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The Match Before Christmas

By Eden Winters

 Hugs to the usual suspects for helping turn a raw idea into a publishable story; and heartfelt thanks to Sidney, for valuable input. Also, ear scratches to Chaos and Mayhem, who inspired Tom I and Tom II. 

How It All Began...

Barry admired the festive holly wreath hanging from his parent’s front door, while deciding how to knock with one arm laden with brightly wrapped packages and the other around a smiling, happy man. The family was going to love his new boyfriend. 

A car door slamming in the neighbor’s drive brought him out of his daydream. Barry sighed for about the hundredth time since getting his parent’s e-mail. Was it too much to ask to have, just once, the kind of Christmas he’d always dreamed about? But that’s what it was, a dream. His parents were planning a holiday cruise, laying waste to Barry and his sister’s annual Yule pilgrimage to Mom and Dad’s. Karen immediately invited him to spend Christmas at her house. “We’ll make a new tradition,” she’d said. 

 While he knew his sister’s family would love to have him there, Barry wanted someone of his own to spend the joyous occasion, and ultimately life, with. He wasn’t pouting. Not at all. The entire situation underscored how lonely his life was. Mom and Dad had each other, Karen had Jack and the kids, he had nobody -- yet. His was a simple goal, to find someone special by Christmas, three months away, even if he wouldn’t be introducing the as yet unnamed man to his folks this year. 

 His eyes returned to the image on his computer screen -- two gorgeous men, laughing. A head-thrown-back, eye-twinkling, “I’ve never been so happy” laugh, arms wrapped about each other in a sensual embrace. Underneath their picture, an icon beckoned, “Meet our success stories.”

 Barry stared at the happy couple and frowned. What had life come to? He blinked hard, and when he reopened his eyes, the mutually smitten couple was still there, along with the simple, beguiling message, “What are you waiting for?”

 He reread his “About Me” blurb, trying to imagine how a stranger might see it:

Single, reasonably attractive gay man, looking for same for possible long-term relationship. Interests: museums, the arts, sports, pets, and romantic candlelit dinners. 

Muttering, “I’m a loser,” under his breath, Barry double-checked all the questionnaire boxes he’d clicked previously, making a few minor adjustments here and there. 

 He studied the question: “Desired Ages?” While he wanted a stable adult in his life, starting too high might discourage some earnest recent college grad. Likewise, ending too low might exclude the doctor of his dreams for having had a recent birthday. Knowing the criteria could be changed later prompted him to select “Between twenty-five and thirty-five.” Race and religious preferences were left open. His own was listed as Christian, due to the vague memory of a few Sunday school classes in his youth. 

 Though he had always been a bit camera shy, resulting in very few available likenesses, he found several group pictures on his hard drive and attempted to edit all the other subjects out. He discarded the results one by one until he came across a recent photo his secretary had taken at the office. He didn’t usually photograph well, in his opinion, but he wasn’t too ashamed of this one. His clear green eyes stood out, thanks to a slightly darker green shirt, and his normally unruly auburn hair framed his face nicely, falling in loose waves. To him, the photo portrayed a successful businessman, which he was, but also showed a more casual side of his personality. “Present yourself as well-rounded,” the site had advised.

 Before he had a chance to over think the situation and change his mind, he hit the big red “Enter” button. There went nothing. If things went well, Barry fully believed he’d spent his last lonely weekend. If they didn’t, he was only out fifty bucks, and the cats didn’t lose a lap to sit in for the few hours it would take to go on a date. 

 According to the site, their infallible system selected members who closely matched his requirements, then sent those profiles to his own profile page. Anyone he’d been matched with could send messages to his onsite mailbox. The site’s ad had boasted that he could expect to receive as many as thirty matches per day. Were there that many eligible men in the city?

 Sitting and waiting, eyes riveted to the screen, accomplished nothing, so he pushed Tom I and Tom II off his lap and rose to fix dinner. A pimiento cheese sandwich and cup of tomato soup later, he checked his inbox. No messages. Well, maybe his potential matches had been members of GetaDate.com for longer than he had and were already in happy relationships. Should he have done this sooner?

 Two movies and two sleeping cats later, still nada. Barry gave up and went to bed. 

Virtual Men at the Cyber Door

 The next morning when Barry checked his online profile, he was ecstatic. Three matches had miraculously appeared in his inbox overnight. 

 He pushed one of the Toms out of the computer chair and settled in to look. After all the specifics he’d given, he really didn’t expect much. Had he been too picky? The first offering didn’t have a picture, so he clicked on the profile for “Pat,” who enjoyed watching football, fishing, and hiking. 

 Wow! This guy sounded made to order, sort of. If he wasn’t interested in museums and plays, maybe he would at least be willing to compromise. He didn’t smoke, only drank occasionally, and adored pets. Barry reached down, delivering ear scratches to his two boys, assuring them, “Your new daddy is gonna love you.”

 But as he skimmed the page, he realized there must have been some kind of mistake. He’d requested a gay male within forty miles of his location. While “Pat” lived close by, “he” was looking for another woman, because Pat’s sexuality was listed as lesbian. Okay, so the service wasn’t flawless. Nobody was perfect. Willing to give the benefit of the doubt, Barry selected the next profile.

 A very handsome man smiled up from the screen. Now they were talking! Sadly, “Mike” was newly separated, hetero, and looking for a woman. Did the guy not know he’d signed up with a GLBT dating service?

 Disappointed and thinking, “Here goes the last contestant,” Barry clicked open the remaining profile. It was Friday morning; with any luck, he’d meet someone and have a nice, quiet dinner before Monday. 

 “Steven”, the third potential date, was gay, lived in the next town, and was mildly attractive. He was also twenty years older than Barry had listed as acceptable in the massive, fourteen-page questionnaire he’d completed in order to join the site. Did anyone at the site even read the darned thing?

 He decided on plan B: go out to the club, drink himself stupid, and have meaningless sex in the back room with some nameless stranger.

 Wait! As he watched, another profile appeared. Garret, gay male, twenty-eight, professional, independent. Damn. Garret was looking for a “chubby, geeky bear of my very own.” At six-foot-three, one hundred-eighty pounds, Barry was a far cry from chubby, and with six chest hairs to his name, “bear” didn’t describe him too well, either. Garret also claimed to have a thing for guys with old-fashioned names and believed computer nerds were hot. As far as Barry knew, his was a fairly modern name, and he could barely turn on his own computer. It was a pity; the guy had a great smile.

 No other matches arrived during the day, though he checked often from work. Out of spite, he stayed home that night and sulked. On the one hand, if he went out, he might meet someone; on the other hand, if he went out, he might meet the same people he did every time he went out. What was the definition of insanity? Doing the same thing and expecting different results. 

Date One 

 The next morning, things were looking up. Twelve new prospects had been delivered overnight, and after tossing out those who obviously weren’t suited (nice looking, but Barry had no intention of visiting Bangladesh in the near future, looking for a third, Dom looking for sub, et cetera), four very promising choices remained. 

 He clicked the bright green button that said “I’d like to know more” on all four profiles, then went into the kitchen to fix breakfast. 

 Returning to the laptop, coffee in hand, he was delighted to find a new e-mail message that read, “Hi, Barry. I saw your profile on GetaDate.com and would love to meet you. What are you doing this afternoon? Say, three to three-thirty?”

 Wow! That was fast! Against all better judgment, he e-mailed a total stranger his address. Having second thoughts about that, he called a friend, spilled the details, and asked for a check-in call at four, in case the guy was a nut job. Barry rationalized that he could always say the call was from a sick relative and herd his date out the door. What was with the half hour? Was that time enough to get to know each other?

 “John” knocked on the front door at exactly three o’clock. Barry awarded points for promptness, and then opened the door on an attractive man of about twenty-five. More points were earned because John resembled his profile picture. Of course, all Barry really had a chance to notice were dark hair, dark eyes, and a beguiling smile. 

