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A Holiday Tradition

 

By Chrissy Munder

 

Paul Carpenter has his life all planned out. Or at least his father does. The right school, the right degree, the right job. Paul is on track, until a bus accident has him sitting out a coveted internship, babysitting, or being babysat, by a grandfather he barely remembers during his holiday stay in a Florida RV park. His father’s reasoning? How much temptation can Paul find around a bunch of senior citizens playing bingo? There’ll be nothing to distract him from his studies.

It’s hard to muster his holiday spirit when Paul is used to snow and cold, not sun, surf, and plastic flamingos in Santa hats. But then Paul meets Kevin Lombardo, who offers to show him some new holiday traditions. Suddenly Paul’s fast track hits a curve.




For Karen, Aimée, and Lyubov. With appreciation. Thanks for hanging out with me over the years.
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Chapter 1

 

 

“YOUR FATHER says you sleep with men.”

His grandfather’s unexpected statement dropped into the silence of the RV like a bomb, and Paul Carpenter jerked upright, knocking his head into the passenger-side window with a loud clunk.

Oh. My. God. A burning surge of resentment rose in Paul’s throat. What the hell? He’d send his father a furious text if it would do any good. Not only for dumping his sexuality on his grandfather, but also for the idea behind this entire trip!

He closed his eyes, focusing on the coolness of the glass rather than the scream he had held back for the last few miles of the drive from Michigan to some mobile home and RV park on Florida’s eastern coast. Paul had never heard of the place, but Grandpa Louie swore Decembers were better under the Florida sun.

Two hours down, a minimum of sixteen more to go. Probably eighteen, with as many rest stops as his grandfather made. Paul took a deep breath and dug his thumbnail into his palm, mentally gearing himself up for the confrontation sure to come. “If you’re asking if I’m gay, yes, Grandpa. I am.”

Grandpa Louie nodded in reply. He carried his years with comfort, the bulk of muscle honed by hard work not yet whittled away by time, and his hearty appearance overcame his fondness for dressing in bright pastels.

Paul hoped he would age just as well, but he took after his father’s family. Which translated to him being shorter, thinner, and with hair more dishwater than blond.

“Thanks for telling me. It sure would have been embarrassing if I tried to set my wingman up with a bird of the wrong feather.” Grandpa Louie cackled at his own joke, his quick glance inviting Paul to join in.

Paul released his tension with a choked-off huff. “Wingman?”

“You betcha. Why do you think I spend my winters down south?” His eager grin peeled the bushy mustache away from his lips, making him look ridiculously like Paul’s roommate in the first part of his freshman year.

Paul shuddered at the memory. The adventures of Dean-o Hamilton, the self-proclaimed “Party Dog” of their floor, were something he preferred to forget. While his father’s intense micromanagement of his college experience sometimes chafed, Paul hadn’t protested when his father insisted he transfer to the designated quiet dorm after paying them a surprise visit.

“I can give you the answer in one word: widows.” His grandfather whistled through the gap in his front teeth. “Fun in the sun doesn’t always mean pinochle and shuffleboard.”

Paul rubbed the back of his neck. This was… okay? He didn’t remember much about his mother’s side of the family. This trip would be the longest time he’d ever spent with Grandpa Louie, and he wasn’t sure what to expect. Except maybe not quite so much enthusiasm when it came to hooking up?

“I’m here to work, Grandpa. Since the accident kept me from completing my internship at the brokerage firm, my entire grade rides on this research paper, and I have to turn it in before the new year.” He tapped his sketchbook against the long leg cast hidden under his sweatpants. “I’m lucky Dad was able to work the deal with the professor, otherwise I’d have an incomplete this semester.”

“There’ll be another internship.”

His grandfather’s airy tone didn’t do justice to the heavy weight of disappointment leveled against Paul when the doctor told his father the bus accident and expected lengthy recovery left Paul unable to return to the coveted opportunity.

“I don’t understand your father’s thinking, though, setting you up with his buddy at that brokerage. I wouldn’t trust that guy to trim my toenails, much less handle my money.” The speed of the RV dropped a few miles per hour when Grandpa Louie took his foot off the gas pedal and waggled it at Paul, heavy snow boots and all.

“The firm is very well known,” Paul countered. He squinted into the side-view mirror, wincing at the reaction of the cars behind them as the huge beast of a vehicle broke the flow of traffic.

“Ah,” his grandfather scoffed. “The guy is so slippery he’d win first place in a greased pig contest at the county fair.”

Paul privately agreed. But his father had been all smiles when he announced how Paul would take off the winter term and holiday break for “some practical real-world experience” and a favorable line on his future resume.

“I bet your father wasn’t happy.”

“About me missing out on the internship?” Paul pushed his scarf off his neck and adjusted his position in the big captain’s chair. The cast made getting comfortable almost impossible. So did the itch down by his ankle and, if he were honest, the weird funky smell.

“I mean about you liking men.” Grandpa Louie waggled his eyebrows in Paul’s direction, the RV lurching into the next lane with a double spray of slush, one from the unit itself, the other from the SUV towed behind.

“Oh.” Paul rubbed his pencil eraser against his sketchbook, brushing off the crumbs when that painful conversation flashed across his mind. Yeah, he wasn’t going there. The issue was still unresolved between him and his dad, at least on his dad’s end. “I can’t believe he told you.”

“I think it was mentioned somewhere in the long list of things you should and shouldn’t be doing.” Grandpa Louie grabbed his can of Mountain Dew from the drink holder in the console and threw back a swallow. “I may have flushed that piece of paper at the last rest area.”

Paul laughed despite his burning embarrassment at his father’s overcontrolling impulses. He tapped his cast again. “I doubt I’ll be hitting the bars with this.”

“You never know.” Grandpa Louie waved his soda can in Paul’s direction. “Seymour Franklin has a great time in my square dance group, and he uses a walker.”

Now there was a mental image. Paul shrugged. “I’m sure Nowhere, Florida is a hotbed of excitement for the over-seventy crowd, but probably not full of eligible gay men.”

“Shows what you know.” Grandpa Louie snorted. “Maybe we’ll find you a sugar daddy while we’re out here. Then you can leave all this finance stuff behind and do something with your art like your mother wanted.” He glanced at the sketchbook in Paul’s lap. “I’m glad you’re still drawing.”

“It’s just a hobby.” Paul gave his standard disclaimer and shoved the art supplies under his thigh, unable to help the pang of sadness from the mention of his mother. His father hadn’t talked about her in years, choosing to channel his grief into his business dealings, and he certainly didn’t encourage Paul’s teenage dreams of becoming an artist. Sometimes he felt he’d lost both his parents, unable to recognize the smiling husband and father in old family photos as the somber businessman who managed both their lives with determined focus.

He stared out the window as they passed miles of snow-covered fields until his grandfather cleared his throat.

“We weren’t gossiping.”

The sheepish note in his voice caught Paul’s attention. “What?”

“Your father. We were arguing, not gossiping.” Grandpa Louie heaved a sigh. “He blames our side of the family.”

“For what?” Paul replayed the last few minutes of conversation in his head without his grandfather making sense.

“You being gay. He said it’s our fault.”

“Why?” Paul gave a weak laugh. This was a weird joke, right? He certainly never expected this conversation when he climbed into the RV this morning.

“Because of your grandmother. Heaven rest her.” Grandpa Louie tilted his head up, as if he could see straight into the clouds. “He was always a bit uncomfortable with Callie, her being so openly bisexual. I guess he figures we tainted the gene pool.”

Paul’s memories of his grandmother on his mother’s side were few, more flashes of scent and sound: cookies and perfume, and an off-key voice belting out rock songs over the sound of the radio. “Grandma Callie was bisexual?” He tugged off his scarf, letting the knitted length drop behind his seat.

“Yep. Made me happier than a corn dog in winter when she accepted my proposal.” Grandpa Louie gave Paul a wink before turning his gaze back to the road ahead of them. “She’d dated mainly women before me. Matter a’ fact, she once told me that I could do things—”

“Whoa.” Paul raised his hands in the universal time-out position. “Way too much information.”

“You kids,” Grandpa Louie scoffed. “You always act like no one had sex before the year two thousand. How in the world do you think you got here?”

“Seriously,” Paul said. “Some things I don’t need to imagine.”

Grandpa Louie frowned, the drooping ends of his mustache giving him the appearance of a sad walrus. “You might be more like your father than I thought.”

Paul ignored the dig. He tilted his head to the side and considered his grandfather’s words. His father always refused to discuss the matter with Paul. “I guess it’s better he blames genetics and doesn’t think I’m acting out to spite him.”

Grandpa Louie cleared his throat again. “Don’t know if he’s right or not, but if he is, I want to apologize.”

“For my sexuality-determining genes?” It was Paul’s turn to scoff.

“For making things harder with him than they need to be.”

Paul turned his attention to the passing road signs. He wasn’t ready to get into a discussion of all the ways he’d disappointed his father.

Silence sat between them, an uncomfortable third in the already crowded cab of the RV. Paul picked up the old-fashioned road atlas and traced his finger down the highlighted route. The pages were worn from years of getting folded back, and Paul couldn’t think of the last time he’d seen a paper map. It was curious to view their trip all laid out from start to finish, unlike the GPS on his phone.

If he were on his own he’d take his time exploring the side roads just to see what was there, losing track of time and focus while he meandered around. No wonder his father tried to give him some predictability and a path he could follow. All Paul had to do was resist his tendency to stray off course.

“Well, are you seeing anyone?” Grandpa Louie’s voice brought him back to the present.

“I was.” Paul bit his lower lip and focused on their route again. “It’s complicated.”

“We’ve got nothing but time,” Grandpa Louie prodded. “Might as well get to know each other better than we do.”

“Yeah, about that.” Paul put the atlas aside and fiddled with the zipper on his winter coat. He knew his mother’s parents had been around when he was younger, but after her death, his father moved them through a series of jobs and cities, and they never spent much time together. “Why are we here, again?”

Grandpa Louie snorted. The gray tufts of his mustache fluttered over his lip. “I’m not as young as I used to be, and I had a little health scare this year. The doctor said I shouldn’t be driving on my own. Seemed like good timing when your father called and told me he was worried about you being alone during your recovery.” He cleared his throat. “I guess he couldn’t cancel his business trip and stay home for the holiday?”

Paul crossed his arms and slumped into his seat with a scowl. It’s not like he and his father spent the holidays together anymore. Their old family traditions had died along with his mother.

He usually spent his breaks on campus with the foreign exchange students and anyone else unwilling or unable to head home, occasionally meeting up with friends who lived locally. He didn’t need babysitting, no matter what his father said. Even though it was too late to sign up for a room in the dorm, Paul would have been perfectly fine staying at his father’s house on his own.

In fact, with the internship no longer a possibility, Paul had considered rekindling his on-again, off-again relationship with his sorta boyfriend, Michael, over the break. Who could resist the romance of a traditional snowy Christmas?

Except his father decided his trip out of the country would be a perfect time to have some extensive remodeling done on their already well-appointed home. A small, petty part of Paul’s brain insisted his father came up with the idea only after he found Michael in Paul’s hospital room.

The joke was on Paul, because Michael only came to tell him he was spending the holiday in Aruba with some friends and wasn’t going to be available to “play nurse.”

The bombshell left Paul too hurt, too tired, and in too much physical discomfort to care about anything. Still, he was ashamed to admit, even to himself, that when his father presented him with the research paper deal and the news he would be his grandfather’s travel buddy, he hadn’t fought for any other options.

