve killed us if we went without them. Ty
would’ve eventually forgiven us, but Dez can hold a grudge like nobody’s
business. She’s still mad at her first boyfriend for not reciprocating in bed.”


“Stop talking, G. You and Griffin have ruined everything.”


“Oh please. We’re just looking out for you.”


“That might be true, but I seriously doubt Meredith is going to
casually mention your visit while I’m going down on her. She’ll probably
mention it through the intercom and refuse to let me into her building tomorrow
night.”


“Why is this such a big deal? We’re your friends, for God’s sake.
We have the right to meet our Holly Bell’s girlfriend. And if you’re truly
concerned that she’d dump you over this, then, baby, you need to move on.”


“She’s not just gorgeous, G. She’s passionate and caring and smart
and funny, and I may only secretly get the weekend with her every week, but the
way she treats me during those hours makes me feel so loved and so important
and special, I really don’t want to go back to not knowing what that feels
like.”


“Then let her do the right thing before the year is out. No
extensions.”


Holly nodded. “Okay. But you and Griffin are not off the hook. You
both owe me an apology. A sincere apology. One you’ve written out on a piece of
paper that I can look at now and again to remind myself why I shouldn’t write
you both off for good. Got it?”


“Got it. Should we open the bottle of wine now?”


Holly stomped away. “Drink it by yourself, G. I’m out.”




* * *




Hiding emotions wasn’t one of Holly’s strong suits. Her mom often
told her that she wore her heart on her sleeve. Her dad said she wore it all
over her face. So as hard as it was, she’d tried to limit her contact with
Meredith at work for fear someone would figure out just how madly in love she
was. The struggle was indeed real.


But today, seeing Meredith felt like a necessity. She needed
reassurance. Not the kind of reassurance Meredith could give her while they
were in bed. She needed it in the light of day when they were both fully
clothed and couldn’t touch each other. Meredith needed to say it out loud, not
just show it with her warm, sexy body.


“Be strong,” Holly whispered to herself before she stepped into
Meredith’s office. “Hey, babe.”


Meredith looked up from her laptop and smiled. “This is a nice surprise.”


Holly had used the term of endearment in a quiet tone, so no one
else could hear. She wasn’t sure if she’d get a negative reaction. But it was a
risk she was willing to take. Meredith’s big smile gave her the courage to say
more. “That shirt is a nice surprise. Could you just loosen that top button?”


Meredith gave her a quizzical look. “What’s gotten into you?”


“You. Many times.”


Meredith’s smile widened. “Are you sexually harassing me at work?”


Holly sat. “Do you ever think about it? I mean, knowing I’m just
down the hall, do you ever—”


“Yes,” Meredith said. “I’m especially fond of the janitorial
closet scenario.”


“Oh, the one where we get locked in and have to wait for the
late-night cleaning crew?”


“And we argue about whose fault it is until one of us admits we’re
in love with the other person.”


Holly went still. She absolutely did not expect to hear those
words come from that sexy mouth. She’d wanted to say them so many times. Had
almost blurted them out. But she didn’t want to push.


“Are we still on for tonight?” Meredith asked. “You’re not here to
cancel on me, are you?”


Holly shook her head. “No.” She tried to swallow the big lump in
her throat. Meredith had given her exactly what she needed and then some. “I
heard you met some of my friends, and I just wanted to assure you that I didn’t
put Griffin up to that.”


“I didn’t think you had.” She tilted her head. “Holls, what’s
wrong?”


“We can talk about it tonight.” Holly stood. “I really just wanted
to say hi.”


Meredith stood and rounded her desk. She shut her office door and
kept her hand on the doorknob. “You seem upset about something.”


“Upset?” Holly shook her head. “I’m trying not to cry because I
think you just told me you’re in love with me.”


Meredith pulled Holly close. She wrapped her arm around her neck
and whispered in her ear, “I’m so in love with you.” She kissed her cheek and
then her lips. “Now get out of here before I drag you to the janitor’s closet.”


Holly nodded. “I love you too, by the way.”


“Tell me later, when you’re deep inside me, and all I can see and
hear and breathe is you.”


A jolt of heat rushed down Holly’s spine. She had to force herself
to let go when all she wanted to do was stay right where she was, wrapped up in
this moment where doubts didn’t exist, and her world made sense. Gwen just
needed to mind her own business because Meredith Drake loved Holly Hudson. And
one day soon, she’d announce it to the world.




* * *




“What do you mean it’s too good to be a gay movie? What the hell
does that even mean? When you had me rush over here, I thought something was
horribly wrong. Too good sounds great.” Holly dropped her purse in a chair and
put her hands on her hips. That was when she noticed the script for her gay
Christmas movie sitting on Meredith’s desk. And it had Meredith’s writing all
over it. Lines crossed out. Words added. Her eyes shuddered closed. “Are you
saying what I think you’re saying?”


“I wanted you to hear it from me first,” Meredith said calmly.
“And please, Holls. Keep an open mind.”


“First, tell me you’re not saying what I think you’re saying.”


“I can’t ignore the success you’ve had with the Evermore
series. I had to look at this script with a different pair of eyes.”


“You mean a straight pair of eyes.”


“Ouch. No, that’s not what I’m saying. I think if we broaden its
appeal, it will be seen for years to come and no doubt become people’s favorite
Christmas movie. Because it’s just that good. I see it being even bigger than Evermore.”


“Don’t even try to sweet-talk me right now.”


“It’s not sweet talk. It’s business talk.”


Holly shook her head. “This can’t be real. The woman I love thinks
that gays don’t deserve the very best content out there? That we should just be
happy any gay content gets made at all? We deserve happy stories too. We
deserve what was specifically written for us. By me. Our people deserve to
watch Lucy and Steffi kiss under the mistletoe.”


Meredith put her hands on Holly’s shoulders. “The network needs
this. With Netflix and Amazon making holiday movies, we’ll need another big
draw next year, and no one can do that better than you.”


“Has it ever occurred to you that this is literally how you
compete with the streaming companies? Even if we don’t do this, they will.”
Holly pulled away. “You are literally stomping on my dream here. Does that not
mean anything to you, or did you just not believe me when I said I would never
write another Christmas movie without gay leads?”


“You don’t have to. We’ll get another writer to change the names
and pronouns. Luckily, the story isn’t centered on their sexual orientation, so
it won’t be that hard.”


“Are you serious right now? You’ll get another writer to edit out
the gay?” Holly tried to control her anger, but she could feel her face
flushing and her voice going up. “That was the point, Mer. A sweet, happy
romance with main characters who just happen to be two women. No agenda. No
preaching. No coming out. Just meeting and falling in love like every other
Wifetime holiday movie. Only better.”


Meredith straightened her shoulders. “I promise you—”


Holly took a step back. “Your promises mean nothing. And I can’t
date someone I don’t trust.”


“It that a threat?”


“You’re breaking my heart here. You’re tearing it out of my chest
and throwing it on the floor.” Tears welled up in Holly’s eyes.


“Okay, calm down. It’s just a script.”


“A script you encouraged me to share with the network, even when I
didn’t want to. You told me to believe. Remember that bullshit? And now, you’ve
just stomped all over it. Please don’t tell me to calm down. Yes, it’s just a
script. To you. To me, it’s what I would’ve given anything to see when I was a
kid. It would’ve given me hope that one day, I’d find my Lucy, and we’d kiss
under the mistletoe in the town square, and we’d make snow angels and drink hot
chocolate together, and everyone would be happy for us. Our moms and dads, our
friends, the bank teller, for God’s sake, would be happy for us. But clearly,
you don’t get it, Meredith. How is that possible when you say that you love me?
How could you not know that this would kill me? Kill us?”


“If you’d just drop your pride and realize what another series
could do for your career and Griffin’s too. What if I promise to give him the
lead?”


“Pride? You have the nerve to use that word right now? You don’t
even have a single rainbow item in your entire house.”


“Is that a requirement? I have to fly a rainbow flag to prove,
what, that I love being a lesbian? I assumed you, of all people, would know how
much I love it.”


“You may love the sex and the connection with another woman, but
you’re not proud of who you are, Meredith. And you’re certainly not proud to be
with me.” Holly grabbed her purse and rushed out of her office.


“Holly. Holly! I’m doing this for both of us.”


Holly stopped and turned. “No, you’re doing this for yourself. And
you’re doing it with or without me, aren’t you?”


Meredith didn’t answer. Holly stared at her for a moment and then
shook her head and stepped into the hall. When she was outside, she took her
phone out of her pocket and with shaky hands, she sent a text to Griffin. If
you take the straight lead in my gay movie, I will never speak to you again.




* * *




Gwen raised an eyebrow at Holly’s single suitcase. “Well, this
gives me hope you’ll be back sooner than later. Unless you’re going to a
clothing-optional resort for six weeks.”


“Oh God. Don’t gross me out, Gwen. I’m going back home where my
parents better be wearing long johns and chunky sweaters and big quilted
coats.”


“So I guess I’ll see you next week, then, because there’s no way
you’re going to last more than seventy-two hours in Christmas Hell, Vermont.”
Gwen looked at her watch. “Especially since we’re only four weeks out.”


“You’re being generous with that number. I give myself twenty-four
hours tops. But that’ll be my first stop, and we’ll see where I end up after
that. I just know I can’t be here right now, and thank God I had plenty of
unused vacation time.” Holly checked her phone to see how close her ride to the
airport was.


“I’m proud of you for standing up for yourself. I’m sure it wasn’t
easy, given how you feel about her.”


“Damnit, Gwen. I wanted to get out of here without crying.”
Holly’s emotions were still so close to the surface, it wouldn’t take much for
her to break down again. It wouldn’t take much for her to go running back into
Meredith’s arms either. God, she missed her, and it had only been two days. But
this felt like a monumental crack to Holly. Big enough that she couldn’t and
wouldn’t back down. Not when it was so apparent that Meredith didn’t take their
relationship seriously…both personally and professionally.


Holly was done playing by Meredith’s rules, even if it meant she’d
have to eventually leave her job at Wifetime. She just needed time to heal her
broken heart before facing Meredith again.


“Geriatric Gwen is going to miss High Anxiety Holly.” Gwen wiped a
tear from her cheek.


