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The Mature Man’s Guide to Surviving Change

 

By Chris Scully

 

In the sunny playground of Palm Springs, growing up was something confirmed bachelor and bad-boy chef Joel avoided at all costs—until a close friend’s death made him reevaluate his priorities. Ever since, he’s been dedicated to helping his widowed friend Perry get back on his feet by teaching him to cook and providing a shoulder to cry on. But when Perry announces that he’s ready to start dating again and then begins receiving gifts from an anonymous secret Santa, Joel is forced to confront the feelings he’s suppressed for so long.

As Joel struggles with jealousy and guilt amid the holiday season, he must decide if he’s ready to grow up and reach for what he’s always wanted but never thought he could have.




If you do not change direction, you may end up where you are heading.

—Lao-tzu




One

 

 

When change arrives, it may unfortunately come as a shock.

 

“I THINK I’m ready to start dating again.”

Perry’s bombshell almost made me drop the tray of crispy samosas I was pulling from the oven. I blamed my misstep on the hot baking sheet and pretended I hadn’t heard him. Not a stretch given the music and the laughter that rippled like a warm breeze across Simon’s million-dollar backyard to the outdoor kitchen.

“How would you feel about that, Joel?” Perry probed, raising his voice a little. The mirrored glass of his aviators caught the afternoon sun and blinded me with the reflection.

I blinked. “About what?”

“About me dating again.”

“Looking good, Perry,” someone called from the pool. “Come on in—the water’s warm.” My heart sunk as Perry waved his hand in acknowledgment. He was looking good, and I wasn’t the only one noticing how the turquoise polo shirt set off his thick silver-threaded hair and the camel-colored chinos hugged his ass. He’d regained most of the weight he’d lost while Dale was sick, and since he’d started jogging again, he glowed with good health.

“So,” he said, returning to our conversation.

Head down, I arranged the golden triangles onto the serving platter next to the potato croquetas and dusted them with a pinch of finely chopped coriander. “Why ask me? You don’t need my permission.”

Silence. “Well, because you were Dale’s friend first. It might be weird for you.”

What I wouldn’t have given to strip off my clothes, hop in the crowded spa with a drink in my hand, and avoid this conversation. But it was my first time working one of Simon’s parties in a professional capacity, and I wanted to make a good impression. After a year of struggling, my personal chef business was finally taking off, and Simon’s recommendation would take it even further. I just wished he hadn’t elected to go with the menu of hors d’oeuvres and small plates. It was far more complicated than a sit-down dinner, and I was already tired and stressed.

“Here.” I thrust the plate of appetizers into the hands of a tanned waiter who materialized at my side, barely glancing at the Santa hat and matching red bikini he wore.

“Do you think they’re cold, dressed like that?” Perry murmured in my ear. “Or should I say undressed? It’s barely seventy degrees today.”

“Who? The waitstaff? Judging by the size of that guy’s package, he’s not cold in the least.”

Perry chuckled, and the sound warmed my insides. That laugh had been all too infrequent these last few years, and it was a relief to hear it again.

“Only the best for Simon,” he quipped. I couldn’t help noticing how Perry’s head swiveled after the waiter’s attractive form, although the aviator glasses hid his exact thoughts from my view.

I scowled. “I’ve got to check on my tuna.” Without waiting for a response, I strode into the house. Except Simon’s sleek minimalist kitchen provided no escape from prying eyes. The entire back wall of the home retracted to take advantage of the glorious Palm Springs weather, and there was nowhere I could hide. So I shoved my head in the Sub-Zero on the pretense of checking my marinade and welcomed the cool air on my face.

Perry wanted to date again. Of course he would. Dale had been gone for almost two years now. The fact that a man as perfect as Perry hadn’t already moved on or been snapped up was a miracle. And a testament to the depth of their relationship. I’d known this day would come, that eventually I’d have to see him with someone who wasn’t Dale. Who wasn’t me. Still….

“Joel!”

I jumped and spun around at the heavy hand on my ass. “Hey.”

Josh’s sun-kissed face broke into a lecherous grin as he groped my buttcheek. “Yep, still got it, babe.”

“Uh, thanks. I think. But haven’t you got better things to do than manhandle the help?”

“Can’t help it, I’ve missed this big ass. It’s so squeezable. And I see you haven’t lost your fashion sense either.” He flipped a horrified gaze to my brilliant yellow Bermuda shorts and Hawaiian shirt covered in surfing Santas.

Josh was a server at the Parker Palm Springs, and he and I had had a brief fling over a year ago before I quit to go into business for myself. In hindsight I don’t know what I’d been thinking. I liked them younger, but he was half my age. And had a thing for leather daddies, although I’d repeatedly told him that riding a Harley and owning a pair of chaps did not automatically qualify me for the designation.

He’d also been looking for someone assertive, someone more mature and financially stable, who could “take care of him.” That definitely wasn’t me. Outside the kitchen and my passion for motorcycles, I was notoriously indecisive and passive. Needless to say we didn’t last.

“I need a favor.” He leaned across the wide granite island. “Who’s the silver fox? And can you introduce us?”

I chuckled. “Can you narrow it down a bit? In case you haven’t noticed, there’s a lot of silver around here.” I touched the two patches that had recently sprouted in my beard as proof. Fortunately they were relatively symmetrical. Perry said it gave me gravitas.

“Not like this guy. You were talking to him earlier.”

Perry. My gaze immediately sought him out in the backyard where he was deep in conversation with Gregg Olsen, an old friend of Dale’s. Of course Perry was aging gracefully, the hair at his temples darker and then lightening gradually to a perfect shade of silver on top. “Oh. You mean Perry.”

“Why haven’t I seen him at any of Simon’s parties before?”

“He lost his husband a couple of years ago. It’s taken him awhile to get back on his feet.”

“Oh. Then he needs someone to take his mind off things. To show him how to have fun again.”

Yeah, me. Isn’t that what I’ve been doing since Dale took sick? I glared at Josh. “He’s not for you.”

“How would you know?”

“Because I know him. I knew them.” I heaved a sigh. “They were fucking perfect together. I didn’t even know love like that existed. When Dale died, it nearly destroyed Perry.” I hated to think of those days. Losing Dale had been hard enough—he’d only been sixty-five—but seeing the upbeat and cheerful Perry dwindle down to nothing, an empty shell who wouldn’t move from their bed, had been worse. Fear had been a permanent rock in my belly. Every time I’d stopped by to check on him, I’d been half-afraid that I’d find him gone too.

“Perry is not into playing daddy,” I warned. “He’s not into casual hookups. He’s old-fashioned, romantic. Classy.”

“The opposite of you, you mean.”

I sighed again. “Yeah, the opposite.”

“Just because all you wanted from me was sex, doesn’t mean that’s all I have to give.”

Ouch.

Josh grabbed an asparagus spear off the platter on the counter and wandered back out to the party. He stopped to greet Simon, who was on his way in, with a kiss. In my experience, there weren’t many men who could pull off a caftan, but Simon was one of them. A former actor, he’d earned his flamboyance and wore it proudly. The red silk billowed behind him as he glided into the kitchen, the fabric so thin it revealed the darker circles of his nipples and the outline of his penis.

“Darling, when I asked you to cook, I never meant for you to hide away in my kitchen. Even if you do look like you escaped from Margaritaville.” Simon tossed his long thick mane of snow-white hair. It was impossible to guess his age—he’d had so many facelifts that his eyebrows were raised in a state of permanent surprise—but I’d once seen a playbill with his name on it from 1965, so I knew he had to be somewhere in his seventies.

“This is what a personal chef does, Simon,” I said, trying to keep a straight face. “But we’re going to be short—you told me twenty-five and there’s a lot more than twenty-five people out there.”

“Can I help it if everyone wants to attend my party? Besides, you know the young ones never eat.” He twirled. “Do you like my ensemble? I’m channeling Father Christmas.”

Simon’s mid-December birthday bash was the unofficial start to the queer holiday season in Palm Springs, a glorious mash-up of retro glamour, festive spirit, and tacky vulgarity, as evidenced by the mix of Christmas carols, show tunes, and dance music the DJ was playing outside. The guest list was filled with old friends and padded by a revolving horde of nubile young men in tiny Christmas-themed bathing suits. Before the night was over, the pool heater would be turned up and many of said bathing suits would be discarded. Simon’s parties were legendary in the valley.

“I expect they’ll be lining up to sit on your knee by the end of the night,” I said.

“Oh, I’m counting on it. I’ve already picked out the naughty ones.”

I laughed.

“There was a time I wouldn’t have been able to tear you away from that debauchery out there,” Simon remarked. “You used to be such a wild man. I still remember that time you and—”

“I know. Which is exactly why I’m better off in here. Too much drama. I think I’ve slept with half those pretty boys out there. I’m a respectable entrepreneur now.”

Dale’s death had made me take a good, long look at my frantic, hard-partying life. It had forced me to realize how empty it was. There was nothing remotely attractive about a man on the far side of fifty desperately clinging to his youth. So in a move I still couldn’t quite believe, I’d quit my job as the executive chef for the Parker Palm Springs resort and ventured out on my own. I set the hours and the pace, and the change gave me more time to keep an eye on Perry who had offered up his graphic design services free of charge.

“Our Perry is very popular today. It’s so good to see him out, isn’t it?” Simon murmured. We both turned to gaze outside where Perry was talking to someone new. I stiffened as a suddenly shirtless Josh joined them. Perry faltered for a second, no doubt blinded by the sheer perfection of Josh’s chiseled chest.

I’m ready to date again.

“Yeah,” I grunted.

“I was so worried about him after Dale died. He’s not like you or I. He needs a man in his life.”

“Did he tell you that?”

“He didn’t have to. I have eyes. You of all people know that Dale wouldn’t want him to be alone.”

“I’m sure he won’t be for long,” I grumbled. Then there would be no more popping by to see that he was okay, no more thrice-weekly dinners and drinking Pinot on the patio, or getting caught up on the latest movies on Netflix. My stomach hollowed.

“Ooo-hoo, do I detect a little jealousy there?” Simon crowed.

“I think you need to adjust your hearing aid.”

“Bitch. My hearing is perfect. You’re not fooling anyone, darling. You’d best make your move before he’s snapped up. Of course you’d have to give up these young playmates of yours and try a mature relationship for once.”

“There will be no moves, Simon.”

“Why not?”

“Because he’s my best friend’s husband.”

“Was, Joel. Was.”

“That doesn’t change anything.”

“Do you know how many lovers I’ve lost over the years? Far more than I care to dwell on. But that has never stopped me from wanting to love again, or be loved again.”

“Simon,” I huffed, “I don’t mean to be an ass since you’re paying me and all, but stop trying to make this a thing. Even if I wanted things to change, I wouldn’t be at the top of Perry’s list. Look at me: I’m not cultured, I’ve never even left Cali; I didn’t go to college, barely squeaked through culinary school. I’m self-employed, with an empty 401(k). Not to mention I’m at least fifty pounds over my ideal weight, and I don’t even care.” I held out my left arm, where an olive branch tattoo snaked up to disappear beneath my shirtsleeve. “Hell, back when I was shaving my head, people mistook me for a bouncer all the time. I am nothing like Dale.”

“Of course you’re not. Yes, you’re a little… rough and scruffy, and your wardrobe is atrocious, but I don’t see what that has to do with anything. Everyone already thinks you’re a couple.”

