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 Chapter 1     Mitch 

Mitch touched it first. He’d swear on a stack of Bibles or the Klingon dictionary—whichever you happened to have handy—that his hand closed around the left edge of the garish pink-and-purple cardboard box minutes before, well seconds before, well micro-seconds before, but certainly before, that other hand closed in from the right. 

Mitch lifted the box in combative coordination with the other hand, and there they were—Mitch and a stranger—face to face and toe to toe at Toymaker Toys. Mitch tightened his hand. 

“I’m sorry,” he said, not because he meant it but because that was what civilized people said when their goals collided with someone else’s. The man he faced appeared to be civilized. He was Mitch’s age, a few inches shorter, and had the build of a runner beneath his unzipped North Face parka.

“Awkward,” the man said, a flash of white teeth making his blue eyes bluer. 

Awkward was accurate. Their stance was starting to feel intimate, as though they were holding hands by way of the box. Under other circumstances, Mitch might not have minded holding hands with this guy who had a nice smile, great eyes, and dark brown hair peeping out from under his knit cap, but Mitch had his heart set on that toy.

A woman in a faux-fur coat bumped into him, aiming for the shelf he and the stranger had co-claimed their prize from. He glanced down and confirmed what he already knew: this was the last of the Bright-Light Beauty Shoppe kits.

“Looks like one of us is leaving without this,” he said as he stepped away from the shelf to give the milling crowd more room to see that it was empty. He waggled the box and the stranger’s hand waggled with it. 

“Flip you for it?”

“I think I had it first,” he tried. He’d combed through three aisles of pink and purple colored toys and this was the only thing that had jumped out at him that his sister might like. Not that he had any idea about Sondra’s tastes these days, but his other sister Elizabeth had said Sondra was into beauty, and he’d obviously picked the right toy since everyone wanted it. He wasn’t going to give it up now.

“Hmm,” the man said in response to Mitch’s attempt at asserting prior claim. He didn’t seem like the kind of guy who might haul off and hit someone—which was a good thing because Mitch had never been in a physical fight in his life and because, although Mitch was taller, he was definitely lighter and substantially less fit—but the stranger didn’t seem like the kind of guy who backed down either. He accompanied his “hmm” with a good-humored smirk that brought out a dimple in his right cheek. Mitch wondered if there’d be a dimple in the other cheek if he smirked on the other side.

“Do you really need it?” Mitch asked. “I don’t want to get arrested for brawling over toys at Christmas‍ …”

The guy laughed, which, yes, brought out dimples in both cheeks and also completely derailed Mitch’s train of thought. This guy was pretty fucking adorable. Was he worth losing the toy over though?

“Yeah, I’m down for not brawling,” the man agreed.

“It’s just … I’m shopping for my sister for Christmas and if I don’t get this, I’m totally out of ideas.”

“I was getting it for my niece. It’s on her ‘Santa Please, Please, Please’ list, but it won’t kill her if she doesn’t get it.” Despite his words, the man didn’t let go of the box. “There must be a big age gap between you and your sister,” he observed.

“Yeah, we’re a big family and I’m the oldest and she’s the youngest. She’s …” Mitch did some quick math. He was twenty-five and she was thirteen years younger so … “twelve.”

“Twelve, huh? Listen, I’m not just saying this so you’ll walk away and leave me the proud owner of the last Bright-Light Beauty Shoppe in all of Connecticut—” the man let go of the box and raised both hands, as if to show his honorable intentions “—but twelve is probably too old for that toy. My niece is five.”

“Five?” Mitch looked down at the age suggestion on the box, which sure enough was ages four to seven. He started to put the box back on the shelf dispiritedly, then realized that if he set it down one of the dozens of shoppers crowding around them would grab it as fast as he released it. He handed it over to his former rival.

“You sure?” the guy asked.

Mitch nodded. The last time he’d seen Sondra, she’d been ten. Had she already been too old for a Bright-Light Beauty Shoppe even then? He hadn’t paid her much attention back then if he was honest with himself about it. He’d been a young man and she’d been an annoying little girl, the last and most-babied in a long line of younger siblings. If he’d known then that he and Sondra were about to disappear from each other’s lives, he’d have guarded their time together more carefully.

“You don’t look sure,” the guy said. “You look really unhappy, even unhappier than you did when we were arm-wrestling over this.”

“I’m just lost.” He ducked his head and peered up through his eyelashes, considering whether he could invite the man out for a cup of coffee or otherwise entice him into spending more time together. He’d lost the toy, but he didn’t have to lose the guy. “I don’t suppose you know anything about what twelve-year-old girls like, since you’re so up on age appropriateness and all.” He put a little extra something into the words “age appropriateness” in his best attempt at being flirtatious without being obvious.

The guy eyed him for a moment, and Mitch definitely got an impression of interested consideration, but then he shook his head.

“Maybe try Dilly’s up on the second floor instead of a toy store. Twelve is more teenager than child these days. I wish I could help, but I’m late as it is. I work here in the mall and I just stopped in to grab this before my shift started. I’m sorry.”

“No, don’t be sorry,” Mitch said, even though he was. “Go on, go get that rung up.”

“Yeah, OK. I guess I’d better. I’m Jackson, by the way.” Jackson shifted the box into his left hand and reached out his right. Mitch shook it, enjoying the warm, firm grip. Jackson must have worn gloves on his way to the mall because Mitch’s fingers were like icicles.

“Nice to meet you, Jackson. I’m Mitch.”

“Nice to meet you, Mitch.” Jackson released Mitch’s hand, making Mitch realize he’d held it longer than he should have, but there wasn’t much point in relishing the apparent flirtation, not when Jackson was tucking the Beauty Shoppe more securely under his arm and turning to leave. He took a few steps away before shooting a quick glance back at Mitch over his shoulder. Mitch almost chased after him to ask for his number, but before he could break through his inertia, Jackson was even further away, striding briskly towards the front of the store, his ass bunching rhythmically beneath his dark trousers.

As Mitch watched him go, his thoughts settled back into the gloomy quagmire he’d been enmeshed in before Jackson’s dimples had distracted him. 

Christmas. 

His mom had called only a week ago, her voice tentative but hopeful, with an invitation for Christmas dinner. His brothers and sisters would like to see him, she’d said.

“And you and Dad?” he’d asked, not sure how large an olive branch she was extending.

“Everyone’s missed you, and we’re sorry—Dad and I are sorry—about closing the door the way we did. We may not agree with everything you do, but you’ll always be our son.”

Mitch had accepted the invitation because he missed them too—his mother and father and his sister Sondra and his youngest brothers, Abel and Lucas, who all still lived at home. He hadn’t asked if Joseph, the brother he’d been closest to growing up, would be there because he’d had a bad feeling about the answer. Joseph was old enough to make his own decisions, but the last Mitch knew, he’d chosen to side with their parents.

Some of Mitch’s friends thought his parents’ gesture was too little, too late, which was why every time Mitch thought about Christmas he felt more sick than excited. Was he betraying his people if he accepted this partial peace? Was he required to hold out for complete enthusiasm?

“We don’t like what’s been happening this last year,” his mother had said. “The things some people have said.”

Mitch knew who she meant by “some people.” He’d bet his whole salary on his parents not being much different than the “some people” who’d said “things” but if they’d been made uncomfortable by those “things” … wasn’t that a start?

“Everyone is so angry at each other these days,” his mother had continued. “We don’t want to be angry anymore, Mitchell. Come home for Christmas. Please?”

And that was why he was in the mall on December 23rd, pushing his way through crowds more impatient than joyous, overheated in a heavy down jacket with fingers that were still cold from driving without gloves on, trying to figure out what twelve-year-old girls wanted for Christmas. Because his mother didn’t want to be angry with him anymore, and because he didn’t want to be angry with her either.

Jackson and the Bright-Light Beauty Shoppe had been a great diversion, but now Mitch supposed he’d better get back to his Christmas shopping. He left Toymaker Toys and the Chipmunks album that had repeated so many times while he’d been in the store that his mind automatically imposed high-pitched squirrelly voices onto the instrumental carols playing out in the center of the mall. 

He skirted the line for Santa, heading towards the escalators. He’d go upstairs to the second floor, as Jackson had suggested. He had no idea what a “Dilly’s” was, but he could find it on the map. Along the way he stopped at Restoration Hardware. Half an hour of browsing netted him an over-priced piece of nostalgia for his father. At least the spacious bag gave him a place to stuff his coat, which was trying to drown him in sweat.

He raked his hand, which had finally reached room temperature, through his bangs, feeling the static charge that meant he probably had pieces of hair standing straight up on end. Maybe that was why Jackson had scurried off so quickly.

OK, Mitch. Focus. 

He’d already bought presents for Mark and Elizabeth, his two adult non-homophobic siblings, because they’d planned to get together and exchange gifts in the week between Christmas and New Year’s anyway, but that still left him with five or six others to buy for, assuming Joseph showed up with his wife and baby. 

He headed to Champs. It might have been a year and a half since he’d seen Joseph, but there was no way he wasn’t still a Patriot’s fan. He’d die a Patriot’s fan.

As Mitch browsed through Champs, dithering over what to buy for Lucas and Abel—he could only guess at their sizes from the pictures Elizabeth shared with him—his mind wavered between anger at his parents for putting him in the position of not knowing his own family and regret over letting Jackson get away. He should have gotten his number. If Jackson hadn’t gone to war over the last Bright-Light Beauty Shoppe, he probably wouldn’t have slugged Mitch for hitting on him, even if Mitch had mistaken the interest in his eyes or the lingering nature of their handshake. 

Jackson could have been a nice gift for Mitch to give himself for the holidays. It’d been so long. Maybe it was the after-effects of his religious upbringing, but he wasn’t as comfortable with instant hookups as some men his age were. 

He’d have been willing to make an exception for Jackson though. Too bad he’d blown his chance.

A few presents later, as he surveyed the mall directory looking for Dilly’s, he remembered that Jackson worked there. Somewhere. He couldn’t exactly poke his head into every shop in the mall searching for him, but if he just happened to end up where Jackson was? Well, that would be fate.

He tried to imagine what kind of store Jackson would work at. Eastern Mountain Sports? He had that runner’s build and the North Face parka. Maybe Sears in the do-it-yourself department? He looked like a man who could handle his, uh, tool. 

But no, he’d had those black slacks on. Too dressy for either EMS or Sears. God, maybe he was one of those guys who spritzed you with cologne as you walked past them at Filene’s.  Mitch didn’t want to be spritzed, at least not with cologne, and Jackson hadn’t been wafting citrusy scents through the aisles of Toymaker Toys, so hopefully it wasn’t that.

Giving up, he turned his attention back to the directory. Dilly’s was back the way he’d come in, and just past Dilly’s was a massage place where he could get a gift certificate for his mother. Massages made great gifts for anyone. He could use one himself.

~~~

The first thing he noticed when he walked into Massage Market was that there wasn’t anyone behind the register, but the second thing he noticed was Jackson’s ass in those black pants. Jackson stood in profile to the mall entrance in nothing but those slacks and a black t-shirt which exposed a pair of powerful forearms. His hips were canted so that his left ass cheek jutted out in a round, hard ball. Across from him, a tall woman chattered as she put on her coat. Then she reached into her purse and pulled out a folded-over green bill and pressed it into Jackson’s hand.

Jackson slipped the bill into his pocket and called “Thank you!” after her retreating form. As he rotated to face the front of the store, he caught sight of Mitch and his smile changed from professionally polite to pleased surprise.

“Oh!”

“Hi,” Mitch said, feeling like that wasn’t a very good line, but Jackson said “Hi” back so neither of them won any points for smoothness. “I thought I’d buy my mother a gift certificate.”

“That’s a great idea, but I can’t … I mean, I don’t work the register. We have a … we usually have a receptionist. I don’t know where they are.” Jackson looked around the small waiting area as though a receptionist might be hiding behind one of the padded seats, but the reception area was empty except for the two of them. “We’re not very busy,” he admitted. 

“I can wait,” Mitch said, thinking that if waiting meant he got to spend the time with Jackson, he could wait all day. “You’re the massage therapist here?” It explained the buff forearms. He had a bit of a thing for forearms. “I don’t mean to be insulting, but I’m not sure my mom would be OK with a guy giving her a massage. I’m sorry. You probably get that a lot.”

“I get it sometimes, with men especially. I’m not the only massage therapist who works here, but you can tell her I’m gay. Some women feel more comfortable knowing that. Doesn’t usually help the men though.”

Mitch laughed. “It helps me. I wanted to ask you out for a cup of coffee earlier but I wasn’t sure if I’d misread so I didn’t move fast enough. I’m not going to make that mistake again.”

“Yeah, I was kicking myself over the same thing.” Jackson ran his eyes over Mitch but when Mitch took a step forward, Jackson took a step back. “I get off at eight.”

“You want to get off at eight?”

Jackson laughed. “I was going to suggest helping you finish your Christmas shopping, but if you want to go straight to bed … It’s not really my MO, but—”

“Mine either,” Mitch said, both disappointed and relieved. “Let’s start with shopping then. I could definitely use the help. I stuck my nose into Dilly’s on the way here and got overwhelmed. They have eighteen thousand pairs of earrings and I don’t even know if Sondra has pierced ears.” 

It seemed unlikely she would, given his parents’ conservative values.

“I’ll bet she does.”

“I’m trying to remember what age my sister Elizabeth got hers pierced at. Not twelve, I’m sure.”

“But Sondra is the youngest, right? Youngest children get away with all kinds of things. I’m the youngest myself, so I know how it goes.”

“You’re not even sorry, are you?”

“Nope.”

Mitch sighed. He’d only ever had to be perfect. That was all they’d asked from him.

A person with bright orange hair and a stunning variety of piercings walked into the store with a tall Starbucks cup and took up a position behind the register. “Can I help you?” they asked, very efficiently, as though they hadn’t been thoroughly absent for the last ten minutes.

“I was going to buy a gift certificate,” Mitch told them.

“And I should go get the massage room cleaned up,” Jackson said to no one specifically.

“I’ll meet you here at eight?” Mitch’s eyes connected with Jackson’s for a moment and they both nodded before Jackson turned and headed into the back. 







  
 

 Chapter 2     Jackson 

Jackson washed his hands as he checked himself out in the mirror. He used his wet hands to tame his hair back into position and then grinned widely at himself to make sure none of the sandwich he’d wolfed down in the ten minutes between clients was lodged in his teeth. He yanked off his Massage Market t-shirt and took a clean one out of the cupboard, sniffing at his pits as he pulled it over his head. Massage was physical work, but his deodorant seemed to be holding up. He tugged his hoodie on over the t-shirt and found his jacket in the staff coat closet next to Harmony’s.

Taking a deep breath, willing himself not to be too disappointed if Mitch wasn’t out there because his habit of writing fairy tale endings to first dates had already kicked in big time with respect to Mitch, he pushed open the door to the reception area. And there he was.

He was bundled back into that big down jacket he’d had on in Toymaker Toys, but Jackson remembered what he looked like without it on. Mitch was lean and rectangular, no obvious swell of hips or ass or deltoids, just solid, unpadded bones. His leanness gave him the appearance of being even taller than he actually was, as though he’d been stretched thin. 

Mitch smiled when he caught sight of Jackson. He had pointy incisors—not quite Dracula pointy, but pronounced enough that Jackson had already spent more than a few minutes imagining them sunk into his neck—and his mouth glistened like he’d just put on Chapstick. He held up a pink bag on which the word “Dilly’s” was written in silver glitter. 

“I braved the storm,” he said proudly. “I didn’t want us to have to waste time shopping.”

Jackson loved the idea that Mitch had come back even though he didn’t need help finishing his shopping. “Earrings?”

“Lip gloss. Glosses, I should say. Seven of them with a case for carrying around the gloss-of-the-day.” Mitch looked down at the bag in his hand and then back up at Jackson questioningly. “The lady in the store swore lip gloss was OK for tweens because it’s so sheer.”

Jackson was close enough now that the sheen on Mitch’s lips was unmistakable. “Sounds perfect,” he said. “Are you wearing it?”

“Oh my God, I forgot.” Mitch raised his free hand to swipe at his lips but Jackson caught it. “She gave me a tester so I could see how sheer it was and I figured hey, my masculinity isn’t that fragile, right?”

“Right. Don’t take it off. It’s very kissable.” He let go of Mitch’s wrist and traced his thumb beneath his lip. “Is this OK?” he asked as he leaned in. When Mitch nodded, Jackson closed the remaining distance between them, fitting his lips against Mitch’s which were kissable without lip gloss but were even more appealing all decked out.

The sound of a throat clearing behind him interrupted Jackson before he could take the kiss deeper.

“Can I close up already?” Harmony asked.

Right. He and Mitch were still standing in the middle of Massage Market’s reception area. Harmony had already rolled the metal shutter partway down and was just waiting for the two of them to clear out before ducking under the door themself.

Jackson took Mitch’s elbow and guided him out under the shutter and off to the side of the store, away from the steady swarm of harried-looking shoppers. Out in the brighter lights of the mall proper, he could see the same stress etched across Mitch’s face that had been there when they’d tussled at Toymaker Toys. A lot of people didn’t enjoy Christmas shopping, but he got the feeling something deeper was going on with Mitch. 

Mitch needed to be somewhere relaxing, he decided, not on a stool at a coffee booth in a mall on the night before the night before Christmas. He needed to be pampered and snuggled. He needed to have that mournful look smoothed off his face. 

Jackson sighed at his train of thought. He was a fixer. A people pleaser, as his friend Carolyn always said, and a relationship junkie. He took on projects, got involved too deeply, and wrote happy endings in his mind that never came true. Exhibit thirty-two: Dweezil. His most recent ex’s name was actually Denzel, but Carolyn said he didn’t deserve a name that cool.

Jackson was supposed to be on relationship hiatus, not picking up a new project barely a month after the last one moved out. He was supposed to be proving that he could have casual sex, or at least date a few times before moving in with someone. He wasn’t supposed to be thinking about bringing Mitch home and making him all better.

“You look like you could use a massage,” he said. Shit. That was so not what he’d meant to say. A drink. That was what he’d meant to say. “I have a table back at my place.” Wrong, wrong, wrong.

“You don’t want to spend your free time giving me a massage,” Mitch protested. “That’s your profession.”

“I wasn’t planning to give you a very professional one,” Jackson said with a leer. There. Sex. He wasn’t rescuing Mitch, he was just proposing a plan by which he could have Mitch naked under his hands. Nothing to do with Mitch’s homesick expression and everything to do with those long, lean limbs and that gorgeous brush of light stubble across his jawline. “My place is a bit of a drive though. Half an hour, nearly.”

“Sounds worth it for a free massage, especially if there’s a—” Mitch cut himself off with a shake of the head. “Sorry, I bet you hear the happy ending joke way too often.”

“Way, way too often, but for you? Perhaps something can be arranged.” He winked. 

“In that case, let’s go. But be warned that I’m not going to tip you, no matter how good it is.”

“Sounds like a challenge.” 

There were all kinds of things he could do with Mitch’s naked body laid out and oiled up. He’d never crossed that line on his massage table before, not even with Denzel. This would be fun. And not at all a violation of his promise to take a break from relationships.