He hated feeling passive. He’d worked too hard to find a direction in his life to stop now. So he decided to use this opportunity to really focus on his assignment and prove himself to his father.

“I appreciate you coming along,” Grandpa Louie said after they passed another few mile markers. “Even if I don’t need a babysitter.”

“You make this trip every year?” Paul asked, touched despite himself at the way Grandpa Louie made it sound like Paul was the one doing him a favor. He uncrossed his arms and wiggled himself back to a more upright position.

There was no reason for him to take things out on his grandfather. Besides, he needed something to concentrate on other than the jarring bumps in the freeway.

His grandfather seemed as eager to change the subject as Paul. “Most of the time.” He beamed. “Me and a couple of college buddies. We used to spend our Decembers in Vegas, but we’re old now and mostly widowers.”

“Great,” Paul muttered under his breath, his mind filling with images of The Golden Girls, only in plaid golf pants and with mustaches.

“Looks like there’s a gas station up ahead.” His grandfather hit the turn signal. “I gotta take a leak.”

“We just stopped,” Paul protested, cringing at the thought of the production it took to get him in and out of the RV.

“Wait till you’re my age.” His grandfather patted Paul’s thigh. “You’ll understand.”

Paul shuddered as he faced another sixteen hours of bathroom jokes.

His grandfather and Dean-o Hamilton had way too much in common.




Chapter 2

 

 

“WE’RE HERE,” Grandpa Louie crowed as he steered the large RV in between two palm trees framing the park’s main drive.

Paul ran his hand across his face. He grabbed a water bottle and swished the sour taste out of his mouth. He’d fallen into an uneasy doze after their last stop, not helped by the bumpy road under the RV’s tires and the dull ache from his leg. He needed to elevate his foot and get rid of the faint throb in his toes.

A freshly painted sign proudly proclaimed they had reached Holiday Meadows. Paul stared blankly at the sea of campers and RVs parked in tidy rows behind a gated fence, with a larger ring of single and double-wide mobile homes beyond them. Serious old folks central.

Paul swallowed his dismay. His dad wasn’t kidding; he’d have minimal distractions to keep him from writing his paper. He was used to being on his own, and honestly, there wouldn’t be much difference spending his Christmas holiday here, surrounded by strangers, and what he was used to. His father used the holiday for business travel, but Paul still took comfort in the colder weather traditions he grew up with.

The double-wide mobile home on this side of the gated area must be the office. Grandpa Louie confirmed his speculation when he pulled into the lot.

“Stay here, and I’ll sign us in.” Grandpa Louie shut off the engine and engaged the emergency brake. “Now where’s my paperwork?” he muttered. He fished around in the pile of papers, empty Mountain Dew cans, and protein bar wrappers littering the console.

Paul shook his head. For all the stops they’d made, Grandpa Louie didn’t bother throwing anything out. He simply piled more on top of the mess, declaring the size of the stack told him how far they’d come.

“I need to stretch.” Paul unlatched his seat belt and opened the door, the rush of cooler air sending Grandpa Louie’s papers swirling. He twisted awkwardly in his seat, trying not to knock his leg into anything. He had discarded his winter coat a few states back, and he shoved it aside to reach his crutches.

Paul used them to steady himself as he slid out of the RV and landed on his good leg. He groaned, arching his back and letting his spine straighten after the hours of travel.

Despite his ability to hit every rest area on the I-75 corridor between the northern and southern US, Grandpa Louie didn’t believe in stopping overnight. The way he mainlined Mountain Dew was probably responsible. Paul poked one crutch at the landscaping rocks, which turned out to be crushed shell rather than stone.

Instead of the unpleasantly hot and humid weather Paul expected, the temperature reminded him of an Upper Michigan summer. His senses, already tuned to the drab winter, swam with the assault of lush and scented greenery.

Paul turned his back on Grandpa Louie’s curses from inside the RV. This place had every kitschy trailer park cliché ever shown on television. Right down to the Santa-cap-wearing plastic pink flamingos that lined the drive farther into the park. Tacky as hell, his father’s voice whispered in his head.

But part of the fencing around the block of mailboxes had been repaired and painted a fresh white, and the shrubbery in front of what must be a clubhouse was neatly trimmed back.

Paul quirked his lips upward at the mini snowmen peeking from among the palm trees and other landscaping plants. A stack of paving bricks weighed down the bed of a rusted pickup parked to the right, so more repairs were on the way.

He plucked his shirt away from his chest, the fabric slightly damp with perspiration, and almost laughed. This didn’t seem real. His internal thermostat still expected the bitter cold of his home state, buried under who knew how many inches of snow.

With no sign Grandpa Louie planned on exiting his steel cocoon, Paul picked his way over to the office. The crutches had been surprisingly easy to get used to. Thumbs-up for all the days he spent doing arm work in the gym to unwind after classes. He turned slightly sideways and took the stairs one at a time.

“Ha!” he exclaimed in a tiny rush of triumph when he reached the top of the three-stair riser. The activity released his normal impatience, and Paul gave up on his grandfather. He swung his right crutch against the metal kickplate of the screen door a couple of times to knock.

The holly wreath fixed to the front swayed in response. Paul poked at a sign in the center. One of those old-fashioned smiley faces with a We’ll Be Back clock on the reverse. A neon oval blinked the word Open in blue, red, and white LEDs from the side window, but Paul had his doubts.

“Forget about the paperwork and come on,” Paul called to his grandfather. “We’ll figure it out.” The door squeaked behind him and he swung back around to face….

Wow.

Oh wow.

“I said it’s open.”

Paul blinked. He’d expected a crony of Grandpa Louie’s, with leathery skin after a lifetime spent in the Florida sun and dressed in some god-awful patterned polo and pants. With a hat. Because other than this last one, the cause of every accident he’d been in was an old guy wearing a hat that blocked his view.

Well, except for the teenager who dropped his cell phone at a red light and then couldn’t understand why neither Paul nor the responding officers found that to be a legitimate explanation for hitting the rear of Paul’s car.

Instead Paul now faced a tall drink of water that could definitely soothe Paul’s parched throat and every other body part affected by his romantic dry spell.

He looked up. Way up, feeling all his five feet nine inches compared to this guy’s, what? Six two? Six three? He followed the stretch of long legs to the broad shoulders threatening the seams of his faded T-shirt.

Paul gulped and continued past the rough scruff decorating a sharp jawline, pouty lips curved in an amused smile, and finally settled on icy blue eyes that reminded him of Lake Huron in the winter.

Paul shivered with delight and returned his gaze to where the loose waist of the cargo shorts had exposed hipbones so sharp Paul could have gladly impaled himself.

Wow, he mentally repeated before he gathered his equilibrium enough to meet the dancing amusement in those frost-tinged eyes.

“Hi,” tall, dark, and all-too-amused said. His voice, a low mix of needing-some-morning-coffee husky poured over a hint of gravel, raised goose bumps across Paul’s skin. “What can I do you for?”

Paul flushed, and he tightened his grip on his crutches. Busted. In his defense, not one of his prior boyfriends ever carried themselves with this much effortless confidence. He struggled to define what made this frost giant stand out and settled on accepting he had dated boys. This guy? All man.

Grandpa Louie joined Paul on the small deck. He didn’t seem to notice Paul had all but tripped over his own tongue. “You must be Maria Lombardo’s grandson.” He greeted Paul’s new crush with a kind smile and an outstretched hand. “The guys told me you were running the park now. I’m Louis Knight. This is my grandson, Paul.” Grandpa Louie cleared his throat. “I’m so sorry for your loss. Maria was a great gal.”

“Thank you.” He stooped to shake Grandpa Louie’s hand. He parted lips just this side of pink, revealing a daring grin to make the butterflies in Paul’s stomach flutter. “I’m Kevin. It’s a pleasure to meet you both.”

“Come inside and I’ll get you checked in.” Kevin stepped back and let Paul’s grandfather precede him into the air-conditioning and then turned to Paul with an unmistakable challenge. “You coming?”

The innuendo was as blatant as Paul’s inspection, and there was only one real answer. Paul flushed all over again, his pulse rate increasing along with his doubts he could meet Kevin Lombardo on an equal playing field. But he gave his best shot with his reply. “Not yet.”

 

 

PAUL POKED at his laptop with a despondent finger. He’d spent five minutes working on one sentence, and the results sucked. Everything he’d worked on since their arrival sucked. No matter what he tried, his sentences stayed dry, dismal, and refused to become something anyone would want to read.

He didn’t even want to write it.

Work the problem, his father always said. Okay. His surroundings were fine. The RV pullouts expanded to a ridiculous spaciousness. The kitchen area was large, and with Grandpa Louie getting dressed to head out, Paul had all the quiet comfort he could want.

It didn’t help. Paul glared at his laptop. His problem was the paper itself. Ugh. Sure, it was one of those “give the same assignment to ten students and get ten different responses” topics, but come on: The Wolf of Wall Street was right. Altruism and the Death of Capitalism. Double ugh.

Paul tapped his pencil against his lips. The real question? Write what he truly believed, or write what they wanted to hear?

Paul shoved his printed notes with his foot, uncaring when half of them fell off the coffee table he had turned into a desk. He flopped back onto the sofa and flung out his arms, milking the moment for all the drama he could muster.

He needed to think rationally, logically, and consider all his facts. Paul took a deep breath, pressing the heels of his hands against his forehead. Then another. Okay: fact number one? He needed this grade. Fact number two? This assignment sucked as bad as his writing.

His sketchbook lay abandoned on the cushion beside him, and Paul flipped through the pages. He stopped at his most recent drawing. Kevin Lombardo’s high cheekbones were a pain to shade correctly, but Paul had done a fair job capturing the challenging glint in his eyes.

God. Paul closed the book with a snap and stared out the large window to his left. To further mock his pain, Kevin sped past in one of the golf carts everyone drove around the park. Paul groaned. So much for there being no distractions.

The sun shone brightly in the clear sky, promising a day of warmth. Even though his thoughts seemed traitorous to his snowy-December-loving soul, Paul bet it would feel good on his pasty-white skin. Nothing wrong with taking a break, right? He scratched his thigh where the edge of the cast itched, then shook his head.

Nope, his father wanted to review his work from the last couple of days. Which, speak of the devil, Paul glanced at his phone. Two missed text messages. He sighed and unlocked the screen.

Eliminate the immature and circular logic on pages seven through eleven. It should only take a page at most to wrap up your argument.

Paul bit his lip and scrolled to the next message.

Expect revisions by end of day.

Great. Not like he expected his father to call and actually talk, but he could ask how the trip went. Or maybe how Paul’s leg was doing. These brief status requests made it difficult to tell if the message was from his father or his father’s assistant. The result was the same, a not-so-gentle prod to remind him of his father’s expectations and the underlying assumption Paul had already failed to meet them.

“Hey, you’re up.” Grandpa Louie strolled out of the bathroom in a cloud of aftershave, styling in a pair of mint-green trousers and a white polo shirt. He tugged on a matching jacket. “You want to help me set up the clubhouse for the euchre game?”

Paul battled with temptation. He had been holed up in the RV ever since they arrived. He wanted out. He wanted…. His phone dinged with another text alert, an unsubtle reminder of where his wants fell on his list of priorities.

“Maybe next time,” he offered. “I need to finish this part before I lose my train of thought.”