“They do? Why? Who said that?”

Simon waved off my questions with a flick of his wrist. “And I never trust a skinny chef.”

I snorted. “Perry may think he’s ready to date again, but he’s not.”

“Are you sure it’s not you who’s not ready?”

“Seriously Simon, if you don’t get out of my kitchen, I swear I’ll walk, and you can take care of this tuna yourself.”

“Actually, it’s my kitchen, but since you asked so nicely, I will leave you alone to deal with your meat.”

“It’s fish, not meat. And come to think of it, I’m surprised you didn’t want sausages on the menu. Big, juicy foot-long—”

“Now that would be gauche, dear boy. And while I may be vulgar, I am never gauche.” Simon winked at me before strolling out onto the patio with a dramatic flourish of fabric. “Alright, my lovelies,” he cried. “It’s time for Father Christmas to spread some cheer.”

“As long as that’s all you’re spreading,” someone taunted.

“Sure you’re not Father Time?” one of the younger guests shot back.

Simon waggled his finger at the hecklers. “Lumps of coal for you gentlemen. And I use the term lightly. Now, who wants to sit on Santa’s lap and tell me if they’ve been naughty or nice?”

 

 

SIMON’S PARTY went off without a hitch—they always did—especially once the sun went down and the music went up. The bartenders were busy; cocktails flowed freely, hands roamed even more freely, and no one but me noticed that the tuna was slightly overcooked.

And if one more man told Perry how good he looked, I was going to hit something.

With the last of the dinner apps done and the waitstaff taking care of serving and cleanup, I could begin to relax. All that remained was Simon’s birthday cake.

I glared at Perry who was standing beneath the glow of the patio lanterns, one of Simon’s half-naked boys hanging off his neck. Popular was right. Then Perry turned his head, giving me a glimpse of his tight face. I knew that look.

I pushed through the crowd toward him.

“Help me with dessert?” I wrapped an arm around his shoulders and drew him away from his companion. At only five foot seven, Perry fit perfectly under my arm.

“Thank you,” he whispered, letting me steer him into the kitchen. “My hero, once again.”

“You looked like you needed rescuing.”

He took a stool at the island. “Yeah, I think I bit off more than I can chew. Should have eased back into the scene. And the holidays make it even rougher.”

“Yeah. That’s why I like to keep busy.”

“You have been. I’ve hardly seen you lately.”

“’Tis the season. Christmas is one of my busiest times of the year.”

“Mine too.” Perry was a freelance graphic designer. With Dale’s pension and benefits, he didn’t need the income, but he had retained a small clientele more to keep his sanity than anything else.

“Yes, but while you’re winding down now that everyone’s got their Christmas cards and calendars sorted out, I’m only getting started.” I handed him a bowl of strawberries. “Can you clean these for me while I whip the cream?”

“Whip the cream? I hope you know the safe word.”

I laughed. It was nice to work side by side again. We normally cooked together at his place three times a week, but since Thanksgiving, my uptick in bookings had meant a reduction in my time with Perry. No wonder I was so irritable. In the beginning, cooking together had been the only way I was certain he was eating, but then it became something I looked forward to. A lot. I’d have been there every night if I didn’t think I’d wear out my welcome.

“I’ll probably head out soon, before things get too wild,” Perry said. “All this hedonism makes me feel old. And lonely.”

“Snap your fingers and you won’t be lonely for long. Take your pick.” I swung an arm at the smorgasbord of flesh on display on the patio.

“It is a bit of a buffet, isn’t it? I never understood where Simon finds all these men.”

“They find him. Money has that effect on people.”

He was quiet for a bit. Then, “Your friend Josh asked for my phone number. He wants to ‘have a drink sometime.’ Does that constitute a date these days?”

Fucking hell, I was going to kill him. “If he asked for your number, you can expect some dick pics shortly.”

Perry’s rich laughter slid over me like warm butter. I wanted to lap it up.

“You can do better than Josh.”

“He was good enough for you.”

“My point exactly. We both know I have absolutely no standards. You should set the bar a little higher.”

“I don’t know, Dale was fifteen years older than me. Maybe it’s time I went the other direction. After all, it works for you. Or are you getting tired of dating men half your age?”

It worked for me because younger men seemed more open to casual, no-strings sex. Although to be honest, it had been quite a while since I’d last hooked up. Yet another cause for my irritability.

“To be fair, I wouldn’t call it dating. And you and Josh have nothing in common. You’re too different.”

“Different’s not bad. Look at us.”

“What does that mean?”

“Well, you hated me when we first met.”

“I didn’t hate you.”

“Mildly resented me, then.”

I frowned. Perry wasn’t wrong—I’d been a complete jerk in the beginning. Dale had been a superstar when it came to business and corporate law, but he had terrible judgment in the romance department, and I’d been so sure Perry was just another pretty face out to hustle him. It hadn’t taken me long to see how perfect they were. And how jealous I was.

“And you,” Perry continued, “I thought you were this perpetual California party boy who never wanted to grow up. But you’re deeper than that. Anyway, my point is that we got past that and now we’re… friends.”

Yeah, friends.

“You know that I would never have made it through these last few years if it weren’t for you, Joel. When Dale got sick, you were there—”

“Wait until you see dessert,” I burst out, because the last thing I wanted from Perry was gratitude. I slid the large cake box out of the refrigerator and set it on the island. “Voilà, the pièce de résistance.”

Perry choked off a laugh, his eyes wide as he lifted the lid and gazed at the cake. “Don’t you mean the penis de résistance?”

“Good one.” I grinned in relief. I hadn’t been sure how Perry would react to the round layer cake which was topped by a very authentic-looking, very erect penis, complete with testicles. He’d never been the sort to engage in that type of bawdy humor.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Oh dear, has it been that long? Well, when a man gets turned on—”

“Oh, stop it. I meant what is it made out of?”

“The penis is molded chocolate. The cake is black forest.”

“And you did all this?”

I waggled my eyebrows as I lifted the cake out of the box and onto the serving plate. “While I do know my way around a cock, this was a joint effort. I baked the cake, but a friend of mine who’s a pastry chef did the rest.”

“Where are you going to put the candles?”

“Aha.” With a flourish I fitted one big candle into the tip.

Perry smothered a giggle. “This is possibly the biggest penis I’ve ever seen. Simon will love it.”

“He is a bit of a size queen, isn’t he?”

“Show me a man who’s not.” He squeezed my bicep for emphasis, fingers sliding up beneath my short sleeve. Heat flared in my cheeks, and for the first time in years, I found myself blushing. Me.

Because for all the times we’d hugged or patted backs or touched in passing over the years, this touch felt distinctly sensual.

I stepped away.

“You go cue everyone to sing, and I’ll get the cake,” Perry instructed.

I signaled the DJ to get ready to change the music as prearranged, then turned back to check on Perry. He balanced the cake plate on his forearm, one hand curved protectively around the mammoth cock to keep the candle from blowing out.

“Sure you can handle that?” I asked.

He flashed a grin. “It’s bigger than I’m used to, and it may have been awhile, but, Joel, some things you never forget. I understand it’s just like riding a bike.”

My jaw dropped as he glided past me to a rousing rendition of “Happy Birthday.”




Two

 

 

The individual may go through a period of denial, unable to digest the fact that they have to undergo change and adapt to something new.

 

I FIRST met Dale twenty years ago in LA, back when I was a dumb young chef looking for legal advice on forming a partnership to open my own place. An economic downturn, my general lack of ambition, and my fear of anything resembling commitment had ultimately made my decision for me, but Dale and I had remained friends. When, at the age of fifty, he had told me he was moving to Palm Springs with a man fifteen years his junior—only a couple of years younger than me in fact—I’d thought it was a midlife crisis.

And then I met Perry, and I understood.

It wasn’t long before I followed. Dale’s connections landed me the chef de cuisine position at the Parker when it opened in 2004. I’d worked my way up to executive chef and had been there up until last year, an eternity in the culinary world.

For the last decade, Perry and Dale had lived in a restored midcentury Trousdale in the Tahquitz River Estates neighborhood. It was a modest house with sweeping mountain views, towering palms, and a serene backyard. They had lovingly renovated it themselves, staying true to the home’s aesthetic but adding the modern touches that Dale had loved. Since Dale’s death, it had become a second home for me—far more welcoming than my cramped one-bedroom apartment—but due to my busy holiday schedule, this was my first visit since Simon’s birthday last weekend, since Perry had announced his intention to date again.

I parked my Harley Road King in the driveway, unloaded the groceries from the saddlebags, and let myself in with my key.

“Just me,” I called out as if Perry had a parade of unannounced visitors. I toed off my motorcycle boots in the foyer. “How about pasta primavera tonight? The heirloom carrots were gorgeous. We still have that farfalle from the other week in the freezer, right? Oh, and I picked up some strawberries at the market this morning, so I thought I’d do a cheesecake for dessert. Do you have that balsamic—?” I stopped in the entrance to the living room. Straight in front of me, lining the wall of windows that faced out onto the pool was an eye-catching cluster of poinsettias, dozens of poinsettias: red, white, pink, candy cane. “Wow, you decided to go all out. Did you get a deal for buying in bulk?”

“They’re from my secret Santa,” Perry said from his position on the floor. Over the back of the couch, only the top of his head was visible.

“Your what?”

“Secret Santa. The card is on the table.” Perry’s kitchen was tucked away off the dining room, so I set my grocery bag on the counter and then came back to pick up the small card that had come with the poinsettias. May these brighten your holidays, your secret Santa.

“A little overkill, don’t you think? One would have done.” But I was ticked that I hadn’t thought of it first. They were beautiful and classy, and I knew Perry loved poinsettias.

“I think it’s sweet. Do you think they’re from your friend Josh?”

“Uh, no. Josh isn’t the type to send flowers. Looks like you’ve got another admirer,” I grumbled. Simon’s warning came back to me: You’d best make your move before he’s snapped up.

“Josh officially asked me out. In a text no less.”

Oh God, it just got better and better. “Are you going?”

“I’m thinking about it. Although I question what he could possibly see in someone my age. Why would anyone under thirty want to have drinks with a man in his fifties?”

Because he has a daddy fixation? I strode back into the living room. Perry had his back to me and was surrounded by four rubber storage boxes marked “Xmas.” Only one of them had been opened, revealing neatly packed ornaments.

“Are you kidding? First, you’ve only just entered your fifties. And second, you look better than most guys your age. Present company included.”

Perry tilted his head back, and a blush tinted his cheeks. “You think so?”

Well, not today he didn’t. Today he hadn’t shaved, and he was wearing cargo shorts and a threadbare Yale T-shirt. Yale—Dale’s alma mater. That wasn’t a good sign. He only pulled out Dale’s stuff on bad days.

Had overloading my schedule been a mistake? Did I need to be around more to keep him from sliding back into that pit? “Whadda you say we get dinner started, and then I’ll help you with the decorating?”

Perry shook his head.

“No dinner?” I asked.

“No decorating. I tried, but I can’t. I was remembering all the parties we used to host, how beautiful this place looked at Christmas.” That’s why he seemed so sad, then—memories of Dale. “Crap, I didn’t want you to see me like this.”

“Why? I’ve seen you much worse.”