~~~

“Nice place,” Mitch said when Jackson flipped on the overhead light in his living room, illuminating the square room that opened onto the eat-in kitchen. “Wow, an upstairs too,” he noted, nodding at the staircase in the corner. “You live here alone?”

“I do now.” Jackson took off his coat and held his hand out for Mitch’s, then hung them both on the row of pegs leading out from the foyer. “My ex and I figured if we got a place big enough for me to work in-call, I could make some extra money, but I didn’t end up pursuing it. Guess I’m going to have to, if I’m going to afford this place on my own.”

“When did he move out? Sorry, I’m assuming gender.”

“No, you’re right.” Jackson wished he could go for women, who might be more on board with his commitment-first approach, but men were what did it for him. “It’s been about a month.”

“Wow, so you’re fresh back on the market.”

“Yeah, and about that—I’m not looking to get involved again so soon. Hopefully we’re on the same page there.” He thought back to the men who’d preemptively warned him not to expect too much. It felt weird to be on the other side of it, and if he could read the expression on Mitch’s face correctly, Mitch felt about as cheap hearing those words as Jackson usually did.

“No, that’s fine,” Mitch said, but he looked away as he said it. “Obviously you should take some time before jumping into anything.”

“What about you? I didn’t ask about your relationship status.”

“I’m single,” Mitch said with a shrug. “I’ve never gotten serious enough with someone to move in with them, so no judgement.”

“You don’t want to get serious?” He was disappointed by the possibility that Mitch was a player, even though he wasn’t supposed to be doing anything other than playing.

“Oh, I do. I definitely do. I mean, eventually, but I seem to end up in friends with benefits situations. Nice, but nothing’s ever come of it. We’re still young.” 

Right. Jackson reminded himself that normal people his age weren’t on the fast track to marriage. This was normal, what they were doing tonight—two guys getting naked together. There was nothing about spending an evening of naked time with Mitch that was going to be a hardship. 

Now that Mitch had his coat off, Jackson was getting a refresher course on why he’d been so eager to get Mitch on his massage table in the first place. His jeans hung low on his hips without enough ass to hold them any higher. Jackson could see the jut of his hip bones between the denim and the wool of his sweater.

“The table’s up here.” He led the way upstairs and into the spare bedroom he’d outfitted as a studio. He shut the door behind them, even though there was no one else in the condo. Enclosing the space enhanced the sensation of privacy. 

He moved around the room, putting fresh sheets on the table, turning on the low-wattage amber lamps he’d bought for ambience, starting an instrumental track on the CD player. He flipped off the overhead light and stepped back, satisfied. Soft, safe, intimate. Romantic.

Mitch stood just inside the door watching him.

“This is where you get naked,” Jackson told him. “Normally that would happen without me in the room. I’d step out and you’d get undressed—shorts on or off as you prefer—and put yourself face down on the table with the top sheet over you.”

“Is that what we should do?” Mitch looked nervous, like maybe he’d never had a massage before, or like reality had suddenly gotten a little too stark. The atmosphere in the room was right, but the air between them was wrong.

Jackson reached over and pulled Mitch right up against him. “I thought maybe I could help you undress.” He moved his hands to the hem of Mitch’s sweater. “If that’s OK.”

Mitch nodded, then angled his head and brought their mouths together. Jackson raised Mitch’s sweater as far as he could without disrupting the kiss or the tight grip of Mitch’s hands on his shoulders. Beneath Mitch’s shirt, he found a smooth stomach with just a trace of hard muscle and a tantalizing line of ribs projecting upward. He pulled his head back long enough to get rid of the sweater so that his hands could follow those arced bones running from sternum to spinal cord.

Impossible to turn off the massage therapist in himself. His mind labelled every bone and attachment point as his fingers ran over them. If only all his clients had anatomy so easily identified. Deltoid to clavicle to trapezius, Mitch was beautiful. He dropped his hands down to Mitch’s fly even as Mitch broke off the kiss to nuzzle up under his ear.

“Mm,” Jackson murmured, momentarily distracted from his below-the-belt mission by the warm mouth breathing against his eardrum. “I’m kind of a sucker for that.”

“Yeah?” Mitch caught his earlobe between his teeth and tugged lightly and Jackson imagined that he could feel the nip of those sharp incisors.

“Yeah,” he echoed breathily. “So maybe stop if you want a massage.”

“I just want you,” Mitch said right into his ear, so that the vibration through his eardrum made Jackson shiver.

“No, no. We’re doing this. I’m undressing you.” He resolutely undid the button at the top of Mitch’s jeans and lowered his zipper. There was a hard cock behind the zipper but Jackson had already known that because it’d been bumping seekingly against his own from the first moment they’d touched. He pushed Mitch’s pants down, not that they needed much of a push. With the zipper undone, gravity took over.

“Shoes,” Mitch warned. He leaned down and pulled off his sneakers without untying them, then stepped out of his jeans, leaving himself in black ankle socks and heather-grey boxer briefs from which his erection extended prominently. 

Jackson moved to get rid of the briefs—although he’d told Mitch shorts on or off at his discretion, he had some strong ideas about which way to go—but Mitch stilled his hands. 

“You still have all your clothes on.”

“I always give massages with my clothes on.”

“Not tonight you don’t. Come on.” Mitch lifted up the hem of Jackson’s hoodie and Jackson pulled it over his head, taking his t-shirt with it. “Ooh, nice,” Mitch said in response. He traced his hands over Jackson’s stomach and up his chest to the hard buds of his nipples. “I wasn’t expecting the jewelry.” He leaned down and ran his tongue under and then through one of the rings. “Your clients have no idea what’s beneath the uniform, do they?”

“I hope not.” Jackson tried to keep his voice level even though Mitch’s tongue was killing him. “Gotta be professional.” He was feeling not at all professional and not much like he was helping soothe away Mitch’s worries either. More like Mitch was working them both into a state that lay on the opposite end of the spectrum from relaxed.

Mitch’s hand was suddenly down Jackson’s pants, not bothering with the belt or fly—just delving right in. Jackson shuddered at the first beautiful touch of skin against skin. His hands clutched at Mitch’s hips and his head tilted back to stay out of the way of Mitch’s attention to his increasingly sensitive nipples.

“Gotta get you naked,” Mitch said, “so I can see the rest of this.”

“I really don’t think that’s going to work,” Jackson mumbled. His brain wasn’t processing clearly, but it summoned up an image of his erection batting against the table as he leaned over it, jabbing Mitch in the side. “Look, see?” He pried himself out of Mitch’s grip and  moved over to the head of table where the face rest jutted out. He put his hips up against the face rest and said, “Imagine it.”

“Oh, I’m imagining it.” Mitch leaped up onto the table and got himself into position. “Get those pants off and get that thing in here. See, mouth goes here—” he pointed at the hole in the face rest “—cock goes up here.” He reached around and jutted his index finger up through the hole from the other direction, then dropped his face down onto the face rest and demonstrated by sucking on his own finger.

“Oh my God,” Jackson said, mesmerized. “That’s so fucking dirty.” 

Blowjobs were totally not what face rests were for. This whole thing wasn’t what massage tables were for. Which was making this whole thing hotter than he could stand. He ripped off his pants with shaky hands, tripping himself as he tried to get his socks and shoes off with the same gesture, then approached the table. Mitch lowered himself back down onto the face rest and pointed up at his mouth like he was that goblin creature in Cut the Rope waiting to be fed candy.

Jackson tilted his cock downward to guide it under the face rest and then canted his hips up until he felt the wet heat of Mitch’s mouth close around it. The padding prevented Mitch from getting more than the first few inches of Jackson’s cock into his mouth, but the kinkiness of using his massage table in such a filthy way compensated for the awkwardness of the position, and Mitch made up for not being able to go deep with tongue and lips and suction and a whole lot of slobber. Jackson braced his hands on the shoulders he was meant to be massaging and gave in to sensation until Mitch pulled back.

“There’s gotta be a better way to arrange this,” he said.

“The face rest comes off,” Jackson suggested. He slid it free from the holes it rested in and moved it to the counter where he kept his lotions and rock heater. Definitely going to need to sanitize it thoroughly before using it again, but not this minute.

“OK, let’s try this. Saw it in a porno once.” Mitch flipped onto his back and dropped his head down over the edge so he was looking right back at Jackson’s cock. He opened his mouth and beckoned Jackson forward.

Seriously? Jackson thought he’d maybe seen this in a porno once too, but he’d never imagined doing it and certainly not on his table. He tilted his bobbing hard-on down again and pushed the tip of it into Mitch’s mouth. Mitch made that come-hither gesture again and Jackson pushed in deeper until he felt an obstruction. Mitch tilted his head back further and Jackson felt the constriction loosen so he stepped in a little more until his entire cock was buried up to the balls.

Oh fuck, that was dirty. Mitch naked on his table, his own cock bulging beneath the fabric of his boxers, his lips stretched to a thin line around Jackson’s cock, his throat convulsing against the intrusion. It was fucking hot, but what if it was hurting Mitch? 

Jackson started to pull out even as Mitch raised one hand in an OK gesture and used the other to fondle Jackson’s ass, tugging him forward. Jackson started thrusting—no rhythm to it, just a jerking response to the sensations that were shooting up and down his spinal cord, on the verge of blowing his load in a few, short strokes.

It wasn’t like it’d been that long since his last orgasm. Yes, he and Denzel had been in a dry spell even before Denzel had packed up and left. The sex had become infrequent and lackluster, thanks to their constant arguing, but Jackson’s hand had never deserted him. He’d used it in the shower only that morning. This though, this was something … wow. Wow. That was what this was. The sight of his cock disappearing into that warm pleasure cave mesmerized him.

Finding his rhythm, he sped up his thrusts. He couldn’t hold back the orgasm rushing towards him. He dug his fingers into the hard edge of Mitch’s clavicles and gave one last deep thrust before his orgasm took him, nearly dropping him to the floor with a pleasure hot enough to melt knees.

“Fuck,” he swore under his breath as he pulled out. “You OK?” 

Mitch flipped onto his stomach and coughed a few times before nodding. 

“No one’s ever done anything like that for me.” He got down into a squat so he could give Mitch a kiss. Just a quick one, because Mitch was still having a hard time catching his breath. “Thank you.”

“Anytime.”

“So, uh, what can I do for you? You want to swap positions?” He wasn’t too sure about having a cock rammed down his throat with so little control over how deep it went, but he’d have to man up and try.

“I want that massage you offered,” Mitch said. “With a happy ending.”

“With the happiest ending I can give you.” 

Buckling his oil holster on around naked hips felt strange, but at least the blowjob had tamed his cock to the point he wouldn’t take Mitch’s eye out with it.







  
 

 Chapter 3     Mitch 

Mitch wiggled off his boxers and dropped them over the side of the table, choosing to go commando since he’d made Jackson drop his own drawers. He rolled onto his stomach as Jackson approached him with a sheet.

“You’ve got a nice ass,” Jackson said, tracing his hand over it all the way down to the transition from ass to thigh.

“Too flat,” Mitch huffed in disagreement. Jackson had a nice ass. His own was like a pancake.

“No, that’s how I like them. Everyone raves about the bubble butt but I find them kind of overdone. You’re sleek, like a race horse.” 

Jackson’s hand toyed with the top of his cleft where Mitch’s tailbone stood out too prominently. Mitch held his breath, hoping for a further exploration, but Jackson gave him a last pat, then draped the sheet over him. 

“This is to keep you warm while I work on your upper body,” he explained as he tucked the sheet around Mitch’s hips.

“Not exactly cold.” Mitch wiggled his hips, letting his cock rub against the bottom sheet. Lying on top of such a prominent erection wasn’t the most comfortable.

“You’ll feel colder once you’re still for a while.” Jackson moved back up to the head of the table and adjusted the face rest so that Mitch’s head was comfortably cradled, then coated his hands in oil and slid them down Mitch’s back, one on each side of his spinal cord in a slick, graceful swipe. 

Mitch let out a sigh. “Damn, that’s good.”

“I haven’t even started yet. I’m just spreading the oil around, warming up your skin so your muscles will let me in.”

“Come on in, baby,” Mitch joked, but he sank a little deeper into the padded table with each long sweep of Jackson’s hands. If this was just the warm-up, he might not stay awake for the happy ending. Everything except his boner was conspiring to lull him to sleep. Jackson had put on music, something drifty and wordless with a lot of strings, and the oil carried a light scent of honeysuckle. It trailed like silk between his back and the tender iron of Jackson’s hands.

“You’re going to melt me,” he complained as Jackson continued those long, slow strokes down the center of his back and up and around the wings of his shoulder blades. Each circuit ended with a trace of Jackson’s fingers up the back of his neck to press into the dip at the base of his skull. Mitch hadn’t even known that was a sensitive spot, but when Jackson applied traction there, he couldn’t hold back a moan.