Grandpa Louie frowned but took the refusal with good grace. “I’ll see you after lunch, then.” He grabbed his wallet and a straw hat from the counter and waved to Paul as he headed out.

Paul reached for his coffee, grimacing when he realized it had gone cold. Crap. Now he needed to get up. He struggled to his feet. This would be a good opportunity to turn down the heat and open the windows to cool things down while his grandfather was gone. His phone dinged again, but Paul ignored the implicit demand. Didn’t his father have any employees to micromanage?




Chapter 3

 

 

THEIR ROUTINE continued for the rest of the week. Paul would get up before his grandfather, helped by the fact that he, at least, went to bed at a reasonable time. He’d fix a small breakfast, fill a carafe with coffee, and start on his paper.

He’d open his laptop and review what he’d produced so far and hate every single word while he stared with longing at the beckoning sun. His grandfather, on the other hand, didn’t roll out of bed until noon, and after a breakfast spent cajoling Paul to join him, would head out for the day.

The park offered a lot of activities and lectures. Everything from gardening, caregiving, health and wellness issues, to legal matters. So many that Grandpa Louie fixed the monthly newsletter to the front of the refrigerator with his favorite palm tree magnets to make sure he didn’t miss any.

Paul had been invited to golf, a variety of card games, the promised square dancing, and bingo night. He almost went to the chair yoga class just to get out of the RV but changed his mind. What if he ran into Kevin? Paul pulled out his sketchbook and flipped through the pages.

Where did this unease come from? Kevin Lombardo seemed like a perfectly nice, extremely attractive man, and any other time, Paul would probably enjoy getting to know him.

But the deep sense of… recognition… Paul detailed in his drawings foreshadowed the possibility of something greater, and every self-protective instinct Paul possessed demanded he stay away.

Enough with the drama. Paul tossed away the sketchbook. He was here to work, not worry about the visceral reaction Kevin Lombardo invoked. The guy turned Paul’s crank. End of story. No matter how much he hoped, Santa wasn’t going to bring him Kevin Lombardo wrapped up in a red ribbon.

The ding of an incoming text roused Paul from his useless speculation, a blatant reminder he still needed to send in the next series of pages. His father had gone to a lot of trouble not only to place Paul in the internship, but to then find a solution to ensure Paul didn’t lose any credits or put himself behind schedule. Paul needed to do his part.

He tugged at the collar of his shirt. Grandpa Louie must have turned up the heat again. Once he left, Paul could open the windows and wiggle his bare toes with glee. In December! Crazy.

He had to work harder to ignore the variety of music and the comings and goings of the various residents, but the sounds of life offered a background to his writing and helped him feel less isolated.

Nothing changed until Grandpa Louie brought home the first of what he politely called “company.” He wasn’t kidding about the widows! Paul made nice, had his cheeks pinched far more often than he thought necessary, and spent too many frustrating nights tossing and turning in his lonely bed while not thinking about the old people having sex in the next room.

This morning came way too early. Paul stumbled out of bed, tired and unmotivated. He propped himself against the countertop, content to zone out and wait for the coffee to brew until he brushed his hand over a sprig of green spiky stuff on the counter. He picked it up by the red ribbon tied on the ends and twirled it around. Was that mistletoe?

His sour mood dropped even lower when he turned on his laptop and saw a video feed of himself (ugh, bedhead), and the ransomware message below. He bit back a curse, and his throbbing headache increased along with his blood pressure. “You have got to be kidding me!” He clicked a few buttons, but nothing happened.

“What’s up?” Grandpa Louie strolled out of his bedroom, unusually early and, thankfully, alone.

Paul closed his laptop. “My computer’s screwed,” he replied in a slow, deliberately calm voice. “Some kind of ransomware.”

Grandpa Louie poured a cup of coffee and hitched his sleep pants higher. He sat beside Paul and propped up his feet on the coffee table, his hairy toes on full display. Ewh. Paul was not awake enough for this.

“Not sure I understand what you’re saying.”

“It means I can’t do any more work until I find someone who can fix my laptop.” Paul closed his eyes and took a deeper breath, unsure if he was more pissed or panicked. “Do you know of anything in town?”

“I don’t, but I bet Kevin from the office will.” Grandpa Louie slurped his coffee. “Does this mean you can join us at euchre?”

He sounded awfully pleased. Paul gave him a sideways glance, suddenly suspicious. Grandpa Louie couldn’t have, could he?

“I guess I have nothing but time this morning.” His phone dinged with his dad’s text alert, an audible dispute to his claim. He scrubbed his fingers over the top of his head, his frustration bleeding over when he read his father’s curt reminder he’d missed yesterday’s deadline. “Damn it!”

Paul frowned at his brick of a laptop, searching for another solution. His work was saved in a separate cloud drive he backed up manually. He might be able to switch between his research files and his paper using his phone.

He picked up his cell. “Maybe dictation will work.”

Grandpa Louie stroked his mustache, looking either sheepish or hangdog. One of those animal expressions. Paul’s suspicions grew stronger.

“Did you have anything to do with this?” he demanded. “How did you get the password?”

“Not like I haven’t seen you log in and out of that thing a hundred times,” Grandpa Louie scoffed. He set his mug on the table with a thump. “I meant to ask before I borrowed it, but you were already asleep, and, well….” His grandfather shrugged. “Carla Jean likes things spicy, and she had me go to this website. The next thing I knew, I was looking at my naked self on the screen!”

“Oh God.” Paul grabbed for his crutches and swung himself over to the side door. “I can’t listen to this.”

He managed to get a few feet past the RV before he had to stop and clutch his hair, no easy feat while trying to balance. How the hell was he going to get that image of his grandfather out of his head?

Kevin Lombardo came zooming up beside him in one of the souped-up golf carts. Of course. Because this was Paul’s luck.

“Hey, Paul,” Kevin called. “Haven’t seen you around. What’s going on?”

Not even the sight of Kevin wearing dark aviator sunglasses and those broad shoulders straining at yet another thin and barely there T-shirt could salvage Paul’s mood. “Nothing,” he groaned.

He must look like a complete weirdo, stomping along outside the RV. Paul wiped his palms against his basketball shorts, one of the few items of clothing that fit over his cast, and took a deep, leveling breath.

“Do you know of a decent computer repair place that’s local?”

“Sure,” Kevin responded with an easygoing smile. His quiet confidence was like a smooth stroke down Paul’s spine, enough to convince him, in that one, desperate second, everything was going to be okay. “Take a ride with me up to the office, and I can give you a number to call.”

Kevin moved to get out of his seat, but Paul waved him off before hobbling around to the other side of the cart. He sat and swung first one leg, then his cast in. The tiny space left their shoulders touching. Kevin’s body radiated heat hotter than the Florida sun and just as immediately relaxing. Paul hitched his crutches to the side, the rubber ends pointing out behind them. “Thank you.”

Kevin hit the gas, and they sat together in silence. Paul stayed speechless as the shock of Grandpa Louie’s actions wore off, replaced with shyness at being seated next to his crush. He’s a guy, Paul told himself. Just another smoking-hot guy who certainly had bigger fish on his hook than Paul.

“Everything okay?” Kevin finally asked. “You seem upset.”

“Yeah.” Paul turned to face Kevin. The artist in him itched to capture the waves of dark hair curled behind Kevin’s ears. “The short explanation is my entire grade this semester depends on a research paper I’m writing, and Grandpa Louie used my laptop to, well, I can’t even say. Now I’m blocked by ransomware, and I need brain bleach.”

Kevin burst out laughing, a whole-body laugh that threw his head back and rocked him from side to side, his shoulder bumping into Paul’s before he stopped himself. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” With a quick wave, he steered past a couple of ladies powerwalking down the street, then returned his attention to Paul. “But you remind me of me the first time I realized how much fooling around happened in this park.”

“It’s crazy,” Paul agreed. “There are some things about my grandfather I didn’t need to know.”

“Things you can’t unsee,” Kevin intoned solemnly.

“Exactly.”

“They don’t care how they destroy a guy’s ego either,” Kevin confessed. “Half the old guys in here have more game than I do.”

“That’s cold.” Paul shook his head with mock sympathy, Kevin’s self-deprecating humor helping Paul move past Kevin’s bona fide hotness and his response to it to the likable person beneath.

“What are you going to do now?” Kevin asked. “Can they recover your work?”

Paul nodded. “This happened to a friend of mine last year, and the virus even encrypted his cloud files. Since then I keep extra backups in a separate cloud drive. Once my laptop is unlocked and probably sanitized, I’ll be back to work.” Kevin’s calm presence had helped bleed off some of Paul’s stress, leaving him able to joke about the situation, but still. Ewh.

“If you wanted, at least until your computer is fixed, you could use the desktop at the office,” Kevin offered.

“Really?” Paul straightened from his despondent slouch. “Are you sure?” He hesitated, dialing down his enthusiasm a few notches. “I wouldn’t want to be in the way.”

“You’ll be fine,” Kevin assured him. “Office hours are seven till seven, six days a week, but I’m usually out on the grounds.”

“That doesn’t leave you too much time off. Do you have someone working for you?”

“Nope.” Kevin shook his head, tossing his dark curls off his forehead. “I’m it.”

“Looks like you’ve been doing some repairs too.” Paul gestured to the obviously new street signs.

“I’m trying. The last owner let too many things slide.” Kevin stopped at an intersection while another cart went by. “You’ve not seen a lot of the park yet, have you?” He leaned on the steering wheel, the tan of his muscular forearms catching Paul’s attention.

“No, I’ve been working on my paper.” Paul held out his own winter-white arms. “As you can tell.”

“You know what they say about no play,” Kevin teased. “How about a tour while we’re out? I can give you the tech guy’s number tomorrow.”

Paul opened his mouth to refuse, waiting for his father’s impatient text tone to interrupt the moment with a reminder of everything that was riding on this assignment and how hard his father had worked to get him this opportunity, or like the last one, a reminder of how he had let his father down in the past. Except he had forgotten the phone in his haste to leave the RV. “I’d like that,” he said instead, instantly rewarded by Kevin’s pleased smile as he turned the golf cart away from the office.

“Let’s start with the pool.”

Paul held on to his crutches, laughing when Kevin tooted the cart’s horn and sped past a resident walking his dog. Screw it, Paul decided, feeling freer than he had since before the accident. Everybody deserved a little time off.




Chapter 4

 

 

THE LAST time Paul visited the park office, he had leaned against a wall and stared out a window, too tired to care while Kevin finalized paperwork and handed off ID cards to get them in and out of the gates.

Today he took a good look around. The interior of the double-wide had been converted into an open area with a kitchen and island to the side. The space resembled a college hangout, with comfortable couches and colorful service brochures spread out on the flat surfaces.

Interesting. The topics ranged from Social Security and Medicare to elder abuse and housing laws. He picked up one of the flyers from SAGE USA, an organization dedicated to helping older LGBTQ adults. He recognized the logo from their Facebook page, having come across it while browsing through a campus list of resources.

“This is nice,” he acknowledged. “Not what I expected.”

“I like having the residents involved in the community, so I try to foster an open-door policy,” Kevin replied. “I view my role as more of a facilitator than a park manager.”

Kevin ushered him past an enormous artificial Christmas tree in front of the bay window. The white lights blinked among the greenery, highlighting the silver ribbons twisted throughout, and a variety of brightly wrapped packages peeked beneath the branches.