 “Hi, I’m John,” the handsome stranger said, earning more points for being straightforward, especially after he slammed Barry against the nearest wall, fusing them from mouth to hip. If not for the support from behind and the stranger’s body against his front, Barry would have fallen. John’s tongue was in his mouth, conquering, demanding. Too in shock for coherent thought, Barry allowed the invasion. He’d had a dream like this once.

 John stopped the assault long enough to mumble, “Where’s the bedroom?” against Barry’s lips. It seemed to take an eternity to stumble down the small hall and collapse onto the bed. Barry really hadn’t expected much during a thirty minute meet and greet, but ever hopeful, had changed the sheets and turned down the bed. He was grateful for that now. The fur boys, a bit leery of strangers, were lounging behind a closed door in the guest room. 

 Insistent hands pulled at Barry’s clothes, making short work of both jeans and button-down. In a smooth, practiced motion, John removed his own jeans and T-shirt while stepping out of a pair of loafers. He wore nothing underneath. Given that he seemed to be a man on a mission, Barry guessed that made sense. 

 He had a split second to notice a wide grin before being pushed back onto the bed, his mouth plundered again. Damn! Apparently this man liked to kiss. Barry could live with that. 

 The stranger’s hands were in constant motion, tweaking a nipple, gently pulling hair, or traveling south to fondle Barry’s balls -- all while his tongue explored Barry’s mouth. One hand pressed against Barry’s cock, and John spoke for the third time since arriving. “Eight inches?”

 “Seven and a half,” Barry replied, flattered that John had thought more, but determined to be as honest as his profile said he was. By asking, he assumed his date meant to use those inches. 

 “Mind if I top?” corrected that thought. 

 Barry may have grunted, nodded, or otherwise answered, he didn’t rightly recall. John fumbled through his discarded clothes and produced a condom and a packet of lube, applying both with lightning speed. 

 The next thing Barry knew, his feet were on John’s shoulders and something long, hard, and demanding was sliding into his body. Thankfully, the man took more time with entering than he had with everything else -- just barely, and Barry felt the burn. John stopped briefly. “You okay?”

 Again, Barry didn’t remember answering, and an instant later he was caught up in an energetic pounding. John was good, very good, stroking with just the right rhythm and pressure. 

 Barry’s stomach muscles tightened, and John adjusted the angle, hitting that perfect spot to send him over the edge. The moment the splatters hit his chest, his partner moaned, and Barry looked up to watch the moment of ecstasy. 

 The erotic tremors of orgasm hadn’t yet faded when John began chanting, “Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes!” Head thrown back, eyes closed, his face was rapturous. He collapsed on top of Barry, sucking in air like a marathon runner crossing the finish line. 

 Because John seemed a man of few words, Barry kept his thoughts to himself, but it had been good, really good, if a bit too brief and lacking in the foreplay department. Granted, he hadn’t had many dates in the recent past, but was this what passed for dating now? How was this different from the back room at the club? 

 John sat up, tossed the condom into the trashcan beside the bed, and fumbled back into his clothes. “Would you mind signing something?”

 “What?!” Barry bolted upright from his near doze.

 “You don’t have to give your full name if you don’t want to; first name, last initial will do.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a rumpled paper and an ink pen. At the top of the page was the date. 

 “I’m trying to win a bet with a friend. We’re seeing who can fuck the most men in twenty-four hours.”

 Staring dumbfounded at the paper, Barry skimmed the list of names, with start and stop times beside each, mostly at half-hour intervals. There were columns for “cock length” and “top or bottom.” Without quite knowing why, he signed his first name, last initial as instructed, noting it was now three-thirty. He listed his cock length, feeling a weird moment of pride that he had the other fucks du jour beat, size-wise. Apparently, he was John’s seventh man that day. A number, Barry thought, to him I’m a number. That completely knocked the shine off any post-coital bliss. “Top or bottom? Does that mean me or you?” he asked. 

 “You.”

 His check mark broke the tie. Until Barry, John had had three up and three down. 

 “Thanks,” John said, taking the paper from Barry’s shaky hand and shoving it back into his pocket. He cupped Barry’s cheek. “You’re a great fuck. Don’t bother to get up, I’ll let myself out.” 

 Barry took back all of John’s points. 

Date Two

 On Sunday, Barry received an e-mail from “Ben”, whose profile said he was a thirty-something professional who liked pets and intimate dinners. His idea of the perfect evening was a quiet meal at home and spending time together. He was interested in possible long-term, but not in living together, and definitely not in a civil union. 

 That was disheartening. Barry was at a point in life where waking up with a partner was sounding better all the time. All through college and throughout his twenties, establishing a successful contracting business had taken up too much time to consider a family. Now that he was financially comfortable, thirty-one, and business was good, someone to share it all with was becoming a priority. 

 Because Ben had obviously read all that in the profile and still wanted to meet, Barry agreed. Besides, in comparison with some other pictures he’d viewed recently, the man wasn’t bad looking, and offered the added bonus of having the same tastes in music and books. And Ben liked pets. “Hear that, boys?” Barry asked. “He likes pets!” Tom I ignored him; Tom II yawned and stretched in a ray of sunshine, exposing sharp claws and sharper teeth. Was that a warning?

 Ben originally wanted to meet at Barry’s house, but after what happened with John, Barry was reluctant. Ending up at his house was acceptable; starting there wasn’t. After several back and forth e-mails throughout the week, via the website to protect privacy, they agreed to meet on Friday night at a small, cozy Italian café. 

 Barry arrived early, finding a booth at the back. Being the shy, quiet type, he used the time to think up witty things to say. 

 The man who walked through the door ten minutes later looked vaguely familiar. He wriggled his fingers in a fluttery wave and approached the table. 

 Barry’s eyes narrowed, and he tried to place where he’d seen this man before. Then it dawned on him. “Ben?” 

 The new arrival held out a hand, sinking into the chair across from Barry. “You must be Barry.” They shook hands while Barry stared, bewildered. The smile was the same, the eyes were the same, but in the picture they weren’t lined by crows’ feet. This man could be the father of the one on the website. “I know, I don’t look like my picture. I hear that all the time from my dates.”

Well, not now. Maybe twenty years ago. Barry was too polite to say the words aloud. But “All the time” and “dates”? How many had this man been on?

 While he’d definitely lied about his age, Ben didn’t seem a bad sort. Barry decided to give him a chance. Things were looking up when they placed their orders. Barry went first, and Ben commented, “The Portobello ravioli? That’s my favorite, too.” Maybe they did have something in common after all. 

 Halfway through the meal, Ben reached over and picked a black hair from Barry’s sleeve. “Cat, right? If you look close, you’ll probably see orange hair on me,” he said, lightening what could have been an awkward moment. “My Tiger makes sure to leave plenty of hair on my clothes so other cats will know that I’m owned.” They both laughed. The Toms did the same to Barry.

 The conversation flowed freely after that. Ben spoke about his plumbing business, and Barry provided details on some recent building projects. They discussed football -- they followed the same teams -- the weather, and favorite memories from childhood. Despite the age difference, they clicked. That is, until Ben’s face went white and he tried to disappear under the table. 

 Barry turned around and saw a couple entering the restaurant. “Ben? What’s wrong?” 

 “That’s my wife’s sister!” Ben hissed. Wife?

“You mean ex-wife?” Barry asked, a faint hint of hope in his voice. They’d been doing so nicely, he’d thought.

 Ben groaned as if in agony, straightening when the couple spotted them and bee-lined toward their table. “No, wife.” He buried his face in his hands. “I’m sorry. You seem like such a nice guy. I really like you.”