He snorted. “I hate this. There are days that I’m fine, when I think I’m ready. And then all it takes is one small thing, like opening a box of Christmas decorations, and I’m fucked up again. It’s been two years. It shouldn’t be this hard.”

I sat down beside him on the cool terrazzo floor, wincing when my knee popped loudly. “Perry, there’s no timeline for these things. Maybe you’re rushing it.” Could I convince Perry he wasn’t ready to date again? “Are you still going to your bereavement group?”

“Yes, I’m still going.”

“What does your counselor say?”

A small smile appeared on his lips. “That there’s no timeline.”

“Aha! Sounds like good advice. You should take it.”

“But what if I miss a chance at something good with someone new? I am ready. Mostly.”

“I’m the last guy to be giving romantic advice, but any man who doesn’t see that you’re worth the wait doesn’t deserve you. And most of all, you shouldn’t have to feel like you can’t still mourn Dale. He’s part of you.”

His gaze sharpened on my face, and for a second I was afraid I’d said too much. “What have you got here, anyway?” I asked to divert attention, plucking a crystal snowflake from the top of the nearest box.

Perry’s fingers brushed mine as he took it from me. “You remember how Dale was about Christmas. It was his favorite holiday. We picked this up in Ireland—it’s Waterford crystal.” Dale had been a big entertainer, especially around the holidays. The house would be decorated to the hilt—always tasteful and stylish for the country club crowd of course. A seven-foot-tall fir tree touching the rafters.

“Hey,” I said, trying to lighten the mood. “No point in decorating anyway, right? You won’t even be here to see it. You’ll be spending Christmas in Henderson with Dale’s daughter and the kids again.” And I had filled my calendar with bookings so I wouldn’t have time to miss him.

“No, I won’t. Cassie is taking the family to Colorado for Christmas this year.”

“And she didn’t invite you?”

“No, she did. But I didn’t want to intrude. It’s not that I don’t love seeing her, and the kids especially, but last year was… difficult for both of us. I feel like instead of being a comfort, I was nothing but a constant reminder that Dale is gone.”

I gave Perry a friendly one-armed hug, all that I allowed myself. “Damn, I just assumed you’d be spending the holidays with them. I’ve got a booking in Cathedral City for Christmas Day.”

“That’s fine. I’m capable of spending Christmas on my own.”

“You already spend far too much time on your own.” I gave his thigh a quick pat and stiffly rose to my feet.

Perry’s bark of laughter made me spin around.

“I just noticed your T-shirt,” he explained. It said Nice on the front and Naughty on the back. “Do you have a saying for every day of the week?”

“Pretty much. Now, are you going to sit there, or are you going to help me cook dinner?” With a sigh, he grasped my outstretched hand and rose. “That’s better. You unpack and start chopping the veg while I put these boxes back where they came from.”

“I don’t mind doing that.”

“Uh-un. Those carrots aren’t going to wash and julienne themselves, you know.”

“Don’t think I haven’t noticed how you give me all the grunt work.”

“Of course. That’s what prep cooks do.”

He turned up his nose. “Haven’t I earned my stripes by now? What do I have to do to earn a promotion in this kitchen?”

“Keep doing a good job, and you might make line cook one day.”

“Oh gee, thanks, chef,” he teased. “You’re lucky management likes you because otherwise I’d be lodging a complaint.”

A warm glow settled in my chest. “Management likes me, huh?”

“Very much. But don’t go expecting a raise.”

“I wouldn’t dare.”

One by one, I carried the boxes out to the garage and placed them back on their shelves. When I returned to the kitchen, Perry was sniffling over the cutting board.

“It’s the onions,” he insisted, wiping his cheeks with his forearm.

“Yeah, stupid buggers. That’s why I leave it to the prep cook.” I kissed his temple and began working on the cheesecake so it would have time to bake. I cut the goat and cream cheese into the stand mixer.

“Thank you,” he said.

“For what?”

“For always pulling me up.”

“Anytime. That’s what I’m here for.”

“Is it?”

That was a serious question, and I chose to ignore it. “That and your kitchen gadgets,” I joked.

Perry smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. He resumed chopping. “I can’t believe you’re spending Christmas cooking dinner for strangers.”

I shrugged. “I don’t mind it. It’s not like I’ve got my own family to cook for. It beats sitting at home alone and making dinner for one. I can’t remember the last time I spent Christmas outside a kitchen.” In fact, I’d always looked forward to losing myself in the frenetic pace of the holidays at the hotel.

Now Perry was staring at me with pity.

“What?” I demanded.

“That’s a little sad.”

“No, it’s not. Christmas is for kids and families—I have neither. It’s just another day. Hey, I’ve got an idea. Come cook with me at the Robinsons.”

“Me?”

“Yeah. You’re all trained up and everything. It’ll be fun.”

Perry frowned. Something was troubling him, more than usual. “I know you promised Dale that you’d look after me—”

I gulped. “Perry—”

“Joel. I appreciate everything you’ve done, but I don’t want to impose on you anymore.”

“You’re not imposing.”

“But I am,” he cried, slamming down the knife on the cutting board. “For god’s sake, you were an executive chef at one of the best hotels in the city until you gave up your career to babysit me.”

“Is that what you think I did? Perry, I quit the Parker because I was tired of working eighteen-hour days and not having a life outside the kitchen. I woke up and realized that I was fifty-three years old and had nothing to show for my life—no real friends, no hobbies. Hell, I don’t even have a house plant because it’s too much trouble.” The truth was that I’d been stuck, coasting along because that’s what I did best, and running myself into the ground with the lifestyle. The drinking, the occasional drugs, had been taking more than a physical toll. They’d been dragging me down. I hadn’t even enjoyed my job anymore. Dale’s death had been my wake-up call, and in a very real sense, looking after Perry had saved me, given me the excuse I needed to change things, but I’d never told him that.

I swallowed hard at a new thought: maybe Perry was tired of me. “Is this your way of saying you don’t want me around anymore?”

“No, not at all.” Perry clutched my shoulder. “I… I love having you here. Really. It’s just that… well, when Dale was alive, you never seemed to want to socialize much, so I thought you might be feeling honor bound.”

Shit. I couldn’t very well admit that I’d had feelings for him almost from the first. That I was so jealous of my best friend for the happiness he’d found that I couldn’t bear to be around them. I settled on half the truth.

“It was hard. You guys were so perfect. You made me realize how shitty my life was.”

“We weren’t perfect, not by a long shot. Don’t idealize us. Yes, we were good together. But we worked hard at it, overcame some rocky patches.”

I grunted.

“I would have been lost without you these last few years, Joel. But I’m just saying that you don’t need to be here if you don’t want to be.” Perry gripped me by both shoulders now, forcing me to face him.

“I want to.”

The lines in the corners of his eyes crinkled as he smiled in relief. “Oh, okay, good. I want you to, too. I hated the thought you might feel beholden.”

“I don’t.”

“Good.”

“Glad we got that straightened out.” I cleared the lump from my throat. “But stop slacking off or you’ll never get that promotion. I think those carrots are calling your name.”

“Oh, you.” Perry shoved my chest. “This is why I won’t work for you. If you’re this bossy in my kitchen, I’d hate to see you in someone else’s.”

I chuckled as I finished up with the cheesecake and put it in the oven to bake, then moved on to the main course.

Perry handed me the bowl of perfectly julienned vegetables. “So, about Josh. It really wouldn’t bother you if I go out with him?”

Yes. “No, not if it’s what you want.”

“With Dale I had to do all the chasing, so it’s nice to be pursued for a change.”

I thought on that. Josh was certainly pursuing him. “Just be prepared. Men like Dale, they’re rare these days.”

Perry narrowed his eyes. “I’m not looking to replace Dale. I loved him. I’ll always love him. We were lucky enough to have fifteen amazing years together, and I’m not trying to recreate that. But I also know there’s still room in my heart for someone else.” He took my hand and squeezed it. A jolt ran through my body. “That’s probably difficult for a confirmed bachelor to understand.”

Did he mean me?

“You know Dale always said you dated younger because you were trying to hang on to your youth. But I always thought it was because they didn’t expect anything of you. You didn’t have to make any sort of effort or risk your heart. Were either of us right?”

I tamped down a surge of anger that Dale and Perry had discussed something like that behind my back. What else had they said about me? “May I remind you that Dale is the one who actually ended up robbing the cradle and marrying a much younger man?”

“Ah, but he didn’t want to. He thought the age difference was too big and that I’d get tired of him. It took a lot of persuasion to change his mind. I may be short, but when there’s something I want, watch out.” Perry cocked his head and studied me. “I’m serious, though. Have you never been tempted to try a real relationship with someone closer to your age?”

The doorbell rang, making me jump. Saved by the bell—literally. “Expecting company?” Perry never had visitors.

“I don’t know who….” Perry’s eyes widened and he winced. “Oh, I’m sorry. I might have mentioned….” He moved toward the door as he trailed off, and then I heard voices in the foyer.

When he came back, he was leading Josh of all people and carrying a bottle of wine.

Josh. Fucking hell.

“Hey, Joel,” he said, appearing equally surprised to see me there. “Are you cooking for us?”

I stiffened. “No, I’m not fu—”

“Joel and I have dinner together a couple of times a week,” Perry interjected smoothly. He evaded my glare.

Damn right we do.

“Oh,” Josh said uncomfortably. “When you suggested I drop by, I didn’t think—”

“It’s fine,” Perry assured him with a smile. “You’re welcome to stay. We have enough for three, don’t we, Joel?”

“Sure,” I said with an evil grin. “We’re doing pasta primavera.”

“Do you mind holding the pasta for me?” Josh asked. “I’m paleo.”

I snorted. “I remember. It’s still a thing, is it?” Accommodating Perry’s vegetarian requests was one thing, but I drew the line at hipster fad diets.

“And is it a cream sauce? Because I don’t do dairy.”

“And yet wine is somehow on your diet,” I pointed out.

“Joel,” Perry hissed in a low voice.

“Don’t worry about it,” Josh assured him. “Yes, I’m allowed wine occasionally. And this is from an organic winery.”

Of course it was. Did Josh think Perry could be so easily won by flowers and fancy wine? Oh God, could he?

Perry smiled. “I’m sure it will be perfect. And Joel does a marvelous garlic-lemon oil for the pasta. It’s all vegetarian by the way—I’ve had to retrain him on that. Why don’t you have a seat on the patio, Josh, and I’ll open this bottle.” Play nice, he mouthed to me behind Josh’s back.

“Oh wow, you must really like poinsettias,” I heard Josh say as Perry let him out to the patio. Which of course confirmed they weren’t from him.

The evening only got worse from there.

I spent the next two hours glaring at Josh across the table as he tried his best to sell Perry on joining CrossFit with him. This was my night. I’d been looking forward to it all week. And now Josh was changing everything. He had no business being there.

Of course, Perry, considerate host that he was, tried to draw me into the conversation, but I wasn’t in the mood to be mollified. I felt too much like a maiden aunt chaperoning on a first date.

When it came time for dessert, I served up the macerated berries with a drizzle of balsamic vinegar along with the goat cheese cheesecake.

“Josh?”

He looked like I had just offered him shit on a plate. “Oh, no thanks.”

“Right, you don’t do dairy. Never did get that. I mean I understand dietary restrictions for medical reasons, but to voluntarily give up so much good stuff seems a shame.”