“I can’t wrap my brain around all this holiday stuff when I’m wearing shorts.” Paul tugged at the fabric to illustrate.

“We have two more trees. One at the clubhouse, and one at the pool, with a competition for best decoration between the different age groups in the park.” Kevin opened a set of french doors into the separate office area Paul recognized from his first day. “The winning team gets a discount off their January lot rent.”

A dual monitor setup took up space on the wood desk, along with a phone and several file folders neatly stacked to the side. Banks of low filing cabinets surrounded the credenza and edged the walls. Like in the rest of the trailer, the windows were plentiful, and the space was filled with an assortment of indoor plants.

“You have your own little jungle.” Paul admired a mini cactus decorated for the season with tiny silver ornaments.

A faint flush appeared on Kevin’s cheeks. “I get bored in an office. Thought I’d bring a little outdoors inside.”

He showed Paul how to log in to the system, and within minutes, Paul accessed his cloud storage. “Fantastic,” he breathed out in a gust, releasing the last bit of fear that this wouldn’t work. “You sure I’m not putting you out?”

Kevin shook his head. “I’ve forwarded the main number to my cell, but if the phone rings, the voicemail will pick up.” He gestured to the area outside the office. “Don’t hesitate to grab some coffee or water when you’re ready to take a break, and any baked goods on the counters are fair game.”

Paul opened his messenger bag, then hesitated. “Last chance to change your mind.”

Kevin dropped his palm onto Paul’s shoulder. “You’re fine.”

Paul nodded, his stomach tightening. The warmth of Kevin’s hand seeped through the fabric of his shirt, sparking an answering heat in Paul’s chest.

“Okay,” he said, his voice shakier than he expected. He sat and watched in bemusement as Kevin wheeled over a guest chair to elevate Paul’s leg.

“Thanks.” Paul wiggled around before settling in comfort. He smiled his appreciation at Kevin.

Kevin paused at the doorway. “I’ll check in on you in a little bit. Don’t worry if you notice anyone out in the common area. The residents are in and out all day.”

“You bet.” Paul settled his folders and his phone within reach. Kevin closed the door with a final wave, leaving Paul alone in his personal space filled with pictures and knickknacks.

Paul resisted the urge to poke around. While tempting, it would be rude and a poor return of Kevin’s generosity. With a sigh, he turned his attention to the computer screens.

The rest of the morning flew by until Paul eventually flexed his cramping fingers. He’d made some good progress and had moved ahead of his father’s expectations, but God, the subject was killing him.

He arched his spine in a bone-crunching stretch and took another look around. Yes, he was venturing into the same snooping territory he’d held off from earlier, but now the behavior counted as a reward.

The careful organization seemed to contrast with Kevin’s casual manner, but every business needed the basics. The space still reflected the warmth of Kevin’s personality, and Paul inhaled the lingering notes of Kevin’s cologne. Before Paul could examine the pictures on the credenza, Kevin knocked on the glass and waited for Paul to wave him in.

“Ready for a coffee break?” Kevin’s sunglasses were pushed to the top of his head, holding his hair off his face, which gleamed with his efforts out in the sun.

Paul glanced at his phone. “I guess time flies. Coffee sounds great.”

Kevin held open the door for Paul to swing himself through. “Even better, we have cinnamon streusel cake.” He pointed to the kitchen island.

The rich aroma made his stomach growl. “Oh my God,” he groaned, covering his belly with one hand. “That is fantastic.”

True to Kevin’s predictions, residents had drifted in and out of the office, but Paul hadn’t paid any attention. A shame, because he would have liked to see who brought this in and encourage Grandpa Louie to ask him or her out.

“One of the perks of the business, especially this time of year.” Kevin opened the upper cupboard and took down two plates. “Elderly residents who love to bake but don’t live near their grandkids. We’ll be rolling in cookies.”

“Nice.” Paul’s stomach rumbled again. “Wait. That’s kind of sad, when I think about it.”

“Realities.” Kevin shrugged and cut into the golden-brown cake. “The coffee pods are in the drawer below the sugar, and creamer is in the fridge. Fix yourself a cup, then leave it on the counter. Grab a seat, and I’ll bring the rest over.”

Paul wanted to protest being waited on, but he had to pick his battles. He couldn’t manage his crutches and the mug. He settled onto the couch, leaning forward to take the offered plate. He waited for Kevin to arrange the coffee mugs on the low table he dragged within reach, then wasted no more time.

His first bite of the cinnamon streusel cake proved it a wise choice. “This is so good,” he praised. “I can’t believe you haven’t gained weight with treats like this.”

Kevin patted his ridiculously flat stomach before swallowing his own mouthful. “Hard work.” He set down his plate and pulled his phone out of his pocket. “I meant to get your number earlier and give you mine in case you had any problems.”

“Oh, sure.” Paul rattled off his information. “Mine’s back on the desk.” Before he could get to his feet, Kevin had already jumped up and retrieved Paul’s phone. Paul unlocked the device with trembling fingers and selected a new contact before handing it to Kevin. Strictly business, he reminded himself, but the caution didn’t change the warm glow in his chest.

The glow dimmed when Kevin’s cell rang. He glanced at the screen and frowned. “I’m sorry, I have to take this.”

Paul nodded. He had to choose between checking out Kevin’s rear view and indulging in more cake, but the firm muscle, covered by work-worn denim, won.

Instead of retaking his seat when the call finished, Kevin put his plate in the fridge and poured his coffee into a travel mug.

“Resident with a water problem,” he explained. “If I’m not back before you head out, just lock the french doors behind you.”

“Okay,” Paul agreed. He traced his fingers over the ceramic mug and took another sip, swallowing his disappointment. “Don’t work too hard.”

 

 

BY THE second week, Paul was ready to forget about having his laptop fixed. Or buying a new one, as his father suggested, apparently worried Paul would be too distracted using the office computer, rather than congratulating him on his problem-solving. Thanks, Dad.

Grandpa Louie grumbled at Paul’s absence but stayed busy with whatever group adventure he’d signed up for during the day and the bevy of widows he squired around at night.

Paul ignored them both. He walked to the office after breakfast, enjoying the fresh air and waving to any other early risers. Kevin rewarded his diligence by greeting him with sleepy morning face and a cup of coffee waiting on the desk.

Paul hoarded the little snippets of conversation he and Kevin exchanged before Kevin would set out on the day’s project, leaving Paul in mostly uninterrupted peace.

Kevin obviously did his own computer work earlier and later than Paul, because sometimes the seat was still warm when he sat, a pleasant touch of humanity that made Paul smile.

Paul didn’t want to take advantage of Kevin, but he liked getting out of the RV, especially on the days they shared the office, and Paul not only spent time with Kevin, but followed his interactions with the park residents.

Like today.

Paul had hobbled into the kitchen area for a break and stood off to the side while Kevin and an elderly man were seated on one of the small couches.

“I gave the son of a bitch three hundred and twenty-five dollars! And all he gives me are excuses.” The man vibrated with indignation. “First he put his back out, then another job wasn’t finished, then he needed money for supplies. I told him that’s what my three hundred and twenty-five damn dollars was for.”

“Ouch,” Kevin said. His attention was fixed on his notes, allowing Paul an opportunity to study him without limit.

“Then he asked me what did I want him to do?” The old man snorted. “So I told him, get your ass over here and fix my windows like I paid you half up front to do.”

Kevin pushed his dark hair behind his ears, and Paul avidly followed the path of his long fingers. “Give me all the contact info you have, and I’ll do some digging.”

“It’s my own damn fault.” He stood and shook Kevin’s hand. “I knew the price was too good to be true, but I went for it anyway. I appreciate you looking into this. He wasn’t on the list, and the wife gave me plenty of grief when I called him in the first place.”

“Well, I’m afraid she’ll give you a harder time when she finds out she was right.” Kevin chuckled.

The old guy grabbed at his heart. “Careful there, Kevin. I’m not ready to leave her a rich widow yet.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

The wry twist to Kevin’s lips created an equally twisting sensation in Paul’s chest. He waited by the counter until Kevin had safely seen the old man down the steps.

“I didn’t mean to eavesdrop.” Paul lifted his cup of coffee. “I needed a break.”

“You’re fine.” Kevin dropped his pen onto his notepad. “I wish there was more I could do.”

“What was he talking about, the list?” Paul asked.

Kevin gave him a considering glance, the blue and gold highlights in his irises catching the light. “Let’s take a real break. Join me for lunch, and I’ll answer any questions you might have.”

Paul’s thoughts jumped to the pages he still needed to write today, then weighed his father’s displeasure against an hour or two of Kevin’s company. He should be more worried about his lack of worry, but instead he nodded. “Give me two seconds to shut down.”




Chapter 5

 

 

PAUL STUCK his hand out the car window, his palm surfing the air currents. He hummed along with the radio. Rather than the old rusted pickup parked outside the office, Kevin had led him to a small convertible that tore down the road without hesitation. After his adventures climbing in and out of his grandfather’s RV, Paul enjoyed seating himself with minimal effort and plenty of room for his leg.

“This is terrific,” he said. He looked over at Kevin, admiring how the wind whipped the dark curls off his face. “Doesn’t feel like December.”

“Your grandfather says you’re from Michigan.” Kevin shuddered in obvious mock dismay. “Are you a fan of the snow?”

“I am,” Paul replied without hesitation. “Especially this time of year. I’ll miss the usual Christmas traditions.”

“We have traditions.” Kevin pushed his sunglasses higher up his nose and nudged Paul with his elbow. “We just don’t have to wear as many clothes when we celebrate them.”

Paul burst out laughing. He’d concede the point. The lighthearted current between them hummed, a hint that the warmth Kevin sparked off him might be mutual. “Where are we going?”

“A restaurant off the coast.” Kevin glanced over. “I should have checked. You do like seafood, right?”

“Absolutely.” Paul relaxed against the seat with a sigh, happy to get off the roller coaster his life had become since the accident. Between the hospital, the loss of his internship, and now the paper from hell, he’d barely taken a breath. But this, the sun shining and the breeze hitting his face? It was the pause Paul hadn’t known he needed.

Kevin seemed to share his relaxation, tuning the radio to a Christmas station and handling the vehicle with smooth confidence. Paul wanted to stretch this bubble in time, willing the moment to last, and had to fight pangs of disappointment when Kevin turned off the freeway and into the lot of a weathered building.

The exterior walls were strewn with fishing nets, a haphazard attempt at decoration, and there wasn’t any signage, but cars filled the parking spaces. Kevin slid the convertible into a reserved spot.

“Shhh.” Kevin met Paul’s questioning eyebrow with a conspiratorial grin. “I’m friends with the owner.”

He held the door for Paul, helping him with his crutches without a fuss. They were seated in a manner of moments and had their drink order brought almost as fast despite the crowd. The restaurant was larger and more modern on the inside, with plenty of room for newcomers.

“We missed the main lunch rush.” Kevin pushed a menu from the middle of the table over to Paul. “But we can still get the special.”

“Okay.” Paul reached for the menu, meeting Kevin’s broad grin with one of his own. His phone chimed in his pocket, the text tone for his father intruding into his afternoon of peace, and he winced. “Sorry.”

He switched off the ringer and placed the phone beside his plate out of habit. He noticed Kevin either didn’t have one on him or wasn’t as fixated on it as everyone else he knew.

“You said you’d tell me about this list?” Paul asked.