“Geriatric my ass.” Holly grabbed Gwen and hugged her. “I will
always think of you as Cougar Gwen, the biggest seller in the MILF Barbie
line.”


“Are you sure we shouldn’t have a quickie before you leave? Just
once, so I can brag about it when you accept the Academy Award for best
screenplay one day?”


“Where’s the nearest dumpster?” Holly joked. She wiped the tears
from her cheeks too.


“I should be so lucky.” Gwen took a packet of tissues out of her
purse and stuffed it into Holly’s. “Now, go get right with the world and come
back strong. We’ll be here, waiting for you.”


Holly glanced up at Desiree’s window, and sure enough, she was
there, waving good-bye. “I know I don’t have to say it, but take care of Dez.”


“We have a date with my new blender this afternoon,” Gwen said.
“I’m sure there will be a few tears shed for you while Ms. Dez sips the best
goddamned daiquiri she has ever tasted in her entire life.” Gwen sighed. “I
know that statement is a lot to live up to considering her age and lifestyle,
but I’m going to give it the old college bartender’s try.” She reached out and
squeezed Holly’s arm. “Send her a postcard now and then, okay?”


“I will.” Holly blew them both a kiss and waved the driver down.
“Oh. Before I forget.” She reached into her jeans pocket and pulled out the
piece of paper she’d written Brian’s phone number on. “I work with this guy,
and he’s been wanting your phone number for a long time. I was being selfish by
keeping you all to myself, but I think you two might hit it off.”


Gwen took the paper and scoffed at it. “I don’t call men. They
call me.”


“If you hadn’t just offered to give me a farewell fuck, I might
actually buy that traditionalist bullshit. Just call the guy. He’ll be psyched
to hear from you, and who knows, maybe you’ll hit it off with someone who’s
actually a really good guy.”


“Oh, hon. You know how attracted I am to losers and boozers. If
they ain’t broke and smell like whiskey, I don’t feel frisky.”


Holly hugged her tight. “Call him, G. Let me be proud of you too.”


Jokes were keeping the tears away, but it was harder to say
good-bye to Gwen than Holly expected. She really was her best friend in all of
LA. They gave each other a final wave, and Holly pulled that packet of tissues
out of her purse.


Chapter Ten


As long as parents kept telling their kids that Santa Claus was
real, the town of Christmas Cove’s singular purpose—to bring that myth to
life—would never change. As the cab driver pulled up to the Victorian-style
home where Holly grew up, she noticed the house had been painted recently. Her
parents had gone with a darker shade of green than usual. But the gingerbread
trim and picket fence were still painted a bright white, and the front door was
the same shade of Christmas red it had always been.


Her parents’ home was the only remaining house on Main Street that
people still lived in. The rest had been turned into Christmas-themed
businesses like the Mistletoe Café and Blitzen’s Bakery. Her parents’ business
was housed in a 1960s-era building tucked between the bank and the post office.
Hudson’s Holiday Shop, along with every other business in town, depended on
tourist dollars. So from October first, when the corn mazes around town opened
for business, until well into January, the town was hopping with special
events. Tourists couldn’t get enough of the little Christmas town.


Holly looked at the driver and with a surprising amount of pride
in her voice said, “This is the house I grew up in.”


The driver’s eyes widened. “You grew up in Santa’s house?” He seemed
embarrassed by his question and added, “I bring my kids up here every year.
Seems like a magical place to grow up.”


“It was,” she said wistfully. “And looking at it now, I’m not sure
why I ever left.” Was she seeing it with new eyes, or had she simply matured
enough to realize how lucky she had been? She got out of the car and noticed
that a candle had been lit in her childhood bedroom window, just as it had been
every time she’d come home from college. No doubt her room would smell like
sugar cookies and caramel corn, which just so happened to be the scent of her
favorite candle. Or it used to be her favorite candle. Holly wasn’t sure if
that particular blend was still sold at Santa’s Mercantile at the end of Main
Street. If not, she’d have to put in a special request with the local
candlemaker, Mrs. Brown.


The driver put her bags on the curb and said, “Let me be the first
to welcome you back home.”


“And let me be the second.” Her mom opened the gate. “Welcome
home, Holiday.” She opened her arms for a hug.


Holly fell into her mom’s arms. It was a familiar place with the
same familiar, comforting scent. Holly used to call her mother Cinna-Mom
because she always seemed to smell like a cinnamon roll. She now realized that
a cinnamon roll was exactly what Mrs. Claus should smell like.


Unexpected tears filled Holly’s eyes. She buried her face in her
mom’s shoulder. “Sorry for the late notice.”


“Don’t ever be sorry for coming home, honey.” Her mom pulled back
and held her by the shoulders. “Your dad’s waiting for you inside. Don’t be
surprised if he sheds a few tears too.”


Holly walked up the narrow brick sidewalk, just like she’d done a
thousand times before. The old wooden screen door had been replaced with a
storm door. Her dad opened it and stepped onto the porch. His hair was whiter,
his beard longer. He had on his old plaid coat. Holly picked up her pace and
ran up the steps into her dad’s arms. The scent of men’s aftershave, pine
needles, and hay filled her senses. Rick Hudson smelled like he always did. He
smelled like her dad.


It was no surprise that her mom made friends with the driver.
Holly expected she’d be sharing a cup of hot chocolate with Oscar at her
parents’ kitchen table, but her mom surprised Holly when she said, “I haven’t
seen my daughter in ages, but please stop by when you bring your kids next
week. I’ll have a special treat waiting for them.”


“I will, Mrs. Claus. Thank you, so much.” He gave Holly a wave and
said, “See you soon.”


Holly took it all in for a moment. The clean, crisp air, the lack
of honking horns and sirens. Christmas Cove was the antithesis of LA in every
way. She turned to her dad and said, “Share a cup of hot chocolate with me?”


Her dad smiled. “It’s already heating up on the stove.”




* * *




Holly’s mom squeezed into the small staircase that led upstairs
and sat next to Holly on the third step. “We could sit at the table, you know.”


“I like it here. Always have.”


“It didn’t used to be such a tight fit when you were a child. You
were such a skinny kid, remember?”


“I believe scrawny was the term everyone used,” Holly said.


“Oh, that’s right. Scrawny Holiday. I always thought it sounded
like a good name for a hit man. You want your significant other snuffed out? I
know a guy. Scrawny Holiday. Tell him Sal sent ya.”


Holly laughed. “You never told me that.”


“It was a joke between your father and me. We’d put on our best
gangster accent and give each other reports on your whereabouts. We made each
other laugh trying to out-gangster each other.”


Holly gaped. “You called me that behind my back?”


“Well, we couldn’t very well do it in front of you. That would
mean we were terrible parents.”


“You weren’t terrible parents.”


“Sometimes, we wonder where we went wrong. I mean, who would raise
a successful screenwriter and not have doubts when you had the potential to
make so much more of yourself?”


Holly had to look at her mom to see if she was being serious. Her
mom laughed and wrapped an arm around her. “Don’t ever forget where you got
your sense of humor from. Your dad wouldn’t know snark if it bit him in the
snark.”


Holly’s dad rounded the corner and stopped short when he saw them.
“Do you know how many photos I’ve taken of the two of you sitting right there?”


Holly loved the narrow staircase that went from the kitchen up to
the second floor. She’d found it a cozy place to read a book or do her homework
while her mom made dinner. She felt safe there listening to her mom banging
around in the kitchen. It had long since been painted over, but she could still
see the faint lines of a heart she’d carved into the paneled wall.


Besides reading and homework, Holly would also sit there and pine
for whatever girl she’d fallen head over heels in love with that week. She was
pretty sure she’d carved that heart into the wall for the teacher’s assistant
she had in sixth grade. Everyone called her Miss Stephanie, but Holly privately
referred to her as the woman she’d one day marry. On a horse. They’d get
married on a horse and ride off into the sunset. Of course, in her fantasies,
she wasn’t a twelve-year-old kid with long braids.


Her dad came back to the steps with a photo album. “See? Here are
my two girls on those very steps. Now, where’s my camera?”


His beard had grown so long, it covered the buttons on his red
thermal shirt. “How do you stand it, Mom?”


“Stand what?”


“Dad’s beard. It’s so long and full, it’s hard for me to remember
what his face looks like.”


“As long as I can see his sparkly blue eyes, I’ll always know what
he looks like.”


Holly smiled. Her parents seemed to still be madly in love, just
like Mr. and Mrs. Claus should be. She opened the photo album while her mom
looked over her shoulder. In the first few stair photos, she was on her mom’s
lap, then standing by her side, then sitting next to her. In the last photo,
Holly sat alone on the step wearing her high school graduation gown. “I’ve
forgotten so much. I barely even remember that day.”


Her dad stopped in front of them with his smartphone held high.
“Say candy cane.”


When her dad got a shot he was satisfied with, he went back to his
rocking chair and his basketball game. Her mom put an arm around Holly’s
shoulder and said, “Honey, we don’t care why you’re here. We’re just happy that
you are. But I do wonder if someone broke your heart recently.”


Holly furrowed her brow. “Why would you say that?”


“Because you have such a big heart, Holiday. Sure, you protect it
with your pithy comebacks and cynical attitude, but I know you, and you seem
heartbroken to me.”


Holly had several pithy comebacks at the ready. How could her mom
possibly know her heart when they’d never had a single conversation about her
love life? Holly held her share of the blame for that. When she’d first come
out, she hadn’t felt comfortable talking to her mom about who she was attracted
to or even who she’d dated. She realized that she had set the tone. And the
limits. Her mom had just followed her lead. Maybe it was time to change that.
“You’re right,” Holly said, her voice cracking. “I was seeing someone in LA,
but she betrayed me.”


“Oh, honey.” Her mom kissed her temple and held her close. “I’m so
glad you came home. We all need a refuge from the storm sometimes.”


Holly didn’t want her mom to get her hopes up by thinking she’d be
there long-term. “I don’t know how long I’ll stay,” she said. “This isn’t
really my home anymore.”