 “I really liked you, too, Ben.” Barry kept his voice down because the couple was fast gaining ground. For the first time, he noticed a very telling pale indention on Ben’s finger where a ring would be. 

 The sister-in-law barked, “Stanley? What are you doing here? I thought you said you were going bowling tonight.” Stanley? Going bowling? Accusation flashed in her eyes.

 The liar who came to dinner sighed, big brown eyes wide and pleading. If Barry had been a petty person, he could have struck a painful blow. Instead, he decided to be noble. Just because Stanley or Ben or whoever had lied didn’t mean Barry had to answer in kind.

 “I’m afraid I’m at fault for his change of plans. I’m Barry Richards,” he said, addressing the woman. In a moment of inspiration, he fumbled with his wallet and then handed her a business card for Richards’ General Contracting. Dinner was over as far as he was concerned. 

 Wiping his mouth on a napkin gave Ben time to recover and create an alibi of Barry being a business associate. When Barry rose from the table, the sister-in-law handed back the card, appearing somewhat mollified. Her husband was giving appraising looks, a half-smile playing on the man’s lips. Ah, so he must know Stanley’s little secret. 

 “I’m sorry we couldn’t reach an agreement, Stan,” Barry said, trying not to clench his teeth. He slid the dinner check over to the other side of the table. In his way of thinking, the least his date could do was pick up the tab. “It was nice meeting you all.” With a quick nod to the three, Barry sauntered away from the table, making sure the lying old goat got a good look. While Barry knew he wasn’t model material, he had it on good authority that he had a killer ass.

Date Three

 It took a full week and lots of careful screening before he was ready to try someone suggested by the dating service again. Bobby was a bit younger than Barry really wanted, twenty-two, but they shared a lot of the same interests. They met at a coffee shop downtown, followed by a movie, an action-adventure thriller. This date was quiet, saying more with expressions than with words, and very touchy-feely, which didn’t bother Barry at all, being a cuddler at heart. 

 When the lights went down in the theater, Bobby laced his fingers with Barry’s, holding on throughout the film. Barry found it sweet. Afterward, Bobby suggested a favorite Chinese restaurant. Things were going fine until, “Jeff used to bring me here.”

 “Jeff?”

 “My ex-boyfriend.”

 “Oh.” While Barry would never dream of mentioning an ex on a first date, Bobby was young and probably didn’t know better. 

 Barry ordered sweet and sour chicken. Bobby sniffled. “That was Jeff’s favorite, too.” Unshed tears filled his eyes. If he’d left it at that, they still might have had a chance. However, Jeff’s name came up when Barry ordered green tea, requested extra sweet and sour sauce, and even when Barry said Bobby’s name.

 “Jeff used to say my name like you do.”

 Huh? How many ways could one say, “Bobby”?

 The coup de grâce of the budding acquaintance occurred when, after four hours together, Bobby asked, “What was your name again?” Barry started to say “Jeff” for spite. At least that the guy could probably remember. 

 At the end of the meal, Barry’s curiosity finally got the better of him. “What happened to Jeff, if you don’t mind my asking?”

 “Oh, he was found beaten to death in his apartment a month ago. But don’t worry; I’ve been cleared as a suspect.”

 Barry raised his hand, frantically gesturing for the server. “Check, please!”

***

 Lonely, approaching desperation, and really, really scared, Barry waited a week and a half before checking potential dates again. Hmmm... Pat had added a few pictures. She was very nice looking. The other offered profiles didn’t seem to have much in common with him, so he clicked, “Not Interested,” on each one. Of the fourteen listed (where were the promised thirty per day?), only Pat had anything remotely resembling similar interests. 

 Bored and with nothing else to do, he sent an e-mail for the hell of it. Equally bored and lonely, Pat responded. They graduated from e-mail to telephone. Although they’d never be a romantic couple, they could be friends. 

 Barry attended a Halloween party with his lesbian date. 

Date Four

 According to “Vincent’s” profile, he was six feet, two-hundred-ten pounds of solid muscle, and a health fanatic. He played tennis, volleyball, football, and a few sports Barry had never even heard of. Since the John, Ben, and Bobby fiascos, he’d taken the time to read the dating site’s advice more thoroughly. Rule number one: always meet for the first time in a public place. Vincent agreed to the bowling alley near Barry’s house on Saturday. 

 Vincent never showed. Otis did. 

 Otis was six feet, all right. He was also closer to two-hundred-sixty pounds, and if he played sports, it was probably the video version. His company, Geeks ‘R Us, had a service contract for the computers at Barry’s office, although it was underlings who made the service calls. Barry had met Otis once face to face, at a Christmas party, and remembered him being a genial sort. 

 The moment Otis saw Barry, his bright smile fell. “Oh, shit,” he said. “Barry? Barry Richards? Of Richards’ General Contracting?” As greetings went, it could have been better. 

 “Otis Tucker? What are you doing here?” Barry asked, scanning the building for the hunk of gorgeousness he was there to meet. 

 “You can stop looking,” Otis said, hanging his head. “And I’d like to say that I’m so, so sorry.”

 Barry tore his eyes away from the entrance long enough to focus on Otis. “What? Why?”

 The blushing computer consultant’s sigh said, You’re not gonna like this. His words said, “I thought your picture looked familiar. You look even better when I’m not full of eggnog, by the way.”

 Watching Otis with one eye, keeping the other trained on the door each time someone walked through, the truth finally hit. It packed a powerful punch. “You’re Vincent?” Barry shouted.

 “Shhh...” Otis said, eyes cutting right and left. “Please don’t make a scene. I said I was sorry.”

 Barry blew out his breath slowly, counting to ten. This was not how he envisioned the night going. He was supposed to meet someone great, they’d bowl a few frames, then see where things went from there. While he wasn’t shallow enough to reject a date for not being handsome and slim, his policy against dating men he had a business relationship with was non-negotiable. 

 For a moment he thought about saying, “Screw it!” and going to the club. After a few moments of staring at Otis’ contrite, slightly fearful face, he sat down, pulling his loafers off and tying on his bowling shoes. He refused to go home early again on a Saturday night.

 “Wh-what are you doing?” Otis asked. 

 Barry didn’t look up. “I’m going to bowl. You want to join me? Don’t get ideas, though. All we’re gonna do is bowl. This isn’t a date; it’s two guys hanging out.” 

 Otis turned out to be a decent bowler. “What now?” he asked when they paid for their games and headed for the door. 

 “We’re not on a date, Otis,” Barry reminded him. A pity. They’d gotten along so nicely since resolving the honesty problem.

 Holding his hands up defensively, Otis said, “No, as friends. Look, you’re alone, I’m alone. I think if you wanted to go to the club and pick someone up, you would have gone by now.”

 Otis had a point. Barry thought long and hard. Did he really want to go home and have his lap turn into a cat bed? What harm could it be to invite Otis over? The man already knew where he lived, having sent staff members on a few house calls for computer issues. 

 Seeing Otis’ hopeful face, imagining him braced for rejection, decided matters. “I recorded the game. Wanna come over and watch it?”

 Not bothering to ask which game, Otis replied, “Sure!”

***

 “Wow! What an upset!” Otis chugged down the remainder of his beer. 

 The remnants of a celebration littered Barry’s living room, but he didn’t care. Their team had won. He clicked the TV off and paused a moment to gather his thoughts before asking, “Would it be rude of me if I asked why you joined a dating site?”

 Otis’ bushy uni-brow shot up to his hairline. “Are you kidding? Look at me! It’s not like I walk into clubs and guys throw themselves at me. Now, if I were you...”

 Barry snorted. “Remember, I’m on that site, too.”

 “Oh, yeah, I forgot.” Otis’ cheeks pinked. 

 Something else was bothering him. “Why did you lie?”