Kevin flexed his jaw. “You may not run into this up north, but with Florida’s huge retiree population, scam artists are a real problem. They prey on the elderly, signing them up for new roofs, windows, landscaping, or repair services. Anything they can convince someone they need.”

“I’m guessing oftentimes people don’t?” Paul offered.

“Damn straight.” Kevin ran his hand over the top of his head, removing his sunglasses and setting them on the table. “They usually ask for a percentage up front, then take the money and run. We call the cops, report them to the Better Business Bureau and the local chamber of commerce, but we might as well swim against the tide.”

“Why do people fall for the scam?” Paul asked.

“Living on a fixed income is hard. You need work done, but within your budget.” Kevin ticked off the two points on his fingers, then opened his hands in a helpless gesture. “I got so sick of fielding resident calls I created a list of reputable vendors. The residents don’t have to use them, but if they do, they can trust they are licensed when needed, usually bonded, and at least they’ll show up to finish the job.”

“That sounds terrific.” Paul flipped through the double-sided menu to collect his thoughts. He was used to the cynicism expressed by his father and the professors he dealt with, not the passion evident in Kevin’s voice. “You really care about your residents, don’t you?”

“Yes,” Kevin said simply. “Many of them are on their own at this point. They’ve outlived friends and lost touch with family. I want them to know someone’s looking out for them.” He relaxed the tight clench of his jaw. “Enough about me. Tell me about this paper you’re working on.”

Paul licked his lips and glanced upward to check Kevin’s expression. Reassured of Kevin’s genuine interest, he set the menu down, his hands folded on top. “I’m almost done with a degree in finance, and I had an internship for this term.” He hesitated, unsure if he was oversharing. “The firm is pretty well known, and the owner’s a friend of my father, so I was lucky to get in.”

“I’m sure they wouldn’t have taken you if you weren’t qualified,” Kevin pointed out. “You’re smart, funny, and certainly capable.”

“Maybe.” The warm sincerity in Kevin’s eyes soothed the rough edges of self-doubt that nagged at him. “Anyway, I also take some art electives, even though my dad says they eat up valuable time.”

He took a drink of water, pushing back the surge of memories. His stomach churned, reliving the disorientating mix of fear and pain set against the background of shrieking metal and the shock of his classmates. “I had some pieces in an exhibit, and as part of our grade, we were bused over to review each other’s work.”

Paul kept his gaze on the glass, the pads of his fingers turning white before he deliberately loosened them. “You can probably guess from my cast, but there was an accident, and a couple of us were hurt. By the time I left the hospital, the firm had someone else.”

He slumped his shoulders, weighed down by his father’s disappointment all over again and the unspoken implication Paul couldn’t be trusted to make his own decisions, and this was what happened when he veered off plan.

“But never let anyone say nepotism can’t win the day. My professor is another friend of Dad’s, and they worked out a deal where I can still get the credits if I write this research paper.”

“Not bad,” Kevin admitted. “I’m glad you’re okay.” His voice slowed, like he was choosing what to say next. “But I have to ask, why do you seem so unhappy about it?”

“Apart from how the whole mess is my own fault?” Paul’s huff of laughter held the sharp edge of bitterness. “I shouldn’t have taken the class, much less been on the bus. More than that, I let my dad down again.”

“Again?” Kevin asked the question in a soft tone, but Paul’s shoulders still hunched with renewed tension.

“My mom died when I was fifteen.” Paul swallowed, the pain as fresh as ever, but he waved off Kevin’s immediate expression of sympathy. “If I say I didn’t handle things well, it would be a vast understatement.”

He fiddled with the napkin-wrapped silverware, lining the roll precisely against the edge of his place mat. “Dad was…. He was great. Really.” He glanced at Kevin before continuing. “He got me the help I needed, and then we sat down and he—we—made a plan for my future. One that would be a tribute to Mom and her hopes for me.”

Kevin stayed quiet for a moment before he reached out, deliberately wrapping his callused fingers around Paul’s wrist. “I can’t imagine what you went through or how you felt. But life is about living: making mistakes and learning from them, and the one thing my mom always told me was she’d be happy if I was happy.”

Paul flinched from the comfort in Kevin’s touch and his soft words. Somehow Kevin had glimpsed the secret he carried, the desire to throw all his carefully laid-out plans into the air and do something wild: something bold with his life and his art.

He slid his wrist out from under Kevin’s hold, refusing to accept how much he wanted to turn over his hand and return the clasp. Instead Paul picked up his menu again.

“I’m sure she’s very proud of the way you care for your residents,” he said in a brighter tone. “Sorry to drag things down. Anything here I have to try?”

Kevin gave in to Paul’s change of subject with caring grace. He pointed to the menu pages, offering a few of his favorite items.

They chatted briefly, and by the time their waitress took their orders, the tension between them had lightened. Paul pretended Kevin’s observations hadn’t hit home and focused instead on the sun and fresh air that blew in the screened windows, amazed several of the other diners wore long pants and jackets.

“I can’t believe this is winter,” he commented. “I should be wearing about sixteen layers instead of shorts and a T-shirt.”

Kevin sat back in his chair, resting his hands on his thighs. “Welcome to December in Florida.”

“What’s Christmas here really like?” Paul leaned across the table, too eager for Kevin’s answer to play it cool.

“You mean does Santa still visit with no chimney to slide down?” Kevin’s body vibrated with his burst of laughter. He shook his head. “You northerners are all the same.”

The warm glow of Kevin’s amused pleasure was familiar in an addictive sort of way, and Paul wanted to keep chasing the high. “The lack of chimneys is a concern, and I have a hard time picturing holiday lights in a palm tree.”

“Such little faith you youngsters have.” Kevin took a sip of water, his hand large enough to wrap almost completely around the glass.

Paul shivered, fascinated by the angles of Kevin’s strong body. His fingers twitched, reaching for his sketch pad, at home and already filled with far too many studies of Kevin. “Tell me more, old man.”

“I’m not sure you’re prepared for the overwhelming round of festivity that is the holiday at our fine park.” Kevin’s dark brown eyes crinkled at the corners. “But if you’re a good boy, I’ll let you join in the preparations.”

Paul sucked in a breath as those three little words hit him low in the stomach, an arrow unerringly finding its mark. Oh, did he want to be a good boy for Kevin Lombardo.

The air around them seemed to thicken, and their eyes met and held. Paul held his breath, filled with sudden heat. Of course that was when his cell phone vibrated against the table, the harsh buzz severing the connection between them.

“Do you need to get that?” Kevin asked, polite as always.

“My father,” Paul said, not even needing to look at the screen to know. His friends all had their own ringtones. “Checking on my work status.”

“Does he do that a lot?”

Paul gave a halfhearted shrug, dropping his hands into his lap. Kevin made it easy to forget his responsibilities. Something his father would never appreciate.

How could he explain his father’s fear that Paul would drift and waste his opportunities? Or the effort it took Paul to channel his creative instincts into more practical pursuits?

He couldn’t.

Their waitress brought out their lunches with a cheerful smile, and while everything looked delicious, the continued vibration of his phone kept him from tasting anything at all.




Chapter 6

 

 

“COME ON,” Paul muttered at the dual computer screens, with deep and personal affront at the turn his paper had taken. Today was not a good day.

Sure, it was a great day in Florida: sunshine, moderate temperatures, and the barest hint of humidity to dampen his back during his morning hobble. But for writing this damn paper? Not a good day at all.

He needed inspiration. Or an interruption. He’d take either. Salvation arrived with a jingle from the sleigh bells hanging on the door, a new addition in the ever-increasing amount of holiday decorations that filled the office.

“Hey,” Paul said when Kevin walked in. He closed the open tabs on the computer without a shred of guilt. “How’s your day going?”

Kevin dropped into one of the guest chairs with a sigh, the ultimate picture of exhaustion. His curls were matted with sweat, his boots caked with dirt, and dark patches ringed the neck and armpits of his T-shirt.

Paul still wanted to slide onto Kevin’s lap, supported on those strong thighs while he soothed the lines of stress off Kevin’s face. The “rode hard and put up wet” vibe definitely worked for him.

“I have no words. How about you? Are you making any progress?”

Paul shook his head, clearing the haze of fantasy from his mind. “Let’s not go there.”

“Oh.” Kevin dropped his gaze, rubbing his thumb over the knuckles of his other hand. Paul leaned forward, intrigued by the unexpected sign of uncertainty. “Is this a bad time to ask for a favor?” Kevin grimaced, as if forcing out the question were a difficult task. Perhaps it was. While always the first to offer help, how often did Kevin request any for himself?

“Hit me,” Paul prompted. He and Kevin had developed an easy friendship. They had lunch at a local diner, shared coffee, conversation, and the latest park gossip in the morning, but after that first lunch where Paul spilled his guts in such an embarrassing manner, they tended not to cross personal boundaries. If Kevin needed a favor, Paul would listen.

“I had a… thing come up.” Kevin pushed the clumps of hair off his forehead, smearing streaks of dirt across his skin.

“A… thing?” Paul tilted his head to the side. What had Kevin so uncharacteristically tongue-tied?

“Yeah, I have to step out for the afternoon and probably this evening.” He glanced at Paul, his brown eyes filled with hopeful pleading. “Can you run bingo tonight?”

“W-what?” Paul’s wild imaginings came to a screeching halt. Well. Crap.

“I know it’s a lot to ask, but Charlie is still out with his back, and Erma is in Tampa, waiting on her second grandkid.” Kevin dropped his hands between his spread thighs. “With anyone else, I’ll have to worry about the office and clubhouse getting locked or the twins complaining I’m giving special privileges.”

“Oh.” Paul nibbled his bottom lip. Kevin had a point. Grandpa Louie had introduced him to the Bonassarro Twins on the one and only bingo night he attended. Paul stayed polite, and then immediately told his grandfather “never again.”

The two old women kept a fierce eye on the park and had no problems sharing if things failed to meet their exacting specifications. Especially when it came to their sacred bingo night.

Paul glanced back and forth from the computer screen of hell to Kevin, sitting slumped in his chair. Who was he kidding? “Sure,” he said with a determined smile, his concern actively growing. Kevin never bailed on a commitment to his residents. “I’d be glad to.”

Kevin had him up and at the alarm panel before Paul had time to question his decision. “I owe you.” He placed the keys usually clipped to his belt into Paul’s hands.

“It’s not a problem,” Paul reassured them both, then had to ask, “Is everything okay?”

“Yes.” Kevin’s face softened, 100 percent of his attention on Paul for the first time since he entered the office. “I’m fine. One of the residents needs help with her grandson. Her health is pretty fragile, and I’m worried about her.”

Kevin’s obvious concern cleared the last thread of indecision from Paul’s mind. “As long as you’re okay.” Paul risked putting his hand on Kevin’s arm.

They stared at each other. Paul held his breath as Kevin’s warm, physical presence and caring surrounded him. This time it was Kevin’s phone that interrupted the moment.

Kevin frowned. “I’m sorry.” He gestured to the door. “Don’t worry about tomorrow. I have a spare set of keys.” He backed away like a magnet forced to pull apart from another of equal strength. “Have fun tonight, and watch out for Mr. Greenberry. He’s a cheating son of a bitch.”

“At bingo?” Paul teased, cloaking himself in their familiar back-and-forth, the relief in Kevin’s smile the only thanks he needed. “Go on.” Paul waved him off. “I’ll be fine.”