“Home is a funny word,” her mom said. “It can mean so many things.
For me, home is wherever your father is, and it just so happens that we both
love our life here in Christmas Cove, so it’s home too. Home is also a feeling.
A state of being. A warmth in your heart when you hear your child’s voice, even
if she’s telling you she’d rather be surfing than Christmas caroling because at
least she took your call and let you hear her voice so you’d know she was
okay.”


Had Holly told her mom that she actually surfed, and that was why
she liked going to Hawaii for Christmas? She’d made so many excuses over the
years, she couldn’t even remember all of the lies she’d told. “I’m sorry,” she
said. “You and Dad didn’t deserve to be abandoned by your only child just
because I couldn’t be myself here.”


“When you came out, you barely gave us a second to breathe before
you’d made up your mind to leave. We were in shock, honey. We had to deal with
all of our feelings about that and about you leaving. We had to come to terms
with what it meant for all of us.”


“It wasn’t about you, though. It was about me. How could you
possibly expect me to stay in a small town where everything revolves around
Christmas, and I was surrounded by only straight couples and their kids coming
to see Santa and Mrs. Claus? Where would a young, confused lesbian fit into
that picture?”


“We wondered the same thing,” her mom said. “That’s why we let you
go without a fight. What we didn’t anticipate is that you’d grow to hate
everything we love about our town. We didn’t think you’d walk away and never
look back.”


“I don’t hate you and Dad. I just don’t belong here.”


“Maybe that’s true. But I think you belong here right now.”


Holly nodded and rested her head on her mom’s shoulder. She
wouldn’t argue that point. Although she would never admit it, home was the
first place she’d thought of going after Meredith had shown Holly who she
really was. And the strangest part of all was that she didn’t question it. She
just packed a bag and called HR to tell them she’d be using her vacation time.
Only time would tell if it was a good decision or just another blow to her
emotional state.




* * *




Holly opened the door to her childhood bedroom and wrinkled her
nose at how it had been transformed to look like several little elves lived
there. “Really, Dad?”


“We rent it out when we can,” he said. “Some find the idea of
spending the night in Mr. and Mrs. Claus’s house appealing and will pay a hefty
price to do so.”


She turned to him. “How hefty?”


“Five hundred a night. That includes an early breakfast and a hay
ride down at the barn.”


Holly stepped into the room. Where her queen-sized bed used to be,
four twin beds that sat low to the floor were lined up from wall to wall. They
looked so cozy with their fluffy feather duvets and crisp white pillowcases,
Holly had the urge to crawl into one of them and catch up on some much-needed
sleep. On closer inspection, she noticed that there was a name embroidered
along the edge of each pillowcase. “Who are Lars, Erik, Elsie, and Britta?”


Her mom stepped into the room. “Santa’s elves. They’re not here
right now, but they come to visit from time to time and help us make toys and
bake cookies.”


Holly had no idea what to say to that. She moved on to the
miniature Christmas tree that sat on a very small desk sitting under the
bedroom window. It had the tiniest wrapped gifts under it that Holly had ever
seen. They weren’t even an inch wide. She bent down to take a closer look at
the ornaments on the tree. “What little fingers made these ornaments and fake
gifts?”


“Well, Lars and Elsie’s, of course,” her dad exclaimed.


Holly turned around and in a deadpan voice said, “Of course. What
was I thinking?”


She opened the closet door and found tiny elf clothes hanging on
tiny hangers, and little shoes placed neatly on the shoe shelf. “You’re really
selling the myth here, aren’t you?”


Her dad wrapped his arm around her shoulder. “Honey, people need
the myth. They need something positive to tell their kids. They need the
fantasy that will let them escape from their troubles in the real world. Of
course, you know all of this since you make a living in much the same way.”


He wasn’t wrong. She sold the myth too. “This must be the prime
time of year for you to book this room. Why don’t I sleep in the guest room?”


His eyes widened. “You hate the guest room. It’s too drafty for
Scrawny, I mean—”


“It’s okay, Dad. Mom told me about Scrawny Holiday, everyone’s
favorite hit man.”


Her mom demurred. “I figured she’s old enough to be in on the joke
now.”


Her dad sighed. “I guess you aren’t our little girl anymore, but
the room is yours if you want it. We can easily cancel whatever reservations
have already been made. And I let the elves know we have company.”


“Nonsense,” Holly said. “Just don’t expect me to entertain
whatever weirdos book the elf dormitory.”


“On Airbnb it’s called Hudson’s Christmas Haven,” her mom said
with a wink. “We didn’t think that calling it Holly’s Old Bedroom would bring
in much business.”


“I get it,” Holly said. “The guest room will be fine.”




* * *




The next morning, she went down to the kitchen wearing her footie
pajamas and fluffy bathrobe. The guest room was probably only a few degrees
colder than her old bedroom, due to being on the north side of the house, but
she couldn’t wait to get a cup of coffee and sit in front of the fireplace.


“Still wearing footie pajamas? I would’ve expected something far
more sophisticated and West Coast. Coffee, dear?”


“What do you imagine women on the West Coast wear to bed, Mom? And
yes, please.” She sat at the small kitchen table and put a piece of toast on a
plate.


“Well, I imagine women on the West Coast probably sleep in as
little as possible, given the nice weather, but I also imagine they sleep in
fabrics like bamboo and hemp.”


“Not this woman.” Holly spread butter on the toast and took a big
bite.


“It’s nice to know some things never change.” Her mom brought a
cup of coffee over to the table. “Still like your eggs scrambled?”


“I can make them, Mom. You don’t have to do everything.”


“They’re already made.”


“Oh, thank God. I always liked yours better.”


“I think for everyone who isn’t a chef, food is always better when
someone else makes it for you.”


Her mom set a plate of eggs on the table and sat. Holly took
another bite of toast and waited for the big interrogation. What were her plans
for the day? Could she help out with this that or the other thing? Surely, some
rugs needed beating, or a driveway needed shoveling.


But her mom just sat there and sipped her coffee. Holly put a
spoonful of eggs on her plate and eyed her suspiciously. She’d aged a bit, but
she certainly didn’t look like a Mrs. Claus. Her dad, on the other hand,
totally passed for Santa, right down to his burgeoning potbelly.


“Is there anything I can help you with? It feels weird to be in
this house and not have a chore list.”


Her mom smiled. “You’re an adult, Holiday. Do adult things.”


Did she really just say that? And did this mean there wouldn’t be
any arguments over a silly curfew because otherwise, they’d worry? No putting
unwanted food in front of her because they thought she was too skinny? No
knocking on the door at seven a.m. because “the world is waiting for you to do
something good today, Holiday”?


What was this magical situation? Could she really eat a whole bag
of Oreos while binge-watching Netflix all day? “Really? I mean, really? This
isn’t some kind of trick, is it?”


“A trick? Don’t be silly.” Her mom got up from the table. “My only
request is that you take a walk down Main Street and pop in and say hi.
Everyone’s excited to see you.” She leaned down and kissed Holly’s cheek. “But
it doesn’t have to be today.” She went over to the sink and washed her cup.
“What’s her name? The woman who betrayed you?”


“Meredith. Meredith Drake.” Just saying the name brought tears to
her eyes. She ached to hear her voice again, but she’d promised herself she
wouldn’t call or even text. It wouldn’t do any good. Meredith had made up her
mind and so had Holly.


Her mom turned back around and leaned against the counter. She had
a pained expression on her face. “You’re in love with her?”


Holly nodded. “Head over heels.” She covered her mouth and burst
into tears.


Her mom sat back down and took her into her arms. “I’m so sorry,
honey. So sorry.”




* * *




No guilt trips, no chores, not even any errands to run. Holly was
free to do whatever she wanted, and first up was a trip to Blitzen’s Bakery for
a warm sugar cookie. She’d visited some of the most highly rated bakeries in
LA, but when it came to sugar cookies, they didn’t even come close to Blitzen’s
version of the classic Christmas treat.


The air was cold, and from the look of the sky, snow was on its
way. She could look at her phone to know for sure, but she chose to do it the
old-fashioned way, shouting to her dad, “Dad? How’s it looking today?”


“High of forty-five. Flurries likely later in the day. I’ll be
down at the barn giving hay rides.”


“Okay. See you later.” A high of forty-five meant she didn’t need
her parka. Just her pea coat would do. She pulled her hair back into a ponytail
and wrapped a navy scarf around her neck. She didn’t have winter boots, but her
suede ankle boots would get her there and back.


The street was busy with shopkeepers adding extra lights and
decorations to their storefronts. It was always Christmas all the time, but
when Thanksgiving rolled around, they went all out with extra poinsettias and
garlands and wreaths. Extra white lights were wrapped around tree branches and
lamp posts. There really wasn’t a bare spot to be found.


“Holly Hudson?”


She stopped. “Mikey Reynolds? Is that you behind that beard? I
almost didn’t recognize you.” She opened her arms. “How long has it been?”


“Too long, Holiday. Too long. And it’s Mike now.” He didn’t just
hug her, he lifted her off the ground. Of course, he had been the center on the
high school football team, and his nickname was Ox, which suited him even more
now that he looked like Paul Bunyan, plaid shirt and all.


He set her back down. “Wow, it’s great to see you. How long are
you here for?”


“Not sure yet. It depends on whether or not my parents can keep up
this charade they have going where they treat me like the adult that I am, and
meanwhile, it’s slowly killing them that they can’t boss me around.”


“Well, your mom always did keep you on your toes. Maybe that’s why
you went out and made a big success of yourself. Speaking of, now that the Evermore
series is over, what will you write next? My wife is such a huge fan. She
absolutely loves all five of those brothers, and truth be told, she’s jealous
that we used to pal around.”


“Honestly, Mike, I think I might be done with writing Christmas
movies.” She turned when she heard a loud gasp.


“Say it isn’t so, Holly Hudson.” Mrs. Brown, the local candlemaker,
stood there with a box full of candles and her mouth hanging open.


“Hi, Mrs. Brown. I was going to pay you a visit. I need my
favorite candle.”