“I think it’s about finding the right balance for yourself,” Perry said. “So that it’s sustainable and that you don’t necessarily feel deprived. I don’t feel like I’m missing out by not eating meat, but take away my ice cream and chocolate and I’d be a grumpy man.”

“But do you know how many carbs are in that?” Josh asked. It might have been my imagination, but I could have sworn his gaze dropped meaningfully to my thickening waistline. Funny, my weight hadn’t seemed to bother him when we were sleeping together.

Perry moaned. Both Josh and I swung around to stare at him, the same thoughts likely swirling around in our heads. “Sorry, was that out loud?” he said. “This is amazing, Joel.”

Heat raced along my neck, not only because Perry’s delight was erotic as hell, but I loved watching him enjoy my food.

“Are you sure we can’t corrupt you, Josh?” Perry asked. “You don’t know what you’re missing.”

I could have sworn I saw Josh’s eyes gleam with hunger, or maybe I was mistaking that for lust of another sort, because he held firm. “I’m good, thanks. If I eat that, I’ll have to spend all day in the gym.”

Like he wouldn’t be in the gym anyway. Unless he’d changed drastically, he practically lived there. My eyes met Perry’s across the table. His lips twitched as if he’d read my mind, and it was one of those priceless moments where two people who’ve known each other a long time are perfectly attuned without ever speaking a word. It made my heart race.

After dinner, I volunteered to clean up, even though Perry and I usually traded off on that duty. Josh appeared intent on sticking around, and I wasn’t about to leave them alone, so I took my time, determined to outwait him.

As I was wiping down the stovetop for the second time, the soft, folksy strains of Fleetwood Mac filled my ears. It had been so long since I’d heard music in the house that it took me a moment to realize the sounds came from the living room.

I followed my ears and found Perry and Josh seated together on the sofa. Perry was reading the back of an album cover. “I haven’t listened to this in ages,” he said. “Brings back memories. My first boyfriend gave me this record.”

“It’s yours? I’d assumed all the vinyl was Dale’s.” The huge collection of vinyl LPs lined two shelves of the bookcase, but as far as I knew, they had sat untouched since Dale’s death, and I’d never paid them much notice.

“No, they’re mine.”

Out of curiosity I scanned the labels. He had everything from Marvin Gaye to vintage Bowie to Bob Seger. “You’re way cooler than I thought, Perry.”

“See? There’s still some life in the old boy yet.”

“This sound quality is terrible,” Josh complained as a pop and crackle burst from the speakers. “Isn’t there a digital version? Actually you could free up all this space if you went digital.”

I almost laughed as Perry’s eyebrows rose in horror. “Are you kidding?” he croaked. “The history of this album is right there in every groove. Listen. Right there—you can hear Stevie’s throat click as she takes a breath…. You can’t replicate that with remastering. Right, Joel?”

“Sorry, what?” I’d been too busy savoring Josh’s foot in his mouth to listen.

“Not everything new and shiny is better. Digital strips out all the character, all the depth and texture. Vinyl is imperfect, yes, but that’s part of the charm.”

“I never thought about it,” I said.

“Well, you should.” Perry stifled a yawn then, and I jumped on the excuse.

“You’re tired. We should head out.”

Josh narrowed his eyes but was too polite to contradict me and outstay his welcome.

We left together, the strains of “Rhiannon” seeing us out. The minute the front door closed behind us, Josh rounded on me. “If I didn’t know you better, I’d say you were jealous.”

“Jealous? Don’t flatter yourself.”

“Oh no, not of me. We both know our fling meant nothing. But if Perry is off-limits, all you had to do was say so. I would have respected that.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t you? You’ve been glaring at me all night.”

I shrugged and fastened my helmet beneath my chin. “I told you. I don’t want to see him hurt. I’m just looking out for him.”

“Uh-huh. I’ve known you for a few years now, and the only thing I’ve ever seen you this proprietary with was your kitchen. Now I understand why we never had a chance.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“You’re already involved.”

“With who? Perry? We’re friends.”

“Keep telling yourself that, Joel. Maybe one day you’ll believe it.”




Three

 

 

Realizing that there is no way out of the situation may prove difficult for some and lead to confusion.

 

A WEEK later, Perry’s secret Santa had me worried. Josh I could handle—despite his rock-hard abs, I couldn’t see anything developing there—but this mystery admirer and his unwelcome gifts was an unknown threat. The poinsettias had only been the beginning. Next came a pair of plaid Christmas socks, then a small gingerbread house piped with royal icing. Perry seemed to take great delight in texting me all the details, complete with pictures. And his secret Santa didn’t appear to be slowing down either. Just yesterday, Perry had discovered a box of Christmas cookies left on his doorstep. Cookies. And today it had been a pair of chocolate cupcakes, frosted with perfectly sculpted espresso buttercream. He offered to save me one, but I declined on principle.

It was one thing to think of Perry with someone else in the far-flung distant future, but this was too much. The gauntlet had been thrown. This guy was treading on my turf now.

I wasn’t a competitive person by nature—except when it came to food—and so that’s what I blamed my unexpected irritation on. To make matters worse, I was booked almost every night, and while that was great news for the business, it wasn’t so great for me and Perry. If there was a me and Perry. What if I was about to be replaced? What if—?

I stopped, realizing I’d overshot my apartment in my distraction. I was tired and grumpy from a long day, and tomorrow I’d be doing it all over again. After spinning around, I backtracked but then frowned at the wreath perched on my door. I didn’t own a wreath. Although if I did, this vibrant burst of rainbow tulle and glitter would probably be it.

I double-checked the unit numbers. Yes, it was my apartment.

Despite my confusion, the fluffy concoction made me smile. It was tacky enough that I loved it.

“Nice wreath,” my neighbor, Stella, who was out front smoking a cigarette, commented.

“Did you happen to see who put it up?”

“No, I assumed it was you.”

I shook my head.

“Well, whoever it was sure knows you well,” she said.

Perry.

Perry knew me better than anyone, but would he have done something like this? My stomach fluttered. What the hell?

I let myself into the apartment, set down my supplies, and called him.

“Joel,” he answered, sounding breathless and happy. “How are you?”

“Are you responsible for this garish display on my door?”

Silence. “You don’t like it.” Disappointment coated his words, and I could have hit myself for ruining the moment.

“No, I absolutely love it. It’s perfect.”

He laughed in relief. “I thought of you the moment I saw it.”

“Oh.” That sobered me fast. He thought I was a hot mess.

“That’s not a bad thing, Joel. I like your color,” Perry said softly. He cleared his throat. “I thought you could use some Christmas cheer. You’ve been working so hard. And I wanted to return the favor.”

“What favor?”

“You know. The secret Santa thing.”

My heart wrenched. Oh no, he thought it was me. Damned if I didn’t wish I was. “Perry—”

“It’s so sweet, and—”

“It’s not me.”

“Oh.” The phone grew slippery in my sweaty palm as Perry’s silence lengthened. “Well, damn, I’m so embarrassed. I thought this—that you—Never mind.”

What? What did you think? I wanted to shout. It was clear he was disappointed, but he sounded almost as if he’d wanted me to be his secret Santa. And that was too confusing to contemplate. Because I knew I wasn’t the guy to make Perry happy, no matter how much I might want to be.

A burst of muffled laughter in the background made me stiffen as I realized he wasn’t alone. “You have company. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to disturb you.”

“You’re not. It’s Cassie and the kids. They’re here visiting before their flight to Denver tomorrow. Hey, you should come over. It’s not too late.” His voice was thick with something I hadn’t heard before. “I tried out your eggnog recipe, and it was a hit. I’ve got leftovers from dinner too if you haven’t eaten yet.”

My stomach growled. I’d only met Dale’s daughter once, at the funeral, and she seemed nice enough, but the last place I wanted to be was in Dale’s house, with Dale’s family. More reminders I didn’t belong there.

“Thanks, but—”

“Papa Perry, who are you talkin’ to?” a child’s voice squeaked in the background.

“A friend of mine,” Perry replied. “His name is Joel.”

“Does he want marshmallows? ’Cause we ate ’em all.”

Perry laughed, the sound deep and rich. “That’s Heather, Cassie’s youngest,” he told me. “We’ve been roasting marshmallows over the fire pit. But apparently a little marshmallow monster ate them all.”

I smiled into the phone. “I still have such a hard time thinking of you as a grandfather.”

“You’re not the only one. I console myself with the knowledge that it’s an honorary title. That I’m not old enough to be anyone’s grandpa. Although sometimes I feel like it.”

“You’re not old.”

“Tell that to my back first thing in the morning. Or when the hair sprouts in my ears overnight. Will I see you at all this week?” he asked.

“I don’t know. Probably not—my schedule is tight. Between grocery shopping and menu planning….”

“Sure. I get it.”

The excuse was flimsy—we both knew it. I could easily spare an hour or two for coffee or breakfast, but something held me back. If Perry was going to start dating, I was going to lose him anyway. Better to put some distance between us now so that I could avoid the front row seat to the show. Still, I grimaced, hating the thought of leaving him alone. And I missed him.

Before I could change my mind, he spoke, “Well good night, then. And thanks, Joel.”

“For what?”

“For not making a big deal about the secret Santa thing. I’m so glad we had this conversation now before I did something truly embarrassing.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know, like show up at your place wrapped up in only a big red bow.”

A strangled sound burst from my throat.

“Good night, Joel,” he said again and hung up.




Four

 

 

At this stage it is common to be torn between the old way and the new, not knowing which is better.

 

SIMON SCOWLED at me as he opened the door, clutching the sash of his blue silk dressing gown and squinting into the sunlight. “You had better have a good reason for disturbing me at this early hour, dear Joel.”

I did. But none that I wanted to divulge. For the second morning in a row, I’d woken with an erection hard enough to split nails, and while normally that would be a good thing—I admit to a little preening—the cause had me worried. Specifically, my inability to get the image of Perry in a strategically placed bow out of my head. Simon was the only person I trusted to tell me what to do.

“You were so keen to dispense advice at your party, I thought I’d give you another chance.”

“Yes,” Simon said.

“Yes?”

“That’s my advice.”

“But I haven’t even asked the question yet.”

He arched a winged silver eyebrow. “Is it about you and Perry?”

“Well, yes.”

“Then that’s my answer.”

“But—”

“Joel, I adore you, and you’re a talented chef, but you have a tendency to coast. Frankly I was amazed you had the guts to walk away from the Parker even though it was sucking you dry. But do you know what happens if you stand too long at the crossroads? The way forward closes up around you. Sometimes you just have to choose a path and hope it’s the right one.”

If only it were that easy. For as long as I’d known him, Perry had been firmly tucked away in the untouchable category. The friend zone. My heart might have been engaged, but I made damned sure the rest of me wasn’t. I’d taught myself not to look at him as a man. It was the only way to keep my sanity and my friendship with Dale. Yet neither did I relish the thought of spending the next fifteen years watching from afar as Perry started a life with someone else. I’d already done that once.

“I have competition,” I said.

“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about Perry’s secret Santa.”

“You know about that? Why? What do you know?”

“Simon darling, what happened to you?” a man’s voice called. “You said you’d only be a minute.” My jaw dropped as Gregg Olsen, in all his naked, wrinkled glory, strolled into view. The tufts of white hair on his chest were so thick, it looked as though he’d been covered in cotton balls. “Oh, hi, Joel. I didn’t realize we had company.”