 

 

HE WAS so not fine.

Paul took a deep breath and shook the coffee can full of special holiday-themed bingo balls (who knew they were a thing?) with more-than-necessary force. Kevin Lombardo owed him. Big. Starting with the red felt Santa hat handed out to everyone who walked in the door, apparently the required apparel for tonight’s game. Paul tossed his head, the fluffy white ball dangling on the end of his hat hitting him in the nose once again instead of swinging back behind him. He blew a huff of air out of the corner of his mouth, but the stupid thing refused to move.

“Call it already!”

Paul recognized the loudmouth. He clutched the can in a death grip and gave the balls another ear-rattling shake, anything to resist the urge to grab Lloyd Merkshammer by his scrawny throat.

“Reindeer, three,” he called through gritted teeth. He dropped the balls into the shoebox next to him and put an x over the appropriate square on the specially printed bingo card.

“That’s not right,” Lloyd grumbled. “You already called that one.”

“He did not.” Eloise Bonassarro slammed her ink marker down onto the table, her own red Santa hat askew on her permed curls. “You’re just a senile old fool who can’t remember from one minute to the next.”

“And put your oxygen mask back on,” her twin, Edith, snarled.

Looked like Paul wasn’t the only one tired of Lloyd’s complaining. Should he intervene? What could they do? Hit each other over the head with their walkers? If Lloyd didn’t back off, Paul swore he’d delay calling 911.

He shook the can of balls with vicious pleasure, this time picturing Lloyd’s last wheezing breath.

“I think this game is rigged.”

That was Mr. Greenberry. His arms were crossed, and he scowled at Paul through his white beard. Even with the hat on, he came across as more Old Testament prophet come to punish the unbelievers rather than the friendly, Santa look-alike Paul had initially assumed.

“Yeah,” Lloyd wheezed. “I demand a recount. Where’s Kevin?”

“He’s bailing out Agnes’s grandson again.” Eloise dropped that interesting tidbit and grabbed Lloyd’s cards. She squinted at them through her handheld magnifier. “You haven’t even marked anything!”

Additional grumbles rose from the tiny sea of red hats, the complaints escalating with each Christmas object/number combination Paul read off. He scanned the crowd for possible reinforcements, catching Grandpa Louie’s eye in the back row. He had Inga Cartwright, a newcomer to the park, cuddled up beside him under the guise of showing her how to play.

Uh-oh. Eloise had been a repeat dinner guest at the RV for the last week, but it looked like Grandpa Louie was moving on to greener pastures. No wonder she was so angry.

“Kevin keeps the bingo supplies in the office,” his grandfather offered. “A regular game might calm everybody down.”

A few of the red hats nodded agreement. Paul groaned. “Let’s see a show of hands,” he announced. “Who wants me to get a different set of balls?” A loud sniggering followed his question. “Seriously?” Paul supported himself against the table, the better to rest his clenched fists on his hips. He scowled at the group, finally understanding the frustrations of his first-grade teacher. “What are you all? Seven? No, most of you are seventy if you’re a day. Let’s try this again. Hands up.”

Despite his hopes, more than half of the thirty or so Santa impersonators raised their age-spotted hands. Paul squeezed the thick band of tension at the back of his neck. Fine. He’d crutch over to the office and find some new damn bingo balls.

“Fine. Play is suspended for a ten-minute break.” Twenty if he found Kevin’s liquor stash. Paul set the can on the table, dropped his Santa hat on top, and turned toward the exit.

He stopped after two steps and returned to the table. He grabbed the set of control cards and stuffed them inside his shirt for ease of carry. The muttered curses from Mr. Greenberry made him shake his head. Cheating son of a bitch indeed.

Grandpa Louie decided to be useful and met Paul by the door. “I can go get them, if you want.”

Paul closed his eyes and considered the option. He was positive he’d passed over a couple of those mini bottles of airport booze in Kevin’s bottom desk drawer the other day. “I’ll have to disarm and reset the alarm when I’m done. But thanks.”

“Sure, sure.” Grandpa Louie leaned in and whispered into Paul’s ear, “Take your time. I’m going to give Inga a tour of the locker rooms.”

“Ewh.” Paul held up his hand. “I don’t want to hear this. But I trust you’re using protection?”

His grandfather gave what Paul could only describe as a bashful but proud smile.

“Never mind.” Paul checked he had the keys and left the madness behind him. He sucked in a huge breath of evening air outside the clubhouse, a welcome change after the overly scented mix of perfume and cologne that filled the game room. Old people. Not nearly as cute as they seemed on television. How did Kevin do it?

The alarm didn’t give him any trouble, and Paul opened a few cupboards near the kitchen without success. “If I were a box of bingo supplies, where would I be?”

He thought about Mr. Greenberry and Lloyd and went for the easy answer—under lock and key, possibly even booby-trapped. Paul smirked and unlocked the inner office, heading to the side closet he usually left alone. He tried several different keys until he heard a click and the door swung open.

Paul pushed past several boxes of obvious office supplies and opened some unmarked ones to peek inside. Nothing. “Huh.” He grunted but didn’t give up. He’d look all night if the search delayed his return to the clubhouse.

More boxes were piled on the lower shelves, their labels unreadable in the dim light. Paul turned on his flashlight app and leaned down. There was a banker’s box pushed to the back that looked promising.

Paul lowered himself to the floor, careful to ease his casted leg into a comfortable position before he pulled the container toward him. The fine layer of dust tickled his nose, and he sneezed. A tingle ran up his spine, a sudden sense he shouldn’t be here, but curiosity already had him lifting the lid.

“Hmm,” he muttered. The contents were jumbled together without order, like someone had wiped their arm across the top of a desk, knocking everything in and closing it up without looking back.

Paul poked gingerly at the mess, all the usual pen and paper-clip holders, a plug-in mug warmer—nice—before settling on the edge of a large frame pushed down on the side. He looked around as if someone could see him and then lifted it out of the box.

It was a diploma. A fancy one, the paper thick and imposing even through the glass. Paul had seen plenty of diplomas like it in his father’s office and hung on the wall of the executive who interviewed him for his internship. This one was for a Juris Doctor and was made out to K. Alexander Lombardo.

Paul sucked in a shaky breath, tightening his fingers on the edges of the frame. Kevin was a lawyer. He repeated the words in his mind, trying to get them to make sense.

Kevin had a law degree, but he managed the park. Paul gnawed on his lower lip. Kevin was the success Paul’s father wanted Paul to be, and yet he wasn’t. Why? And why hadn’t he ever mentioned it?

Paul was familiar with the various ethics and other investigations some of his father’s friends were the subject of. Plenty of evenings around the dinner table had featured his father’s glee when the inquiries were shut down for one reason or another. Had something similar happened to Kevin? Paul drew in a quick breath. Had Kevin been disbarred?

Paul put his hand on his stomach, nauseous at the mere thought Kevin might have anything in common with those men. He shook his head. No. He knew Kevin Lombardo. Maybe only a few weeks, by the calendar, but deep down, Paul knew Kevin.

Whatever the reason behind his career change, it was Kevin’s, and that was good enough for him. Paul pushed the frame back into the box, along with his shame at intruding into Kevin’s personal life. Kevin had been nothing but welcoming to Paul, and this was how he repaid him? Thinking the worst?

Paul shoved the container back where he’d found it. There on the shelf directly in front of his nose was a box labeled Bingo. He used his crutch to climb to his feet and rifled through the contents until he found the balls he needed.

He juggled them in his hand until he managed to tuck them under his elbow. It only took a few minutes to turn out the lights and lock the office door. His thoughts, however…. He wished he had a switch for them.




Chapter 7

 

 

“YOU’RE AWFULLY quiet today.” Kevin stood on the other side of the desk, his arms folded across his chest and his biceps bulging against the cuffs of his T-shirt sleeves.

Paul yawned and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Rough night.” What an understatement. His brain had refused to shut down and kept returning to the image of Kevin’s diploma, creating stranger and wilder explanations with each passing hour. His restless night had left him dull and lifeless compared to Kevin’s vibrant personality (and biceps).

He had eventually drifted into an uneasy doze, one filled with dreams starring Kevin. Not the Kevin who stood before him. Dream Kevin was as disturbingly handsome but dressed in tailored suits and filled in for the jerk who’d interviewed Paul for the internship. “I guess I’m in kind of a bad mood.”

“Good thing for you I have the cure.”

Kevin’s smug tone had Paul gazing at him with suspicion. “What?”

“Come with me and I’ll tell you,” Kevin wheedled.

Paul frowned at the document, open and waiting on the monitor, and at his cell phone, his father’s last few texts still unanswered. The same mulish determination that kept him plugging away at this paper had him joining Kevin on the other side of the desk. Leaving his phone behind? This time the decision was deliberate.

“Let’s go.”

They ended up at the local diner again. The waitress greeted them with a smile and assured them their favorite table was open.

Kevin thanked her. Paul stayed quiet. Despite his initial determination not to fall prey to the distraction of Kevin’s charm, they had ended up going out enough to have a “favorite table.”

They placed their orders without needing the menu. How often had they eaten here together? Paul’s mental contortions were interrupted when Kevin moved his water glass off to the side and leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table.

“So spill,” he demanded.

Paul shook his head, unable to articulate his sense of control slipping away. “You first.”

“How can I give you the right cure without you telling me the reason?” Kevin sat back with a mild pout.

That’s the problem, Paul thought with morose humor. The more time Paul spent with Kevin, the more grounded he became. Kevin was the cure. It was like the studies showing how the positive ions in large bodies of fresh water affected the human body. “Too bad, so sad,” Paul chimed back.

“Okay.” Kevin’s barely hidden excitement danced in his eyes. “Christmas parade!” he announced grandly.

Paul stared.

“For the holidays.” Kevin pointed at the decorations above the register. “Every year we have a parade for the residents. I’m talking floats, Santa, the euchre guys making up a mini marching band. The whole shebang.”

Paul held on to his grumpiness with everything he had. “You’re kidding me.”

Kevin flattened his hands on the table and leveled a determined glance at Paul. “You can’t be in a bad mood when Santa’s coming to town. You’ll end up on the naughty list.”

“I’m living with sand, no snow, and temperatures that hover around seventy-three degrees,” Paul responded with dry sarcasm. “It’s totally un-holiday-like.”

“You say that now, but if you help with this year’s celebration, you’ll change your tune.”

Paul imagined himself taking part in a retirement village’s holiday parade, and he froze, a thin tendril of panic slithering up his spine. He could see it. Damn Kevin Lombardo. It was all his fault. Paul wasn’t supposed to have become a part of anything here.

His father had counted on Paul staying isolated, his attention fixed on his future at his father’s side. So where did these doubts come from? Or the soft, fluffy dreams that followed? Paul rubbed his forehead, the headache he’d been fighting all day getting worse.

“I found your diploma,” he blurted across the happy stream of Kevin’s holiday babble.

“Okay.” Kevin’s reply came slower than usual, his voice harder. Paul’s stomach lurched when the excited sparkle in Kevin’s eyes dulled.

“I’m sorry,” Paul said. “I wasn’t snooping. I was looking for a fresh set of balls for bingo to shut Lloyd up. But I need to ask—”

“What did I do that was so terrible I ended up here?” Kevin snorted. “Sorry to disappoint you, but I quit. No drama, no great scandal. I woke up one morning, went to work, and I resigned.” He slumped in his seat and crossed his arms, his steady gaze never leaving Paul’s.