Mrs. Brown was known for her holiday sweatshirts. Not the
silk-screened kind found in the store. No, she made them herself by sewing a
Christmas-themed pot holder—yes, the kind found near the stove—to the front of
her shirt. Every year, she’d shop the after-Christmas clearance sales, and the
following holiday season, boom, that two-dollar pot holder would have its big
debut on a red or green Walmart sweatshirt. One year, she even tried to sell
them in hopes everyone in town would embrace her amazing idea. The only person
other than Mrs. Brown who wore one was her poor husband. Unfortunately, the
current version was hidden behind that box of candles.


“Don’t you know what it means to this town that one of our
daughters wrote the Evermore series? That you based it on Christmas
Cove? You can’t stop now.”


“Oh,” Holly said. “I didn’t realize—”


“If you need ideas, I have plenty. Handsome Mike here could be
your inspiration too. Big hunk of a man comes to town with his little daughter
and no mama. Sexy candlemaker befriends the daughter and teaches the big hunk
of a man how to make candles.” She gave them a wide-eyed nod. “Tell me you’re
not swooning in your boots right now.”


“Why, Mrs. Brown,” Mike said. “I had no idea you had such strong
feelings for me.”


“Oh, don’t be silly. I was just using you as an example.” She
moved around them. “Gotta run. Stop in and see me, Holly. We’ll get you back on
that writing horse again come heck or high water.”


Holly looked at Mike. “She sees herself as Demi Moore to your
Patrick Swayze, only with candle making instead of pottery. You know that,
right?”


He stroked his beard. “What can I say? All the women in this town
love me.” He sighed. “Too bad I’m taken.”


She gave him a light slug on the arm and laughed. She always loved
big cuddly Mike. “Walk with me to Blitzen’s?”


“Okay, but you’ll have to back me up when I tell my wife that you
forced me to eat a sugar cookie and didn’t bring one home for her.”


“You can solve that little dilemma by bringing one home to her,
Mikey.”


“Ha. Why didn’t I think of that?” They walked in silence for a
moment, then he asked, “What about you? Are you taken?”


“Not at the moment.”


He furrowed his brow. “Divorced?”


“I’m still gay, Mike.”


He leaned in. “News flash. Gay people can get married and divorced
now.”


“I recently broke up with someone. That’s why I’m here. I just
needed a change of scenery while I licked my wounds and regrouped.”


“Ah.” He put his arm around her. “Well, nothing heals the heart
like December in Christmas Cove.”


“Funny. It was always the hardest month of the year for me once I
realized I was gay. I just couldn’t envision this town ever accepting me that
way, and I was scared shitless that I’d end up being the grumpy old lady who
lived in the little house at the end of the street and chased all of the little
kids away.”


He stopped and turned to her. “When we’re done stuffing our faces
with all things butter, flour, and frosting, do me a favor and stop by the
Misfit Elf. It’s where the florist used to be.”




* * *




Holly stepped inside the Misfit Elf. As with most of the shops in
town, the sounds and scents of Christmas permeated the air. A man shouted from
the back, “I’ll be right there.”


“No rush,” Holly shouted back.


Most everything on the shelves appeared to be handmade but really
nicely handmade, not at all like Mrs. Brown’s pot holder sweatshirts. There
were beautiful handstitched tablecloths, exquisite ceramic ware, knitted
afghans and scarves, and handsewn toys.


Holly picked up a leather strap with sleigh bells attached to it,
and for the first time in a very long time, she found herself wanting to
purchase some Christmas nostalgia.


“Hello, and happy holidays. I’m Burton, and I’m here to make your
wishes come true.”


Holly stood there, dumbfounded because before her stood a grown
man who looked exactly like Hermey, the misfit elf. Which totally explained the
store name. “You even have the blond flip in your hair.”


He touched his heavily sprayed hair and seemed to blush. “Only
someone who’s a big fan of Christmas or over the age of fifty would know that,
and you have no idea how much I love it when people get it.”


“So you’re the owner of the Misfit Elf?”


“I own it with my husband, Paul. Honey, we have a true fan out
here.”


Paul came out from the back. He was dressed from head to toe in
red and green. “She must’ve mentioned your wave. He gets so excited when people
call him Hermey.”


Holly’s jaw was on the floor. Two gay men lived in Christmas Cove,
and on top of that, they owned a store on Main Street? The city didn’t let just
anybody open a store. They had to be residents and have something unique and
Christmas-y to sell.


“Are you okay? You look like you just saw the abominable snowman,”
Paul said.


Burton gave him a nudge. “Good one, honey.”


“Fine,” she said. “I’m fine. So how long have you been open?”


“This will be our second year in Christmas Cove, and everything
for sale is handmade by artisans from around the world. Very unique and very
good quality.”


“We only buy and sell the best,” Paul said. “Take that sleigh bell
strap you’re holding. We get those from a saddlemaker in Colorado, and you
won’t find another with that particular leatherwork anywhere else. See the
little holly leaves he carved along the edges? And on the back, he’s branded it
with his signature. It’ll be a family heirloom if you buy it.”


“I’ll buy it. It reminds me of the bells my dad used to put on the
horses for the hay rides.”


Burton’s eyes widened. “Santa, I mean, Mr. Hudson? Wait. Are
you…?” He clasped his hands over his mouth.


Paul put his arm around Burton’s shoulders. “We heard you were
coming to town,” he said in a reverent tone. “And here you are, standing in our
little corner of Christmas. Please forgive us if we cry like when we met
Madonna back in 1984.”


Burton opened his arms. “May I hug you, Holly Hudson?”


She expected him to give her a crushing hug, but luckily, she
could still breathe. “It’s nice to meet you both.”


Paul shook her hand. “We went to the high school gym and watched
the last Evermore with the rest of the town. I don’t think there was a
dry eye in the building when the credits rolled.”


“We’re kindred spirits,” Burton said. “Paul and I love Christmas
the way you love Christmas. Back in Cincinnati, everyone thought we were insane
for having our house decorated year-round. That’s why we decided to move here.
We knew we’d be welcomed with open arms.”


“And were you?” Holly asked with hesitation in her voice. She felt
like a fraud. She’d lost her love of Christmas years ago, but she didn’t have
the heart to correct him.


Burton nodded. “We’re free to be our gay, happy, Christmas-loving
selves here.”


She felt stunned. Could it be that the people of Christmas Cove
had evolved over the years? “That’s so good to hear.” She handed the leather
strap to Paul. “I’d like to get this.”


“Of course. I’ll ring it up for you.”




* * *




Holly felt off-kilter as she walked back home. Everyone who
recognized her wanted to chat and take a selfie. She had a bag full of homemade
goodies because no one would let her walk out of their store empty-handed. She
also received several dinner invitations, including one from the mayor. And no
doubt, a pot holder sweatshirt would soon be left on her doorstep along with
her favorite candle.


The problem was, it wasn’t supposed to be that way. Sure, some
people would be glad to see her. Others whom she’d known to be homophobes would
avoid her as they’d done in the past. That was what was supposed to happen. The
fact that the whole town treated her like some sort of celebrity was so
unexpected, Holly felt worn out from all of the attention. She just wanted to
go back to her parents’ house and take a nap and dream about a woman named
Meredith Drake.


She had stayed strong all day. No texts to Meredith. No calls.
Unfortunately, the big gaping hole in her heart couldn’t be filled with a bag
of Christmas treats. That didn’t mean she wouldn’t give it a try, though.
Probably in the middle of the night. Under the covers in the chilly guest room,
she’d mix mint fudge with salty tears and try not to think about the first time
Meredith had touched her. Or the first time she’d heard her laugh. And forget
about the first kiss. Thinking about that would require more than a little
piece of fudge. She’d have to eat an entire tin of homemade caramel corn to get
through that. God, she needed a nap.




* * *




Holly sat up in bed and brushed cookie crumbs off her chest. She’d
been living her dream for the last four days. Binging Netflix on the living
room sofa during the day and reading romance novels all night while snacking
from her goodie bag. She leaned over and checked the bag. Yep, she’d eaten it
all. That meant she’d have to go out in public again unless she could convince
her dad to make a treat run for her.


“Holiday?”


“Yeah, Mom?” Holly shouted back.


“Your dad needs your help down at the barn. He said there’s a pair
of boots for you in the hall closet and don’t forget to bring gloves. Oh, and
drive his truck down there. It’s too cold to walk all that way.”


“I knew it wouldn’t last forever. It’s like they live on a farm
where the work never stops,” Holly muttered to herself as she pushed back the
covers and headed for the shower.




* * *




The boots were a brand-new pair of fleece-lined Sorels, much like
the ones she used to own. She slid into them and laced them up, then grabbed
her parka and gloves.


She had learned to drive her dad’s old Chevy truck when she was a teenager.
Back then, it was metallic blue, but as with most things in their lives, it now
looked like it belonged on a Christmas card. They’d painted it dark green and
added wooden slats to the sides. Of course it had a pine bough wreath tied to
the grill and garland wrapped around those slats. Holly wouldn’t have been
surprised if when she honked the horn, it played “Here Comes Santa Claus.” She
laid on the horn to see, then waved at the car in front of her and yelled,
“Sorry. My bad. It’s just Santa’s kid trying to ruin your day.”


She pulled up to the barn and saw her dad hooking up a horse to a
wagon full of hay. “Hey, Dad. I heard you needed a hand.”


He turned around and waved. “Hi, sweetie. Old George is in bed
with a cold. That means I’ve got two groups and only one driver. Do you
remember how to steer a horse?”


“If I can still drive this old stick shift that sticks more than
it shifts, I think I can handle a wagon.”


“Good girl,” he said with a wink.


It wouldn’t be too hard. She would follow her dad’s wagon down an
old farm road and loop back around through a corn field while the customers
sang Christmas carols and drank hot chocolate.


One day of this wouldn’t be so bad.


Chapter Eleven


Holly pulled the phone away from her ear while Gwen laughed her ass
off. “Let me get this straight. For the past three weeks, you’ve been driving a
wagon full of hay bales through a field while drunk tourists sing ‘The Twelve
Days of Christmas’? All because some guy named George has a cold?”


“Well, if they’re drunk, it’s because they spike the complimentary
hot chocolate, and I have a sign on my wagon that says, Anything but ‘The
Twelve Days of Christmas.’ It makes Brody anxious, and you don’t want him to
bolt.” Holly pulled the phone away again. “Do you have to laugh so damn
loud, G? And yes, I do know that my dad is lying about George just so he can
spend time with me.”