 “Again, look at me. No one’s gonna ask out a hairy guy my size, stuck with an outdated name, and an unglamorous job. I mean, we can’t all be personal trainers, can we? And why couldn’t I have a cool name like Mark or Tony?” He was quick to add, “I was named after my grandfather, and the old guy was great, so I wouldn’t dream of changing it.”

 A niggling began in the back of Barry’s brain. “What did you say?”

 “About my grandfather?”

 “No, before that.”

 “You’re gonna make me repeat it? Sheesh, some friend you are!” A flash of dimples said he was kidding. “If you must hear it again, I said ‘no one would want someone hairy and fat, named Otis.’” He stared off into space. “Not that lying does much good. The moment they meet me, out the door they go.” 

 Barry could well imagine that. An idea sprang to life. “Stay right there.” He darted into his bedroom for his camera. Upon returning, he instructed, “Take your shirt off.”

 Otis waggled his eyebrow, reminding Barry of a furry caterpillar undulating across a leaf. “Oh, so I’m wearing you down, am I?”

 Barry answered with an eye roll. “Do you want a date or not?”

 “With you?”

 “Nope. Trust me on this one, okay?”

 There was little difference between Otis wearing a shirt and Otis appearing bare-chested -- very little skin was in evidence. 

 “Damn! Do you have to feed that carpet?” Barry teased. If Otis’ chest wasn’t the absolute hairiest in the entire state, it had to be in the top five. Barry smiled. “Perfect.” With that thick covering of black fur, plus dark hair and eyes, Otis fit the description of “bear” in more ways than one.

 Barry snapped a few pictures from different angles. Though a question was on Otis’ face, it never left his lips. He posed, smiled, and otherwise followed Barry’s instructions. 

 Once Barry had gotten a few good shots, he led Otis over to his laptop, pressing the button to turn it on. 

 “I suppose you’re gonna tell me what this is about now?” Otis asked, pushing a pair of thick, plastic-framed glasses up his nose. 

 “You’ll see,” Barry replied, fighting hard to hide a grin. “Matchmaker” from Fiddler on the Roof lodged itself in his head. He hummed it quietly under his breath, suitable mood music for his task. 

 “Ummm... is your computer always this slow to boot?”

 Good question. Barry thought about it for a minute. “It seems to be getting slower all the time.”

 Otis laced his fingers outward, cracking his knuckles. “Mind if I take a look?”

 Just now remembering that he’d spent the last few hours with a computer whiz, Barry happily responded, “Be my guest. Can I get you another beer? Some more pizza?”

 His guest patted his rounded stomach. “If I’m ever going to get a date, I should lay off, I suppose.”

 Barry brought him a beer and a pepperoni-laden slice of cheesy goodness. “I don’t think that’s going to be a problem.” 

 They chatted and munched pizza while Otis optimized the aging laptop. Barry had considered buying a new one, but the man who was fast becoming his new best friend assured him it wasn’t necessary. When Otis climbed from the computer chair and Barry sat down, one click of a button instantly brought up the desired site without having to stare for two minutes at a blinking icon that said, “Loading.”

 He pulled up GetaDate.com and asked, “Would you mind entering your user name and password?” Barry turned his head and closed his eyes to be respectful. When he reopened them and looked at the screen, “Vincent’s” profile was displayed. “How old are you?” he asked, shooting Otis a meaningful glare. “How old are you really?”

 Otis muttered something that Barry couldn’t quite catch. Barry huffed out a sigh. “Trust me, here; I’m trying to help.”

 With an air of defeat about him, Otis replied, “Thirty-two.”

 Barry didn’t bat an eye, although he’d pegged Otis, with his college-throwback attire, to be a few years younger. 

 “What are your interests?” Again he donned a look that said, “Don’t even think about lying!” 

 Again he received a garbled reply. 

 Dropping the glare, Barry spoke softly. “Listen, I don’t know who made you think that you can’t win someone in your own right, but I’d like to find them and kick their ass.”

 “You would?” The disbelief on Otis’ face tugged at Barry’s heartstrings. A few hours ago, he’d have been one of those who walked away after a single look. Now, after getting to know Otis better, he realized that whoever finally took the chance to see what was beneath the less-than-perfect exterior was going to get themselves a keeper. Too bad their working relationship removed Barry as an option. He mentally revised the list of what he wanted in a mate from “good-looking” to “interesting.” 

 “Actually, I have someone in mind who I think is gonna love you. Not ‘Vincent,’ but you, just the way you are.” Barry bid goodbye to the handsome man on Otis’ profile, whom he now recalled seeing in some television ads. 

 After much pleading by Otis of “Please don’t!” countered by Barry’s “Trust me!” they posted the finished profile, one that more accurately reflected Otis and the man he hoped to find. 

 “Now!” Barry logged Otis out and himself in. He ignored his latest offerings to find a profile he’d discarded that first week of being on the site. Good, it was still there. Jotting down the profile information, he had Otis log back in. 

 “No peeking!” he admonished when his new friend tried to stare over his shoulder. Based on all he was seeing, he was creating a perfect match. A loud yawn sounded behind him. “I’ll be a few more minutes. Why don’t you take the guest room tonight? It’s late and you’ve had a few. Down the hall, second door on the left. You already know where the bathroom is. The cats are hiding in my room, so don’t worry about them.” 

 “You sure?” Otis asked, mid-yawn. 

 “Yes, I am.”

 “Gee, man, thanks.”

 Eyes glued to the screen, Barry vaguely heard the shuffling sounds of Otis’ retreat, too intent on his task to pay much attention. If he couldn’t find a Mr. Right for himself, maybe he could help someone else’s dreams come true. 

Date Five

 Winston, the man sitting across from Barry at Sebastian’s, wasn’t gorgeous; his features were quite ordinary. To his credit, no tell-tale line marred his ring finger, and he was old enough to have many fascinating experiences to share. However, at some point in time, without Barry’s knowledge, talking about ex-lovers seemed to have become the norm for first-date conversation. Or maybe it was simply impossible not to talk about someone you’d spent fifteen years of your life with. He took it as a positive sign that Winston had been in such a lengthy relationship. 

 “And if Paul hadn’t grabbed my belt at the last minute, I would have tumbled over the yacht’s railing. Who knows if I would ever have been found?” That tidbit was dropped while they were sipping the wine Winston had ordered at the bar while waiting for a table. The vintage wasn’t bad, but Barry would have preferred something else.

 When perusing their menus, Winston recounted another tale. “Then the safari guide told Paul that next time, he’d allow the lion to keep his dinner. You should have seen Paul’s face!” When their server approached, Winston ordered the braised trout, adding, “He’ll have the same,” when the woman’s expectant look fell on Barry. 

 Actually, Barry had been about to request the filet, but if his date loved the trout and wanted to share something he liked, Barry could do that. That is, until Winston added, “Can’t have you getting all fat on me now that we’re dating.”

 Over appetizers, of which Barry also had no choice, it was, “The Eiffel tower is spectacular at sunset. We stood there, drinking in the sights, when Paul said to me...”

 The main course arrived while Winston was deep in Louisiana bayou country. “And then this enormous alligator surfaced right by our boat. I thought Paul was going to shit his pants!”

 When the server refilled their wineglasses, Winston paused long enough to say, “That’s enough wine for him,” before continuing his monologue. “Now, where was I? Oh, yes! That was at Pride Fest in Vancouver. Paul was so adorable in his tight little shorts and mesh top...”

 Over dessert, also selected by Winston, Barry was regaled with yet another adventure from someone else’s life. “Then Paul and I hoisted our packs and continued climbing. A little thing like frostbite isn’t going to stop me.”

 Barry’s steadily growing apprehension peaked higher than the mountain about which he was hearing. “But... but... what about Paul?” It was the first time he’d been allowed to speak all evening, except to say, “Hi, I’m Barry.”