Paul swallowed the lump of shame and guilt in his throat, both at his thoughts and at using Kevin’s past to derail him from including Paul in the life of the park any further. “Don’t you miss it?”

“No,” Kevin said with a brutal frankness. “I got rid of my migraines, heartburn, and lowered my blood pressure.”

Paul reached in his pocket for his phone, not because of an alert—he knew he’d left his phone on the desk—but out of an ingrained habit.

“Yeah,” Kevin added. “I stopped doing that too.” He uncrossed his arms with a sigh. “I spent years chasing success. I set my sights on a partnership and never looked back.”

“What changed your mind?” Paul desperately wanted to hear Kevin’s answer and just as desperately refused to admit why.

“Did you know my grandmother lived here in the park?” Kevin asked out of the blue. “I’d visit her as a kid, but then I sacrificed everything for my career.” He spit out the last word like a poison.

“That’s life.” Paul tried to offer something to counteract the bitterness in Kevin’s voice.

“I was so caught up in myself I didn’t notice she needed me. She got involved in an investment scam.” His lips twisted into a thin line. “Wanted something to leave me.” He shook his head. “She paid the price. She lost everything, and then she just… gave up.”

“I’m sorry.” Paul reached out and took Kevin’s hand in his, smoothing his thumb over the rough knuckles. The hands of a hardworking man, not a manicure in sight. He remembered Grandpa Louie offering his condolences their first night at the park, yet had never given her another thought.

Kevin pushed on. “I walked away, liquidated my savings, and bought the park. I found out who was treating the people fairly and kicked a few asses of those who weren’t. Too late to help my grandmother, but I’m making a difference.” The flood of Kevin’s words slowed, his voice softening. “I probably seem crazy to you.”

“No,” Paul said, the words like ash in his mouth. He tightened his grip on Kevin’s hand. “I hate what I’m doing too.” His stomach churned, equal parts acid and fear rising into his throat. “I never wanted a degree in finance, and I don’t want to work for my father or his friends.”

“Oh.” Kevin opened his mouth, those gorgeous lips forming an unspoken question.

“You think I’m being weak, doing what my father wants?” Paul whispered his darkest fear.

“No.” Kevin seemed to weigh his next few words with care. “I understand you want to repay your father for his support and make him proud. But what I don’t understand….” He paused, as if deciding whether to continue. “Why aren’t your dreams good enough?”

The question echoed in the silence between them. Paul released Kevin’s hand, his stomach twisting around in time with his thoughts. He needed distance, both physical and emotional. “I’m not feeling so hot. Maybe we should get this to go.”

Kevin looked crushed. He pressed his lips together and nodded, a sharp, tight motion. “If that’s what you want.”

Paul didn’t have the guts to tell him it wasn’t what he wanted at all.

 

 

PAUL DIDN’T sleep any more that night than the one before, his thoughts turning and twisting over Kevin’s question. He stumbled into the office the next morning, unsure if he should even be there, but Kevin treated him as if nothing had happened.

Another week passed. Everything between them seemed fine. Kevin smiled and greeted him with coffee like usual. But they stopped having lunch together, and much to Paul’s private dismay, the light, friendly touches Kevin had given so freely disappeared. So did the undercurrent, the connection that used to hum just out of Paul’s awareness every time Kevin was near.

Things were fine. Better than fine, Paul fiercely told himself, resolutely squashing his unhappiness and any hint of the doubts troubling him with dogged recitation: he had a paper to write. A future ahead. All he had to do was follow the plan and make his father proud. His art could stay a hobby, a way to relieve stress, and a reward for his hard work.

As for his dreams? There’d be time enough for those. Later. For now he had Kevin as a friend. It was enough to appreciate his drive and concern for the residents of the park and his gentle sense of humor.

Paul had never been very good at lying to himself.

Which was why, when Kevin stood in the doorway to the office, a tool belt wrapped around his waist in a way Paul found too damn sexy for his own good, he didn’t hesitate to close the document on his screen.

“Want to come help me?” Kevin slouched against the doorframe, scratching his shoulder against the wood.

“To do what?” Paul bit back his offer to scratch that itch for him. It was the first time Kevin had sought him out in days.

“Official park business.”

“Official? Well, how can I refuse?” Paul teased. He doubted he’d be much help, but he reached for his phone and crutches anyway.

“Time is growing short, and it’s all hands on deck.” Kevin locked the french doors behind them, and Paul waited while he moved the clock hands on the Be Back Later sign ahead an hour.

Paul planted his crutches and swung down the steps. He’d been up and down them so many times now he didn’t have to watch his footing. “What’s in it for me?”

Kevin grinned, his dark hair already tousled, a lone curl sticking to the sweat-damp skin of his forehead. Things hadn’t flowed this naturally between them in days, and Paul welcomed the return. “I guess it all depends on how much help you are.”

They settled into Kevin’s pickup and headed toward the rear of the park. Paul was surprised by his familiarity with the layout and didn’t hesitate to return the chorus of hellos and waves from the residents they passed, several of whom Paul had assisted when they came to the park office and Kevin was out. It gave him an unexpected sense of belonging.

They stopped alongside three other trucks, each one filled with four or five of the younger and more able-bodied residents. Paul’s curiosity grew, fueled by the crates piled in an empty lot.

Kevin opened Paul’s door. “Jim is going to drive the truck. You can get in the back with me.”

Still unsure, Paul let himself be seated in the truck bed along with a couple of the mystery containers. Kevin helped load the other trucks and then climbed in with him while two of the trucks took position on the other side of the street.

Kevin removed the crate lids and hauled out an enormous roll of holiday lights wrapped around a cylinder. He dropped it onto Paul’s lap, the unexpected weight almost knocking the air from Paul’s lungs but leaving him with a glow of accomplishment when he caught and juggled the bundle into a more comfortable position.

“Warn a guy, will you?” The bulbs strung on the wire were larger than he expected, with an industrial appearance.

“Where’s the fun in that?” Kevin grabbed on to the side of the truck, tapping the roof with his other hand as a signal to start. “I knew you could handle it.”

Paul held on when the vehicle lurched forward. The side windows were open, allowing them to hear the music as all four vehicles tuned to the same Christmas station. “What’s the plan? Other than hoping you don’t fall out.”

“We hang the lights, and the trucks behind us put up the ornaments.” Kevin leaned over so he didn’t have to shout over the music, bracing himself with his hand on Paul’s shoulder, the familiar weight and warmth as welcome as his grin earlier. “You’ll unspool the wire and make sure it doesn’t tangle on me.”

Paul shook his head. “You’re all crazy.”

Kevin laughed. “It’s easier with a cherry picker but not nearly as much fun.”

They stopped at the first light pole, and Kevin showed Paul how to ease the wire out when he needed more length. Another pat on the top of the truck, and they rolled on to the next pole.

Moving his foot in time with the music, Paul greedily catalogued the flex of Kevin’s back and biceps before he felt like too much of a creep and turned his attention to the other trucks. He could find the logic, if not any real safety, in the assembly-line-like procession, both sides of the street taking on an immediately festive air.

By the time they hit the first intersection, they were in the middle of a street party. Residents came out of their trailers and cheered them on, singing along with the carols and offering cookies and cold bottles of water as they worked in the sun. If this was merely the setup, Paul could only imagine the actual parade.

Not for the first time, Paul wished he didn’t have the cast. “I’m not being a lot of help,” he yelled.

“Sure you are,” Kevin replied without turning. “Give me more slack.”

By the time they made it through two crates of lights, Paul had given in to the insanity. He sang, he laughed, he flirted with Kevin and the elderly women plying them with sweets. Take that, Grandpa Louie.

Sweat trickled down Paul’s neck, the sun already reddening his skin. He might have been in Florida for a few weeks now, but he hadn’t spent much time outside.

Their truck stopped, but Paul didn’t react until Kevin plopped a hat onto his head, the wide brim offering an instant and welcome shade. “Thanks.”

“You were starting to look like a lobster.” Kevin squatted beside him, close enough for Paul to count the freckles that dotted his right shoulder where his shirtsleeve pulled up. He handed Paul a cold bottle of water.

Paul pressed the bottle against his cheek. Nice. He grinned, then stuck the bottle onto Kevin’s arm. Kevin’s high-pitched squeal made the retribution promised in Kevin’s eyes definitely worth it.

Kevin settled beside him, their thighs brushing. “We’ll pick up another couple of crates at the next street over.”

“Does Florida have lobsters?” The question struck Paul out of the blue.

“Lobsters are found in the ocean. Florida has plenty of ocean. But we are known for spiny lobsters. They favor the warmer waters.” Kevin elbowed him and then took a drink of water. “You haven’t been to the beach?”

“No.” Determined not to be caught staring, Paul looked at the huge star the truck behind them was hooking into place. “It’s not like I’m here on vacation.”

“Oh my God,” Kevin groaned, a lot louder and longer than Paul thought the moment deserved. “We’re going. As soon as we get this finished.”

“What?” Paul said. “No.”

“You’re a northerner in Florida in December.” Kevin jumped out of the truck to help load the next crate. “We’re going to the beach.”




Chapter 8

 

 

DESPITE ALL of Paul’s (admittedly halfhearted) protests, he found himself at the state park parking lot, amazed at the wide expanse of white sand and turquoise water. The scene was straight out of a postcard, with plenty of sun and calm surf—if you didn’t pay attention to the beachgoers huddled under the pavilion, all dressed in long pants and jackets zipped to their necks.

Paul tilted his borrowed cap off his forehead, pleased to find some saner individuals like him wearing shorts and T-shirts down by the water’s edge.

Kevin opened the door and, rather than letting Paul out, held up a black plastic trash bag.

“What’s that for?” Paul asked.

“Give me your feet, gimpy.”

Paul swung himself around, his legs dangling off the side of the seat. Kevin fit the bag over Paul’s foot and cast to his thigh.

“Hold this,” he commanded while he grabbed a roll of duct tape from the glove box. A few quick rips and he had Paul’s cast sealed inside the bag like Paul did before he showered. Apparently satisfied, he pulled off Paul’s lone tennis shoe and tossed it onto the driver’s seat. “Just in case.”

“In case what?” Paul resisted the urge to lean in to Kevin’s touch. “I can’t do sand with these crutches.”

“Anyone ever tell you you spend a whole lot of time focusing on what you can’t do?” Kevin used the seconds Paul took to process his question to reach in and, with one arm behind Paul’s back and the other under his knees, pull him out of the truck in a bridal carry. Without waiting for Paul’s answer, Kevin hefted him aloft.

“Hey,” Paul squawked, the bottom dropping out of his stomach in a roller-coaster-like freefall. He wrapped his arms around Kevin’s neck despite the truthful sting in Kevin’s statement. “What about my crutches?”

“Why do you need them when you have me?” Kevin swung Paul out in front of him and used his hip to close the truck’s door. “Ready for some Florida fun?”

“Oh my God,” Paul yelped and held on to Kevin with everything he had. The heat from Kevin’s body warmed him even more than his embarrassed flush. “Put me down!”

Instead of listening, Kevin marched them across the sand, handling Paul’s weight, cast and all, with ease. He stopped at the outer reach of the waves and slid Paul down until their chests pressed together.

“Don’t worry, I won’t let you fall.” His voice seemed rougher than usual, husky against Paul’s suddenly sensitized skin.