I weakly raised a hand in greeting.

“I’ll be right there,” Simon told him. “Joel is just leaving.”

“Why you old dog,” I whispered when Gregg had disappeared. “He’s a little long in the tooth for you, isn’t he? When did this start?”

Simon actually colored. He took my elbow and steered me to the door. “Joel, pretty things are nice to play with once in a while, but a man needs more than that to be happy. You of all people should know that. Now, if you don’t mind, my Cialis is kicking in, and I believe you have some decisions to make.”

 

 

TO DISTRACT myself from Perry’s new social life, I spent the afternoon making my famous macaroons—one of the few desserts I was good at, thanks to the hours I’d spent with my former pastry chef learning to get them right. They were Perry’s favorite. And the batch came out perfectly, light and crispy enough to make him forget whatever store-bought junk his secret Santa had delivered. I didn’t dwell too long on my motives, but I boxed them up and decided to swing by Perry’s for coffee on my way to that evening’s dinner party.

The house was quiet when I used my key to let myself in. It felt empty. Perry didn’t immediately answer my greeting, and panic made my throat tight as my worst fears were realized. Calling his name, I ran around checking rooms, checking the pool, before finally realizing the house was vacant.

Perry wasn’t home.

I was so used to dropping by and him being there, that now that he wasn’t, it hit me hard. Of course he went out now and then to run errands or shop, but for the most part, his social interactions had dwindled when Dale passed. It had never occurred to me that one day he might not be here, that one day I might not be so welcomed into this house. Would it be like this from now on? No more dropping by with a pretext to check on him? No more weekly dinners?

Perry was moving on, with or without me.

Still reeling, I wandered into the kitchen, looking for some paper to leave Perry a note with the cookies, and noticed the unopened foil-wrapped box of expensive chocolates on the counter. They were from a chocolatier in town—one I knew Perry loved—and the box was decorated with a stunning red velvet bow. From Perry’s secret Santa?

I hated this guy.

It’s like he knew Perry almost as well as I did. Knew he had a weak spot for chocolate and sweets. Every gift had been thoughtful and spot-on. My gut rumbled with worry. I didn’t do jealousy, but in the back of my mind, I knew I’d been gripped with it from the moment Perry announced his intention to date again. This feeling went beyond mere competitiveness.

Setting my plain bakery box of homemade macaroons beside the chocolates, I locked up and left.

Much later that night—why had it taken him so long anyway?—I got a text from Perry. It was a photo of my empty cookie box with the caption: Yum! Best thing I’ve put in my mouth in a long time.

The text ignited a warm, fluttery glow in my stomach. Was I reading more into it than I should? I replied with a happy face and left it at that.

Simon’s advice came back to me. I knew I had to make a decision.

Did I dare throw myself into the running?

Yes.

But if I was going to make Perry forget his secret Santa, I would have to do better than cookies. Think, Joel, think. What would impress him?

Hours later, I was still stumped. All I knew was that if Perry wanted to move forward, I was going to do my damnedest to make sure it was with someone who actually cared about him.

In other words, me.




Five

 

 

As acceptance settles in, slowly the individual begins testing and exploring the new changes.

 

THE NEXT day was Christmas Eve and miraculously I was free. I’d planned it that way, so I’d have time to do my last-minute shopping and prep for the Robinsons’ dinner party tomorrow. But by late afternoon, everything was ready for the day ahead, which gave me time to head to Perry’s and spring my surprise.

The idea had come to me early that morning, and I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been so nervous. About anything.

This was a big step for me. I’d never considered myself relationship material—I still wasn’t convinced I was—but once I’d made up my mind to act, I had to do something before I lost my nerve. Oh, I didn’t plan to dump all this on him like a teenager—I like you, do you like me? I’d feel him out first, see if he was interested before I laid my heart on the line.

I hadn’t called ahead, and it was only after I’d parked and was striding toward the front door that it occurred to me he might not even be home. Or worse, he might not be alone.

Just in case, I didn’t use my key but rang the doorbell like a regular visitor.

It took forever for Perry to answer the door. In fact, I was about to give up and go home when it opened, and then my mind blanked and my plan went all to hell, because Perry was standing there bare chested and dripping wet with only a towel around his hips.

“Why are you ringing the doorbell?” he demanded. “You have a key. Or has it been so long that you’ve forgotten?”

“I, ah, didn’t want to intrude. In case you had company.”

His eyebrows shot up. But he took a step back to let me in. “I was in the spa. Alone. I took a Spin class with Josh yesterday, and I’m still feeling the effects. It galls me to admit it, but I can barely walk.”

The tightness in my chest eased. Spin class. That’s where he’d been.

“I think I’ll stick to yoga and running, thank you very much,” Perry continued. “I mean, if I’m going to be this sore, I’d rather it be for other reasons.”

I blushed, my eyes dropping to the towel knotted around his waist before bounding back up to stare at the ceiling. I took a deep breath to quell the blood rushing to my groin. I hadn’t gotten this hard, this fast in a very long time.

“So you really like him, then. Josh?”

“He’s fun,” Perry said. “And nice to look at. Have you seen that ass? You could bounce quarters off that thing. What am I saying? Of course you’ve seen it.”

He fisted his hands on his hips. Don’t look. But my eyes had a will of their own and eagerly traced the dampened dusting of hair on his chest and the trail that disappeared beneath the terry cloth. I wanted to whip it off, drop to my knees, and stuff his cock in my mouth.

“Good Lord, Joel, if I’d known that all I had to do to get your attention was take off my clothes, I would have done it a lot sooner. Maybe I should have tried the bow after all.”

“Huh?” I blinked out of my trance. Heat flooded the back of my neck.

“Although I doubt I’d look as good as Josh.”

“Stop it.”

“This ass has seen better days. It’s a little saggy and—”

“I said ‘stop it.’ Josh can’t hold a candle to you.”

Perry’s lips parted in surprise—at my words or at the fact I had suddenly crowded him up against the wall, I didn’t know. Shit.

Then he tilted his head back and smiled up at me. “You know what the problem is with younger men? The world is theirs and they know it. It revolves around them and makes them greedy. They’re in a rush to experience everything. It’s like there’s a checklist they must complete before it all falls apart. But when you’re older, you start to realize the importance of slowing down, of making things last. Life is not a TV show to be binge-watched. Pleasure is to be had slowly, to be savored.” As he spoke, Perry inched forward until his lips were close enough that I could feel his breath on my face.

What was happening here?

“Want to join me in the hot tub?”

Oh God, did I. But I had plans. I took a step back and put some distance between us. I’d barely wrapped my head around being a potential suitor, and Perry was ready to get naked. “Put some clothes on. We’re going out.”

“We are? Where?”

“You’ll see. It’s a surprise.”

He pursed his lips. “Joel, you don’t have to—”

“This is not negotiable. And it’s not a pity date so don’t even try suggesting that.”

His eyes gleamed. “It’s a date?”

“No! I mean, I don’t know why I said that. You’ve got me all confused. I can’t think when you’re standing there like that.”

“Oh, Joel.” Perry kissed my cheek. “I’ll be right back.”

He skipped toward the bedroom, whipping off the towel as he went, and leaving me gaping after the pale moons of his buttocks.

Sweet Jesus. I adjusted the crotch of my jeans even as a silly grin tugged at my lips. “For the record, Perry, your ass is not the least bit saggy.”

A hearty chuckle spilled from the hallway. Perry had left his bedroom door ajar, but I waited safely in the living room for him to get dressed rather than take a peek.

“What should I wear?” he called out.

“We’re not going to the prom. Jeans are fine. Oh, and some decent shoes—not sandals.” Some perverse instinct made me wander over to the display of framed photographs on the credenza. I must have walked past them a hundred times over the years: Dale and his daughter; Dale and Perry on vacation in Hawaii with leis around their necks; a shot of Perry in front of the Eiffel Tower.

I picked up the photograph of Dale and Perry smiling into each other’s eyes at their original commitment ceremony, Dale dapper in his bow tie. My reflection haunted me in the glass, and I winced. Simon was being generous when he called me scruffy, and although I’d taken pains with my appearance tonight, I was no match for the suave and sophisticated Dale. Next to that one was another photo from their official wedding a few years later. I remembered it well. They’d been so happy.

Guilt swamped me. I’m sorry, Dale.

“Is this okay?”

Perry’s voice made me spin around. I quickly set the photo back in place. “It’s fine,” I said, barely glancing at the crisp, dark jeans and collared shirt he wore. “You’ll need a jacket too. I’ll, ah, wait for you outside.”

Safely out of the house, I dragged a breath of crisp desert night air into my lungs. What was I doing?

I heard Perry lock the door, and steeled myself. He took one look at my Harley and blanched. “Are we taking that?” he asked warily.

“Yep. Put this on.” I handed him my spare helmet.

“I’ve never been on the back of a bike before.”

“Nothing to worry about. All you have to do is stay calm, hold on, and follow my lead. We’ll take a test ride around the block if that makes you feel better.”

He fastened the strap beneath his chin, and I tested the fit to make sure the helmet wasn’t too big.

“Put your foot on the peg there and then swing your leg over the seat.”

A muted groan escaped Perry as he settled into the pillion seat behind me. “Stiff?” I asked, remembering how he said he was sore.

“You have no idea.”

“If you need me to stop, tap my shoulder, okay?”

He nodded and tightened his grip on my waist. It was only once Perry was wedged in behind me with his chest to my back and his thighs cradling my hips that I realized my mistake. The position, his proximity, was triggering way too many dormant fantasies. And it got worse. Once we completed a slow circuit around the block and were on the main roads, Perry’s arms snaked around my waist as he held on. It was a miracle I didn’t get us killed. Fortunately, we didn’t have far to go.

I eased the Harley into a tight spot on a jammed street in the Movie Colony neighborhood.

“That was amazing,” Perry said in my ear. His breath sent a shiver down my spine. “Why haven’t we done that before?”

Because my blood pressure can’t take it. As it was, I desperately needed to rearrange myself so my hard-on wouldn’t be so noticeable. I tried to do it subtly as I stored our helmets in the saddlebag, but I caught Perry’s knowing smile and found myself blushing.

“Where are we?” he asked as we walked one more block, the street growing thicker with traffic. No sooner had he spoken than the brilliantly lit gates came into view. A mob of people was gathered at the entrance to the estate, which was marked by a towering inflatable Santa facing off against Godzilla.

Perry gave a cry of delight. “Wow. I’ve heard about this place.”

“You’ve never been to Robolights before?”

“No.”

“Seriously? You’ve lived in Palm Springs for fifteen years.”

He shrugged. “I always considered it….”

“Tacky?”

Perry ducked his head.

“It is,” I said. “That’s part of the charm. Do you know the story? The guy who owns the place is an avant-garde artist. He’s spent the last thirty years designing and building these installations on his property from found objects. He’s got something like twelve million lights here. Now it’s the biggest personal display of lights in North America.”

Apprehension coiled in my gut. I was a little worried that he’d hate it, that he’d wonder why I’d brought him here. But Perry’s eyes were filled with a dazzled awe, and I began to relax. At least I was giving him an experience no one else ever had.