 Winston waved his hand as if to banish Barry’s concerns. “He only lost two toes. He was fine last I heard.”

 Wait. The two men had braved Everest, spent years of their lives together, and didn’t stay in touch? “Last you heard? Since you’re on the dating site, I can assume you broke up, but don’t you even talk anymore?”

 His date’s light brown eyes rolled toward the heavens, his tone a clear reproach. “Are you kidding? His feet were hideous, and I had to insist that he never wear sandals or go barefoot. He whined incessantly every time we went to the beach.” Those eyes narrowed, scrutinizing Barry. “You’re not missing any body parts, are you?”

 Barry answered by raising his hand and blurting, “Check, please!”

***

 “Barry?” A tipsy-sounding giggle drifted from his cell phone.

 Barry gazed through slitted eyelids at the bedside clock. He jerked instantly awake. “Otis? It’s two in the morning; is something wrong?” 

 “Wrong! No, nothing’s wrong.” In the background, another male voice joined the giggling. “Something is right, though. Very, very right. As in Mr. Right. And I have you to thank for it, buddy!’

 Groaning and burying his head under the pillow, Barry debated being happy for Otis or wanting to yell at him for calling to gloat. The pillow didn’t drown out Otis’ “Barry. Barry? Are you there?”

 Barry reluctantly returned the phone to his ear. “Yeah, I’m here.”

 “I wanted to thank you for hooking me up with Garret. You were right. He does want me for me.” More giggling, followed by chirping that could only be from lips contacting lips. 

 “Jeez, man. Get a room already.”

 “Been there, done that!” The giggling persisted, fast growing to a “nails on a blackboard” level of annoyance.

 While Barry wanted to remind his friend about being cautious and taking things slow, Otis was a big boy and could take care of himself. “I’m happy for you, dude. I truly am.”

 “Thanks, Barry.”

 Barry folded the phone closed, returning it to his nightstand. If someone as insecure as Otis could find a man, why couldn’t he?

***

 “Kit’s” hobbies included watching football, fishing, and hiking. He had two Golden Retrievers that went backpacking with him, and he’d recently adopted an abandoned kitten. So far, so good. 

 “How would you boys feel about a little brother or sister?” Barry asked the Toms. Neither gave any sign of hearing him, lying jumbled together on the couch. Still, he persisted. “Think you could handle two dogs?” Nothing. He stared harder, relieved to see their sides rising and falling. 

 He continued reading, liking Kit more and more with every response to the site’s lengthy questionnaire. That is, until seeing, “My parents named me Katrina after my grandmother. When I came out to them as a lesbian, I changed my name to Kit.”

Damn! Kit had sounded so perfect up until then, like...

 The proverbial light bulb came on. He opened his personal e-mail account and dashed off a quick note to Pat. “I found someone online that you should check out.” He included a link to Kit’s profile. 

 A week later and still all alone, Barry received a reply. “Thanks, she’s perfect.”

Date Six

 “Sure, Otis. You and Garret have fun.” It was Thanksgiving and, thanks to his sister’s brood catching the flu and spreading it to Barry’s parents, the family’s annual Turkey Day get-together was officially canceled. Damn. He’d been looking forward to that. 

 With Otis and new flame heading out of town to visit Garret’s folks, and most of Barry’s other friends nestled in their houses surrounded by their families, Barry was feeling pretty down. He revisited his profile, lowering his standards from “lifelong partner” to “someone he’d want to have a second date with.” The way things were going, he’d hit “someone not too scary” soon.

 The call to Pat’s number went straight to voicemail. “Hi, you’ve reached Pat,” a familiar voice said, followed by an unfamiliar one that added, “and Kit!”

 Barry snapped his cell phone shut, tossing it on the counter. While happy his new friends had found what they were looking for, he was sad that they didn’t have time to hang out with him. It had been a week since he’d last logged into the dating site. Vowing not to get his hopes up, he sat down at his desk and fired up his laptop.

 It took twenty minutes to reject nearly all of the latest prospects the site had sent, for flaws ranging from being seventy years old to living in Budapest. Barry was about to sign off when he saw “You have an e-mail” at the top of the page. Tamping down the anxious flutter in his belly, he read the message from John of all people, who, quite frankly, he hadn’t expected to hear from again. It was then that he saw John’s name listed under “Currently Online.”

Bootilicious Barry with seven and a half inches, I’d love to do it again. Wanna top this time?

Barry scanned his lonely apartment, eyes falling on his two boys asleep on the couch. Had they moved at all in the last five hours? 

 He reread the message. Sadly, of the few actual dates he’d gone on, John was the best so far, and certainly the most honest. “Come on over,” he typed. “The door’s open. I’ll be waiting in the bedroom.”

 Within thirty seconds, a reply arrived. As promised, Barry left the door unlocked, changed the sheets, then stripped and sprawled across the bed. John burst into the room a few minutes later, grinning when he saw Barry. This time, they went well over thirty minutes, and Barry got to top. 

 He quipped while deliberately signing as illegibly as possible, “We keep this up, I’ll have to get a rubber stamp.”

 John cocked his head to the side, perhaps pondering the suggestion. “Now, there’s a thought,” he said, brushing his lips across Barry’s before fleeing the room. 

 Barry staggered out into the living room to lock the door, determined to hold on to the positive (he’d gotten laid!) and not see John’s behavior as rejection. Two lean, black bodies lay unmoving on the couch. Normally hesitant about strangers, they hadn’t even acknowledged John’s presence. Then again, maybe they hadn’t noticed the man Barry was beginning to refer to as “The Flash.” At least he’d known what he was getting this time. What did accepting John’s offer of sex and nothing more say about him? Had his standards hit rock bottom already?

Date Seven

Barry, 

 I found your profile intriguing and would like to get to know you better. I’m looking for long-term also, someone to share everything with. Establishing my practice kept me too busy before now to think of a family; now that I’ve gained a reputation in this town, it’s more imperative than ever that I settle down with a stable, financially secure partner.

 I look forward to hearing from you,

 Marcus 

Now if that didn’t beat all! Barry had noticed the billboards and other ads for Practical Chiropractic, and its star player was sending him a personal message. He reread “Marcus’” profile several times to ensure he hadn’t missed some relevant information, like a wife and kids or a BDSM background. While not opposed to a little kink, he’d never really dabbled in the mental aspects of that lifestyle, and some of the profiles he’d seen of Doms and subs didn’t fit what he had in mind for a relationship. The “financially secure” requirement set his hackles to rising, but a man who’d earned the lofty title of “Doctor of Chiropractic Medicine” was probably inundated with gold-diggers. Surely it was merely a precautionary measure. Hmmm... should Barry add that to his own list of requirements in a partner?

 Thinking of Otis and Pat and their newfound happiness, wishing for his own, he replied:

Marcus,

 It seems we’re looking for the same things. Would you like to meet?

 Barry

Two days later, Barry sat by the window of a local café, grateful that Marcus had allowed him to choose their meeting place. He was still a bit shaken by what had happened with control freak Winston, who didn’t let him make a single decision. 

 A shiny silver Jaguar pulled up, catching Barry’s eye. My, what a car. The man who climbed out was equally impressive and, after bringing his jaw back up where it belonged, Barry realized this was the same man whose profile he’d seen online. 

 “Hi, you must be Barry,” the man Barry hoped against hope was Marcus said while pulling off a pair of leather gloves. His grip was strong without being too forceful, and his voice was a deep, rich combination of honey and cream. Barry did love firm handshakes and sexy voices. 

 Marcus looked extremely well turned out, from the top of his shaved head down his fine leather jacket and crisply pressed dress pants, and on to the loafers that probably cost more than a month’s mortgage payment on Barry’s modest home. 