“You’re crazy,” Paul half laughed, half breathed as his foot dangled into the surprisingly warm water. He’d expected much cooler temperatures, but he’d use this for bathwater compared to Lake Superior in September.

With Kevin’s support, Paul drug his toe through the rocks and crushed shell that made up the beach instead of the sugary white sand of the Great Lakes. “I wish I could go swimming.”

“Want to know how to spot a tourist?” Kevin asked.

“I’m sure you’ll tell me.” Paul didn’t trust Kevin’s innocent expression for an instant.

Kevin affected a pretentious accent. “The northern snowbird is immediately recognizable from its southern brethren, with distinct differences in both apparel and behavior.” He tightened his arm around Paul and pointed to their right with the other.

A group of teens dashed in and out of the waves. Their tanned chests contrasted with the older adults, who waited with towels and jackets.

“No true Floridian would turn themselves into an icicle by swimming in December.” Kevin wrapped both arms back around Paul’s waist, his grip tighter this time and pulling them closer together. His muscular chest brushed against Paul’s, his heart beating strong and steady, as dependable as Kevin himself.

Paul licked his lips, inhaling sharply as Kevin’s gaze followed the swipe of his tongue with an intensity Paul hadn’t seen before. Their eyes met, and he touched Kevin’s cheek, brushing his fingers across the afternoon stubble. The beach, endless horizon and all, narrowed into nothing more than the pause between one breath and another.

Kevin tightened his grip for one painful second, as if he dared even the force of the waves to rip Paul out of his arms. Then, treating Paul like he was the most precious thing Kevin had ever held, he softened. He brushed his lips over Paul’s, gentle until Paul kissed him back and then crushing with a passion that hid nothing.

Paul trembled. He’d admit it. He sagged into Kevin’s cradling arms with the sure knowledge this moment was what he had wanted from the very first time he saw Kevin.

His phone vibrated.

Kevin stilled. A rueful smile curved lips that mere seconds before had been breathing life into Paul. “I guess we should be getting back.” He dropped his arms and, while he still supported Paul in the uneven sand, increased the distance between them. Outwardly calm, his frost-pale eyes glittered with the intensity of a winter squall.

“Yeah.” Paul fought to catch his breath, searching for a composure he could paste over the gaps Kevin’s kiss had ripped into the very fabric of his being. His voice shook when he echoed Kevin’s words. “I guess we should.”

 

 

PAUL TILTED his head from one side to the other, hoping to release the bands of tightening tension. His day had been crazy busy, starting with a trip to town with Grandpa Louie. They checked in at the doctor’s office recommended by his physician in Michigan. His leg was healing well, and he could look forward to the cast coming off on schedule. After a quick lunch, they separated for some long-delayed Christmas shopping.

Which, Paul had to admit, was the same holiday nightmare he went through back home. There may not have been any snow on the ground, but the inside of the shopping center was filled with the same fever-pitched chaos of any other this late in the season.

He picked up a few things for Grandpa Louie, thankful he had used the online shop-and-ship option for a couple of friends back home. He failed to find anything for Kevin.

Now it was after dinner, his head wouldn’t stop pounding, and his father was waiting for an update. The class deadline was almost here, and Paul hadn’t produced anything viable since his trip to the beach with Kevin.

And the kiss.

Paul touched his lips, reliving the moment. The drive back to the park had been the most comfortable and, conversely, the most awkward half hour in his life. Irreversible and delineating. His life before the kiss. His life after.

It was the after that troubled him now. Did Kevin want a holiday fling? Paul drummed his fingers against the desk. What else could it be? He had a life to get back to. His degree. His future.

The often-repeated refrain had lost its appeal, not that it ever had any. Paul sagged into the chair, letting his head drop back to stare at the ceiling. This trip, unexpected and unwanted, had changed everything. Here he was, surrounded by people at what some might consider the twilight of their lives, and most of them, whether in fair health or poor, appeared happier than he was.

The things Paul had been persuaded were important and would give his life meaning and structure didn’t apply. Life here wasn’t about getting ahead or even getting by. It was about finding peace in your values, priorities, and enjoying the company of those around you.

What gave him peace? Fulfillment? Was he proud of his accomplishments so far? Paul thought back over the last three years of college. The only time he had truly felt alive and excited was when his instructor told him his art had won a place in the exhibit.

How did that turn out? the tiny voice inside Paul’s head, the one that sounded suspiciously like his father, snipped.

Paul looked around Kevin’s office. He used the space more than Kevin did, despite the message from the repair shop telling him the laptop was fixed. The furnishings reflected Kevin’s personality. Nothing fancy or expensive, but enough.

There weren’t any plaques on the wall, nothing to show how charitable he was or how valuable he was to the community. That was all shown by the attitudes of the residents in his park and the genuine pleasure in their interactions. The family he created for those who didn’t have anyone else.

As if conjured by Paul’s thoughts, the front door opened, and Kevin strode in. He didn’t look any different than usual, but Paul studied him with new eyes as he approached the inner office with purpose evident in every line of his body.

Paul’s father always cautioned him his actions would speak louder than his words. What had Kevin’s actions been showing him?

Kevin stopped in front of the desk, and they stared at each other. Kevin’s hair was a tousled mess, as if he’d run his hands through it again and again.

“Kevin—”

Kevin held up his hand. “I’ve only got the nerve to say this once.” He sucked in a breath and leaned over the monitor, hands on the desk to support him as he gazed directly into Paul’s face, close enough for Paul to pick up the tiny flecks of gold and blue in his eyes. “I know this seems fast, and we haven’t known each other very long, but we’re good together.”

The corner of his mouth tilted upward in a lopsided smile Paul hadn’t yet seen. “Damn good. I don’t have this all figured out, and I don’t care. You want to finish school? There are schools here. You don’t? I’m good with that too. I just can’t let you walk out of my life unless that’s what’s going to make you happy.”

Paul swallowed. There it was again, that jumped-out-of-an-airplane-without-a-parachute feeling. Damn it, Kevin. He folded his shaking hands together. “What’s going to make you happy?” he asked, his voice pitched low enough that Kevin had to lean in even farther.

“Easy.” Kevin closed the final few inches that separated them, his chest brushing the top of the monitor. “My answer is… you.”

The press of his lips was a barely there promise. Before Paul could take a breath, Kevin had spun on his heels and disappeared out the door again.

The choice. The power. Kevin’s future. He left everything in Paul’s hands. Trusting him to make the right decision.

Paul pressed his knuckles against his mouth. “Damn you, Kevin Lombardo,” he whispered before dropping his trembling hand on top of the pile of folders.

His phone chimed. His father’s text alert was far more stinging than any words ever could be and a reminder of all that was at stake.

Paul blinked the moisture out of his eyes and squared his shoulders. He put his hands on the keyboard and began to type.




Chapter 9

 

 

One year later

 

“YOU’RE COMING to the parade this afternoon, right?” Grandpa Louie waved the Santa hat in his hand at Paul. He stood in Paul’s kitchen, dressed to the nines in a red-patterned Hawaiian shirt, green pants, and—Paul winced—white patent leather loafers.

The combination was set off by the bright red of another Santa hat on his head, the bobbing white ball on the pointy end a match to the beard he’d cultivated for the last year under the encouraging eyes of Inga Cartwright.

Grandpa Louie had made parade Santa this year despite Eloise Bonassarro’s loud and continuing complaints of favoritism. Paul couldn’t be prouder. Well… he looked at the poster prominently displayed on their refrigerator for this year’s parade, which featured his newly accredited graphic design skills. He could.

“I promised I’d be there.” Paul put the last glass into the dishwasher and shut the door. He’d have to remind Kevin they needed more detergent, but he’d get to that later. “You know I have to pick Dad up from the airport this morning.”

“It’s about time he got himself down here to visit.” Grandpa Louie sniffed. “He was a fine husband to my daughter, and I’ll always think kindly of him for that. But I’ve more than a few words on how he’s treated you.”

“He’s trying.” Paul squeezed Grandpa Louie’s shoulder, appreciating everything he had done for him in the last year. The health scare Grandpa Louie had mentioned to Paul last Christmas turned out to be a bigger deal than he let on, and Paul was grateful for the opportunity to spend another holiday together.

Trading in the RV and becoming a full-time resident of the park was only the start of the changes Grandpa Louie made, and he wasn’t alone.

Kevin stumbled out of the bedroom, interrupting Paul’s sentimental musing. He shuffled over and wrapped his arms around Paul’s waist, dropping his head on Paul’s shoulder and nuzzling his hello while he tried to snag Paul’s coffee cup.

“Ooof.” Paul huffed out a burst of air when Kevin’s weight collapsed on him. He held his coffee out to the side. “Somebody’s been gaining weight.”

“I’m fat and happy.” Kevin kissed the side of Paul’s neck and squeezed him tighter. “But I’d be happier with your coffee.”

Paul stroked Kevin’s dark curls, sculpting the truly impressive display of bedhead into a fauxhawk. “Don’t go back to sleep,” he cautioned with a gentle poke to Kevin’s side.

Kevin’s sleepy squeal of protest left Paul amazed, all over again, at the swell of emotion Kevin inspired in him. Most of it was good too. “Are you going to be ready to leave in half an hour?”

“Yes?” Kevin’s muffled response didn’t carry the confidence Paul had become used to.

“You’ll be fine.” Paul nudged Kevin toward the coffeepot. “Caffeinate. Shower. Dress. I have faith, no matter how misplaced.”

Grandpa Louie cackled at Paul’s dig, earning himself a scowl from Kevin. “There comes a time in every relationship when you have to meet the parents. Today is your day.” He gave Kevin a sympathetic pat as he shuffled past. “Paul’s father isn’t as much of a dick as he tries to be.”

“Grandpa.” Paul tried not to let his grandfather catch his smile.

“Thanks, Louie.” Kevin straightened with another yawn.

“I’m just happy you two finally got it together. I’ll never understand how the modern generation takes something so simple and makes it so hard.” Grandpa Louie shook his head. “You know, it’s not—”

“—the things I did that I regret. It’s all the things I didn’t,” Paul and Kevin finished the statement in tandem chorus.

“Damn straight.” Grandpa Louie nodded his satisfaction.

Paul finished his coffee, watching Grandpa Louie chat with Kevin about the upcoming parade. He smiled, a warm and fuzzy glow of satisfaction welling up within. This was his family.

It hadn’t been easy getting here, trust him on that. Long-distance relationships sucked. Standing up for his own desires and letting his father know that, while he loved and admired him, Paul was the one living this life, had sucked even more. But he didn’t regret a second of it.

With Kevin’s help, he’d been able to look at his relationship with his father with new eyes, understanding the fear and loss that drove him to become overprotective and controlling. Their relationship was tense for a while, but Paul finishing his degree in finance before moving to Florida helped his father accept, if not approve of, his decision. This holiday would be a fresh start for them all, a way to honor existing traditions and make new ones going forward.

“Are you listening, Paul?” Grandpa Louie’s voice caught his attention.

“I’m sorry, what?” Paul shook his head, bringing himself back to the here and now.

“He asked if we were sure we’d make it back in time for the parade,” Kevin repeated. “I told him of course we would.” Kevin snatched the extra Santa hat off the counter where Grandpa Louie had placed it, dropped it onto Paul’s head, and gave him a quick coffee-scented peck on the cheek. “It’s our very first holiday tradition.”
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