After paying the entrance fee, we meandered through the grounds with no particular direction in mind, simply absorbing the four acres of magical, postapocalyptic, psychedelic chaos. Holiday-themed inflatables warred with animated robotics made from leftover parts and scrap; cyborg reindeer made of mannequins pulled a gun-toting Santa in a carriage outside Santa’s Workshop. We passed a pond filled with inflatable swans and marveled at some of the huge robots.

It seemed natural when Perry slipped his hand into mine and tugged me down a tunnel lit with thousands of tiny LED lights. I had to squeeze in close for both of us to fit side by side, and when we emerged at the other end, we didn’t part.

“Does this bother you?” Perry raised our joined hands.

“No. I mean it’s not something I do a lot, but I don’t have a problem with holding hands.”

“Dale was never big on public displays of affection,” he said quietly. “Not even holding hands. I get it—it’s how things were back then—and it’s not like it was a big deal, but sometimes it hurt a little. Especially if we were around friends. When I look at some of the young men now, I’m so jealous of how easily they can show affection.”

“I know.” I resolved to hold Perry’s hand as much as he wanted.

Being with Perry like this was new, different, but surprisingly right. I knew I was in trouble when I’d spent at least ten minutes watching a carousel of pink toilet seats revolve without wanting to move on.

“If you’re still looking for a helper tomorrow, count me in,” he said.

“It’s not exactly a fun day. It’s work.”

“I know. You can boss me around all you like.”

“Now there’s a thought. I have to show up early to get the roast in the oven, but you don’t need to be there until later. How ’bout I text you the address?”

“Sounds good. And then we can have our own Christmas after?”

I hesitated. “If you want. Or the job ends once dessert is served if you have other plans.”

“Joel.” He sighed in exasperation. “I don’t have other plans. Stop pushing me away, okay?”

“I’ll try.”

He tugged on my beard. “I want to spend Christmas with you. Got that?”

I almost kissed him right there. We were close enough. It would have been perfect, with the lights and the crowds and it being Christmas Eve.

But dammit, I didn’t want to be Perry’s practice run. I didn’t want to be his first after Dale. I turned my head, and then the moment was gone.

“Let’s walk,” he said, and we set off still holding hands. “Do you ever miss being a big-time chef?”

“A spotlight in Palm Springs Life is hardly the big time. Yes, I miss the comradery of working in a kitchen, of having a restaurant family. But it’s a young man’s game—the hours, the drinking. I can’t party like I used to. And then there’s the business side, which I hate. I was spending so much time on administration that I never got to cook anymore. It became all about profit, about the brand. It certainly wasn’t about the food. That’s what I like about being a personal chef—I get to focus on the food again, on watching people enjoy it, making them happy. I don’t regret quitting. The truth is that I should have done it earlier, but I was too comfortable.”

“You don’t like change.” Perry let go of my hand and slipped his arm around my waist. I looped mine over his shoulders, his head notched just right.

“No, I guess I don’t.” We circled the grounds twice more before closing. “Ready to go?” I asked.

He shook his head. “We don’t have much choice. But I don’t want to go home yet. Can we drive for a while?”

“You got it.” I’d been planning to anyway. Like Perry, I was afraid to let the night end.

I took North Palm Canyon Drive out of town, the lights and buildings petering out until they disappeared altogether and we were out in the shadowy desert, surrounded only by mountains and windfarms.

“Having fun?” I shouted over my shoulder.

Perry’s laugh was swallowed by the wind. His hand crept under my jacket to rest above my belt buckle. Then his thumb burrowed behind the button of my waistband, beneath my untucked shirt. That single point of skin-on-skin contact made my blood roar like the Harley’s engine.

I swung east, toward Bonnie Bell and Whitewater Canyon. The sky was clear, the stars bright away from the city lights, and I pulled over at one point just so we could stop and watch.

“It’s so beautiful,” Perry said in my ear. “I feel like I can reach out and touch the stars.”

I nodded. I’d come out here plenty of times on my own, but there was something special about tonight. About sharing it with Perry.

By the time I finally pulled into Perry’s driveway, it was almost midnight. When he didn’t immediately jump off, I killed the bike’s engine. “Did you fall asleep back there?”

His arms hugged my torso and squeezed. “I want to invite you in so badly right now.”

“It’s the hog. It has that effect.”

He snorted a laugh into my neck. “Trust me, it’s not the bike.”

I didn’t know what to say. Part of me wanted to urge him to do it, invite me in, but my better half was terrified at the prospect. What if this didn’t work out? Where would it leave us?

Perry relinquished his hold and dismounted with only a slight stumble.

I couldn’t help but grin as he adjusted the bulge at his crotch. “Glad to see I’m not the only one uncomfortable here.”

“It’s been a while since I’ve had something that powerful between my legs.”

I shook my head in amusement. “We need to work on your lines.”

He handed me his helmet. “Thank you. I had a great time tonight.”

“I’m glad. Me too.”

“Good night, then.” He pressed a chaste kiss to my lips before I could stop him. My breath caught at the brief spark of electricity that flared between us.

“Oh.” Perry sounded equally surprised. He stared at me, eyes glistening in the darkness. With me still seated, we were the same height. Two heartbeats later, he slammed his mouth down on mine and… oh fuck.

Perry’s hands came up to cup my face, his thumbs stroking my beard as he tipped my head back and kissed me like a starving man. I opened to him—why bother fighting it?—and let him take charge. The kiss turned slow and deep, his tongue colliding with mine, sending sharp stabs of need to my cock with each swipe. Shit, if he kissed this good, I couldn’t wait to get horizontal.

I twisted in my seat, trying to get closer, to pull him against me. The spare helmet rolled out from my grasp, forgotten, as I filled my hands with his denim-clad ass. Perry straddled my left leg, ground up against my thigh with a soft moan. His hand slid under my shirt to stroke my stomach before wandering lower to cover my erection. Just the heat from his palm almost sent me over the edge.

I squeezed his cheeks as he humped my leg, hips rutting, little gasps pouring into my mouth.

“I need to stop.” Perry’s harsh breaths fanned my lips as he pulled back to rest his forehead against mine. It was awkward since I still wore my helmet.

He chuckled weakly. “I didn’t expect that. Well, I did, just not so….”

“Yeah,” I croaked. I still hadn’t released my grip on his ass yet. My fingers were refusing to cooperate.

“…explosive,” he finished. I glimpsed a flash of white teeth as he grinned. “Well, then. Maybe you should come in after all.”

I glanced over his shoulder at the house. Dale’s house. Where I’d be with Dale’s husband, in Dale’s bed. My erection softened.

I groaned and released him. “Long day ahead.”

“Rain check, then?”

I nodded, although there was a hard lump in my stomach, and I wasn’t sure about cashing in on that rain check. I shivered as he stepped away and I lost his body heat.

Perry picked up the long-forgotten helmet and handed it to me. “Guess I’ll see you tomorrow?”

“Right.”

“Joel.” He appeared to want to say something, but instead he simply touched my cheek. “Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas, Perry.”

 

 

I DROVE aimlessly after leaving Perry, letting the wind sting my face and the purr of the Harley calm me down. By the time I returned to my apartment, I’d gotten a handle on my lust, but my stomach was in knots.

The small, sparsely furnished space seemed to mock me tonight. It wasn’t that I couldn’t afford better; I just hadn’t seen the point. When I was working at the Parker, I was hardly here. And since I only rented, I’d never felt the need to spruce it up. It was fine for me, but it couldn’t have been further from Dale and Perry’s beautifully decorated home, and the more time I spent there, the more dismal my apartment seemed when I came back to it.

How could I ever live up to Dale’s standard?

What was I even doing?

I’d promised Dale to look out for Perry, not slip into his bed. Another pang of guilt cramped my stomach. If I’d been hoping to impress Perry, I’d gone about it all wrong. Dale would have taken Perry to a quiet romantic restaurant for dinner, not a tacky light display.

I went to bed, but sleep was a long time coming. My last conscious thought was that it was damned hard competing with a ghost.




Six

 

 

The last stage of change involves accepting the situation and starting to build new hopes and aspirations.

 

“DO YOU know anyone who can use a ten-pound prime rib roast?”

“Huh?” Sleep roughened Perry’s voice, and I pictured him still in bed, hair mussed, stubble lining his jaw. If I hadn’t turned him down last night, I’d be there now, waking up beside him. “It’s only eight a.m. What happened?”

“The Robinsons had to cancel their Christmas dinner. Their daughter has gone into early labor.”

“Oh no.”

“So now I’ve got this mammoth roast in my fridge. Any ideas?” There was silence on the other end of the line. “Perry? You still there?”

“I’m thinking. I haven’t had coffee yet so bear with me.” I heard the rustle of bedclothes, and my dick stirred as I wondered if he slept nude. “Does the chef come with it?”

“If you want him.”

“Oh, I want him. Okay, I’ve got an idea. But I have to make some calls first. Let me get back to you.” He hung up, leaving me alone with my orphaned beef.

Half an hour passed before Perry called me back. “Okay. It’s all arranged. Bring it to my place.”

“Have you suddenly turned carnivore?”

“No, although I have had some cravings for well-aged beef lately.”

I groaned, though a corny joke didn’t stop the burst of pleasure in my gut.

He chuckled. “Yeah, I know that was bad. Look, I’ll fill you in when you get here.”

When I let myself into Perry’s house not long after, it was to find him dancing around the living room with the vacuum cleaner to the sounds of A Motown Christmas. I stopped to watch him shimmy. This was an entirely unexpected side of Perry I was seeing. He executed a pivot and shrieked when he saw me standing there.

“Jesus, you about gave me a heart attack.”

“Sorry.” I grinned, not sorry at all. “You’ve got some moves. I had no idea.”

“Oh, shut up. I was young once.” But he was smiling as he snapped off the vacuum and came toward me. He leaned in to kiss me, but I quickly turned my head so his lips landed on my cheek instead of my lips. I flushed guiltily, trying to pretend that after our call this morning, I hadn’t masturbated to a mental image of him in nothing but a big red bow.

“Merry Christmas,” I stammered. “I come bearing gifts. Will you help me unload?”

Perry narrowed his eyes, looking like he wanted to say something, but I went out to my bike before he could. He followed me out and then silently carried in the bags of groceries, while I handled the cooler I’d strapped to the back, containing the roast.

“Is that it?” he asked.

“I left some things at home, but first I need to get this roast seasoned and into the oven, and then I’ll go back for the rest.”

As I worked, Perry brewed a fresh pot of coffee.

“Care to fill me in now?” I prodded. “What’s this plan of yours?”

“I invited my bereavement group for dinner. Or at least those that didn’t have any plans. So far I’ve got six that said they’d come.”

I gaped at him, not sure it was wise to spend an already depressing holiday with a bunch of grief-stricken strangers.

“What?” he asked.

“Do you think this is a good idea? I mean—”

“Last year, without Dale, was hard enough, but at least I had you and Cassie around. For some this’ll be their first Christmas alone, and I can’t imagine what that must be like. So yeah, I think it’s a good idea.”

I nodded. “You’re right.”

Once the roast was in the oven, we took our coffees out to the patio and went over the menu I’d prepared for the Robinsons. “We can make substitutions if you like, as long as one of us has the ingredients.”

“This looks delicious. You know I love roasted brussels sprouts. And the sweet potato pilaf sounds great.”