 “And you’re Marcus?” Eyes glued to an absolute vision, Barry wondered why someone who was turning so many heads at the café was resorting to a dating site. Such a handsome man probably had people throwing themselves at him regularly, as Barry was tempted to do. Then again, as a doctor, maybe this was Marcus’ way of ensuring that business didn’t mix with pleasure. Barry could certainly appreciate someone who abided by his own policy. 

 “Yes, I am.” The soothing tones of Marcus’ voice slid like a caress down Barry’s spine. “May I join you?”

 Embarrassed for forgetting his manners, Barry stammered, “Oh, yeah. Sure.” His cheeks flamed. Way to go, Mr. Cool. Barry sent a mental hand up to thwack the back of his own head. 

 Over coffee and croissants, Marcus asked, “What do you do for a living?”

 Encouraged that Marcus was interested in his life and didn’t drone on and on about what were probably numerous personal accomplishments, Barry replied, “I’m a general contractor.”

 Marcus’ brows knitted together. “Construction?”

 “Yes.”

 Apparent concern escalated to a look of alarm. “In this economy?”

 Barry smiled, relaxing into his chair. “Believe it or not, the economic downturn hasn’t affected me that much.”

 Relief etched itself on Marcus’ striking features. “That’s good. Business is booming, then? The money flowing in?”

 Barry thought it rude to ask that on a first date. Even if Marcus had been taken advantage of in the past, such prying questions were plain bad manners in Barry’s book. 

 “I’m doing all right for myself,” he replied. He couldn’t help but notice his date’s hands clenching and unclenching. Marcus’ bald head now sported a sweaty gleam. 

 “How all right?” Marcus persisted. 

 “I’m comfortable,” was as much as he’d volunteer.

 Neither said anything for a moment, until Marcus asked, “Where do you live?”

 Giving the subdivision name couldn’t hurt, could it? “Beechwood.”

 Marcus’ long, elegant nose wrinkled and he sat his coffee cup down with a clink on the table. “That’s kind of a low-rent area for someone who claims to be a successful businessman.” His eyes and voice were filled with derision. 

 What? “I don’t really need anything too big. It’s only me and two cats,” Barry shot back, feeling the need to defend his lifestyle. There was absolutely nothing wrong with his house. He’d built it with his own hands after poring over dozens of blueprints, looking for the perfect floor plan. The mantelpiece had come from an antique store, and he’d special ordered his living room furniture. Everything in his home had been carefully selected, except for his boys, who’d selected him by showing up unannounced on the doorstep, skinny, matted, and begging for a meal.

 “I live in Glenwood Shores,” Marcus stated, nose lifting haughtily. Barry was familiar with that area; it was the single most prestigious gated community in town. The houses were marvels of granite and fieldstone. He’d built a few of them himself. 

 He tried not to sound offended, but Marcus’ air of superiority was getting on his nerves. “I prefer to save and invest my money, rather than spend it on more house than I really need.”

 That sparked his date’s interest. “Really?” Marcus purred, leaning over the table. “Got yourself a nice little portfolio, do you?”

 “I do okay.” Marcus had clearly stated that he wanted a financially independent partner, but all this prodding into personal finances was making Barry very uncomfortable. More than uncomfortable, actually. All he could think about was getting the hell out of there. “Sorry, I need to get back to work,” he said, checking his watch. “Time is money.” He shook his head, amazed that the lie slid down as easily as the brunch he’d just eaten. Truthfully, he wasn’t due back at the office for hours. 

 “I’m so glad you feel that way. Very nice meeting you, Barry. I’ll be in touch.”

 Back at the office, Barry paused in shuffling through mounds of paperwork, generated from the business of building a new hospital, long enough to mull over his date with Marcus. On a whim, he keyed Practical Chiropractic into his computer’s search engine, selecting “local news” as a filter. Surely a well-known doctor had made a few headlines, donating to charities and sponsoring this or that worthy cause. 

 What he found made his jaw drop farther than it had when they’d met. One single headline appeared. “Local Chiropractic Clinic Files for Bankruptcy.”

***

 His fear of what to say the next time Marcus contacted him was unfounded, for Marcus’ picture had disappeared from Barry’s “Recommended Profiles” list when next he checked. A banner that read, “Removed by Subscriber” indicated that Marcus himself had bowed out. It saved Barry the trouble. 

 Barry sighed, casting a forlorn gaze upon the calendar as he turned the page from November to December. Christmas would soon be here, and Barry had yet to find that special someone, in spite of the additional payments he’d sent to continue membership on the site. Regardless of his own lack of success, he smiled at the pictures Pat had e-mailed of the skiing trip she’d recently taken with Kit. Two happy women, pink-cheeked and bundled up in cold weather gear, waved at him from the photo. 

 He opened an e-mail from Otis, who’d also sent photos, taken at a software conference in Anaheim. Trim, handsome Garret, whom he’d once thought of for himself, had an arm wrapped around the cuddly Otis and a smitten grin on his face. 

 Next, he read a message from his parents about their upcoming cruise. His sister had also sent a brief note, thanking him for the present he’d sent for her twelfth anniversary. 

 Heart heavy and feeling guilty that he couldn’t be happier for his friends and family, Barry ate a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, fed the boys, then carried them to his room, determined he wouldn’t be alone that night. He rethought those actions when he woke a few hours later, unable to breathe due to two feline bodies draped across his chest. 

Date Eight

 With a few weeks left until Christmas, Barry sat in his chair, too tired from work to deal with the emotional bitch slap that would come from finding out that, yet again, no one wanted to meet him. I must be a glutton for punishment, he thought, logging into the dating site. 

 He read over his profile, wondering where he’d gone wrong. If it were him reading this information about someone else, he’d be unable to resist. Dragging the cursor over to the gray “Log Off” icon, resigned to eternal bachelorhood, he jumped at the pinging that announced a message. 

 Admonishing himself not to get too excited, he opened it. Rather than a direct e-mail, “Adam” had chosen to use the site’s “Easy Does It” communication. Barry had sent similar messages out, but had never gotten any results. Users selected from a list of provided questions, then forwarded them to someone they were interested in. The questions Adam had chosen were:


	How do you feel about pets?

	Do you like sports?

	Would you rather cook a meal at home with your partner or dine out?

	Is your home spotless, or does it have that “lived in” look?

	How romantic are you?



 Barry had begun to answer when inspiration hit. Grabbing his camera, he took a picture of the Toms lying together on the couch. Then, he assembled all his favorite teams’ memorabilia on the bookcase, taking another photo. 

 He dug into the cabinets for his state-of-the-art cookware, placing it on the counter next to a takeout carton from Little China, his favorite Chinese restaurant, hoping the resulting image would send the message that he liked to cook and eat out. 

 The next shot was of his living room that was “clean enough to be healthy, but dirty enough to be happy” as his mother used to say. 

 Lastly, he dimmed the dining room lights, arranging two place settings of his grandmother’s china on the table. He added candle holders to the display, lighting the slender tapers. As an afterthought, he dashed to the hall closet, finding a Christmas-themed centerpiece of holly and mistletoe to complete the mix. 

 He filled two goblets with wine, placing one on the table and sipping from the other. Setting the camera on automatic and placing it on the counter, he darted to the head chair and took a seat, raising his glass in toast, then took a second picture to ensure a good shot. 

 Would Adam draw the right conclusions from the pictures Barry uploaded? He’d love to head off yet another dud date, and “lack of imagination” seemed like a good indicator of incompatibility. Several times that evening, he checked his messages, but nothing appeared from his prospective date. 

 Days passed with no reply. Having written Adam off, he logged into the site before work one morning, surprised to find: 

Barry,

 I’m sorry it took so long for me to answer. You see, I’m new in town, and meeting people can be difficult. Being an old-fashioned kind of guy, I’m still not totally comfortable resorting to a dating site. It’s required much soul-searching on my part.