“You couldn’t write this shit if you tried, honey. I’m just
waiting for the part where your wagon breaks down, and Mikey with the big beard
rides up on his blue ox to give you a hand.”


“I don’t write straight romances anymore, remember?”


“Oh, right. Does Mikey have a sister, and by any chance is her
name Paula Bunyan?”


Holly sighed. “Has anyone seen her? Meredith, I mean.”


“I know who you mean. Where would we see her?”


“I don’t know. Maybe on one of those office tours Griffin is so
famous for?”


“No, hon. We haven’t seen her. But you’re doing good out there,
right? Getting along with your parents and making new gay friends and learning
a new trade. What do they call that? Equine management?”


“Ha. Ha. Gwen, I can’t stop thinking about her. When I’m on the
wagon, I go over and over it in my head. Maybe I was too quick to say no. Maybe
she’s right about another straight series.”


“Can you hear yourself? She took the trust you had in her, and
along with your dream, she threw it out of the plane at thirty thousand feet.
There’s no surviving that fall, and you know it. You just need to come to terms
with it. Get on that lesbian dating app and meet someone new.”


“You’re right. I know you’re right,” Holly said. “And it is going
well here with my parents. It’s just that I feel like I’m not all here. A part
of me is still with Meredith on a Friday night watching Dateline.” Holly
sucked in a breath of air. “God, I love her so much.”


“I know, baby. I know. Just hang in there and I promise you that
your heart will eventually heal.”


Holly wanted to believe her. She wanted to believe that there was
someone else out there for her. But in that moment, all she could feel was the
same hopelessness she’d felt as a teenager.




* * *




Holly opened her bedroom door and found an adorable towheaded boy
sitting on the top step. He had a little teddy bear pinned under his arm and
couldn’t have been older than five or six. Holly sat next to him and wrapped
her arms around her knees. “Hi, there. I’m Holly. What’s your name?”


“Logan.” He held up his teddy bear. “This is Tiger.”


Holly shook Tiger’s paw. “Nice to meet you. Whose bed are you two
going to sleep in tonight?”


“I chose Erik’s bed, and my baby sister chose Britta’s.”


“Oh, good choice. Erik’s bed is very comfortable.”


“Can you even believe we get to sleep in Santa’s house tonight?”


He said it with such a sense of wonder in his gravelly little
voice, Holly had to smile. “It’s a pretty big deal. Do you think you’ll be able
to sleep?”


“I’m kinda worried that Erik will be so tired from making toys
that he’ll need his bed back. And what if Lars comes home and sees my dad in
his bed? And my mom in Elsie’s? Won’t they be mad?”


“Well, that’s the thing about Santa’s elves. They love sharing
everything they have with good kids like you. Now, are you going on the hay
ride tonight? You can ride in my wagon if you want, and I’ll introduce you to
my horse, Brody.”


Logan gave her a big nod. “And then we’ll go to the big Christmas
tree and see Santa?”


“We will. Make sure you wear really warm clothes, okay?”


“I will.” Seemingly satisfied with Holly’s answers, he went into
the bathroom and closed the door.


Holly went downstairs and filled her thermos with coffee and
creamer. She turned when she heard her mom giggling behind her. “What’s so
funny?”


“You’re really going to wear it?”


Holly knew that her mom was referring to the pot holder sweatshirt
Mrs. Brown had given her, of course. She’d chosen a pot holder that had an
old-fashioned horse and carriage on it. Apropos for Christmas Cove’s newest hay
ride driver. “I’ve worn worse. You should’ve seen me at last year’s office
party. Besides, my only red shirt is in the laundry, and if I were a character
in one of my screenplays, I wouldn’t be wearing a bright pink turtleneck, which
is the only clean thing I have at the moment.”


“I don’t think you’d be wearing a pot holder sweatshirt that was
three sizes too big either,” her mom teased. “Will you sit for a minute? It
won’t take long.”


Holly sat next to her at the kitchen table. “I will, but I don’t
know how we’ll have a serious conversation when I know you’ll be wondering the
whole time if Mrs. Brown meant to leave the loop on the pot holder or if it was
an oversight.”


Her mom took a closer look. “You know, I’ve been waiting for years
for Mrs. Brown to transition to an oven mitt, just to mix things up a bit.”


Holly laughed. “Oh my God, Mom. I hope it happens one day, just
for you.”


“One can dream.” She took a box with a large red bow on it out
from under the table.


“I thought we weren’t exchanging gifts until Christmas morning,”
Holly said.


“We’ll still have a few guests then, and this is more personal.”


“We will?” Holly had no idea she’d have to share their home with strangers
on Christmas Day. They’d been so busy the last few weeks, there hadn’t been
much time to just be a family. There hadn’t been much time to think either,
which was exactly what she’d needed. No time to think about Meredith Drake and
her sexy, well, everything. Nope. Horses, hay, drunk tourists, and pot holder
sweatshirts. That was her life now. Holly found herself longing for the days
when she was a kid, and it was just the three of them sitting by the fire,
watching old Christmas movies and playing games. Had she turned a corner? Was
Christmas something she could love again?


It hit her hard that her parents had moved on without her. She had
no right to dictate what Christmas should look like in their house now. Maybe
having guests had eased the loneliness they must’ve felt while she was off in
Hawaii doing her own thing. She swallowed her disappointment and said, “That’s
great, Mom. I’m looking forward to it.”


Her mom pushed the gift toward her. “It’s time you inherited
something from your grandfather. Do you remember the sweaters he would bring
back from Finland when he went home to visit his parents?”


“Vaguely.”


“There was one you loved when you were a toddler. You’d sit on his
lap and play with the zipper and run your little finger over the reindeer and
say ‘Deer! Deer!’”


Holly shook her head. “I don’t remember that.”


Her mom reached for her hand. “He would be so proud of you,
Holiday. And I know he’d love it if you wore his sweater these next few days
while you drive the wagon. And besides, nothing says Christmas quite like an
authentic Scandinavian sweater.”


“I thought nothing said Christmas quite like sewing a pot holder
to your shirt.” Her mom laughed, and Holly joined in. She leaned down and kissed
her mom’s hand. “I’d be honored to wear Grandpa’s sweater, and in case I
haven’t said it lately, I love you, Mom.”


She stood and pulled Holly into her arms. “I’m so glad you’re
here. I’m sorry about what brought you here, but I’m so glad you chose to come
home.”


“Me too.” Holly didn’t have time for tears, but she buried her
face in her mom’s shoulder and shed a few anyway. A few for all the time she’d
lost with her parents. A few for Meredith. And a few for herself. Time hadn’t
healed her broken heart, but her parents’ love had stitched it up a bit.




* * *




The barn was filled with guests, all huddled around a gas heater,
drinking hot chocolate and coffee. Logan ran toward Holly when she walked in.
“Hi, Holly.”


She bent down and gave him a hug. “Are you ready to ride, Logan?”


“Yep. My dad and baby sister too.”


“What about your mom?”


“Dad says she’s spending more money. He said she has to meet us at
the big tree cause at least that’s free.”


“A little TMI. But okay then. And good job dressing warm.” She
pulled his knit cap over his ears and stood back up and put her hands on his
shoulders. “It looks like Logan is ready to go. How about everyone else?” They
all gave her a big cheer and followed her out the door.


George had taken over for her dad while he’d been playing Santa
all week. She gave him a wave and scanned the crowd to make sure everyone was
dressed appropriately. They had wool blankets draped over the bales of hay and
extras that people could put over their legs, but if they weren’t dressed
warmly in the first place, they wouldn’t enjoy the ride.


Holly proudly wore her grandpa’s wool sweater with jeans tucked
into her Sorels. She had a white fur hat on and leather gloves. Being the
driver, she didn’t have the luxury of warming her hands in her pockets. She’d
have to put on her parka before they started, but she’d purposely left it off
because everyone seemed to want a selfie with their driver, and today, she
certainly looked like she’d dressed for Christmas, reindeers and all.


Once everyone was on board, Holly went to her horse. “Hey, boy.
You ready?” She rubbed his nose and gave him a carrot from her back pocket.
“Slow and easy like we always do.”


She climbed on and grabbed her sleigh bells from under her feet
and handed them to Logan. “Brody won’t go anywhere until he hears these bells
ringing. Will you be in charge of that, Logan?”


“Sure.” Logan grabbed the bells and shook them as hard as he
could.


Holly made a clicking sound, and off they went.




* * *




It was dark by the time they pulled up to the Christmas tree in the
center of town. There were oohs and ahs from her passengers when they saw how
beautiful the tree and all of the lights in town were. Lights were strung
across the street from shop to shop and wrapped around trees and lamp posts.
Along with the massive tree in the middle of the town square, it was lined with
smaller trees covered in twinkling white lights. With the big snow they’d had
last night, it truly looked like a Christmas wonderland.


Holly took off her parka and tucked it under her seat on the wagon
so she could say a quick hello to her dad. Logan climbed up from the back and
stood on the seat. “Can we take a picture with you, Holly? I get to hold the
bells.”


“Of course.” They both turned toward Logan’s dad, who was holding
up his phone, and Holly said, “Say candy cane.”


“Candy cane,” Logan yelled. His dad gave them a thumbs-up, and
Logan handed the bells to Holly. “Thanks for the best day of my whole life.”


She felt like her heart would melt. If his nose hadn’t been bright
pink and runny, she would’ve kissed it. Instead, she gave him a big hug. “How
about if you keep those bells, Logan, and always remember to ring them every
Christmas Eve so Santa will know where you are?”


His eyes lit up. “Really? I can keep them? Really?”


She tousled his hair. “Really.”


He wrapped his little arms around her neck and said, “I love
Christmas. It’s the best thing in the whole world.”


She laughed. “You know what, Logan? You’re right about that.
Christmas is the best thing in the whole world.” And yes, those words really
had just come out of her mouth. She had indeed turned a corner.


Logan climbed back over the side of the wagon and ran to his dad
and little sister. “Look. Holly said I can keep them.”


Holly returned the thumbs-up Logan’s dad had given them so he’d know
Logan really could keep the bells. She turned to climb off the wagon and
gasped. “What the…”


“Well, look at this,” Gwen said. “She’s one of her own Christmas
movies come to life.”