“And for those troublesome vegetarians, I’ll do a roasted head of cauliflower.”

“We troublesome vegetarians are grateful. How much do I owe you?”

“Courtesy of the Robinsons’ nonrefundable deposit. They’re still paying me for the groceries since it was a last-minute cancelation.”

“It still doesn’t seem right.”

“It’s going to a good cause. If it’s okay with you, I’ll head home, shower and change, and then come back to start on the rest of the meal.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Nothing. The client stays out of the kitchen.”

He frowned. “So this is a job?”

Good question. I’d avoided thinking about our changing dynamic too much. “I… don’t know. Frankly, I don’t know much of anything anymore, Perry. I’m kind of lost at the moment.”

“Then we’ll figure it out as we go.” Perry reached across the table and squeezed my hand. “But if I’m not paying you, how can I be the client?” A flash of satisfaction streaked across his face at this argument.

“Did you always gloat like this?” I asked, trapped by his logic.

He laughed. By the time I left, he was already cubing the french loaf for the bread pudding.

Back at my apartment, I quickly assembled my knives, then showered and changed. At the last minute, I bypassed the surfing Santas shirt and chose instead the most sedate outfit I owned—salmon trousers and a blue paisley dress shirt.

On my way out the door, I plucked the rainbow wreath off its hook and tucked it in my saddlebag. Perry’s house could do with a little festive spirit.

He must have had the same idea, because Perry was unloading one of the boxes from the garage when I arrived.

“Don’t worry,” he said when he saw my frown. “I’m not going overboard. It’s only a few decorations. So it looks more like Christmas around here. I’m feeling festive today.”

“You’ve got like a thousand poinsettias—how is that not Christmas?”

“What do you have there?” Perry nodded toward the bag containing the wreath. Immediately I regretted my decision to bring it. Perry’s decorations were all tasteful and classy. My wreath didn’t fit.

“Oh, it’s nothing.”

“It’s not nothing.” He took the bag from me and peered inside.

“You don’t have to use it,” I said quickly. “I didn’t know you were going to put up other decorations.”

“Ah, Joel. It’s the perfect touch. We could use some color around here.” He kissed me on the lips, his eyes filled with a warmth I’d never expected to see. When he looked at me like that, my uncertainties faded; I believed anything was possible.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“To hang this outside.”

“But everyone will see it.”

“Uh, yeah, that’s the idea.”

Perry had been busy in my absence, setting the dining table with the good china and crystal, and as I headed into the kitchen, I couldn’t help but notice that all of Perry and Dale’s photos had disappeared from the console and been replaced with a refreshment station. My chest tightened. What was that about?

“I forgot how much I enjoyed hosting dinner parties,” Perry said as he rejoined me. “Dale was always the big entertainer—the more the merrier as far as he was concerned. But personally, I prefer smaller gatherings. I should have thought of this before.”

“You weren’t ready.”

“No, but I’m getting there.”

With Perry’s help, prep was a snap, and we had everything ready in no time. “You’re a mise en place machine. I should hire you full-time,” I joked.

“You can’t afford me.”

“I could pay you in macaroons.”

He patted his flat belly. “Then I’d have to spend all my time at the gym with Josh just to stay in shape.”

“I wouldn’t want that. But trust me, you have nothing to worry about,” I told him with an appraising glance. “Me, on the other hand….”

“I like your beef. In case you hadn’t noticed last night when I threw myself at you.” He grinned. I laughed. So this was what it was like to spend a real Christmas with people you cared about. Cooking, laughing, and simply being together. My throat grew thick with emotion. This was so much better than being stuck in a stranger’s kitchen watching other people eat. Damn, I was glad the Robinsons’ daughter had gone into labor.

I caught Perry eyeing me several times as we worked. Finally I said, “What?”

“Are we going to pretend last night didn’t happen?”

“No.” I sighed. “But I’m not ready to deal with it yet.”

“I’ll accept that. But tell me this much—if I was anyone else, if I wasn’t Dale’s husband, would you have come inside last night?”

“Yes.”

Perry blinked at my easy admission. “I don’t know if that makes me feel better or not. It’s a start, I guess. It’s good to know that you’re attracted to me at least.”

“I’ve always been attracted to you.” Oops. Too much. But Perry didn’t seem to have noticed my slip.

“Would it be rude to cancel dinner and tie you to my bed instead?” he asked, his eyes eating me up.

“Bondage? Why, Perry, I’m shocked. I suppose you’re going to want me to wear my chaps too.”

He flushed, and I loved it. “You don’t play fair.”

“Does that turn you on? Want me to play bad-boy biker to your preppy collegiate?”

His head tilted to the right. “Is that how you see me?”

“If the alligator fits….” I ran a finger over the embossed logo on his chest. His nipple peaked beneath the woven cotton, and my breath caught.

“Joel,” he gasped.

I grinned and returned to my side of the kitchen. “Weren’t you the one espousing the values of slowing down yesterday?”

“Clearly I was delusional.”

 

 

BY FIVE o’clock the house was filled with mouthwatering scents, and the only thing we were missing were the guests.

Perry had disappeared to shower, and he returned wearing a red and green holiday sweater that said Jingle My Bells.

I scowled. Perry wore Izod and Ralph Lauren; he did not wear horrible Christmas sweaters. “That looks ridiculous on you. Is that another gift from your secret Santa?”

“What? I like it.”

“He doesn’t know you at all. It looks like something I’d wear.”

“Exactly.” He grinned triumphantly, leaving me totally perplexed. “And no, it’s not from Santa, so you can stop growling.”

The doorbell rang, announcing the first guest. I stayed in the kitchen as one by one Perry’s friends arrived and began to congregate in the living room.

“Joel,” he hissed as he ducked into the kitchen to retrieve a bottle of wine. “Why are you hiding in here? Come and meet everyone.”

“Usually I stay in the kitchen, out of the way….”

“You’re not the help tonight. I thought we decided that.”

“What am I?”

He grinned. “You’re my date.”

My jaw dropped. He was joking, right? But Perry linked arms and dragged me out to perform a quick round of introductions. “This is Joel,” he said as if that was explanation enough. I tried to keep everyone’s names straight.

They were a motley group: Larry was a septuagenarian who had recently lost his wife of nearly fifty years. Hal and Cathy had lost their teenaged daughter in a car accident a couple of years ago. Lynda’s wife was in palliative care now, and she kept surreptitiously checking her phone every five minutes as we chatted. I recalled Perry doing the same thing when Dale was in hospice.

Cameron was an attractive thirty-something widower with sad eyes. He had brought his five-year-old daughter, Trisha, along, and she was curled up quietly on the sofa with a book in her lap, ignoring the adults.

Last to arrive was Carl. “It’s nice to finally meet you,” he said as he shook my hand.

Finally?

I looked at Perry, but he evaded my gaze. “Carl is our counselor,” he supplied.

Carl seemed a little young to me to be a grief counselor, but he had a sympathetic face, so I could see why people might find it easy to talk to him. I noticed that he wore a wedding band although he seemed to be unaccompanied this evening.

“Perry told me about the last-minute change of plans. This is so generous of you.”

“Well, I wish I could take credit, but this was all his idea,” I told him. “I’m just the cook.”

“Let me get you a glass of wine,” Perry offered, putting a hand on Carl’s shoulder and steering him away.

That’s when I noticed Perry wasn’t wearing his wedding ring anymore. The shock jolted through me like an earthquake. It seemed like such a pivotal thing. When had that happened? He must not have worn it last night either—I hadn’t felt it when I’d held his hand.

My scrambled emotions and I retreated to the kitchen where it was safer. I knew food; I knew flavor profiles and spice combinations; I knew how to balance acidity and sweetness. I didn’t know relationships.

Thank goodness for old-fashioned closed-off kitchens. They were so much easier to hide in than the open-concept variety.

I was starting on my mushroom jus for the prime rib when Carl walked in. “Need any help in here?”

“I’ve got it under control, thanks.”

“Well, it smells amazing. I haven’t had a real Christmas dinner in a long time.”

“I hope you enjoy it,” I said brusquely, trying to discourage him from staying. I disliked strangers in my kitchen when I was cooking.

“Perry’s a wonderful man.”

Good God, I didn’t need one more person telling me how great Perry was. “Trust me, I’m well aware.”

“I understand you’ve known each other a long time. And Dale as well.”

“Sounds like you already know a lot about me.” More than he would have learned tonight. Just how long had Perry been talking about me? And why?

“It can be tough,” he said. “A lot of people are hesitant about getting involved with a widower. They feel like they’re stepping into someone else’s shoes, or that they somehow have to compete with a memory….”

“Did Perry send you in here?” I demanded. “Because I don’t need a counseling session.”

Carl smiled. “Relationships are tough at the best of times. It’s natural to have concerns and worries. I thought you might have questions….”

“I don’t.” I wanted to dislike the man, but instead I felt an unexpected kinship. After all, we both wanted the best for Perry; we’d both seen him at his lowest.

“Fine, then. I’ll leave you to it.” He turned to go.

Aw, dammit. “What if he’s just lonely? What if he’s only looking for something comfortable and familiar? Doesn’t he need a trial run before he decides if he’s ready for something serious? I mean, he only decided to date again a couple of weeks ago.”

“Joel, you know Perry far better than I do. Trust him. He’ll let you know what he’s ready for. And where he sees you in his life.”

Where he sees me in his life. Is that what tonight was about? What the missing wedding ring and photographs meant? Those weren’t changes someone made overnight, on a whim.

As though I’d summoned him, Perry burst into the kitchen. His face was flushed as though he had too much wine. “How are things in here?”

“Just fine,” I said. “Carl and I were just getting to know each other.”

“Oh. Good.”

“I’ll get out of your hair.” Carl, the coward, slipped out of the kitchen.

Perry tried leaving too, but I managed to snag the back of his sweater. “I want to talk to you.”

He held up a small box. “I, ah, need to give this puzzle to Trisha. Heather left it behind, and I thought she might want to give it a try.”

“In a minute. How does your support group know about me?”

“I, ah, might have mentioned you.”

“Oh?” I backed him up against the counter. Which was definitely a mistake, because being this close reminded me of last night, of Perry rubbing up against my thigh. A lightning bolt of lust sliced through me.

Then the stove timer dinged, and Perry used the distraction to slip under my arm. “Looks like dinner is ready.”

“We’re not done with this,” I warned.

“Sure. Whatever you say.”

 

 

THE ROAST was a magnificent feast for the eyes if I did say so myself. Everyone oohed and clapped as I carried the platter to the table. I stumbled slightly as I saw there was one empty place setting at the head.

For me?

“Eat your heart out Martha Stewart,” Perry said as he handed me the carving knife and drew out his phone. “You can do the honors. I’m going to capture this for your website.” I was conscious of him standing at my side, passing plates along as I carved.

Once everyone was served, Carl cleared his throat and scraped back his chair to stand. “I’d like to make a quick toast if I might. For some of us, this is a difficult time, so it’s important to take joy in the small things, in the people who bring us comfort, the people who love us. Perry and Joel, thank you for bringing us together tonight.”

The clink of glasses rang out.

Perry’s eyes met mine across the table, smiling above the rim of his wineglass. The breath whooshed from my lungs as it hit me.

Oh God, Dale, I love him. I love him and I want this to be my life.