 I must say that I loved your creative answers to my questions and would like to get to know you better. I do hope you don’t mind going slow. By the way, your boys are handsome fellows. Sadly, I live in a pet-free apartment complex. Otherwise, I’d have a few of my own.

 Adam

The hope in Barry’s heart that had been lying in bed with a thermometer and chicken soup for the last few weeks raised its head and sniffled, starting to feel better. Barry wrote:

Adam,

 I understand completely. Slow is nice, at least it’s moving forward. Tom I and Tom II are impressed that you knew they were male from a photo, especially in light of that little visit to the vet we made shortly after they moved in. They’ve never quite forgiven me, I’m afraid. I hope to hear from you soon. 

 Barry

Periodically throughout the day, Barry checked his e-mail, and always he found one from Adam. He’d hastily type a few lines, hit “send,” and then dash out to meet a client or check on one of his work crews. When he returned, his questions were answered and more sent from Adam. The cycle continued for about a week. So excited about the man who seemed more and more perfect with each passing day, Barry was elated to finally get an invitation to meet. 

Barry,

 The site advises that first meetings take place in public. I believe I’ve mentioned that I teach history at the local university. We’re having our winter festival on the fifteenth, and I’d love for you to come. I’ll meet you outside the main auditorium at eleven a.m., and perhaps get a bite of lunch. 

 Adam

Barry stared at the picture of the blue-eyed blond that had captured his attention. Adam didn’t match Marcus’ striking looks, nor was he as young as Bobby, but there was an open sincerity about him, and more than once Barry had imagined what the rest of the man would look like. Thirty-five was stated under “age.” One more birthday and the site’s filter would have rejected him, at least in theory. Barry received regular offerings of men much older. 

 Another e-mail came in from John about a challenge on the fifteenth, asking if Barry would help him out. Sure sex or the promise of something more? Weighing the options, Barry decided to go for the unknown. If it didn’t work out, he could always put his name back on John’s list. 

***

 Barry took extra care dressing on the fifteenth, more nervous than he’d been the first time he’d snuck over to Jimmy Coffey’s house as a teen, hoping to get lucky.

 He’d been to the local campus before, to vote. Never before had he been there when it was so packed with people. After circling the lot four times, he found a parking spot, checking his watch. Damn. He was five minutes late.

 The school had gone all out with decorations. Twinkling lights and brightly hued bows festooned the doorways, and live trees; root bags hidden beneath billowing skirts, lined the atrium. He thought back to his undecorated house, the Christmas ornaments he’d hoped to have a lover’s help in using still in their boxes, stored away. 

 “You look lost. Can I help you?” a smiling young woman dressed as Mrs. Santa Claus asked. 

 “I’m looking for the main auditorium,” he replied. 

 She pointed behind him. “That way, up the stairs. You’d better hurry, it’s already started.”

What’s already started? He thanked her and joined the throng moving as one giant mass up the staircase, worried Adam might be offended that he was late. Outside the double doors, he stopped, looking for a man who matched the profile picture he’d spent the last week drooling over. 

 An Asian youth of about twenty appeared, the slight smile on his lips slipping into a full smirk when he saw Barry. “Are you Barry Richards?” he asked, running his eyes up and down Barry’s body. 

 Experience had been a good teacher that men lied on their profiles, but usually it was the profile that was younger and more handsome, not the reality. Never had he expected to meet someone in the flesh who was years younger than stated in their personal description. “Are you Adam?” He gave himself points for not stuttering. 

 The guy was gorgeous, a coy smile saying he knew it, too. “No.” The throaty laugh seemed a bit too practiced. Oh yes, here was one smooth operator. “I’m one of his students. Another student came down with the flu and Professor Collins had to fill in. He was afraid you’d think he wasn’t coming. I can take you for coffee, or you can come in and watch the presentation.”

 “Presentation?” 

 The student swept a hand toward the double doors. “Holiday Customs Around the World. It’s really quite interesting.” He handed Barry a program from the stack in his hand. 

 Barry nodded and was escorted inside to the sound of chanting and rhythmic clapping. “Those students are from Zimbabwe,” the young man explained, finding Barry a seat before disappearing. In parting, he tossed over his shoulder, “Enjoy the show. The student groups outdid themselves this year.”

 Sliding into the empty seat, Barry focused on the stage, shining brightly in an otherwise dimly lit room. The chanting stopped, and the audience applauded. 

 He skimmed his program. Following “Traditional Music of Zimbabwe” was an entry entitled “The Festival of Lights.”

 More students took to the stage, and he watched, fascinated, as they acted out skits that represented how Hanukkah was celebrated in their homes. 

 After they’d taken their bows and retreated to the wings, the curtains over the stage closed and the auditorium lights came on. A few people milled about, but most remained seated. According to the program, after a few moments of intermission, what Barry thought of as a traditional version of Christmas would be presented. 

 A hush fell over the room when the lights dimmed once more. The curtains parted on a darkened stage. A smooth, southern drawl began the well-known poem, The Night Before Christmas. A single spotlight captured the image of a slim, blond man, dressed in a dark turtleneck and even darker slacks. 

 From such a distance, it was hard to make out details, but something about the shadowy figure captured Barry’s full attention. Slowly, the stage lights rose, showing a group of students dressed as children unwrapping packages beneath a Christmas tree. Like The Ghost of Christmas Past, a vision of the lonely ornaments trapped in their plastic prisons in the hall closet began accusing him. He hadn’t so much as hung one bulb or placed one ornament, other than the centerpiece used for his picture.

 “When I was a boy back in Georgia,” the speaker said upon concluding the poem, “I couldn’t wait for Christmas morning. It was that one time of year I received presents that weren’t intended for use on the farm.” That earned him a few chuckles. 

 “My family always put up the tree the day after Thanksgiving, and normally left it up until New Year’s.” Barry’s family had a similar tradition. “On Christmas Eve, we were each allowed to open one present, and then on Christmas Day we were up early, unwrapping Santa’s presents and the remaining gifts from family and friends. Afterward, we’d head to Grandmother’s house for a Christmas dinner.” Behind him, the students were standing around a table. One by one, they approached the front of the stage, presenting a platter, bowl, or other dish for the audience’s inspection.

 “We’d have turkey and ham.” Two laden platters were displayed briefly before being deposited on the table. “Mashed potatoes and gravy.” A smiling young woman held up two bowls. “We’d have corn, green beans, and Grandma’s sweet potato casserole.” 

 Barry thought of the china set out on his table, the same set his late grandmother had used, missing her anew. Also from the south, where it was a traditional dish, she’d made sweet potato casserole, too.

 On stage, the show continued, the feast slowly assembling on the table. “For dessert, we’d have pumpkin pie with ice cream.” 

 Barry’s mouth watered, thinking about Christmas dinners past and dreaming of the one he was going to miss this year. Were there even any restaurants serving that day?

 The speaker placed his microphone on the podium and joined the students around the table. They all held hands while the man blessed the food, too softly for the words to carry to where Barry was seated, but he could well imagine them being similar to the ones his grandfather had once uttered. 

 The curtains closed and the audience scrambled from their seats, seeking the exits. Barry stayed where he was, staring at the deep burgundy curtain, behind which a reminder of his favorite childhood memories was portrayed. A sob stuck in his throat. It wasn’t too much to ask for, was it, to have a traditional holiday? He wouldn’t begrudge his parents their cruise, or his sister her happy family, but why couldn’t he be looking forward to that day instead of living in dread of it?

 He’d nearly forgotten the reason he was there when the curtain shimmered, the man in black emerging. One hand on the stage, he swung down. The sound of his shoes hitting the floor echoed in the nearly empty room. 

 Eyes focused on Barry, he made his way up the aisle, smile widening with each step. Finally, the man whose profile Barry had been studying for days stood three feet away. “Well, what do you think?” he asked.