“You sure you want to wait for that happy ending?” Jackson teased when Mitch rocked his hips into the table.

“Fuck, yes. This is so good.” 

If he hadn’t known Jackson was going to take care of him after, maybe it wouldn’t feel so good, but the combination of stimulation and anticipation was fucking incredible, like endless foreplay. He didn’t even know if he was turned on or comatose, but he knew he didn’t want it to end.

Jackson laughed and let his fingers linger for a moment in that sensitive spot at the top of Mitch’s neck. He’d obviously picked up on how much that got Mitch off. 

“Ever had a massage before?”

“No, but I see a lot of them in my future. Just have to figure out how I’m going to avoid springing a boner, because you know I’m going to be remembering this every time I get on a massage table for the rest of my life.”

“Sometimes guys do get erections on the table,” Jackson said. “That’s why having a male massage therapist makes straight guys nervous. But it’s nothing sexual. It’s just blood moving around.” He shifted his hands to Mitch’s left side and started working his trapezius in a way that had Mitch moaning again.

“Trust me, you’re doing a lot more than moving blood around. Or anyway, it’s all moving to the same spot.” He rocked his hips again as another moan slipped from his mouth. 

Earlier, Jackson’s hands had been gentle, gliding unresistingly over his skin, but now those strong forearms came into play. It was almost painful the way Jackson dug deeply into the area under his shoulder blades, but painful in the best possible way, like Jackson was unwinding tension he hadn’t even known he had.

He’d known he was stressed about seeing his parents again, of course, but he hadn’t realized he carried the stress in his body in such a physical way. It was as though each worry about what would happen Christmas morning was represented by a painful knot and Jackson was finding each one and digging it slowly, cautiously out. All the fear and anger, all the hassles of a day at the mall, fell away beneath Jackson’s hands.

And it probably shouldn’t be so arousing, because he knew Jackson’s ministrations were more medical than erotic, but he’d had Jackson’s cock in his mouth, which had made his own cock hard, and the beast didn’t want to go back down again, not with a heady combination of memory and anticipation working at him. The guy touching him was naked and gorgeous and his hands were strong and warm and he smelled like honeysuckle and fresh skin. The combo was irresistibly erotic.

Jackson would make an excellent friend with benefits, because man—these benefits. He’d said he wasn’t looking for a long term relationship, but short term didn’t have to be limited to a single night, did it?

As Mitch pondered possible future sessions on Jackson’s table, Jackson moved down and uncovered one of his legs. He tucked the sheet around it so that the cleft of Mitch’s ass remained covered, and worked his hands up Mitch’s calf, then thigh, then even higher. As Mitch wondered whether ass play was part of a standard massage, Jackson dug in and Mitch stopped wondering anything. Apparently he really liked having his ass cheek kneaded.

“Just so you know,” Jackson said, “what you’re doing right now is not appropriate massage-receiving behavior.”

Mitch tried to stop grinding down into the table, but didn’t succeed. “Do you do this to every guy on your table?”

“And the women too, but I don’t usually get this response.”

“Because you’re killing me,” Mitch said, rolling his hips even harder because he really couldn’t help it. Jackson’s hands were magic. “How much longer does this massage go on? I think I’ve changed my mind about waiting for my happy ending.”

“I at least have to do your other leg. Otherwise, you’ll be all imbalanced.” Jackson re-covered Mitch’s exposed leg and then moved around the table to uncover the other side.

“I think you can let my whole ass hang out. Under the circumstances.”

Jackson only hummed softly, but he made quick work of the second leg before settling his hands onto Mitch’s other cheek. He kneaded deeply, wringing out the same moans and motions on this side that he had on the other.

“You must sit all day,” he observed. “You carry a lot of tension here.”

“Tell me about it. It’s like you’re breaking down an iron cage I didn’t even know I had clamped around my ass, bar by bar. Is there going to be anything left of my ass when you’re done?”

“I promise it’ll still be there, just filled with happiness instead of tension.” Jackson re-covered his leg and then held the sheet down so it was tight across Mitch’s middle and told him to roll over. Mitch scooted carefully onto his back. His erection was pinned to his stomach by the sheet, making an obvious mound. 

 “I’m going to take the sheet off now, OK?”

“OK? How about about-fucking-time.”

“Hey, you asked for the massage first,” Jackson reminded him. He pulled the sheet slowly towards his side of the table, revealing Mitch’s cock inch by inch. Jackson’s cock was chubby again, Mitch noticed, but his own cock was way past chubby. Jackson dropped the sheet on the floor and pumped a couple of shots of oil into his hands. He rubbed them together, his eyes on his target. 

“I’m up here,” Mitch said drily.

Jackson laughed and raised his eyes to meet Mitch’s. “Shh,” he told him. “Be quiet and let me service you.” He put one hand under Mitch’s balls, cupping them as he stroked his thumb across their tops. With his other hand, he spread oil evenly over Mitch’s shaft. 

Mm, lube was OK, but oil was definitely better. It didn’t just reduce friction, it enhanced it, so that the slide of skin against skin was never dry or abrasive but every touch had twice the contact strength. Jackson’s hand clung to Mitch’s shaft with sensuous force.

He slid the hand that had been toying with Mitch’s balls lower, following Mitch’s perineum to find his sphincter. He circled it with an oily finger, asking permission. Mitch consciously relaxed and Jackson pressed inside and squirmed around until he found Mitch’s prostate.

Mitch squealed, his hips rolling against Jackson’s opposing hands—grinding his ass against Jackson’s fingers, thrusting his cock into Jackson’s fist, trying to set a faster rhythm. 

“Not got such a smart mouth now, do you?”

“Fuck you,” Mitch said, trying to give Jackson’s sass back to him but only succeeding in sounding breathless and needy.

“I’ve got you,” Jackson said. “I’ve got everything you need.” 

“Yeah,” Mitch agreed, though he wasn’t exactly sure what he was agreeing with. “Yes, yes.”

“Right there?” Jackson asked.

And Mitch squealed yes one last time as he came with a cry forced through clenched teeth. Shots of come splashed over Jackson’s wrist, mixing with the oil to form a creamy, sloshy slide as Jackson stroked him through his climax.

When Mitch’s hips settled back onto the table, Jackson pulled his fingers free of Mitch’s ass and gave his own cock a few tugs before erupting and adding to the mess on Mitch’s stomach.

Mitch blew out a deep exhale. “Phew. How much do I owe you?”

Jackson laughed as his eyes drifted over the splotches of white decorating his table. “I’m going to have to disinfect the whole place. Worth it though.” He fetched a paper towel and wiped his hands off, then mopped up Mitch’s stomach for him. “I should do your front.”

“You just did my front.”

“There's more to your front than your dick, you perv. Let me do your pecs and quads at least. If you've got time.”

“I've got time, if you don't mind.”

“I definitely don’t mind putting my hands on you, but let me wash them first.” He stepped over to the counter and turned on the water.

“It was my own come,” Mitch observed. It wasn’t going to poison him.

“I’m still not smearing it all over you. Professional standards. Here, get comfortable again.”

“I’m so beyond comfortable,” Mitch said as Jackson tucked him back under the sheet from mid-chest down.

“You ever had a foot rub?”

Did he want his feet rubbed? His feet were probably smelly after walking around the mall all afternoon. But hell, Jackson had just soaked his hands in Mitch’s come. “No?”

“Don’t sound so scared. You’re going to love it.” 

Mitch hadn’t known Jackson long, but he was already willing to trust him when it came to knowing what would feel good. Jackson started at the top of his body though, digging his thumbs into his shoulders with those talented, tenacious fingers and finding more tension when Mitch would’ve sworn there couldn’t be any left, not with how sapped he felt. He groaned with a mix of agony and relief when Jackson hit one of those curdled spots of tension.

“You’re a mess of knots.”

“Is that bad?”

“Does it feel good?”

“You working on them feels good. I had no idea.”

“I know. Men. We walk around all balled up like a clenched fist and don’t even realize there’s another way.” He trailed his hands over Mitch’s chest to start working on his pecs. Mitch’s nipples perked up to meet him, even though his cock was still napping. Jackson leaned over and licked one. “OK, blech. That was a mouthful of massage oil.”

Mitch laughed. He tilted back his head and said, “Kiss me,” and Jackson leaned down and shared the taste of massage oil with him. “You’re right. Smells better than it tastes.”

“If I’d thought about it, I’d have known better.”

“Never been tempted to lick one of your client’s nipples before?”

“Definitely not.”

“Not even your ex-boyfriend?”

Jackson made a noncommittal noise of disgust. 

“Really?” Mitch turned over the hand Jackson was massaging and wrapped their hands together. “You were here, he was here, your massage table was here. Why wouldn’t you?”

“He had a jealousy problem with it already—like, he thought I really was giving guys handjobs. I wasn’t going to do anything to confirm that for him. This is professional space.” Jackson removed his hand from Mitch’s and waved it at the table. “I’m a massage therapist, not a sex worker.” He walked around to the other side of the table and started in on Mitch’s other arm, but his touch felt harsher now, like he was going through motions he didn’t mean.

“Hey.” Mitch raised himself up on his elbows and forced Jackson to meet his eyes. “Should we not have done this? I didn’t mean to besmirch your space.”

Jackson pushed on his chest until he laid back down and then picked up his arm again. “It’s OK. I enjoyed it. And it’s not like I have to worry about what you think about me, right? This is just a one-time thing.”

“Yeah, sure,” Mitch agreed. “A one-time thing.” 

Did Jackson mean the massage was a one-time thing, which was fine—much as Mitch was enjoying it, he understood this was Jackson’s career and not what he wanted to spend his evenings doing—or did he mean them fucking around was a one-time thing? Had he already been written off when it came to a repeat? They seemed to be having a good time.

“I shouldn’t have brought it up,” Jackson said. “Now you’re all tense again. My ex was an ass, but you’re not, OK?” He leaned down and kissed Mitch once on the mouth, lingering for a moment. “Go back to your happy place. Let me take you there.”

Mitch smiled up at Jackson’s concerned expression. Such a sweet guy, so gorgeous and warm. This should definitely not be a one-time thing.







  
 

 Chapter 4     Jackson 

By the time Jackson finished rubbing Mitch’s feet, Mitch was asleep. If he'd been in Jackson's bed, Jackson would have left him there and crawled in next to him, but that cuddle instinct of his was what always got him in trouble. Next he'd be suggesting they spend the day together tomorrow and then inviting him home for Christmas and introducing him to his parents as his fiancé. 

He brushed his fingers through Mitch’s close-cropped hair, starting a slow head massage to bring him to alertness. 

“You trying to turn me on?” Mitch asked when his eyes blinked open. He followed the question with a low murmur of appreciation.

Jackson’s clients weren’t normally so vocal, which was probably just as well. “I was trying to wake you up.”

“Same thing.” Mitch smiled up at him. “I suppose I should get going.”

Jackson nodded and removed his hands from Mitch’s scalp. He took off his holster and put his pants and shirt back on, amused by how comfortable he'd been massaging Mitch in the nude. 

Mitch’s muscles weren’t bulky, but they were long and firm and felt familiar, like he’d been waiting to touch Mitch all his life, and Jackson’s massage awareness—that sixth sense that told him what lay beneath the skin, but which he’d never tried to apply to a handjob before—had documented every pulse of blood, every ridge and vein, every spot that signaled extra sensation.  If he had a guy like Mitch in his life, he’d give him a massage or a handjob, or both, every day.

No, don’t, he reminded himself. Don’t go down that road. This was a one-time thing. But it sure felt good. 

He opened the door to the room and leaned in the doorway, torn between wanting to get a last glimpse of Mitch’s body as it disappeared behind his clothes and feeling like he ought to give the guy a little privacy. 

When Mitch was dressed, they tromped down the stairs together and Jackson walked him over to the door where Mitch zipped himself back into that oversized coat that hid his delectable frame.

“Are we allowed to see each other again?” he asked, breaking the uncomfortable silence that had settled between them.

“Oh.” Jackson was caught off guard. He definitely wanted to see Mitch again. How could that be wrong?

“Do you need to call and ask someone?” Mitch teased. “You look like you're thinking about this really hard. I mean, if you'd rather not ...”

Jackson shook his head quickly. “I do. Want to see you again, I mean, not that I need to call someone. I don't need to call anyone.”

“It's not a relationship,” Mitch said, “just that friends with benefits thing I was talking about before. I like you.”

“I like you too.”

“So we're friends. And that was one hell of a benefit, and I don't just mean the massage.” Mitch winked. He had an adorable winky face, somewhere between a sex god and a mischievous boy. Jackson wanted to see it every day. 

And there he went again.

Mitch pulled out his phone and texted his number to Jackson, then leaned in for a last kiss.

“So I'll see you?”

“Yeah,” Jackson agreed. “I'll see you.”

Mitch opened the door and came to an abrupt stop. “Was it supposed to do this tonight?”

Jackson peeped out from behind him to see a steady fall of snow landing on top of an accumulation of a couple of inches. “Not that I'd heard.”

“Good old Connecticut. Oh, well. Looks like a white Christmas at least.” Mitch stepped forward, but Jackson tugged him back.

“Stay.” He put his arms around Mitch from behind, sheltering into the warmth of his coat against the chilly blast of snow coming in through the door. Mitch shut the door and turned in Jackson's arms.

“Are you sure?”

OK, jumping straight into sleepovers was one of his bad habits, but this was a special circumstance, right? He was sure Carolyn would issue him a dispensation if he asked.

“Stay,” he repeated. “We'll do Netflix and chill, except it's going to have to be all Netflix because I don't think I've got any chill left in me.”

“Hey, I only came once. Let's not rule anything out.”

“Fair point. And I didn’t get to taste your cock. Maybe we should remedy that.”

“It’s coated in oil. You remember how that tasted, right? Actually, I’m covered in oil head to toe. If I’m staying, would it be possible for me to …?” Mitch gave Jackson a sheepish look so adorable it had Jackson leaning in to kiss him again, almost not realizing he was being asked a question or what the question was.

“Oh, sure,” he said, straightening quickly in embarrassment. “You should take a shower. You’d be more comfortable.” He brought Mitch upstairs and got him a towel out of the cupboard and a pair of pajama bottoms and a t-shirt from his dresser.

“Good taste,” Mitch said in reference to the Red Sox logo gracing the shirt.

“Those bottoms might be too short for you.”

“And I’m going to swim in your t-shirt, muscle man, but I’ve gotta like the way those muscles work.” He swatted Jackson on the ass playfully and stepped into the bathroom, casting a glance behind him like he was inviting Jackson in to join him. Jackson lingered irresolutely before shutting the door from the outside. Showering together would be too intimate, wouldn’t it?

And speaking of intimate, where was Mitch going to sleep? There was only the one bed and Mitch was too tall to be comfortable on the couch. Jackson could sleep on couch himself, but he wouldn’t mind sleeping with Mitch either. If he was being honest, that was what he’d been envisioning when he’d asked Mitch to stay. He loved having a body next to him in bed. 

With the snow outside making everything quiet and soft and a long, lean man warm beside him? That was the right way to spend the night before the night before Christmas.

After a few moments, he realized that lurking outside the bathroom door while Mitch showered was even weirder than showering with him. He went downstairs to his kitchen to see what he had on hand since he hadn’t planned on a guest tonight. There was most of a six pack of Sam Adams Winter Lager plus a few cans of Coors Light that had been sitting in the vegetable crisper since the last time he and Denzel had thrown a party. 

He had plenty of stuff on hand for breakfast. He made himself a full breakfast every morning, never being due in until ten or eleven and knowing he’d be lucky to grab a sandwich during his shift, but there was nothing remotely snack-like he could serve. He tore through his cupboards, alarmed at his short-sightedness. How could he not even have a bag of microwave popcorn? And why was he getting so worked up about this? Mitch was a stranger, an unexpected guest. Jackson did not have to go out of his way to please him.