“Am I dreaming?” Ty rubbed his eyes and opened them again. “Nope, it’s
real. Holly Hudson drives a wagon now.”


Griffin put out his arms. “Here, little lady. Let me catch you.”


Holly jumped into his arms and wrapped her legs around him. With a
squeal she said, “I can’t believe you’re here.”


She held on while he spun her in circles. “Hello, my love. I’m
here to rescue you from this Christmas nightmare, also known as the cutest
fucking town I’ve ever seen.”


Holly kissed his cheek and slid down. She ran to Ty and hugged
him. He too lifted her off the ground and spun her around in slow motion. “Is
this how they do it in the movies? Am I going too slow? What happens next?”


She kissed his cheek. “Put me down now, Ty. I have to kiss the
special woman in my life.”


“Who, Gwen? Be careful. She started drinking over Nevada.”


Holly hit the ground and squealed her way over to Gwen. “I can’t
believe you’re here.”


“Oh, hon. We wouldn’t miss your big day, even if it meant having
to buy this fabulous faux fur coat. How do I look?”


“You look like Christmas. You all look like Christmas.” She waved Ty
and Griffin over. They’d obviously bought new coats too. Griffin went with a
more formal camelhair coat and plaid scarf. Ty had on a black puffer coat and a
red scarf and matching beanie. And Gwen’s full-length faux mink and fancy
leather gloves were too perfect for words. “I’ve missed you all so much. Group
hug.”


Griffin nudged her into the middle. They locked arms and held her
close. “This is nice,” Ty said.


“Stop stroking my fur, Ty.”


Holly laughed. She was back with her quirky crew, and she couldn’t
have been happier. Her eyes popped open when she realized what Gwen had said.
“What did you mean about it being my special day?”


Griffin took her by the hand. “You’ll know soon enough.”


He led her toward the small performance area that the high school
choir used for entertaining the crowds with Christmas carols. A crowd had
gathered around it, and the mayor was standing on the stage. He leaned into the
microphone and said, “Come on up here, Holly.”


She had no idea what was going on. She spotted her mom and said,
“What’s this?”


“Just get up there. You’ll see,” her mom said, clearly delighted
by whatever it was.


Griffin led her to the stairs, and the mayor waved her onto the
stage. She had no idea what was about to happen. Had she won something? Maybe
her mom had entered her into a drawing of some sort.


She stood next to the mayor and looked out into the crowd. Her
crew was right up front, giving her a thumbs-up and blowing kisses. Her parents
stood to the side of them, big smiles on their faces. Burton and Paul were
there among the other townspeople and tourists. She spotted Mikey and his wife,
both giving her a thumbs-up. Logan was on his dad’s shoulders, sleigh bells in
hand. Holly gave him a little wave and then focused on Gwen. Gwen, with her big
faux fur, would help ground Holly since she felt as if she was going to shake
right out of her boots. Gwen gave her a wink and a thumbs-up and a tits-up
motion. Okay, maybe it was a bad idea to look at Gwen.


She turned toward Mayor Anderson. He gave her a wink and tapped
the microphone. “Is this on? Okay, here we go. For those who don’t know, this
is Holiday Hudson, a daughter of Christmas Cove and the writer of the very
successful Evermore series on the Wifetime network. All of us in
Christmas Cove like to think that Holly gets her inspiration from having grown
up in our little piece of Christmas paradise, and we couldn’t be prouder of
her.” He turned to Holly and presented her with a plaque. “Holly, I’m here to
announce that the town of Christmas Cove has officially proclaimed December
twenty-third to be Holiday Hudson Day.” He gave her the plaque and shook her
hand while the audience clapped and whistled.


She stood there, speechless. They gave her a day? Was this really
happening?


“We also raised funds to get a billboard made that’ll be placed
just outside of town.” The mayor turned to an easel to his right and ripped a
sheet off what had to be a smaller version of the billboard. It said, Welcome
to Christmas Cove, childhood home of Holiday Hudson.


No. This wasn’t really happening. Had she hit her head and woken
up in her very own Wifetime Christmas movie? She could barely see the crowd
through her tears. She wiped her eyes and stood in front of the microphone. “I
don’t know what to say. This is an incredible honor.” She saw Burton and Paul
in the audience, holding on to each other. Paul also had his arm around Mrs.
Brown, who looked pleased as Christmas punch. “I haven’t been around much
lately, but when life got a little bit tough for me, all of you welcomed me back
with open arms.”


Her emotions started to overwhelm her. She covered her mouth to
keep her lips from quivering. She took a breath and said, “I’m so proud of our
diverse little town. You all work so hard to bring the spirit of Christmas to
the world. You inspire me.” She covered her mouth again, not sure that she
could say much more without totally breaking down.


“You inspire me too.”


Holly knew that voice. She looked to her left, and there was
Meredith, standing at the end of the stage looking like a sexy Christmas dream
in her black wool coat and knee-high leather boots. Holly wiped her eyes again
to make sure they weren’t deceiving her.


“You’ve been inspiring me since that fateful day in the Honolulu
airport where you did everything you could to help a weary traveler. And after
meeting some of the good folks of Christmas Cove, I know exactly where you got
your kindhearted spirit from.”


Holly glanced at her parents and lowered her gaze. She was so
happy to see Meredith, but it didn’t really change anything. A few nice words
weren’t going to fix what had been broken.


“Holly, I took advantage of your kindness, and I’m here to make it
right. I’m also here to tell you that nothing is more important to me than you
are. And that’s why I’ve been fighting like hell for you and your dream.”


Holly raised her head and looked Meredith in the eye. “You have?”


“I have. And you’re going to come back to LA, and we’re going to
make a gay movie together. A big, giant, colossally gay holiday movie..
Together.”


“We are?” Holly was dumbfounded. She couldn’t put together more
than a word or two at a time, it seemed.


With a few more steps, Meredith removed the space between them.
“Yes, my love, we are. Because you were right, Holly. We deserve the best love
stories. We deserve the happy endings and the mistletoe kisses. And no one can
write those stories better than you.”


Holly grabbed Meredith and wrapped her arms around her. She
thought she heard one of her dad’s signature whoop-dee-doos, and she definitely
heard one of Gwen’s loud whistles. She pulled back and said. “If I’d written
this moment, I would’ve included a kiss. You know, just a lip kiss because
there are children watching and Wifetime viewers never need more than a chaste
kiss in the last ten seconds to know that everything will be okay.” 


Meredith put her hand on Holly’s cheek. “Would this hand go here?”


Holly nodded. “Perfect. And keep the other one on my waist. Don’t
let it wander.”


“Because of the children.”


“Now you’re getting it. Lay it on me, woman.”


Their lips touched and Holly’s heart soared. She heard her sleigh
bells ringing and people clapping, and surely, she would soon wake up from this
dream. But she didn’t really want to because how could life get better than
this? And then she felt the tip of Meredith’s tongue barely caress her lip and
it all came back to her just how much better life could be. 


She broke away from the kiss and whispered in Meredith’s ear,
“You’ll pay for that later.” She took her by the hand and gave the crowd a wave
as they left the stage.


Meredith leaned in and said, “I can’t decide which look I like
better, the little black dress or this sexy, I drive a wagon in the North Pole
look.”


“Do you want a ride on my wagon? Because that could be arranged.”


“Oh, I’d like several. Maybe hundreds. But first, there are some
people who require your attention.”


A crowd of young kids were waiting with pens and paper in hand.
“Can we get your autograph, Holly?”


These were the same kids she’d gotten to know around town, and now
they wanted her autograph? She took one of the pieces of paper. “Sure. But you
know I’m still me, right?”


“I want to be just like you,” one of the little ones said. “I want
to write movies too.”


Holly knelt and signed her piece of paper. “Do really well in
school, and you can do anything you want.” She handed the paper back and stood.
She knew there were only two places on earth kids would gather around for the
autograph of a celebrated TV Christmas movie writer. One was Evermore,
and the other was Christmas Cove. Mrs. Brown walked up, breaking Holly from her
thoughts. “You don’t want an autograph, do you, Mrs. Brown?”


“Oh, heavens no.” She got closer and lowered her voice. “I just
wondered if your girlfriend would like one of my special sweatshirts.”


Holly leaned in and said conspiratorially, “Absolutely. Have you
ever tried to make one with an oven mitt?”


Mrs. Brown’s eyes lit up. “You’re a genius, Holly Hudson. No time
to waste.” She scurried off to her car.


Holly turned back to Meredith and took a deep breath. “Forgive me.
I’m kind of in shock right now.” She took Meredith’s hand and started walking
toward the wagon.


“Happy shock?” Meredith asked.


“Crazy happy. Over the moon happy. My life makes sense again.”


“Funny. I was thinking the same thing about my life.” Meredith
stopped and took her hands. “This living without you business has been hard.
Any chance you’d take me up on my offer and come back to LA so we can make the
best gay Christmas movie anyone has ever seen?”


“Hurry up,” Gwen shouted. “We’re not getting any younger.”


The crew had made themselves at home in the back of the wagon. Her
parents were there too, talking and laughing with her friends. Her dad stood
and said, “Come on, Scrawny Holiday. Show ’em what you got.”


Her friends gasped like they’d just been given the best present of
their entire lives. “Scrawny Holiday?” Griffin changed spots and sat next to
Holly’s mom. “Do tell, Mrs. Hudson.”


“Great,” Holly said. “That’s just great. Thanks, Dad.” She feigned
indignation, but really, nothing could’ve ruined that moment. She turned back
to Meredith. “I’ll come back if you promise to never call me Scrawny Holiday.”


“Not even in bed?” Meredith whispered. “I mean, that’s asking a
lot.”


Holly gave her a nudge. “You’re riding shotgun, and if you’re
lucky, I might even give you the reins.” They climbed onto the wagon and Holly
looked up at the sky. A light snow had started to fall. “I guess I really did
underestimate you, Mer.”


“How so?”


“Perfect timing. Just like in the movies.” She turned and smiled
at Meredith. “I was born for this. Hell yes, we’re making that movie together.”
She tugged on the reins and shouted, “Take us home, Brody.”