I ducked my head before my face revealed too much.

The meal was subdued, but not gloomy. Yes, there were some discreet tears, especially after Carl’s speech, but there was also a surprising amount of laughter.

“This is so good,” Cameron said. “Especially the cauliflower. I never would have thought of roasting it whole like that.”

“Isn’t it?” Perry echoed. “Joel is an amazing chef.”

“Daddy can only make chicken fingers,” Trisha chirped, which made everyone laugh and Cameron blush.

“My Helen used to make sweet potato casserole,” Larry said to me, his eyes swimming with tears. “But I like this rice dish of yours better.”

I accepted the compliments uncomfortably. Normally I wasn’t so humble, but Perry’s friends were laying them on kind of thick.

Carl, seated at my left, peppered me with questions throughout dinner about being a chef. It was polite small talk, but still, I had the feeling that I was being evaluated. For what, I wasn’t sure.

I didn’t taste much of what was on my plate. My emotions were too raw and jumbled. I barely noticed when it was time for dessert and coffee.

Perry and I cleared the table, and I brought out the bread pudding.

“Joel, Cassie left some chocolates. They’re in the kitchen in the silver box—would you bring them out too?”

My heart skipped. “Cassie gave those to you?” Not his secret Santa?

“Yes. Why are you grinning like that?”

“It’s nothing.”

All in all for an impromptu Christmas, it was a pleasant evening. I was the outsider at the table, and yet I’d never felt so welcomed. After the meal, Lynda and Larry volunteered to help clean up and wouldn’t take no for an answer, so after packaging up the leftovers for those who would take them, I was forced back out to socialize with the rest of the group. I sat in a corner, helping Trisha with her puzzle and hoping to go unnoticed, but Perry came and perched on the arm of my chair. He handed me another glass of wine.

“Are you trying to get me liquored up?” I asked beneath my breath.

Perry waggled his eyebrows. “Is it working? I want to hear more about how you’ve always been attracted to me.”

I choked on my wine, and Perry had the nerve to laugh.

 

 

THE PARTY broke up early. Carl was the last to leave, and as he departed, he pulled me in for a hug. “I’m so glad Perry has you,” he said softly, for my ears only. “It gives me hope for my own future.”

His words made my breath catch, because Perry did have me, for as long as he wanted.

Perry walked him out, and when he returned a few minutes later, I was still frozen in the same spot. “What exactly did you tell your group about me?”

“We talk about a lot of things.”

“Like?”

He shrugged.

“You’re not going to tell me, are you?”

“You’re a smart guy. I’m sure you can figure it out.”

Perry found the open bottle of Pinot and topped off our glasses to finish it off. I hesitated, knowing that I wouldn’t be able to drive home if I drank any more. And I really should have gone home.

“I’ve made up the guest room. You can stay the night,” Perry said as if he knew what I was thinking.

My overeager cock began to fill. “Or I can take a cab and come back for the bike in the morning.”

“It’s your choice. But there’s a lock on the bedroom door in case you’re worried I’ll take advantage of you.”

I wanted him to take advantage of me. That was the problem.

“But if you stay,” Perry cajoled, “I’ll cook you breakfast in the morning.”

“You?”

“Yes, me. I happen to have had an excellent teacher. Even if he does relegate me to prep cook.”

His defensive tone made me smile. “I don’t think anyone’s ever cooked for me. I mean not since I was a kid.”

“Then I’d definitely like to. Tonight was nice, wasn’t it? I think Dale would have enjoyed it.”

I’d bagged up the beef bones earlier for soup, and now I put the roasting pan in the sink to soak. “Yes, he would have.”

“Does it bother you when I talk about him?”

I shook my head. “Of course not. He’s your husband. He was my friend too.”

Perry moved behind me. His hands landed first on my hips, and then his arms wrapped around my chest. He raised up and kissed the spot just below my ear, and I closed my eyes, wanting to lean back into him, to trust that Perry knew what he was doing even if I didn’t.

“In the beginning, when I first realized I had feelings for you, that was hard for me—knowing that you’d been friends. It took me a while to get past that,” he said softly. “Now I don’t think he’d mind.”

Perry had had feelings for me? Since when? “You don’t feel guilty?”

“No, do you?”

“Yes,” I choked. “It’s like I’m sneaking around behind my friend’s back.”

“Oh, Joel. When Dale got sick, we talked about this—not about you specifically—but about me finding someone. Of course I didn’t want to think about it at the time, but he told me it would happen one day. And then it did.” Perry stepped back, and I missed him instantly. “I’ve got something for you.”

“Me?”

“Yes, you. I didn’t give you your Christmas present yet. Wait here.” He disappeared for a minute, then reappeared with a small flower pot containing a spiky cactus-looking thing.

I stared at it doubtfully as he handed it to me. “What’s this?”

“It’s your new house plant. It’s an aloe, and it hardly needs any care at all. Water once a week. I thought we’d start you off with something easy. Baby steps.”

I love you. “But I didn’t get you anything.”

“Yes, you did. You gave me last night. And tonight. Can we take the bike out again?”

“How about tomorrow? When I’m sober.”

Perry took our wineglasses and steered me into the living room where the lights had been dimmed and the fire was burning low in the fireplace. My lips twitched into a smile. “You do know how to set the scene, don’t you?”

He sat down on the sofa, curling both legs up, and I took the spot beside him. “We worked hard. We deserve to relax.”

“Mmm hmm. I couldn’t help notice that all your photos are gone.”

“It was time. Some of them I put away, the rest I moved to other parts of the house.”

“Why?”

“I saw you looking at them last night. They upset you.”

“You didn’t need to do that. This is your house. You shouldn’t have to erase him.”

“I’m not erasing him. I’m just making room for something new.”

“And your wedding band?”

“Are you only noticing that now? It’s been gone for a month or so. Since your Thanksgiving brunch where we watched the parade and got tipsy on mimosas.” He searched my face. “I thought we left things in a good place last night. Was I wrong?”

“Perry, I think it’s great that you’re getting your life back, and I don’t want to put added pressure on you. But if you’re looking for a practice lover, or a bed warmer, I’m not it. I know I have a reputation for no-strings sex, but I can’t do that—not with you.”

“Why would you think this is only about sex? Have I given you any indication that’s what I’m after? I mean, aside from last night when I practically mauled you—I really couldn’t help myself.”

“I don’t know what you want then.”

“I thought that was obvious. I want you.”

I blinked. “Why?”

“I don’t understand the question. Why would I want you?”

“I’m not anything like Dale. I can’t possibly compete—”

“Joel, I’m not asking you to compete. I was lucky enough to have a wonderful, loving relationship with Dale, and yes, I’d like to have that again, but I’m not looking for a replacement. It’s not like I’ve just met you. I know exactly who you are. You’re not Dale—I don’t want you to be. You’re an amazing man in your own right. You’re kind and generous, and you’re so passionate about everything you do.” He set our glasses on the table and took my hands. “For the longest time after Dale died, everything seemed gray to me: colorless, lifeless, tasteless. And then you were there. I mean you were always there, but suddenly I saw you. It was like you brought the color back into my life—and I don’t mean only with your wardrobe.”

“Oh.” No one had ever said anything that romantic to me before.

“I can’t pinpoint exactly when things changed for me. It wasn’t a sudden burst of clarity, but more like a slow evolution. I started to see you in a different light, but I wasn’t sure how you’d feel about that. Heck, for the longest time I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.” His smile lit up his face. “I guess Simon was right after all.”

“Simon?”

“He said you just needed a little motivation.”

Damn the meddling old romantic fool. I sucked in a breath as a new thought occurred to me.

“Wait, was Simon your secret Santa?”

Perry shook his head, a guilty smile tugging at his lips.

“But you know who it is?” I prompted.

“Oh yes, I know.”

“Who?” I gasped as his eyebrow lifted. “You? You manufactured this whole thing?”

“Well, clearly not the Robinsons’ daughter having her baby. I’m good, but not that good. Are you angry?”

“I think I’m terrified.” Dale had never had a chance.

“Can you forgive me?” he asked.

“No. I was ready to rip some guy’s head off for sending you cookies.”

Perry burst out laughing. “I knew if that didn’t do it, nothing would. You’re a bit possessive when it comes to food.”

“I think I’m possessive when it comes to you.” A new thought flitted through my head. “What about Josh? Was he in on it?”

“Josh was a happy accident. He’s a sweet young man. And in another couple of years, he might even make a great partner for someone. But not me.”

“Was it the paleo, or the CrossFit that turned you off?”

“Neither, actually. It was the fact that he had no idea who Stevie Nicks is. I couldn’t believe it.”

“How horrible.” We laughed.

“You have terrible taste in men,” Perry said as he leaned against me and snuggled into my arms.

“At my age, I have to take what I can get. Oh shit, I didn’t mean you.”

“Well, of course not.”

I thought back over the last couple of weeks. “I don’t get it—why go to such lengths? Why now? Why not just tell me—?”

“Tell you I wanted to date you? I tried that. But if I waited for you to make the first move, I could have been waiting forever. I don’t know if you know this, but outside of the kitchen, you’re not much of a go-getter. Besides, you would have just made up some excuse why you weren’t good enough.”

It galled me to admit that Perry was probably right. It wasn’t until I thought I was losing him that I finally understood how important he was. “You think you know me that well, do you?”

He nodded. “I’d like to. It was the only way I could think of to see if you were interested without ruining our friendship. It was kind of nice, though,” Perry mused. “Being chased by Josh.”

“God, Perry, you have no idea how many guys would chase you if you gave them half a chance.”

“Not the one I wanted. So I was forced to do a little pursuing of my own.” He leaned in slowly, giving me time to pull away if I wanted to. But I didn’t. I was tired of pretending I didn’t want this.

Perry’s lips slid over mine; slowly, tentatively, not at all like last night. It was some moments before I understood he was waiting for me to make the next move. Emboldened, I teased the seam of his lips with my tongue, driving into his mouth when they finally parted. He tasted like crisp Pinot. I gripped the back of his neck and pushed deeper.

I was conscious of Perry’s hand beneath my shirt, stroking my chest, my stomach, then at my waist, working my belt loose. I groaned into his mouth as fingers found my zipper and slipped inside the opening. The heat of his palm through my briefs felt like heaven. My swollen cock jerked at his touch.

“Merry Christmas to me,” Perry murmured in appreciation. He fumbled through the front placket, and just as his hand closed about my shaft, I grabbed his wrist to stop him.

“Wait, I can’t do this.”

“Are you sure about that?” Perry squeezed me. “Because it doesn’t feel that way to me.”

I gasped and choked back a laugh. “No, I mean I can’t do this… here. Not yet. I’m sorry.”

His breath washed across my lips as he leaned his forehead against mine. “All right, I respect that. This is a big change for you. For us.” He tucked me gently back in my pants. “We’ll take this slow.”

“Baby steps, remember.” I stroked the side of his neck and felt him shiver. “Actually, I’m kind of looking forward to it, learning all your secrets, all the spots that make you crazy.”

Perry’s eyes blazed. “Not too slow,” he growled.

I was enjoying having the upper hand for once. Lord knew I probably wouldn’t have it much in the future. I handed Perry his wineglass and then took mine. “To our first real Christmas together.”

His answering smile lit up the night. “To something new.”
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