He was jumping in too fast again, wasn’t he? He should have let Mitch drive home. This was Connecticut. Any adult knew how to drive through a few inches of snow, and Mitch had followed him here in a little SUV thing. It probably handled great. He’d let the temptation of a few hours of company and a lump on the other side of the bed lure him into a mistake. 

Should he tell Mitch to leave, after all? But he’d already invited him to stay.

He called Carolyn. 

“What’s wrong?” she asked, without even saying hello.

“What makes you think something’s wrong?”

“It’s after ten o’clock.”

He checked the microwave clock. Shit. So it was. “Sorry.”

“It’s OK. I was up.” She sounded sleepy though, Jackson realized. He shouldn’t have bothered her. “So what’s up?”

“There’s a man in my shower.”

“Like you came home from work and there was a random guy in your shower?”

“No, not a random guy. It’s a long story, but I brought him home to, uh …”

“Have sex with him?”

“Yeah.”

“And did you?”

“Yeah.” He sighed, remembering it. That had been good sex.

“And now you want him out of there and you can’t figure out how to get him to leave?”

“No, I don’t want him out of here. I mean, I didn’t plan for him to stay, but then, you know. It’s snowing.”

“It is?” 

In the background, Jackson heard rustling sounds and then the clink of metal blinds being raised.

“Huh,” Carolyn said. “It is. Was that supposed to happen?”

“I don’t think so. Anyway, I didn’t want to send him home in the snow.”

“Jackson.”

He knew what Carolyn was thinking. She was thinking the same thing he’d just thought. The snow was only an excuse.

“It would be rude,” he argued. “It’s just for a night.”

“It’s not like you need my permission,” she said in a way that meant she wasn’t giving him her permission. 

Carolyn had been his best friend since he’d met her in freshman English where she’d flirted with him so relentlessly that he’d finally blurted out that he was gay, making Carolyn the first person he’d ever come out to. She’d promptly changed direction, knighting him her insta-BFF instead of her insta-boyfriend, and she was a great best friend, but she had opinions on pretty much everything and she tended to give them to him. 

According to Carolyn, Jackson liked that about her. He was the youngest child, accustomed to being bossed around (so she reasoned) and he intentionally sought out authority figures. 

She was wrong, though. Jackson liked a lot of things about Carolyn, but not that. Still, he had a habit of not objecting to hearing her opinions and maybe she was right that he had a habit of populating his life with people who spouted off too many of them.

Denzel had been full of ideas about how Jackson could expand his massage clientele until the day he’d come home as Jackson was ushering out a client. The client had been gay in a pretty obvious way and yes, he’d been flirting with Jackson, which was something clients sometimes did because they associated how good a massage felt with the person who’d given it to them. It was called transference and Jackson knew how to handle it—there’d been a whole section on it in his ethics class—but Denzel had immediately jumped to the conclusion that Jackson was sexing his clients up and nothing Jackson could say or do ever got the idea out of his head again. 

Jackson had stopped seeing clients at home, but even that hadn’t been enough for Denzel. Six months later Denzel had moved out and only a month after that, Jackson really had sexed someone up on his massage table. Not a client, but still. Maybe Denzel had had a right to be nervous and maybe Jackson should have tried harder to compromise. Maybe they could’ve worked things out. 

Except, he’d have had a boyfriend but he wouldn’t have had his career, and he wanted both.

Carolyn had encouraged him to stand firm against Denzel’s pressure to stop giving massages and transition into management instead. She’d never liked Denzel to begin with and she was rarely wrong, which was why it was easier most of the time to go along with her. She was probably right about him needing to take an intimacy break too. 

So he wouldn’t jump into a relationship with Mitch—that was decided—but he wasn’t going to kick him out in the snow either. Talking to Carolyn had made him realize how ridiculous it was for a grown man to seek out someone else’s approval to have an overnight guest. 

“You don’t have to worry,” he told Carolyn firmly. “I’m not getting involved. It’s just for tonight.”

He shut the door to the cabinet he’d been rummaging through—not only did he not need Carolyn’s approval, but Mitch could be satisfied with whatever food Jackson had on hand—and turned to find Mitch watching him.

“I’ve got to go,” he said into the phone. He disconnected the call before she could argue with him.

“Should I leave?” Mitch asked. “I’m sure I can make it home. It’s just a few inches.”

“No, don’t go. I’m sorry you heard that. It’s nothing to do with you.”

“It sounded like it’s something to do with me. You want to explain it to me?”

Jackson sighed. He didn’t want to explain it because Mitch would have a different opinion than Carolyn. Or the same one. It didn’t really matter. Either way, Mitch would have an opinion and Jackson would be forced to agree with it or argue with it. 

Mitch looked scrumptious in Jackson’s plaid flannel pajama bottoms. They were so loose around his waist that they drooped way down his hips, low enough that Jackson caught a hint of pubic hair, low enough that his ankles didn’t stick out after all, and the red shirt brought out the warmth of his brown eyes, which were still smiling somehow. 

Jackson didn’t want to argue. He wanted to put his mouth on Mitch’s dick like they’d been talking about.

“You said it would be OK if we saw each other again sometime,” Mitch reminded him.

“Yeah, I just wasn’t expecting sometime to be immediately. My friend Carolyn’s afraid I’ll ask you to move in with me.”

Mitch shook his head. “I don’t want to move in with you.”

“Well, neither did Denzel.” 

But that hadn’t stopped Jackson from forcing the issue. Looking back, he could see that Carolyn was right. There’d been red flags even before that incident with his client that should have warned him Denzel wasn’t a good fit. He’d just wanted to fit somewhere, which made him his own worst enemy.

“So this is more about Denzel than me,” Mitch said, and his expression flickered with relief. Jackson was really the worst host ever, making his guest feel like an intruder.

“Yeah, me and Denzel.”

“So we can see each other again, right? Friends with benefits?” Mitch looked so hopeful, there was no way Jackson could say no. He didn’t even want to.

“I’d like that.”

“Is that going to be OK with Carolyn?” Mitch asked, but he stalked towards Jackson in a sexually predative way as he said it, making it clear he was only teasing. Jackson stood his ground as Mitch pushed right up against him, thinking that he might be able to manage a third time after all.

“Let’s not worry about what Carolyn thinks,” he said.

“That’s pretty easy for me to do, since I don’t even know Carolyn. I’m worried about what you think though.” Mitch pulled back a little, putting some space between them. Jackson yanked him forward.

“I think you look really hot in my pajamas. So hot, I’m thinking I want to take them off you.”

“Then let’s do that,” Mitch agreed. His mouth lowered onto Jackson’s and Jackson went with it. Who cared what Carolyn thought? Mitch had left the choice up to him, and this was what he chose.







  
 

 Chapter 5     Mitch 

Mitch woke up to the sensation of warm breath against his neck, which was a first. 

He’d fallen asleep—well, more like crashed—with guys before, but it had never been intentional and at some point during the night they’d always separated to their respective beds. Last night had been intentional, falling asleep here with the awareness that he’d wake up here and yep, here he still was, in Jackson’s bed with Jackson sprawled all over him.

Last night, after Jackson had given him another earth-shattering orgasm—right there in the kitchen with his borrowed pajama pants down around his ankles—they’d each grabbed a beer from the refrigerator and brought them into the living room to watch Sports Center. Mitch had dropped onto the couch first and Jackson had seated himself about as far away as he could get, like they were two dude bros who hadn’t just gotten naked together. The distance had made Mitch wonder if he should have insisted on driving home after all. Jackson seemed to have some kind of internal conflict going, and he didn’t want to add to it. 

But when Sports Center ended and Mitch followed Jackson back upstairs to his bedroom, Jackson had ducked under the covers and said, “I have to warn you I’m an aggressive cuddler” with a smile so welcoming, Mitch had climbed in after him without a second thought. 

And Jackson had been right. He’d cuddled Mitch half to death the entire night. Mitch thought he probably liked being snuggled—it had definitely kept him warm and he’d slept pretty well for being in a strange bed with a mostly-strange man—but right then he needed to use the bathroom, so he shifted out from under Jackson as gently as possible in an attempt to escape without waking him.

He knew he’d failed at that when Jackson’s breathing changed and his eyelids fluttered open.

“Sorry,” he said in response to the sleepy pout Jackson gave him when he caught Mitch half out of bed. “I’m not going anywhere. I just have to pee.”

The sleepy pout turned into a sleepy smile and Jackson snuggled into the pillow Mitch had just vacated like it was an acceptable substitute. Mitch lingered to look at him, realizing just how good looking he was. His eyes were so blue they dominated his face when they were open but with them closed, Mitch could appreciate the gorgeous, smoothly-rugged symmetry of his features, covered now in morning fuzz. He’d have stood there appreciating them longer, but he really did have to pee, so he stepped into Jackson’s bathroom and relieved himself, then washed his hands and face and used his finger and some toothpaste to do something about his morning breath.

He regarded himself in the mirror, well aware that he was far from being as stunning as Jackson. Why Jackson should have any trouble getting someone to commit to him was a mystery to Mitch. He wasn’t about to propose to the guy, but it wasn’t hard to imagine doing it either. Sapphire-blue eyes, free massages, above-average blowjob technique and that eager-to-please demeanor Jackson had, like making Mitch happy was important to him, even though he barely knew Mitch—it all combined to make a seemingly-perfect package. Denzel must have been a special sort of idiot to have walked away.

Back in Jackson’s bedroom, he went over to the window and separated a couple of the slats on Jackson’s mini-blinds to get a peek outside.

“How’s it look?” Jackson asked. He stepped up behind Mitch and pressed a warm kiss into the back of his neck. It reminded Mitch of how Jackson had just about melted last night when Mitch had kissed him there. 

“Six inches, maybe.”

“Shit.” Jackson used the cord to pull the blinds all the way up. The light bouncing off the thick blanket of snow was blinding and he quickly lowered them back down. “Too early to deal with that,” he said. He wrapped his arms around Mitch’s waist again and Mitch turned in the circle of his arms and gave him a brief good morning kiss.

“I know,” Jackson said. “I haven’t brushed my teeth yet. Give me a minute.”

Mitch wandered back over to the bed, wondering if he should get into it or find his clothes and get dressed. 

“Back in bed,” Jackson said, streaking past him to dive-bomb the covers. He held up one side of them, urging Mitch to crawl in with him. The condo wasn’t cold, despite the snow piled up outside, but that didn’t stop the bed from being tempting.

What the hell, Mitch figured. If there was an invitation, he’d accept it.

“What do you want to do?” Jackson asked, and the way he pressed his body up against Mitch’s made it clear what kind of what he was talking about. He was morning chubby and smelled bedlicious and Mitch figured this was as good a time as any to put that knowledge about his sweet spot to good use, so he leaned in and nudged at the space behind Jackson’s ear with his nose.

“Good choice,” Jackson said, his hands tight around Mitch’s biceps and his dick perking right up, “but let’s talk overall strategy.”

Mitch pulled back a little. “What are you aiming for?”

“Um.” Jackson looked away, all adorable shyness now.

“What? You can tell me.” He leaned in again and spent a few minutes licking and sucking at Jackson’s earlobe until he was breathing like a steam engine against Mitch’s cheek. There was only one thing, in his experience, that got guys like Jackson—guys who weren’t obvious bottoms—this twitchy. “You want to get railed, pretty thing?”

Jackson laughed, but he also pushed his hips up against Mitch’s and there was no question they were both pretty hard.

“If you’re into it,” Jackson said. “It’s OK if you’re not,” he added quickly. “It’s just been a while. For reasons.”

“Been a while for me too. Also for reasons.” Mitch’s reasons were that his most regular fuck buddy didn’t swing that way and he didn’t go out chasing guys specifically with that end in mind, but he was definitely on board when the opportunity arose. He figured Jackson’s reasons had something to do with the ex. “Are you always a bottom?”

“I don’t have to be. If you’d rather—”

“Hey, don’t. That was a question for possible future usage, not a way to derail the moment. You asked for something, and I’m going to give it to you.”

“Yeah?”

“Oh yeah. With bells on. Sleigh bells, even.” As he used Jackson’s lube to work him open, he couldn’t help singing, “Here comes, Santa Claus, here comes Santa Claus,” under his breath.

“Oh my God, stop. That’s so not sexy.”

“Right down Santa Claus lane,” Mitch told him with mock earnestness. “Ready?” He waited for Jackson to stop giggling and nod before he guided his condom-covered cock between Jackson’s legs and nudged the head of it up against his hole. He dipped just the tip in, letting it settle there as he leaned forward to tongue at Jackson’s jewelry. Those nipple rings were so fucking hot. “You know you’re a beautiful thing to wake up to?”

Jackson sucked a breath in and his eyes got bright. “You can push if you want,” he said. Mitch had the feeling that wasn’t what he meant, but he finished sliding his cock inside the gorgeous hunk of man beneath him.

“OK?”

“Really good.”

“Good.” He shifted back onto his knees and pushed Jackson’s legs way up and started an easy rhythm. He knew he could make this quick, given how tight his balls already were, but it was morning and the snow outside the window said there was no hurry leaving the house and the view for sure didn’t suck—Jackson, heavy lids half-covering the eyes that shone an even brighter blue for being damp, his hand on his cock and all the glorious muscles of his forearm tight from his grip on it, his mouth open and slack with pleasure.

“I’d almost forgotten,” Jackson mumbled, and his back arched up and his fingers closed tighter around his dick and his eyes slumped the rest of the way shut. “Mm, don’t stop.”

“Could do this all day,” Mitch answered him, even as he became aware that he couldn’t. It was all too good—how deep Jackson fell into pleasure, how firmly his legs wrapped around Mitch’s back, how perfectly they moved together: Mitch pulling back as Jackson arched up, that breathless moment of near separation, and then the glorious friction as he re-sheathed himself into Jackson’s welcoming body. 

He found himself moving faster, almost against his will, pushing harder on Jackson’s knees to leverage his hips up higher so he could get a longer, clearer thrust, and then Jackson made a sound of surprise, like he hadn’t known orgasm was the end result of all this motion, and come pumped out of his cock, splattering his stomach in milky streaks.

That was all the permission Mitch needed to let his own orgasm overtake him. Jackson opened his eyes again as Mitch made a few last desperate thrusts, the eye contact heightening Mitch’s pleasure. His own eyes felt like they might pop out of his head as he tried to take it all in while spasms of pleasure rushed through him.

“Good?” He let Jackson’s legs drop and slumped down on top of him. His forehead hit the pillow Jackson’s head rested on. Jackson’s mouth pressed into his neck. He’d feel bad about his weight except Jackson probably weighed more. He was so solid, so perfectly round where he ought to be round, all flat where he ought to be flat. 

“Super good. Merry Christmas Eve, by the way. Nice way to ring the holiday in.”

“Mm,” Mitch agreed. He pulled out and flopped over onto his back. He tugged on the condom, not really ready to get up and deal with it yet.

“I’ve got it.” Jackson jumped to his feet like all Mitch’s best plowing hadn’t even fazed him and took the condom and came back to run a damp cloth over his stomach. “What are you up to tonight? Going over to your parents’?”

“No, I wasn’t invited.”

“Your family doesn’t do Christmas Eve or you really weren’t invited?”

Mitch thought about Christmas Eves past, about his father reading ’Twas the Night Before Christmas to whichever kids were still young enough to believe in Santa while the rest of them lurked nearby as if they weren’t every bit as interested. Cocoa with marshmallows, Christmas cookies that grew increasingly well-decorated as their childish hands gained dexterity, Frank Sinatra’s Christmas album playing on the hi-fi. Each child would be allowed to open one present—which present would inevitably turn out to be a pair of pajamas. 

None of his brothers and sisters were young enough to believe in Santa anymore, but Mitch knew his family would be together tonight.

“Not invited,” he said shortly.

“That sounds rough.”

“Yeah.”

“You’re going over there tomorrow though, right? You were shopping for your kid sister.”

“Yeah, tomorrow’s a big reunion, or a trial, or something. Prodigal son returns. Whatever.”

Jackson stopped swabbing at his stomach and threw the cloth into a hamper. “Come downstairs and tell me about it while I make you some breakfast.”