Epilogue


Holly opened her apartment door and announced, “I’m not ready.”


Ty’s smile faded. “Your grandpa’s sweater from last year? Oh,
crap. Should I have worn the same plaid shirt from last year too?” He cupped
his hand over his mouth and loudly whispered behind him, “Gwen. Get that dead
animal you wore last year. Apparently, it’s a thing.”


Gwen popped her head in. “It’s faux fur, and I’m not wearing it.”
She paused and looked Holly up and down. “Okay, I’ll wear it, but once we’re
inside Desiree’s hot apartment, it’s coming off.”


Holly pulled them both into her apartment and shut the door. “It’s
not ‘repeat last year’s wardrobe’ night. It’s just that I’ve been too busy with
the movie to shop for something festive.”


“Oh. Well, that’s a relief.” He revealed a bottle of champagne
he’d been holding behind his back. “I bought the good stuff. Only the best for
your big night.”


She cringed at the thought of putting anything in her upset
stomach. She started to pace in front of her sofa. “You guys, I’m so nervous, I
think I’m going to puke.”


“Sit down,” Gwen commanded.


Holly sat on the sofa and wrapped her arms around her stomach.
“What if it bombs?”


“How many times do we have to go over this?” Gwen sat down next to
Holly and put an arm around her. “Sweetie, All the Jingle Ladies is not
going to bomb.”


Holly put her head in her hands. “It is, though. I just know it.
It’s probably going to be the biggest bomb Wifetime has ever seen. They’ll stop
making gay movies for the next twenty years because of the unmitigated disaster
that is Jingle Ladies.”


“Holls, people are going to love it,” Ty said. “Lesbian Twitter
has been freaking out for months. They even have a hashtag. Lesflix Christmas.”


“Ty, how the hell do you know what’s on lesbian Twitter?”


“That’s not important.” He turned toward Gwen. “What matters is
that Jingle Ladies has to be better than that crap we watched the other
night with the cat that knocked over the Christmas tree and started the house
on fire.”


“Tragic,” Gwen said. “And the fire marshal falling in love with
the cat owner? Well, I for one never saw that coming down the pike.”


Holly let out a heavy sigh. “Will you please take me seriously? I’m
genuinely afraid of failure this time.”


“Well, you should’ve told me that before you cast me as Lucy’s
meddling mother,” Gwen said.


“And me as that extra guy with the cool hat who says nothing but
chuckles silently, and may I add movingly, on cue.” Ty shrugged. “Welp, there
goes my acting career. I’ll never work in this town again.”


“You’re a man,” Holly said. “They can fail all over this town and
get work the very next day. No one even blinks if a movie written or directed
by a man fails, but if it’s a woman, she gets eviscerated.”


Gwen put her fist in the air. “Preach, sister.”


Holly slumped back against the sofa. “Go back to your day job, Ty.
This town wasn’t made for someone as nice as you.”


Gwen glanced at her watch and sat next to Holly. “It wasn’t made
for someone as nice as you, either, but here you are, a few minutes away from
the world premiere of a movie you wrote about two hot, funny, charming yet
slightly flawed lesbians who fall in love over a batch of burnt Christmas
cookies. So go change out of those pity panties and put on something more
appropriate for this occasion. Something that screams I kick ass all over
this town, and it just so happens that I’m fucking Meredith Drake, so
basically, all of my dreams came true this year.”


Leave it to Gwen to speak the truth in the crassest way possible.
But she was right. Holly had absolutely nothing to complain about. “You know
what, Gwen? You’re right. Tactless, but right.” She shot up off the sofa and
headed to her bedroom. “Hold the party for me.”


“Holly?” Ty shouted back. “What should we do, ask Dez to put the
TV on pause? Does she even have a DVR? We literally have thirty minutes until
showtime.”


“I’ll be ready,” Holly called from down the hall.


Moments later, she stood in front of her full-length mirror. She
was overdressed for the weather, but if Desiree’s apartment was too hot, she’d
take off her grandpa’s sweater. The red T-shirt she had on underneath would be
festive enough and also tight enough to get a second look from Meredith. She
loved it when Meredith did a double take, and it hadn’t gone unnoticed that the
tighter her shirts were, the more it happened.


If she was going festive, she really should go all in, so she
opened her top drawer and took out the white fur hat she’d worn on what was now
referred to as Holly Hudson Day in Christmas Cove. The hat she’d been wearing
when Meredith had professed her love in front of the entire town. Not to
mention the following evening when Meredith undressed her in that chilly guest
room and insisted she keep the hat on. The request for a naked photo was
denied, but they did make love that night. Of course, it was a much quieter
event than the year before in Hawaii. Holly still wondered if her parents had
heard them. But what did it matter when over and over, her parents had
expressed how happy they were that she’d found the real thing? True love, as
her mother liked to call it.


Holly took the hat over to the mirror and put it on. Now all she
needed was a little bit of snow. A light dusting would do. But this was Los
Angeles, so Desiree’s small, flocked tree was as close as she’d get to actual
snow. And wasn’t it strange that she actually longed for all of the things she
used to avoid at this time of year. Snow falling on a cold, crisp night.
Christmas carolers and hay rides with little kids whose eyes were always filled
with wonder. Sipping on a mug of hot chocolate while watching Miracle on
34th Street. Yes, Holly Hudson had found her Christmas spirit again. Heck,
she was practically a walking Wifetime movie. And as Gwen had said, her dreams
had indeed come true. She walked back into the living room and pointed at her
hat. “This is my ‘I have a fucking day named after me’ hat. Let’s ride,
bitches.”


Gwen gave Holly a high five as she walked by. “That’s more like
it.”


Holly stopped and scrutinized them a little closer. “Why are you
two wearing coats?”


“It was supposed to be a surprise.” Gwen motioned with her head at
Ty. “Show her before we both die of heat stroke.”


Ty didn’t just open his jacket like a normal person. Apparently,
he thought some sort of striptease was in order, so he unzipped it slightly and
pulled it to one side, then the other. “Oh, for the love of God, Ty.” Gwen
unzipped her own coat and threw it on the sofa. “First time I’ve been within ten
feet of an oven mitt in years.”


Ty took his coat off and said, “I’m quite fond of my snowman pot
holder.”


Holly gaped at the sight. She had no idea that Mrs. Brown had
gifted her friends with their very own special sweatshirts. And they seemed
perfect for them too because how could Mrs. Brown have known that Gwen’s oven
mitt should have a rather chubby version of Mrs. Claus on it? “I think this
could be the best day of my life.” She opened the door, excited to see what
Griffin’s would be.


They reached Desiree’s door, and Ty stood in front of it with a
silly grin on his face and his hand on the doorknob. “I can’t let you in until
I do this.” He leaned in and kissed Holly’s cheek, then pulled back and cleared
his throat. “I’m damned proud to call you a friend.”


Gwen swatted his shoulder. “I didn’t get drunk in my apartment
just to get sober while we wait for you, Casanova.” She looked at Holly and
shrugged. “I’m afraid if I kissed you, our lips would never part, so I’ll leave
it at, yeah, what Ty said.” She gave Holly a wink, and Ty opened the door.


Holly hadn’t expected a standing ovation. In fact, she hadn’t
expected most of what she saw as she walked into Desiree’s apartment. “Mom?
Dad? What are you doing here? Oh my gosh. Is everything okay?”


“Everything is fine, sweetie.” Holly’s mom stepped forward.


“But what are you doing here? Christmas is only three weeks away,”
Holly half shouted.


“Honey, we’re not really Santa and Mrs. Claus. Our absence
from Christmas Cove will not ruin Christmas for children everywhere. Don’t
worry. George is taking care of the hay rides for your dad.” She opened her
arms for a hug and held on to Holly for a long moment. “Nothing is as important
as celebrating this moment with you and Meredith. We’re so proud of both of
you.”


Of course they weren’t the real Santa and Mrs. Claus, but
Holly was pretty sure her parents hadn’t ever left Christmas Cove during the
holiday season before. She squeezed her mom and then her dad. “Thanks for
coming. How’s Brody? Does he miss me?”


“I don’t know what you did to that horse,” her dad said. “He puts
up a big fuss every time I hook him up to the wagon.”


Holly laughed. “Maybe I gave him one too many apples. He likes
Granny Smiths best.”


“I’ll keep that in mind, honey. And just because we’re here for the
weekend doesn’t mean you get to back out on spending New Year’s Eve with us.
The town council splurged on some extra-special fireworks this year.”


New Year’s Eve had always been the last big hurrah for Christmas
Cove before everything slowed down. Some years, the fireworks show was a
success, and others, well, not so much. “They hired a professional instead of
leaving it up to George?”


Her dad tapped his nose with his finger. “Bingo.”


“I’ll be there too.” Griffin handed Holly a glass of champagne.
“You’re going to teach me how to drive a wagon for my next role. You know, the
one Meredith will produce, and I will star in, along with my hunky leading man.
Make sure you write him as having three days’ worth of scruff on his face. I
love scruff more than I love a pair of soft blue eyes, and you know how much I
love blue eyes.”


Holly held the glass of bubbly up to the light. “Is this the same
stuff you bought for last year’s Christmas party? I just want to know if I
should pencil a headache into my morning schedule.”


He clutched his chest. “I wouldn’t dream of pouring anything but
the best for our guest of honor. It’s a forty-dollar brut. You should be fine.”


“Forty bucks, Griff?” Holly gave it a sniff. “Are you sure you can
afford that when you’ll be working for free on this movie where, for some
unknown reason, you need to know how to drive a wagon?”


“Free? Remind me to tell you how SAG works some time.” He cleared
his throat and waved up and down his own body. “Now, how long before you notice
that I’m not exactly dressed for this century?”


She gave him a once-over. He looked like he’d just walked off the
set of Seven Brides for Seven Brothers. “Or the last century. My God,
Griff. How far back are we talking?”


“Think Pride and Prejudice, only the early American frontier.
Oh, and Mr. Darcy is a roughrider who falls for a farm boy, but the farm boy’s
dad is a total hardass who treats his son badly, so the son steals the family
wagon, and then a wheel breaks, and love happens somewhere out on the vast
prairie, Robert Redford style. But at Christmas.”