“I should get out of your hair.”

“Give them an hour to clean the roads up. You’re here. Eat breakfast.”

So Mitch found himself tromping downstairs, re-dressed in Jackson’s pajamas, his bare feet following Jackson’s bare feet and his eyes firmly glued to the magic of Jackson’s ass in pajama bottoms, letting Jackson feed him even though Jackson had already given him a handjob, a blowjob, a massage, and the best sex he’d had in … well, maybe ever if he was keeping score. There’d just been something so Good Morning about it, so Christmas Eve, so familiar and right.

He was happy to spend a little more time in Jackson’s cheery condo, but not as sure that he wanted to tell Jackson about going home to see his family tomorrow. The evening before, and this morning’s activities, had been a nice diversion from the anxiety that arose every time he thought about it. And it wasn’t like he hadn’t talked about it with anyone. He felt like he’d talked about it with everyone, and the more he talked, the less he knew what he wanted to do. 

“Sit,” Jackson said, motioning to the breakfast bar in his kitchen. “I’ll get you some coffee.”

“You don’t have to wait on me.”

“I’ve got one of those pod things. It takes like a minute.”

Sure enough, a few minutes later there was a fresh mug of coffee in front of Mitch. He sank his face into it, letting the steam wash over him, enjoying the aroma and waiting for Jackson’s inquisition, but Jackson, after making himself a cup of coffee, took to rummaging around in the refrigerator and then started cracking eggs into a glass bowl, all the while humming “Here comes Santa Claus.”

“You’ve got that song stuck in my head now,” he accused, pointing a spatula at Mitch. “I’m never going to hear it again without having dirty thoughts.”

“Dirty thoughts are what I’m good for,” Mitch agreed. He didn’t want to spoil the light mood by rehashing his family situation, but Jackson didn’t let him off the hook that easy. He slid a plate full of scrambled eggs in front of Mitch, took a seat across from him with his own plate, and said, “Spill. How come you’re persona non grata at your family’s Christmas Eve get-together?”

“Guess.”

“Because you’re gay?”

“Right the first time. My family’s Catholic—pretty seriously so, not just in name only. I came out to them about a year and a half ago, after the Supreme Court decision legalizing gay marriage. It was already legal here in Connecticut so maybe it shouldn’t have meant so much to me, but it meant a lot.”

Jackson nodded. He was digging into his own plate of eggs, but Mitch put down his fork. He couldn’t tell this story and stomach food at the same time.

“See, I had this idea that the Supreme Court decision settled it. Everyone would get used to us. The end. So I came out. I mean, out to my parents. I was already out at school, and my brother Mark knew from a combination of guessing and me not bothering to hide, but to my parents and the rest of my brothers and sisters, it was news.”

“How many brothers and sisters do you have?”

“Six.”

“Six?” Jackson squawked. “There are seven of you.”

“Catholic, remember?”

“Wow, you weren’t kidding about them being seriously Catholic. What did growing up gay and Catholic do to your self-image?”

“Meh. It wasn’t as bad as you’d think. The Catholic church isn’t pro-homosexuality, for sure, but they’re not like the evangelicals. They don’t harp on it from the pulpit, at least our church didn’t. I figured it was like divorce—you’re not supposed to do it, but everyone does. The church is too rigid to acknowledge the new norm, but wink-wink, nudge-nudge, right?”

“But that’s not how it went,” Jackson guessed.

It hadn’t been bad, not right off. His parents had been stunned, but most of his siblings had shrugged it off and they might have settled into a don’t ask, don’t tell truce if it hadn’t been for the damned clerk down in Kentucky and all the furor over marriage licenses. 

“We couldn’t talk about it rationally,” he told Jackson. “My parents acted like I personally was forcing them to issue marriage licenses themselves. And it pissed me off that they were choosing to support her when I was their son. Some stranger down in Kentucky was the martyr of their generation and I was one of the thorns in her side.”

“Wow.” Jackson shook his head. “She was just the catalyst though. If not her, then something else. Don’t ask, don’t tell never works because it means you can’t be you.”

“Exactly.” 

There’d never been an out-and-out argument, an obvious parting of the ways. There’d just been less and less they could say around each other to avoid the inevitable blowout, until communication ceased entirely. Mitch had passed on Thanksgiving at his aunt’s. Spending time with his nuclear family had become so uncomfortable, he couldn’t imagine the cold shoulder he’d get from his extended family. 

No one had missed him.

“My mother sent word through my sister Elizabeth that it would be best if I didn’t show up for Christmas either. I haven’t seen my parents since.” He frowned into his coffee cup before saying the part that hurt the worst. “I graduated from UCONN in May and they didn’t come. All that work, the biggest thing I’d ever accomplished in my life, nothing to do with my sexuality, and they didn’t come.”

“Ouch. Did they cut you off financially?” 

“I’m the oldest of seven. They were never supporting me financially to begin with. I have a truckload of student loans, but not because I came out.”

“Well, that’s good, I guess. Not the loans, but …”

“Yeah.” Nice silver lining. 

“You should eat,” Jackson said, as if suddenly realizing how much the conversation hurt. “Your eggs are probably cold. You want me to microwave them? I can make a fresh batch.”

“They’re fine.” Mitch picked up his fork resolutely and shoveled eggs into his mouth. The eggs were actually quite good—more than just eggs. Jackson had seasoned them with fresh herbs and they had a creamy texture to them. Even cold, they were good. He finished them, then took a last sip of his coffee. “I should get out of your hair. You have plans tonight?”

“Friends coming over later. My family doesn’t do Christmas Eve now that my siblings have kids, so I host a lost-souls thing. Appetizers, games, some festive cocktails. I need to do some grocery shopping and get to the liquor store before it closes, but the roads will be fine later, right?”

“Sure, it’s Connecticut. In another hour we’ll have forgotten this happened.”

“Exactly. No sense in you leaving now. Give the plows a chance to come through, have another cup of coffee.”

Mitch eyed him speculatively. “If you’re sure …” The mixed messages Jackson sent him had him a little dizzy. Did Jackson want him there or not?

“Actually, you could help me with something.”

“Yeah?” Mitch perked up. 

“How do you feel about a little Christmas decorating?”

“Bring it on.”







  
 

 Chapter 6     Jackson 

Jackson surveyed his completely decoration-free living room like he was seeing it for the first time. He was a nester. Wherever he’d lived, no matter how small the apartment or how many roommates he’d shared it with, he’d always decorated for Christmas. When he and Denzel had moved into the condo in January, he’d trolled the after-Christmas sales to make sure he’d have enough decorations to fill the bigger space this year. He’d even put some of them out, despite Christmas being over, until Denzel had put the kibosh on that.

But this year, he just hadn’t been in a holiday mood, not with Denzel leaving a week before Thanksgiving and with all the tension that had led up to his moving out. Truth was, if Carolyn and some of his other friends hadn’t assumed he’d do the usual Christmas Eve bash, he’d probably have cancelled. But he hated letting people down and so they’d be coming over later tonight and he hadn’t even started decorating.

“Looks like we’ve got our work cut out for us,” Mitch observed.

“You don’t have to—”

“What? No. I want to. Last year it was like Christmas didn’t even happen. I mean, it happened out there. Everywhere I went, there was Christmas, right in my face, but it didn’t happen in here, you know?” He tapped his chest. “And this year … I have no idea what to expect tomorrow.”

Jackson’s heart thumped with sympathy. He was so lucky his own family had never had a problem with his sexuality. He couldn’t imagine not being welcome for Christmas. If Mitch needed to do some decorating to get in the holiday spirit, Jackson had plenty of decorations for him to do it with.

They pulled down his stack of boxes—more even than he’d remembered—from the little crawl space behind the closet in the master bedroom and dragged them downstairs. Mitch found a Christmas carol station on Pandora, then dove right in, flitting around the room with stuffed snowmen and fistfuls of tinsel, asking Jackson where this went or that went.

“It’s my first year here,” Jackson reminded him, “so it’s not like anything has a particular place. Put it wherever.”

“It’s your stuff, dude, and your house. Tell me where you want it.”

So, Jackson did, doing more directing than hands-on decorating, watching the room come to life around him, but he unpacked Sing-a-Long Santa himself. Sing-a-Long Santa knew seventy-five Christmas songs. If you started singing to it, it would pick up your cue and play the rest of the song, which of course meant that Mitch had to launch into “Here comes Santa Claus” every time he walked past it.

“They always did say Santa was a right gay old elf,” Mitch joked, giving the thing a pat on the head.

“Jolly old elf,” Jackson corrected.

“Gay, jolly.” Mitch shrugged. “Same thing. Although, come to think of it, Santa must be bi.”

“What?” Jackson laughed. Mitch made him laugh a lot.

“You know what the song says: Santa Claus loves all God’s children.”

“Oh my God, you can’t appropriate Santa Claus like he’s the Babadook.”

“Oh, can’t I?” Mitch did something not entirely appropriate with Sing-a-Long Santa so that Jackson had to go over and rescue him and put him back on the shelf with Mrs. Claus (which didn’t mean Santa couldn’t be bi) and their array of tiny reindeer. 

“If you think about it, though,” Mitch said, “good on Santa for loving all God’s children. It’s better than God does.”

Jackson didn’t want to see Mitch’s shoulders getting hard and set again, not when he’d been joking and dancing to Jingle Bell Rock a few moments ago.

“Tell me about your brothers and sisters,” he said, as a way of distraction. As Mitch ran through their names and ages, he tried to keep them straight, as though he’d ever need to know. There was Joseph, only thirteen months younger than Mitch—God help those Catholics—who was in construction and was married with a brand new baby.

“Who I haven’t seen yet,” Mitch said, getting momentarily sad again. “Joseph sided with my parents on this whole deal, but the next two—that would be my brother Mark who’s twenty-two and my sister Elizabeth who’s twenty—they’re on my side. Or, I suppose they’d probably like it best if they didn’t have to be on anyone’s side. I think it’s been hard on them. But they keep in touch with me and don’t judge me. I’ll bet they’re the reason I’ve been re-invited.”

“Then who?” Jackson asked, so Mitch wouldn’t dwell on that subject.

“Then there’s a gap. Lucas is sixteen.”

“Birth control?”

“Miscarriages.” Mitch made a face. 

Shit. Jackson was doing a lousy job of steering the conversation away from heavy topics.

“Maybe my mother’s body needed a break. Anyway, after Lucas comes Abel. He’s fourteen, and then Sondra who’s twelve, which is apparently too old for a Bright-Light Beauty Shoppe. And that’s it. So either they caved in and started using birth control after Sondra or my father hasn’t been laid in twelve years, which honestly would explain some things.”

Jackson quirked an eyebrow, wondering just how bad Mitch’s story got.

“Nah, nah,” Mitch said. “Nothing like that. He’s one of those gruff types who doesn’t talk about his feelings but he’s always there to fix the chain on your bicycle. He was a good father. They were both good. That was what made it so hard, so unexpected. I figured they’d roll with it, you know, because they loved me.”

“They do love you,” Jackson insisted, even though he’d never met them. Mitch was supremely lovable, a touching mix of silly and sincere.

“I think that does it,” Mitch said as he hopped down from the kitchen chair he’d been balanced on.

Jackson surveyed the room, which looked like a Wal-Mart Christmas display had thrown up on it. “Needs this.” He handed Mitch the star for the top of the tree, then closed the blinds on the slider out to the deck so they could admire the finished product without the glare of the sun bouncing off the melting snow.

He’d bought so many strands of lights on clearance that his six-foot artificial tree blazed like a runway, disguising the fact that he didn’t own enough ornaments. More strands of multi-colored lights wound over curtain rods, across book shelves, and around doorways.

“You don’t even need the overheads on,” Mitch observed. “Just have the party just like this.”

“It’s beautiful,” Jackson agreed. 

Mitch deserved a reward for all his hard work, so Jackson put in a frozen pizza and while it was cooking, he gave Mitch a blowjob. They ran out of time for Mitch to return the favor, but as soon as they’d swallowed the last bite of pizza, he did, sucking Jackson softly while College Day played in the background. Jackson knew he should get up and get on with the rest of what he needed to do, but he couldn’t bring himself to feel rushed.

“I can tell you something about parents I've learned from being the youngest kid,” he offered.

“Yeah?” Mitch had his head in Jackson’s lap, not sucking his dick anymore, just resting it there. He turned it up to look at Jackson. He was wearing nothing but pajama bottoms and Jackson was wearing nothing but a t-shirt, as though they were a couple from an old black-and-white movie splitting what was for some reason the only available pair of pajamas. 

“Parents have a lot of pressure on them these days to be perfect. You know—organic baby food, exclusive pre-schools, the whole Mommy Wars thing. So with the first kids, they control and poke and worry and mold, but eventually they figure out they can't do it. They can't control us. They can't change us.”

“Mine haven’t figured that out yet,” Mitch grumbled.

“Because you’re the oldest, so they’re still trying. It's not even just sexual orientation. We're born who we are. I’ve seen it with my nieces and nephews. They have these definite personalities before they can even talk, which my brother and sister are fighting all the time. Me, I'm the uncle, so I get to just appreciate them the way they are, and my parents know better now, like they knew by the time they got to me.”

“So you're saying if one of my younger siblings comes out, my parents will do better.”

“They'll do better for sure, and they're trying to do better with you now, right? Just because they're grown up doesn't mean they're done growing. Give them the gift of forgiveness this Christmas. Give them a chance.”

“I just want them to accept me.”

“Then accept them.”

“Oh, man,” Mitch protested. “That's rough, turning it back against me like that.”

“Karma's a bitch,” Jackson agreed. “Anyway, you can tell them they only have themselves to blame for you turning out gay.”

“Yeah, they'd love that.”

“No, really. Seven kids, right? Statistically, one of them was bound to be queer in some way.”

“Yeah, except I’m the firstborn. Wasn't there a study that said younger sons were more likely to be gay?”

“Well, that explains me.” Jackson reached over and ran his hand down Mitch’s bare chest, just in case there was any question about his gayness. He loved how flat it was—little dots of nipples on an otherwise smooth surface.

“All right,” Mitch protested. “Fair play—you haven’t told me anything about your family yet. It’s all been me, me, me. You’re the youngest of how many?”

“Three. I have one brother and one sister who each have one boy, one girl. We’re a very well-balanced family.” He told Mitch about his nieces and nephews, and especially about Allie who was five and would be very, very excited about the gift Mitch’s fast hands had snagged for her. He couldn’t wait to see her face when she opened it tomorrow. He loved all his nieces and nephews but he had a soft spot for Allie because she was the youngest, like him. 

Whatever she was doing, her cousins had done it first, and whatever she wanted, they probably already had. Except a Bright-Light Beauty Shoppe. That was all Allie—brand new and fresh, just for her. Her mother, Jackson’s sister, had told her the Beauty Shoppe wasn’t practical, that she’d be bored with it in five minutes and should ask Santa for something else, which was precisely why Jackson had bought it for her. Just because she was the youngest didn’t mean Allie didn’t know what she wanted.

“You want to have kids?” Mitch asked.

“Maybe.” Jackson looked back down at the man in his lap. “I definitely want the husband and the house and a dog.”

Mitch made a face at him.

“What, dog's no good?”

“Dogs are good, but a dog means a yard and I did enough yardwork as a kid to last a lifetime.”

“Tell you what, I promise to do all the yardwork.” Shit. There he was, doing the rushing thing again. First date, or hookup, whatever this was, and he was already dividing up the housework. “Sorry.”

“Hey.” Mitch jostled Jackson with his elbow. “We were just shooting the shit. I didn't take it the wrong way.”

Jackson smiled, but he couldn’t get his heart into it. He’d been so wrapped up in enjoying his time with Mitch that he hadn’t even thought about how inappropriate this all was—lounging around with him half-naked, giving family advice 

“Speaking of chores,” Mitch said, “do you need to shovel?”

“No, the condo takes care of that.”

“OK, but I don't mind. I kind of like shoveling. So I'll tell you what, you handle the yardwork and I'll take care of snow removal.”

Jackson's smile was more genuine that time, but it flattened out when Mitch stretched and rolled over, then pulled himself up into a seated position.

“I really should go. You have shopping to do and a party to get ready for.”

True. He stood up and grabbed his pajama bottoms from the floor, not bothering to put them back on. “Hey, you want a shower before you take off?”

Mitch waggled his eyebrows. “Together?”

Jackson laughed. Mitch couldn’t possibly be horny again, but the company would be nice. “Sure. Together. If you think you can keep your hands to yourself.”

Mitch didn’t keep his hands to himself, though it never turned into outright sex. How many times had they gotten off in the last twenty-four hours already? God, it almost made Jackson’s dick hurt to think of it. 

He liked having Mitch in the shower with him though—the graceful lines of his naked body, the grabby hands and quick kisses, and most of all the conversation, the way words and laughter bounced back and forth between them as they took turns ducking in and out of the shower spray, almost like they had practice at it.

He and Denzel used to shower together, but that had stopped shortly after they’d moved into the condo. Living together had changed their relationship. Denzel had grown more possessive, but less affectionate; more controlling, but less interested. Jackson liked being domesticated, but he could see now that Denzel had been uncomfortable from the get-go. It hadn’t been right for him, and if it wasn’t right for the man Jackson was with, it couldn’t be right for Jackson either, because he couldn’t make it right for the man he was with.

While he’d been talking to Mitch about forgiving his parents, a sliver of forgiveness for Denzel had opened in his own heart. Even if this thing with Mitch turned out to be a one-night stand, it’d been worth it. Healing. That feeling that he’d never find what he was looking for had lifted at some point in the last twenty-four hours. He wouldn’t rush it this time, but it was out there. Like a Bright-Light Beauty Shoppe, you just had to grab it and hold on.

He watched Mitch put back on the clothes he’d worn the night before while he dressed himself. 

“You heading out now?” Mitch asked as they walked downstairs together. “We might as well keep each other company while we clean off our cars.”

So they donned their outerwear, Jackson hunting up an extra pair of gloves because he remembered how cold Mitch’s hands had been the day before, and trooped out into the white Christmas they’d been unexpectedly given. 

Jackson scraped snow off the roof of his car, listening to Mitch humming that damn song while he did likewise. He’d only turned away for a moment when a snowball caught him right in the back of the neck. He raised an adult eyebrow at Mitch and found himself being tackled into the snowbank behind him.

“Just wanted to say goodbye,” Mitch said, pressing him deeper into the snow until the snowbank collapsed over both of them in a shower of flurries.

Jackson sputtered snow out. “Now I’m going to be wet.”

“You looked good wet.”

He couldn’t help smiling. It’d been a long time since he’d been complimented and Mitch just had a way of making him smile, so he used his bigger bulk to spin them over until it was Mitch’s body stretched out on the white expanse of his lawn and kissed him until he felt both their cocks perking up again. Which they didn’t have time for. He sighed and stood up and pulled Mitch to his feet. They both brushed themselves off and then Mitch gave him a rueful look.

“So, bye then, I guess. I have your number.”

“Yeah.”

Mitch kissed  him and turned to his car.

“Hey, wait,” Jackson said, before he could second guess himself. “You want to come tonight? I mean, you said you didn’t have anything to do. It’s just some friends, not any big thing. I usually try to cook something special, but—”

“Yes.” Mitch squeezed him until he stopped rambling. “I’d love to. If it’s OK?”

“It’s OK.” 

Jackson watched Mitch drive off on the freshly-plowed road that glistened in the afternoon sun. Carolyn might think it was too much, like he was introducing Mitch to his friends in an intentional way, but it was the right thing to do. The whole point of the party was to give people like Mitch a place to go on Christmas Eve. How could he not invite him?







  
 

 Chapter 7     Mitch 

Mitch hadn’t expected to be at the mall on Christmas Eve—that had been the whole point of doing his Christmas shopping the day before—but there he was, fighting his way through the parking lot, dodging circling cars and heavily-laden pedestrians, looking for a free space. He was there because he felt like he needed something special to wear to Jackson’s Christmas Eve party, not just to make a good impression on Jackson but because he’d no doubt be meeting the infamous Carolyn, the woman who had undue influence over Jackson’s love life. 

So he’d gone home from Jackson’s and rifled through his closet, rejecting everything in it, until he’d ended up back at the mall with the plan of buying something fancier, more attention-getting, more worthy of someone as good-looking and giving as Jackson, more likely to win the approval of a straight, female BFF. 

Whatever the fuck that was.

He huffed out a sigh of annoyance with himself and turned off the radio. Christmas carols weren’t as entertaining without Jackson around. For a few hours there, Jackson had made Christmas fun, but now Mitch was back to stewing over the fact that he was on probation—not just with his family but with Jackson too.

He didn’t want to move in with the guy. In fact, he had his own place for the first time in his whole life and he loved coming home to an empty apartment so much he sometimes had the urge to lay down on the floor and hug it, so he wasn’t looking to rush things, but there were options in between marriage and having to negotiate each moment of time like it was a hostage situation.

Jackson could like him fine the way he was dressed right now, he decided, in slim-fit jeans and a striped, short-sleeved shirt with a UCONN hoodie over it, which was probably how every other person at the party would be dressed. He yanked his steering wheel hard to the left to avoid a car backing out and headed for the exit. 

Once safely away from mall traffic, he called to ask his mother if he should bring something. Or maybe just to make sure she still wanted him there. 

“Call home,” he ordered his Bluetooth. More than a year since he’d been there, but his car still called his parents’ home.

“Hello?” his mother’s voice answered, not knowing who was calling because they had a landline without caller ID even.

“Hi, Mom. It’s Mitch.”

“Mitch? What? You’re still coming tomorrow?” 

“Yeah, Mom. I’m coming. I just wanted to double check the time and ask if I could bring anything.”

“Sweetheart, just bring you. And come over any time. You know the boys’ll have us up at the crack of dawn. Dinner’s around two but we hope to see you before then.”

“Yeah, OK. I’ll be over in the morning. I’m looking forward to it,” he added softly.

“Us too.”

He hung up with a lump in his throat. A few kind words couldn’t make everything right, but they moved the needle in the right direction.

~~~

It was a lot trickier parking around Jackson’s condo than it had been the night before. Mitch had arrived fashionably late, not wanting to appear over-eager since it hadn’t been even a full day since he and Jackson had last seen each other. Between Jackson’s friends and some half-assed plowing, there wasn’t space for Mitch’s car anywhere nearby so he finally pulled into Jackson’s driveway where he’d been parked the night before.

The front door was opened by an Asian woman with round glasses and long, dark hair twisted into a sloppy bun. She eyed him appraisingly. “You must be Mitch.”

“And you must be Carolyn,” he hazarded. 

“Guilty. Jackson’s fussing with something in the kitchen, so he asked me to get the door.” She stepped aside to let him in, then closed the door behind him. She held out her hands for the package he carried. 

“I can give it to him,” Mitch protested, not releasing it to her.

He’d stopped at a Christmas Tree store to buy Jackson an ornament, which he’d noticed Jackson didn’t have enough of, bypassing an “Our First Christmas” ornament—talk about moving too fast—for a boxed set of Dalmatians in Santa hats. Jackson wanted a dog. Mitch had bought him four.

“I was just going to hold it while you got your coat off,” Carolyn said. “We’re putting the coats in the massage room.” She gave him a look which suggested she knew all about what had happened in the massage room. Mitch handed her the present and shrugged off his coat. He stuffed Jackson’s gloves (which he still had, because he didn’t seem to own any of his own) into the pockets. 

Carolyn went off with his coat and he took his box and skirted the living room on his way to the kitchen. There were about a dozen people in the living room, all his age, heavy on the men. A couple of table lamps added to the light cast by the strands of Christmas tree lights he and Jackson had hung. The effect was as magical as he’d imagined it would be.

In the kitchen, he found Jackson transferring miniature pastry cups filled with some kind of bubbling mixture from a cookie tray to a plate. There was already a plate full of pigs-in-a-blanket on the counter next to him.

“Hey,” Mitch said.

Jackson looked up from his tray of appetizers. His face brightened. “Hey. I thought maybe you’d changed your mind.”

“Nah, just running late.” On purpose. He stepped over and leaned down. 

Jackson brought the hand that wasn’t gripping a plate up to catch at the back of his neck. “I’m glad you made it.” He tugged Mitch in for a second kiss.

“I got this for you.” Mitch exchanged the box in his hand for the plate in Jackson’s.

“I didn’t get you anything.” Jackson turned the present over in his hands, not making any move to open it.

“Are you kidding? You gave me Christmas Eve. That’s huge.”

Jackson smiled and tore into the wrapping paper. His face, when he saw what was inside the box, was priceless.

“This is so perfect.” He went up on his toes and pressed into Mitch for an enthusiastic kiss. Mitch barely got the plate out of the way in time. The embrace felt really good, but when they separated, they found Carolyn watching them from the edge of the room.

“So you met Carolyn,” Jackson said, as if that was a good thing. “Come out and I’ll introduce you to everyone else.”

Mitch picked up a plate—pigs-in-a-blanket were as good an ice breaker as anything could be—and followed Jackson around the room, handing out appetizers and meeting people along the way. Two of the women were a couple and the other one, not counting Carolyn, was with one of the guys. Mitch didn’t assume that all the rest of the guys were gay, but it was a pretty good bet that most of them were. He wondered if Jackson had a history with any of them, but the only one shooting daggers at him was Carolyn, so if he did, they’d gotten over it.

It was a good group of people—too old to make drunken messes of themselves just because they had a three day weekend, but not too old to appreciate his theory about bisexual Santa—and they made Mitch realize that he needed a group like this, a sort of backup family in case his original family kicked him to the curb again.

The mood in the room was too light for unhappy back stories, but he picked up enough through conversation to know that some of Jackson’s friends were physically distant from their families and others, like himself, were emotionally distant. Some of them just didn’t have much family. Mitch’s family was so large—siblings, yes, but there were also masses of aunts and uncles and cousins—that until he’d found himself eating Thanksgiving dinner at Denny’s last year, he’d never considered needing another place to go.

Inevitably, one of Jackson’s friends made the mistake of bringing up politics. The whole room groaned and someone threw an elf at the offender to make him shut up, but Mitch’s mind had already wandered down that gloomy track. The election results last year had ended any chance of finding mutual ground that had existed. Ironically, his family had always voted Democrat. Until it really counted. Until last year.

Was he just supposed to forgive them for that? Why did he even want to spend Christmas with people who had voted to undo all the progress that been made towards LGBT equality in the last eight years? A turkey and a half dozen pairs of socks could never make up for their betrayal. He shouldn’t have called his mother to ask what he could bring. He should’ve called to tell her where she could stuff that turkey, which was up her ass, and those socks, which was in Trump’s ugly mouth. 

The holiday spirit Jackson had instilled in Mitch evaporated in a puff of righteous anger. The multi-colored lights went from festive to garish. Christmas carols mocked rather than entertained. The dregs of Mitch’s drink—a cocktail of cranberry juice and champagne—rolled like drops of blood around the bottom of his glass.

He pushed himself out from between the people talking in too-loud voices, stumbling to his feet and making his way up the stairs to fetch his coat. The door to the massage room was open. Last night the room had been bathed in soft music and soft lighting, permeated with a sense of belonging. Now an overhead light harshly illuminated a table piled with coats and scarves. 

Mitch’s coat topped the pile. He crunched it into a ball with angry hands, feeling the sponginess of Jackson’s gloves in the pockets. He should leave the gloves here, not take them away as a trumped up excuse to see Jackson again, not if Jackson didn’t want to see him.

He threw the gloves onto the counter and then … just … didn’t go anywhere. Weighed down by self-pity and inertia, he stared at the counter, wishing there wasn’t a room full of people downstairs, wishing that Jackson’s arms were around him, wishing he could go back in time before the election and try again to explain to his parents how important it was. 

An array of bottles lined the counter. Lotions and oils, things Jackson used in his trade. Mitch picked them up one at a time, sniffing until he found the honeysuckle scent from the night before. He squirted a drop of the oil onto his finger and rubbed it between finger and thumb, remembering the way it’d felt rolling over his cock, that heavy slide of Jackson’s talented hands against his flesh.

“Hey.” Jackson’s voice made Mitch turn. “This is where you disappeared to. I wondered.”

“Sorry. Just needed to get away for a moment.”

“Leaving?”

“I should. It’s late.”

Jackson nodded. “Everyone’s starting to head out. I came up to get the coats. Hang tight for a minute, please? I’ll be back.” He scooped up the pile of coats in a single armful, scarves trailing over both arms, his handsome face cresting the mountain of down and fleece. 

Mitch looked at his own coat, rolled like a ball between his hands. He should go, but maybe if everyone else left first, it would be easier—to not have to make polite goodbyes or respond cheerfully to a chorus of Merry Christmases.

There was a rolling chair at the end of the table. Last night Jackson had sat there and given him a foot massage that’d knocked him out faster than codeine. Mitch sat in the chair and draped his coat across his thighs and waited for Jackson to come back. But the next person who came into the room wasn’t Jackson. It was Carolyn.

“Jackson took all the coats downstairs,” he told her.

“Yeah, everyone’s leaving. You have your coat, I see.”

Yep. He did.

“Soooo, taking off?”

“Jackson asked me to wait for him here.” He knew Carolyn didn’t like him, though he had no idea why. Something about Jackson and his ex, something that had nothing to do with him. “You and Jackson go way back, huh?”

“Freshman year of high school.”

“And he’s known some of your other friends even longer, from what I heard.”

Carolyn nodded. “You know Louis? The straight guy?”

Right, the one who’d had his girlfriend in his lap all night as if he needed to proclaim his sexuality that loudly. 

“He and Jackson met in kindergarten.”

“That’s cool. I have some friends who go back that far, too, but we scattered for college. Tonight was a good reminder that I should reconnect.” 

“Jackson’s good at getting people together. He’s a people pleaser that way.”

“It was a great party. Everything was great.” The flatness of his tone probably made his words unconvincing, but he really didn’t fucking care. All he wanted was for Carolyn to go away and for Jackson to come back so he could go home and do something about the headache forming between his eyes.

The silence in the room got oppressive before Jackson re-appeared. He looked between the two of them. “Everything OK?”

“Yeah.” Mitch stood up. “Carolyn was just making sure I’d found my coat.” He lifted it to indicate that it was found, not that it had ever been lost.

“Wait, Mitch. You don’t have to run off yet.”

“He’s got his coat,” Carolyn said. “He’s ready to hit the road.”

“He’s been drinking. You should stay,” he said to Mitch.

“I had one of those poinsettia things earlier,” Mitch protested. “That’s it.”

“You’re upset though. Maybe you shouldn’t be driving.”

“I’m fine. I don’t need to stay.” Mitch crossed the room resolutely, but Jackson caught him by the arm as he went by. 

“Then stay because you want to, because I want you to.”

If Jackson wanted him to. That was different. Mitch nodded at Jackson, avoiding looking in Carolyn’s direction entirely.

“Come on, then. Come downstairs and get comfortable.” Jackson half-dragged him downstairs and settled him on the sofa. “I’m just going to see Carolyn out. I’ll be right back.”

Mitch let his head rest against the back of the couch and closed his eyes. From the entranceway, he could hear low, urgent voices. Whatever Carolyn had to say, he was glad he couldn’t hear it.







  
 

 Chapter 8     Jackson 

Jackson must have closed the door behind Carolyn more firmly than he’d intended to because when he popped back into the living room, Mitch had cranked his neck around as though he’d been startled.

“Sorry. Just us now. Let’s turn some of this Christmas off, huh? I think we’ve both had enough of it.” 

He moved around the room unplugging strings of lights and shutting down Sing-A-Long Santa and anything else that blinked or made noise until nothing was left but two soft spots of light coming from the lamps on his end tables and the glow of the fake logs in the gas fireplace. The fireplace was one of the reasons he’d loved this condo, but this was the first time he’d had it on this season. Fires weren’t fun without company.

Picking up a few of the dishes scattered around the room, he made his way towards the kitchen.

“Let me help you with that,” Mitch said.

“No, sit. I’m not dealing with it right now. I’m just going to grab us something to drink. You ever had cognac?”

“I don’t even think I know what cognac is.”

Neither did Jackson, but one of his friends had shown up with a bottle of it for some reason and it sounded like something that went with fires and quiet company. He poured two glasses and brought them over and lowered himself down onto the couch next to Mitch. Whatever the dark amber liquid was made of, it was strong.  Jackson thought he might be able to get drunk off the fumes alone.

“Not sure it’s supposed to come in such large doses,” Mitch said after taking a small sip.

“Probably not, but it was either wine glasses or coffee mugs. Neither of us is driving anywhere tonight. What time do you have to be at your folks’ tomorrow?”

Mitch made a face. “Mid-morning. If I’m going.”

“You’re going.”

“I am? Why?”

“Because you promised me earlier you’d give your parents a chance.”

Mitch huffed and took another sip of his cognac, then angled his body so his shoulder pressed up against Jackson’s. “I don’t want to talk about my family anymore. I’m tired of even thinking about them.”

“OK, family’s off limits.”

Jackson kicked his shoes off and propped his feet up on the coffee table, and after a moment, Mitch did the same, his long legs alluring in the tighter jeans he’d worn tonight. Jackson had spent too much of the evening across the room from him, carefully avoiding giving off a boyfriend vibe so as not to trigger a lecture from Carolyn. It hadn’t worked anyway, and it’d meant missing out on some prime ogling.

He moved his glass to his other hand and put an arm around Mitch. The party had gone over well, despite his Grinch-like mood, but this right here—Mitch against his side and the room mostly dark and almost silent—was what he needed. He wrapped Mitch closer and rubbed at his chest, wishing Mitch didn’t have on such a thick hoodie so he could actually feel the body beneath it.

“Tell me why you’ve had enough Christmas,” Mitch said, breaking the silence. “Missing Denzel?”

“Yeah.”

Denzel would’ve been here tonight, of course. It would’ve been their first Christmas Eve co-hosting. Denzel had always gotten along with his friends—well, excepting Carolyn—and even though no one had brought up his name, Jackson knew he’d been missed.

“Not that the present company isn’t good,” he added, squeezing Mitch’s shoulder.

“Hey, you’d be a hard-hearted monster if it didn’t take you more than a month to get over someone you were living with. That’s why you’re not ready to start dating again?”

“It’s not that. Things hadn’t been good between us for a while, so I’ve had time to accept that it’s over.”

“What is it then?”

Jackson looked down at Mitch’s face where it rested against his chest. He sounded hurt.

“I just have a tendency to fall too hard, too fast. Carolyn thinks I should try to take it slow this time.”

“That’s why she doesn’t like me? She’s the one you have to get permission from, huh?”

“Don’t make me sound so pathetic. I don’t need her permission, and FYI, she did like you. It’s just—she’s not wrong. I have a pattern.”

“OK, tell me your sordid relationship history. Let me hear what I’m dealing with here.”

“There’s not a lot to tell. I had a boyfriend for most of high school. He went out of state for college and we tried to do long distance but it didn’t work out, so we agreed to go non-exclusive.”

“One high school boyfriend. Pretty normal, so far.”

“So that ended and then—boom, I fell in love with the first guy I hooked up with—this mad passion that crashed and burned in less than a year. He wanted every minute of my time and at first I didn’t care because I wanted that too but it wasn’t healthy in the end.”

“Quick rebound fling, got it.”

“And then there was Denzel. We were together three years almost. Would’ve been three by now if we’d stayed together. And now there’s you.”

“And now there’s me as in you’ve slept with four guys total?”

Jackson took a sip of his cognac, a bigger sip than was probably wise because half of it went up his nose and caused a choking fit, which he hoped would distract Mitch from the fact that the answer to that last question was nearly yes. There’d been a couple of tentative forays into dating before he’d latched onto Denzel, but his magic number only stood at six, which seemed inadequate.

Once Jackson had stopped wheezing, Mitch settled back into his arms with a final soothing pat against his chest. 

“You don’t have to give me the exact number,” he said, “but for what it’s worth, mine’s in the same ballpark, only without the staying power. My take is that you’re a loyal guy, not too into casual sex, and a pretty good picker.”

“If I were a good picker, I wouldn’t be single now.”

“The fact that you’ve had something long term with most of the guys you’ve dated seems like a really good track record to me. I’m not seeing the problem.”

“The problem is that in my quest for happy-ever-after I pressured Denzel into moving in with me and now I have a lease on a condo I can’t afford. I’m going to have to get a roommate and there goes the massage room, which was the whole point to begin with.”

“So if the massage room was the point, why aren’t you using it?”

“Because Denzel got a bug up his butt about—”

“No, why aren’t you using it now? I mean, if that’s what you want.”

Yes, that was what he wanted—to accumulate a client base, to work towards being his own boss, maybe even to open his own studio someday. Not a soulless, corporate concession of a national chain in a mall, but his own studio, with his pictures on the wall and his music playing, and his own logo on the t-shirts. The condo had been the first step.

“I mean, I don’t know your financial situation,” Mitch went on. “If you can’t afford to swing the rent, you gotta do what you gotta do, but if you can.” He shrugged, his shoulder brushing against Jackson’s own. “If there’s a possibility you could have what you want, I don’t know why you wouldn’t pursue it. Maybe it doesn’t work out, but maybe it does. You gotta give it that chance.”

“Like you need to give your parents a chance,” Jackson pointed out.

“Oh my God, you’re relentless. Also, we agreed no more family talk.”

“All right.” Jackson rubbed his chin into Mitch’s neck, feeling the scrape of stubble against stubble. “We should probably get to sleep though. It’s late and you want to be fresh for your big day tomorrow.”

“I swear,” Mitch protested, but he uncurled himself and got to his feet and reached back a hand to pull Jackson up after him. 

Jackson’s phone showed it was nearly midnight as he plugged it in to the charger by his bed. Mitch had left his shorts on, so he left his on too, but he had a feeling they wouldn’t stay on long considering that Mitch immediately rolled up against him and pressed his already-hard dick into Jackson’s thigh. Jackson slid his hands under the waistband of Mitch’s boxers, hastening the inevitable, to fondle the smooth, slim globes of Mitch’s ass.

“Let’s get these off, huh?”

“Good plan.” Mitch let go of him long enough for them to each drag their shorts out from underneath the covers and then he was back on Jackson like tinsel on a Christmas tree—haphazard, but enthusiastic. Jackson laughed as Mitch’s hands and mouth covered him so completely he wondered if Mitch had six of each. It didn’t take long for his dick to get as hard as Mitch’s.

“You’ve got a lot of energy,” he said, not exactly complaining but struggling to keep up.

“Actually, I’m exhausted. I’m just trying to get this over with fast so I can get to sleep.”

“Oh, the magic’s gone already, is it?”

“With you? Nah. I like my chances for the long haul.”

Jackson flushed, feeling warm and hopeful, as foolish as that was.

“But it’s going down tonight,” Mitch said. He scrambled up into a seated position. “Lube.” He held out his hand like a surgeon and Jackson snagged the lube from the bedside table and slapped it into his palm. Mitch squirted a blob onto his right hand and then grabbed Jackson’s hand and gave him a matching blob.

“Let the games begin.” He scooted back down until their bodies aligned and then his hand was on Jackson’s cock, warm and slick and taking no prisoners. Jackson let himself enjoy the attention for a moment before bringing his own hand to Mitch’s cock. 

Mitch hitched his hips closer, pressing them together so tightly there wasn’t room for two hands to operate independently, until they couldn’t tell whose hand worked whose cock. Their mouths caught at each other, then roamed farther afield—lips to throat, teeth to ears. Single syllable urgings filled the air.

“Yeah.”

“Right—”

“Oh!”

“Fuck.”

“That’s—”

“Perfect.”

Mitch came first, Jackson almost too absorbed by his focused, frantic movements to notice how close he was himself, but when Mitch went over the edge, Jackson followed him. The slickness of lube gave way to the slickness of come. Their hands stilled, leaving their softening cocks to bumble comfortably against each other as their lips met again.

“I’ll get something to clean us up with,” Jackson offered when Mitch’s breath slowed, then deepened. By the time he got back into the bedroom, Mitch was asleep—long, naked limbs sprawled across the bed, taking up most of it. Jackson rolled him off his stomach to clean him up, but it was already too late. The transfer of come from skin to sheets had been completed. Ah well, it’d been too long since he’d enjoyed the intimacy of sleeping in the wet spot. 

He swabbed down Mitch’s abdomen and cleaned the lube off his hand, then let him roll back onto his stomach. He wriggled underneath Mitch’s body to claim a few feet of mattress space. Mitch’s arms wrapped around him and his thigh wedged itself between Jackson’s. He fell asleep wondering if he was fooling himself again about how right this felt, or if Mitch really felt that right.