She gave him a blank stare. “So pretty much nothing like Pride
and Prejudice.” She patted his chest. “I think it’d be better if I pitched
this idea to Meredith.”


He lifted an eyebrow. “I get it. You want to make sure she’s in a
good mood.”


“No, I want to make sure it doesn’t sound like the
bear-meets-twink porno period piece you just tried to sell me. By the way,
where’s your pot holder sweatshirt? And don’t lie and tell me she didn’t give
you one.”


He held up a finger for her to wait and unbuttoned his shirt. “I
feel so seen. So understood. Mrs. Brown gets me, Holls. She really gets me.”
Griffin was right. An old-fashioned, meticulously embellished toy soldier sat
proudly on his chest.


Gwen walked up and put a hand on her hip. “Oh my God, she
bedazzled your nutcracker. I guess we know who Mrs. Brown likes best.”


Holly covered her mouth to hide her laughter because this was
indeed on her top ten list of best days of her life.


Desiree waved her hand in the air. “Welcome, everyone.” She stood
in front of the TV with Thad by her side. Holly had to smile because it seemed
that at the ripe old age of eighty-four, Desiree was finally settling down with
one man. Thad was a lucky guy, and he knew it. The cane he leaned on was new,
but it went well with his tweed suit and silk bowtie. He had his elbow bent for
Desiree and a proud grin on his face. They were happy, and Holly was thrilled
for them.


Something at the door caught her attention. Not something. Someone.
And not just anyone. No, it just happened to be the woman of Holly’s dreams
walking in. Everyone started clapping as they had for Holly, so she set her
glass down and joined in. A sense of pride welled up in her as she watched
Meredith make the rounds with hugs for everyone. It was obvious that Holly’s
parents being there wasn’t a surprise to Meredith. She’d probably planned the
whole thing.


Once she’d greeted everyone, Meredith stood next to Desiree and
said, “Can I have your attention, everyone? We have a special surprise tonight.
In fact, set those glasses of champagne down. We have something even better. An
old family recipe that Connie was kind enough to share with us.” 


“The family recipe?” Holly turned to her mom. “I thought that was
a secret only I could know.”


“Well, it was, honey. But I figured the only way I was ever going
to taste that punch again was if I brought it here.”


“Your mom really loves that punch,” her dad said. “And I really
love how much she loves it. Gets her tipsy every time.”


Gwen set her champagne glass down. “Well now, that sounds like my
kind of punch. Where do I line up for it?”


She, Ty and Griffin scuffled to be at the front of a line they
decided to form right in front of Holly’s mom. She smiled and said, “Follow me
to the dining table.”


Everyone gathered around the table. Holly ended up standing
directly opposite Meredith, who couldn’t seem to stop smiling. Neither could
Holly, for that matter.


She’d fallen hard for Meredith in Hawaii, but what she felt for
her now was so much more than that. Meredith’s love hadn’t just washed over
her. Over the last year, it had seeped in and filled the empty spots. Covered
the gaps that Holly had realized everyone had, even people who were lucky
enough to grow up in a town like Christmas Cove.


By the looks of things, her parents had become fond of Meredith as
well. The minute she walked in the door her mom’s eyes lit up. And her dad gave
Meredith a huge hug. Meredith had even charmed her way into their little group.
So it was no surprise that she stood there, flanked by Desiree and Thad.
Holly’s mom gave her a nod. “You do the honors, dear.”


“I think Rick would like to say a few words first.” Meredith, who
stood quite a bit taller than both Desiree and Thad, put her arms around their
shoulders and waited.


Holly could see the emotion in her dad’s eyes. He was on the verge
of getting all choked up, and if that happened, her mascara didn’t stand a
chance. He put his hands behind his back and rocked on his feet the way he
usually did when he had something important to say. “First, I want to say thank
you to all of you for being the good friends you are to Holly. Being so far
away from home, it’s hard not to worry, but I know she has a solid group that
she can count on, and that’s a relief to both of us.” He put his arm around
Holly’s mom and blinked a few times to clear away the tears. 


“Dad.” Holly reached for him, even though she was on the other
side of the table. Seeing her dad cry had never been an easy thing for her.


“Let me finish, honey.” He paused and smiled at her mom while he
tried to keep the tears at bay, then took a deep breath and said, “It’s a good
day for an old dad like me when he gets to see his baby girl’s dreams come
true. And you all might think I’m talking about the fact that there’s a Holly
Hudson Day in Christmas Cove. Or that there’s a billboard just outside of town
that tells everyone they’re about to enter the childhood home of my daughter.
Or you might think I’m referring to the big Wifetime movie premiere we’re about
to watch. And all of those things are so special, but I know they wouldn’t mean
near as much to Holly if she didn’t have Meredith to share it all with.”


Holly tried to hold it together, but when she felt Meredith’s arms
wrap around her from behind, tears mixed with happy giggles because no truer
words had ever been spoken. And with those words, her dad let her know that
they finally understood why she had to leave Christmas Cove all those years
ago. 


And with that knowledge, Holly could embrace her legacy with the
love and care her grandma would’ve expected of her. Because sitting on that
table was an ornate sterling silver punch bowl that had been passed down
through four generations of Hudsons who had cherished it. And so would Holly.
She kissed Meredith’s cheek and whispered, “I’ll do the honors.” She went to
the head of the table, and when she looked around, she saw that there wasn’t a
dry eye in the room. “Guys?”


“I hate crying in public,” Gwen said. “I get swollen in all the
wrong places.”


Griffin madly waved his hands in front of his face. “Girl, you’re
looking at the queen of the ugly cry.”


“I’m fine,” Ty said, dabbing his eyes. “Everything’s fine.”


“Guys, get your crap together. I have to do a thing,” Holly said.
Meredith glanced at her watch and motioned for Holly to hurry. “Right. We have
a movie to watch, so let me just say, having all of you here tonight to share
in this amazing moment with me and Meredith, well, it means the world to both
of us.” She put her hands on the edge of the punch bowl and turned to her
parents. “Mom. Dad. I love you so much. Thank you, for keeping this safe until
I was ready for it.”  She pulled the cover away, and sure enough, it was filled
to the rim with the deep red goodness she’d remembered. “You’re going to love
this, guys. It’s the best Christmas punch you’ll ever taste.” 


“Everyone, go find a spot in the living room,” Meredith said.
“We’ll serve the punch.”


Holly turned to Meredith and ran her fingers over her velvet
collar. “You’re really bringing back Hawaii with this smoking jacket.”


Meredith took Holly’s hand and intertwined their fingers. “And
you’re really bringing back last Christmas with that hat.” She leaned in and
whispered, “Will you wear it for me later?”


Holly pictured herself in her parents’ guest room a year ago.
Naked except for the hat, straddling her.  She lowered her gaze since she
really didn’t need her parents and friends seeing that thought written all over
her face. But that was the thing. This unique family of hers loved Meredith
too, so hiding her emotions, her love for this woman, wasn’t necessary. Okay,
so maybe she shouldn’t share those dirty thoughts, but she could share her joy.
Her happiness. The feeling that her heart might burst wide open.


Holly took Meredith’s face in her hands and said loud enough for
everyone to hear, “I love you, Meredith Drake. With all my heart, I love you.”
And then she kissed her. And with that kiss, she hoped to convey that there was
nowhere she’d rather be and no one she’d rather be with.


“Oh damnit,” Gwen said. “I just got my face cleaned up and they’re
at it again.”


 Ty grabbed the remote and turned the volume down. “Who needs this
when we have the live version happening right in front of us?”


Holly took her hat off and tossed it across the room at Ty. “Make
room on that sofa. And save us some of that popcorn.” She noticed her parents
hadn’t sat down yet, so she filled two cups with punch and served them first.
“Everything okay?”


“Everything’s fine,” her mom said. Except her mom didn’t hide
things well. Especially when she was going for casual.


She went back to the table and picked up a tray of punch cups
Meredith had poured. “My mom’s acting weird.”


“She’s just excited. It’s a big night for them,” Meredith
whispered.


Holly took the tray and served the punch, all the while eyeing her
parents. The punch was getting rave reviews, as expected. Gwen and Desiree were
huddled close while they guessed what the ingredients were. That’s when she
realized that the TV had been put on pause.


“Holly?”


The room went quiet. Holly turned around and found Meredith
standing behind her. She expected her to have two more cups of punch in her
hands so they could all make a toast. But her hands were tucked into those cute
green Christmas pants and she had a very serious look on her face. “Is
something wrong?”


Meredith shook her head. “No. Quite the opposite.” She took a step
forward. “Two years ago, in the Honolulu airport, you, in your adorable,
comedic way, rescued my lingerie from certain demise. And the following day,
you rescued me again. And the next day too. And every day since.”


Those words sounded familiar. Meredith had said something very
similar that night one year ago when she showed up out of nowhere in Christmas
Cove and walked up on that stage like she owned it. “What are you doing?” Holly
whispered.


Meredith reached for her hand. “The last time I wore this jacket,
I had one of the best dates of my life. And the last time you wore that
sweater, I promised you we would get your movie made. And tonight, I want to
ask you on another date. A lifetime of dates.”


“Oh my God,” Holly whispered. She glanced over at her parents.
They both had tears in their eyes. She could hear Gwen sniffling behind her.
And possibly Ty. She wiped her own tears away and suppressed the urge to fall
into her future wife’s arms.


 Meredith reached into her pocket and pulled out a beautiful
diamond solitaire. “I’ve been so honored to carry the title of girlfriend. But
I want a promotion.” She took a deep breath and said, “Holiday Hudson, will you
marry me?”


  Holly was pretty sure everyone in the room stopped breathing
while they waited for her answer. She put her hands on Meredith’s cheeks and
said, “Have our guests turned blue yet?”


Meredith glanced around the room. “Gwen’s about to pass out.
They’re all kind of frozen in time.”


“Huh. I guess I should give you an answer, then.” She threw her
fists in the air and shouted, “Yes! Yes, yes, yes!” 


Everyone cheered and surrounded them in a big group hug, and all
Holly could do was laugh and cry at the same time because this was most definitely
the best day of her life.


So far.
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