~~~

“Stop it,” Carolyn said the next time Jackson checked his phone. “You’re doing it again. You’ve known him forty-eight hours and you’re obsessed.” She dropped the fork she’d been licking onto her plate, then ran her finger around the rim of the plate, picking up crumbs.

“You know you could have a second piece,” he said, re-pocketing his phone but ignoring the jab. He just wanted to be there if Mitch needed him. He knew how nervous Mitch was about going to see his family. If things had gone badly—

“Your Dad seriously makes the best pumpkin pie.”

“And he’d love it if you had a second piece. It’s what he lives for.” He nodded towards the pie in the center of the table but Carolyn shook her head. They were sitting in his parents’ kitchen, safe from the chaos of children and animals and wrapping paper in the family room. Carolyn always stopped by for pie on Christmas Day because her own parents no longer lived in the area, but today he wished she hadn’t. 

He'd barely gotten her out of the condo last night with promises that they could talk today, so he knew what was coming. He resisted the urge to check his phone again. He had it on sound and vibrate. If it rang, he’d feel it in his pocket even if he couldn’t hear it over the shrieking of his nieces and nephews in the next room.

“I’ve decided to renew the lease on the condo,” he told her in an attempt to stave off the inevitable.

She snorted. “Mitch is moving in?”

“No.” He gave her a corrective glare. “I’m doing the massage thing. That was why I got a bigger place to begin with—so I could do massages there.”

“I thought it was so you and Dweezil could move in together.”

“Stop calling him Dweezil. I know you didn’t like him, but I did.”

She shrugged. “Denzel, then. You got the condo so you could move in with Denzel.”

“I didn’t, but it made sense if I was moving anyway to get a place he and I could share. It did make sense,” he insisted, forestalling her objection. “We’d been dating for two years. It was time to find out whether things would work out between us, and I found out. I’m not sorry I did it.”

“But you can’t afford that place on your own.”

“I can if I bring in some clients. It’s going to be tight for a while, but I’ll extend the lease another year and see what happens. My parents will lend me some money so I can stay afloat until I build up a client base.” 

“So you’re not going to keep seeing Mitch.” Carolyn smiled like she’d won this round.

“Of course I am. Why wouldn’t I? He’s sweet and cute and he makes me laugh.”

And he cared about what Jackson wanted. Jackson had done some calculating, tallying up the number of times Mitch had asked him what he wanted over the last couple of days. He never acted like he knew better than Jackson. Even when Carolyn had interfered, Mitch had let Jackson handle the conflict himself. Time would tell, but Mitch showed promise and Jackson had decided last night, while he lay in bed with Mitch wrapped around and through him, that he’d be stupid not to explore it.

“Look,” he said sternly to Carolyn, even though stern wasn’t his best trick, “I don’t harass you about the guys you’ve dated who were less than ideal.” There’d been plenty of them, too. “Ending things with Denzel doesn’t make me unqualified to know what I want in a man, and giving someone a chance, not just kicking him to the curb the first time we disagree, doesn’t make me a pushover.”

“I’m not saying you’re a pushover, Jackson. Just maybe too nice. You see the best in everyone.”

“Some people would say that was a good thing.”

Mitch would say it was a good thing, and it was. It was Jackson’s super power, something he got from being the youngest, maybe. He could see people as they were—flaws and all—and still love them. Denzel and Carolyn might not have liked each other, but he’d loved both of them. Mitch undoubtedly wasn’t perfect either, but he made Jackson feel appreciated and accepted, like his opinion mattered.

He hadn’t made any promises when he’d kissed Mitch goodbye that morning because he’d known he had this confrontation with Carolyn ahead of him, but he was ready now. Not ready to move in together or say I love you or buy the house and adopt the kids and pick out the dog, but ready to find out where he and Mitch could end up. He wouldn’t try to pull Mitch forward the way he had with Denzel, but he was done pushing him away. 







  
 

 Chapter 9     Mitch 

Mitch parked his car outside his parents’ house and reached for the bag of presents on the seat next to him. He took a deep breath before moving his hand to the door handle. He was still ambivalent about this reunion, but not as on-edge as he’d have been if it weren’t for Jackson. A day and a half of sex had drained him past the point where he could get too worked up. 

He would love to spend every Sunday hanging out with Jackson. Jackson had magic hands and a sweet smile and he could even cook. What if Mitch managed to talk him into something more regular than friends with benefits? What if they became boyfriends? Would he still be sitting outside his parents' house alone next Christmas? Or would he be allowed to bring Jackson with him?

Mitch dragged his feet and a very full bag of presents up to the door and knocked. Behind the door came a host of voices, a crash or two, and then the door opened to reveal his mother with Abel and Lucas wrestling for position behind her.

The smell of home hit him—a scent that ought to be too familiar to register but was noticeable today after more than a year away. This house had always been home to him. He’d grown up here, sharing a room with Joseph first and eventually Mark too, as the house got ever more crowded, more noisy, more constrained, until moving to a dorm had felt like an increase in privacy. But still, this was home. This was the place where he ought to always be welcome. 

His heart panged in his chest and he realized he hadn’t greeted his mother, that they were just standing there looking at each other.

“Mom?” He reached his hand forward and she pulled him into a hug and he sighed against her, leaning down so that the smell of Mom added to the smell of home.

“I’m so glad to see you, Mitchell.”

“Are those for us?” Lucas asked. 

A hand tugged at the bag Mitch held. He straightened up from his mother and smiled at his brothers and at Sondra hiding behind them—shier than he remembered her and much, much older.

“Maybe say hello to your brother before you mug him,” his mother chastised.

“Hi, Mitch,” the boys chorused. Sondra’s softer hello lagged by a few seconds. 

Mitch let Lucas tug the bag from his hand and watched the three of them run towards the living room with it, pulling out boxes as they went.

“You’d think Santa didn’t bring them anything,” his mother said. “Go on into the living room. I’ll pour you some coffee.”

“Are there cinnamon rolls?” 

Jackson had served him a good breakfast, but Christmas morning wasn’t Christmas morning without his mother’s homemade cinnamon rolls.

“Yes, there are cinnamon rolls. I’ll warm them up for you. Go on.”

He moved forward into the living room which looked like it’d been hit by a Christmas tornado. The tree in the corner loomed massively over the furniture that had been rearranged to make space for it. It was a real tree—his family always got a real one—covered in a constellation of familiar ornaments with only about half as many lights as Jackson’s. 

Wrapping paper and boxes littered the floor. Stockings—now empty—were hung by the fire with something less than care. There was a fire going too—a real fire, not gas like at Jackson’s—and in front of the fire his father knelt, poking at it with his back to the room.

“Hi, Dad.”

“Mitchell.” 

He didn't quite get a hug from his father, but he got a handshake accompanied by a thump on the back and, truth be told, his father had never been very demonstrative. If he'd expected more than that from him, he'd been deluding himself.

The three little ones were on the floor, already tearing into the gifts Mitch had brought. Mark and  Elizabeth were kicked back on one of the couches, their eyes on their phones. He fished their presents out from the pile Luke had made and walked them over.

“Merry Christmas,” Mark said as he took his box.

“A better one for having you here,” Elizabeth added. 

“Thanks for making it happen.” He didn’t know what they’d done to bring their parents around, but he was pretty sure they were involved.

“Nah, didn’t take much,” Mark said, trying to slough it off, but even if they hadn’t made this happen, they were the two who’d stuck with him when no one else had, and Mitch wouldn’t forget it.

His mother came in with a mug and a plate of cinnamon rolls and set them down on the coffee table for him. Mitch groaned with pleasure when the first bite passed his lips. Between Jackson and his mother, he was definitely better fed this Christmas than last.

His mother patted his knee in appreciation of his appreciation and they watched together as Sondra inspected the lip glosses Mitch had bought her.

“Won’t you be a grown-up lady in those?” his mother said.

“Are they OK?” Mitch asked. “The woman at the store said—”

His mother waved her hand like makeup for twelve-year-olds wasn’t worth worrying about, proving Jackson’s point about how parents learned to pick their battles. “All the girls wear it now. You can’t keep them children, no matter how much you’d like to.”

“I already have five lip glosses,” Sondra said. “No six. Maybe seven. But I don’t have these ones,” she added hurriedly, as though he might take them back.

Mitch wasn’t sure how many lip glosses a person needed. Seemed like maybe one and a backup would cover it, but Sondra seemed to be enjoying inventorying them, testing them on her hand, and swapping them in and out of the accompanying case. Luke and Abel had already abandoned the jerseys Mitch had bought them and were sprawled out in front of the television arguing over what game to put in. 

Mark, Elizabeth, Luke, Abel, Sondra …

“Joseph isn’t, uh ...?”

“They were over here last night,” his mother said, her smile morphing into something less genuine. “They're spending today with Angie’s family, so that's nice. You know how it is when people are married. They have to share the time.” She patted his knee again, the gesture conciliatory.

“I was hoping to see Naomi.” His first niece had been born a few months ago, and Mitch had yet to meet her.

“Well, another time, I'm sure.”

He let it drop. He had more family today than he'd had yesterday, and Joseph’s absence wasn’t a surprise. If he were Joseph—born straight and raised Catholic, brought up in a homogenous world and taught to fear the other—would he do any better? Or would he be boycotting his gay brother’s Christmas appearance too? This was what Jackson had meant when he’d said that if Mitch wanted his family to accept him the way he was, he’d have to make at least a little effort to accept them back.

“Now your turn,” Elizabeth said, shaking him out of his introspective fugue. “We went with a theme. Open this one first. It’s from me and Mark.” 

Whatever was in the box she brought over to him was heavy. Mitch pulled the paper from it to reveal a picture of a Christmas tree. Confused, he looked up.

“It’s a Christmas tree,” Sondra said, perhaps redundantly, but Mitch honestly hadn’t been sure. “The lights are on there and everything.”

“For your apartment,” Elizabeth added. “I bet you don’t have one.”

No, he definitely didn’t. Unlike Jackson, he hadn’t invested in his own Christmas decorations. There’d been no tree last year.

“Now ours,” Luke said. 

Both he and Abel had bought Mitch Red Sox ornaments. Sondra’s box of ornaments held a set of fairies, as glittery as her lip gloss. Then his mother handed him a gift—carefully, like it was breakable—and Mitch opened it with gentle hands to find yet more ornaments, but these were ones he recognized: the dream-catcher he’d made in first grade, the ball with his name written on it in what had once been green glitter but was now mostly glue, a set of wooden nutcrackers one of his aunts had painted, and a glass Santa, his most favorite ornament of all, the one they fought over every year. 

“But Mitch always gets to hang it,” one of his brothers or sisters would whine in a sort of Christmas tradition.

“Because Mitch is oldest,” his mother would say as she handed him the delicate ornament. There were some perks of being oldest.

“For me?” he asked now.

“It’s nice you have your own place, but there should still be family in it.”

Mitch nodded, swallowing past the tears. He reached for the last box and unwrapped it with shaky hands, hoping whatever was in it wouldn’t unleash the waterworks completely. 

“Socks!” he exclaimed, grateful for a non-emotional present. His mother always got him socks for Christmas. “Thank God. I almost had to buy some myself.” 

So actually the socks were emotional, because his mother squeezed his knee and turned away and everyone got a little quiet. 

“Thank you,” he said quickly. “All of you. This was great.”

His mother retreated to the kitchen to check the turkey and his father went back to poking at the fire and Mitch ate too many cinnamon rolls while he waited for dinner. He listened to the younger boys squabble over their video games and admired Sondra when she modeled her lip gloss for him, soaking in the sights and sounds of being home.

After dinner, his younger siblings scrambled out of the kitchen as fast as they’d dropped their plates in the sink, so he stuck around to help his mother load the dishwasher and wash the pots and pans while she caught him up on church gossip. When the kitchen met her fastidious standards for cleanliness, she took a dish of apple crisp from the refrigerator and a carton of vanilla ice cream from the freezer and loaded up two plates.

“Should I call the others?” Mitch asked.

“If they want dessert, they can serve their own selves. I didn’t see them in here helping.” She carried their dishes to the kitchen table and Mitch poured them each a cup of coffee and sat down across from her to tuck in.

“My favorite,” he said, knowing she knew that. “Thanks for making this.”

“Doesn’t really make up for missing your graduation. We weren’t very good parents.”

“Not that day.” He’d scanned the crowd for their faces the entire ceremony, hoping they would at least come watch, even if they wouldn’t talk to him. “But most of my life you were.”

“I don’t know if I can explain.” She pushed her plate, still half full off to the side and curled both hands around her coffee cup, revolving it slowly back and forth in her palms. “I don’t know if it’ll make you angrier if I try.”

“Try. I didn’t come here to be angry.” Thank you, Jackson.

“You remember when that Supreme Court decision was announced? The one about gay marriage.”

“Of course I remember. That was what gave me the courage to come out. It felt like the tide had turned, like the country was finally on my side.”

“Well, to us—to me and your father and the people at church—it felt like the country was against our side. Then when you told us about … being gay … it felt like you were one of them. I don’t mean one of them like gay people. I mean one of the people who were against us. It was more than we could take right then.”

“But how was I against you?” he asked. “I don’t understand how same sex marriage hurts you.”

“It makes a mockery of us, of our marriage. Your father and I, when we got married, it was in the eyes of God and our church. It was important. It meant something. It’s not always easy living up to the promises we made that day, so when people mock those promises—”

“But Mom,” Mitch interrupted, his voice louder than he’d intended it to be. He swallowed and pulled back on his temper. “When I think about getting married, I’m not mocking you. I’m emulating you. All my life, from before I knew anything about my sexual orientation, I assumed that one day I’d have what you and Dad have. That’s what I want.” 

He thought about Jackson and the house and the dog. He wasn’t ready yet, but Jackson made those things feel possible—put a face and a date on the anonymous fantasy of someday. “I don’t want to take away from the sanctity of the promises you and Dad made to each other. I just want the chance to make them myself.”

“But God ...”

There were days when Mitch had come to terms with God, and there were other days when he wanted to track God down and give him a really long lecture about loving all his children. The way bisexual Santa did.

“So my marriage won’t be blessed by your God,” Mitch said, emphasizing the word your, because he mostly did believe that God loved him. “The question is whether you can bless it. Or at least live with it.”

His mother reached over and patted his hand, which squeezed the fork he’d forgotten he held in a death grip. “It’ll take a bit to get used to it.”

“We’ve got time. When I’m dating someone, and you’re ready, you’ll meet him.”

His mother clucked her tongue and pulled her plate back in front of herself. “You’re not dating anyone? Why not, a handsome boy like you?” 

“Well,” he said. “There is a guy. I just met him a couple of days ago, but …”

“So, tell me,” she said, and just like that the last year and a half fell away.

~~~

Back out in his car, Mitch stared at his phone with indecision. It was Christmas. Jackson had his own family thing going on. But Mitch was half-buzzing, half-exhausted and Jackson was the one he wanted to tell about it.

“Merry Christmas,” he texted, giving Jackson the option of ignoring him.

“Merry Christmas,” Jackson responded promptly. “How’d it go?”

“Can I call?”

Mitch’s phone rang as Jackson’s name popped up on the screen.

“Is that a bad ‘can I call’?” Jackson asked. “Need a shoulder?”

“Mostly a good ‘can I call’ but I wouldn’t say no to your shoulder.”

There was silence on the other end of the line.

“Jackson, I don’t want to pretend we’re having a one-night-stand one night at a time. I want to see you, and touch you, and tell you about my day, and get thoroughly laid, and have a reasonable expectation that we’re going to do all that again, maybe not tomorrow but soon, and regularly. What do you say? Will you give us a chance?”

There was another silence, but it wasn’t a long one. “I say you know where I live.”





  
 

 One year later - Jackson 

“You know what my favorite is?” Jackson asked. “It’s that sound you make like a Chihuahua jumping for a treat it can’t reach.”

“I don’t sound like a Chihuahua,” Mitch said without moving his eyes from the road. 

Jackson took the opportunity to admire Mitch’s handsome profile as he continued his teasing. “Oh, you definitely did this morning when I had my fingers up your ass and your cock down my throat and you were all like ‘please, please, please.’”

“Chihuahuas don’t say please.”

“The yipping came right after that, when you were so far gone you lost your words.”

Mitch pulled up in front of his parents’ house and shifted the car into park. “You’re just trying to distract me.”

“Yeah. Is it working?” He reached across the console and rubbed his hand up along Mitch’s thigh. It wasn’t the first time Mitch had brought him home for dinner, but it was the first time they were expecting Joseph and his family to be there. He knew Mitch was struggling to forgive the sibling he’d once been closest to for being the last to come around.

“No,” Mitch answered, briefly dropping his eyes down to where Jackson’s hand rested.

“Don’t worry. I won’t try to feel you up while we’re in there.”

“You know I don’t want you to feel like you have to behave any particular way,” Mitch said with a frown. 

“And you know I don’t mind.”

They’d been over it before. When they were at Jackson’s family’s house, they didn’t have any kind of restrictions, but the truce with Mitch’s family was still tentative. They let Jackson come over and they talked to him politely when he was there. It was enough for now, and today was another step forward. 

“We’re giving them a chance to get used to us,” he reminded Mitch. “I hope you packed an extra chance for Joseph into that bag of gifts today.”

“God,” Mitch grumbled. “Why do you always have to be so nice? Can’t I stew in righteous indignation for a while?”

“When we get home, you can stew in anything you want. I’ll run you a righteous indignation bubble bath.”

Mitch looked over with a smile at the same moment Jackson realized what he’d said.

“I mean, when we get back to my place,” he clarified. Even though Mitch spent most nights at Jackson’s condo, he had his own place. An annoying forty-five minutes away.

“Don’t make that face,” Mitch said, reaching up to grab his chin. “You should know by now that I’m not going to freak out when you say something that makes it sound like you want to keep me around. In fact, when we get home, let’s talk about it. I know your massage business is doing better all the time, but you’re barely staying afloat with that rent and the commute is killing us both. I think it’s time.”

Jackson nodded, his emotions too choked up for more. It wasn’t everything he wanted, not yet, but it was Mitch. And it was beautiful.

“Let’s go tell them we’re moving in together,” Mitch said as he opened his car door. “That oughta piss Joseph off.”

“Mitch,” Jackson warned.

“I know, I know.” Mitch stopped his long strides up the walk and waited for Jackson to catch up, then took him by both hands and gave him a kiss, right there on his parents’ sidewalk. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For convincing me to give my family a chance. And for giving me one. For making last Christmas special and this one even more special. For loving me.”

“I do.”

“And I do you too.”

Jackson squeezed his boyfriend a little tighter. “Come on. You got this.” And together, still holding hands, they moved forward.










  
 

 Thank You!   

Thank you for reading my book! I’d love to hear your feedback. Please consider leaving a review. You can also contact me via my website www.tanyachris.com or follow me on Twitter @tanyachrs

 

My website includes some free stories with no newsletter sign-up required, but if you want to make sure you never miss a Tanya Chris release, please do sign up for my newsletter, which is only published about every six to eight weeks—no inbox full of spam, I swear. The following pages highlight some of my other available titles.

 

Thanks for being a reader! The world needs more of us.

 

Tanya

 

P. S. for Kindle Unlimited readers: I’m a Kindle Unlimited reader too, which is why all of my titles are on KU. We KU users are great readers, but we’re not always great about leaving reviews. Probably because we read so much and a lot of it is meh. But reviews are essential to how Amazon works, even the meh ones. Would you leave me a review?








  
 

Among Heroes
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If you’re going to fly into the path of an oncoming hurricane, there’s only one man you want as Captain: ex-Air Force pilot, Rook Terzi. But why would you do ever do such a thing in the first place? This definitely isn’t the smartest decision Rook has ever made, as evidenced by an abrupt landing on the wrong side of Coxa de Peru, but being marooned isn’t all bad. In fact, it would be almost paradise if it weren’t for one particular passenger: YouTube personality and alpha-wannabe, Bryce Norris. 

Bryce figures he’s the best choice to take charge of this group of survivors. He’s a paid adventurer, after all. Sure, his production manager usually handles the details, but Bryce does his own stunts, and he’s ready to sacrifice his body in any way necessary. Too bad no one’s asking him to play hero, because he’s well-equipped for the job.

When a crew member’s declining health means they can’t wait for rescue any longer, Bryce and Rook need to stop fighting for dominance and start cooperating on a jungle trek towards civilization. Can their rivalry turn to passion beneath a tropical moon?

Content warning: the author knows nothing about flying a plane except what you learn by sitting in one and has made up her own model of aircraft. If you have any aviation expertise, you’ll probably find this book supremely annoying. Otherwise, suspend your disbelief, buckle in, and let’s take off on what’s sure to be a wild ride.





  
 

Merge Ahead
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Will doesn’t know that his safe but unfulfilling life as a Call Center Supervisor is about to be turned upside down. Or that the man responsible is sitting next to him waiting for the same delayed flight. Adam Summers is confident, successful, gorgeous, and about to sign the contract that will cost Will his job. Corporate policy says they should keep their hands off each other, but they can’t. Is their growing affection worth the risk to Adam’s career? And what will Will’s future look like when their companies, and their lives, have merged?

Merge Ahead is a full-length, standalone MM romance. Available on Kindle and in paperback.








  
 

When It All Falls Down
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Maybe Charlie should have waited until he graduated high school before coming out, because since that revelation there’s been a growing distance between him and his friends. Charlie’s tough, though. He doesn’t mind eating lunch alone or watching his former gang interact with their new best buddy. What he does mind is seeing Drew Lavoitt suffer the same fate.

Drew didn’t come out. As far as he, or anyone else knows, he’s straight. What Drew did is accidentally hit and kill a little girl. Now the boy who was voted Most Popular, and who Charlie has maybe had a crush on since eighth grade, faces financial ruin, expulsion, and the fear that if he’s not everything, he’s not enough.

Popularity, wealth, acclaim—these things are easily lost. In each other’s arms, Drew and Charlie find something that can’t be taken from them. Together the two build a foundation on which they can re-create their lives.

When It All Falls Down is available on Kindle and in paperback.

 








  
 

Omega Reclaimed
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Of course I smelled him—smelled him and was drawn to him. Rich, ripe, male omega—not far away and well into his heat. Unsatisfied heat. I laughed, realizing that in this moment, at least, the omega was the boss of the alpha. I needed to help him.

Angel, an alpha who's left the violent, strictly hierarchical rules of his pack to find success in the big city, and Leo, an omega on the run from his abusive alpha, are thrust together to satisfy Leo’s urgent heat-lust. But can a once-hurt omega ever trust an alpha to care for and protect him again? And can an alpha sensitive to social injustice learn to enjoy his naturally dominant nature? 

Angel and Leo must face the pasts they ran away from before the two can build a future together. They may not be able to change the laws of nature, but they can change the language of love.

Omega Reclaimed is a MM alpha/omega shapeshifter novella available on Kindle.
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