 In the flesh, the plain features took on more character, the faint lines around the man’s eyes hinting at many smiles and the bashful, downturned baby-blues conveying a boy next door charm. He wasn’t gorgeous, he was better than that -- he was real. The kind of man who’d spend more time looking at his partner than at himself in the mirror. 

 Barry’s eyes slid up and down the trim body and open, friendly face several times. “Dayum!” was all he could think to say. 

 The speaker’s fair skin flushed, and he grinned. “Thanks, but I was asking what you thought about the presentation.” 

 Now it was Barry’s turn to blush. “I... I’m sorry, I didn’t mean...” he stammered, tasting shoe leather. 

 “That’s okay. If it’s any help, I think you’re pretty ‘dayum’ yourself. I’m Adam Collins.” He extended a hand. 

 Eyes riveted to Adam’s face, Barry managed to choke out, “Barry. Barry Richards.” After they shook hands, he didn’t want to let go. That simple touch sent a lightning bolt of desire straight through him. 

 “Well, Barry. Do you like spiced cider?”

 Mmmm... Cider -- another great memory from Christmases gone by. “Love it,” he said.

 “Then allow me to buy you a cup.” 

 Side by side, they strolled down the hall to the vending area, heavy with scents of spiced cider and funnel cakes, the professor calling out greetings to those he knew. Each open room was dedicated to a different culture’s beliefs and cuisines. 

 In addition to the warm beverage he remembered so well, Barry also sampled minted lamb, potato latkes, and fruit cake, which he normally avoided. All were incredible. 

 Adam made no mention of former lovers, displayed no obviously psychotic behavior, nor asked about Barry’s finances. After a few of the most pleasant hours Barry’d ever had, Adam suggested, “Let me walk you to your car.”

 The disappointment must have shown on his face, for his date smiled and said, “If all we wanted was a quick roll in the hay, we wouldn’t have gone to a dating site.”

 Barry prudently didn’t mention John, whose existence disproved that theory. “I’d like to see you again,” he blurted, totally out of his element. Wasn’t it a bad sign that they wouldn’t be ending up in bed? 

 A hand at the small of his back guided Barry out of the building and across the parking lot. Suddenly Adam stopped, sly smile hinting at mischief. 

 Barry followed Adam’s upward gaze. He barely had time to register the word “mistletoe” before his lips were claimed in a sweet, all-too-fleeting kiss. For a moment they embraced, evidence that he wasn’t the only one aroused pressed against his leg. “I’d like to see you again, too,” Adam murmured against his cheek. 

 Driving away was one of the hardest things Barry had ever done. He fought the impulse to turn around, find the compelling blond, throw him into the car, and keep him forever. 

Getting to Know You

 The next day, Barry and Adam spent three hours on the telephone. The day after that, they went ice skating. For their third date, Barry made another visit to the campus to watch a student rendition of The Nutcracker.

 They were taking their seats when the Asian youth Barry remembered from his last visit rushed up. “Professor?” He nodded to Barry, then fixed an anxious gaze on Adam. “Steven’s still sick. We’re short a party guest.”

 Given the student’s mouse ears and tail, Barry guessed that he already had a role in the play. 

 “Could you give us a moment?” Adam asked. The young man stepped a respectful distance away, playfully batting a child’s hands when they tugged on his tail. “I’m really sorry about this, Barry. I know it’s not much of a date if I leave you sitting here by yourself, but they need someone to fill out their male count so that each dancer has an escort. Do you mind terribly?”

 Thinking that he’d recently added to someone’s male count himself, namely John’s, Barry was in no position to argue. “Go on. I’ll be right here watching.”

 Adam squeezed Barry’s hand, lips quirking into a fleeting smile, and then followed the student toward the backstage area. Barry had to admit that knowing someone in the cast, even if the part was minor, added to the anticipation. 

 Shortly after the first act ended, Adam reappeared, smudges of makeup staining his skin. 

 “You were fabulous,” Barry whispered, though the role had required little more than raising a wineglass, smiling, and crossing the stage with a dancer clinging to his arm as the party guests greeted their hosts. Adam had done it well.

 Adam lowered his eyes, a fierce blush staining his cheeks, visible even in the darkened auditorium. “Steven, the student I replaced in the holiday program, is still under the weather. How unfortunate to be sick over the holidays.” 

 Barry had always loved The Nutcracker, and the students put on an admirable show. When the program ended, Barry and Adam were the first on their feet, leading a well-deserved standing ovation. After a little mingling, they walked arm in arm back to the car. A thousand tiny lights illuminated the trees and a soft snow was beginning to fall. It would have been a perfect moment if Adam hadn’t seemed so subdued. “I need to talk to you,” he finally said.

 “Adam? Is something wrong?” Barry knew it was too good to be true; Adam was too good to be true. What was he about to hear? Wife and kids? Returning ex? “I don’t want to see you anymore”?

“I’ve had such a good time with you these past few days...” Barry braced for the drop of the other shoe -- aimed right at his head. 

 “But you’ve decided I’m not really what you’re looking for,” Barry finished for him. 

“Not at all; I’m only trying to...”

 “No, I get it. You don’t have to say it.” So close. He’d come so close to finding exactly what he’d been looking for in Adam. 

 “Look at me, Barry, and listen to what I’m saying, not what you’re afraid I’m saying.”

 Barry didn’t want to. He really didn’t want to see the rejection in this man’s eyes. At his feet, one tiny snowflake hit the pavement and melted, joined by another and then another. He felt kinship with the perishing flakes.

 “Please?” Adam asked again.

 Blowing out a heavy breath, Barry swiveled his neck enough to make eye contact. Instead of pity or disgust, he was graced with the warmest, most admiring look he’d ever received. “Barry, I was going to say that I’m leaving in the morning to spend a few days with my folks before they fly to Germany to spend Christmas with my sister. Her husband’s stationed there, and Mom and Dad don’t get to see my nephews often.”

 “So, you’re alone for Christmas, too?” Did Barry dare to dream?

 A half-smile warmed Adam’s face, and his eyes shot to the ground. He shuffled from foot to foot. “Don’t wanna be.”

Go slow, go slow! You agreed to go slow! Don’t blow this! Barry’s hope screamed at him. “Think you’d like to spend it with me?” he ventured. His hope smacked him over the head with something heavy. He ignored it. 

 “I was hoping you’d say that. I’ll be home on the twenty-third, late. Can I come by on Christmas Eve? Errr... you don’t already have plans, do you?”

 “Nope, folks are going on a cruise, Sis has a husband and kids.” He felt a little guilty about turning down Karen’s repeated invitations to spend the week, but he didn’t want to intrude. Lord knew she’d have her hands full with the kids come Christmas Eve. Maybe he’d make a shorter, earlier visit. “I was thinking of doing a little visiting myself. I’ll be back here on the twenty-third, too. And sure, you can come by; I thought you’d never ask.”

Decking the Halls

 On the night Barry had dreaded for months, fearing to spend it alone, he lay curled on the couch with Adam in front of a roaring fire, the first he’d built that year. They were munching popcorn and watching A Christmas Carol, a Tom in each man’s lap. 

 “Barry?” Adam asked. “You really seemed to be in the Christmas spirit at the festival. Why don’t you decorate your house for the holidays?”

 Wondering how to answer without sounding lame, he chose to tell the truth. “I was hoping to have someone to help me this year.” 

 “Hmmm...” Adam mused, rubbing his chin. “I suppose I could get a few of my students...”

 Barry shot a “Don’t you dare!” look at Adam. That would be too much like the Cratchits invading Scrooge’s lair, with Barry playing the role of Scrooge. 

 “What? You don’t want my students’ help?” Adam’s hand stretched over his heart, and he faked an affronted look, one he couldn’t maintain. “Oh, all right,” he said, laughing. “I suppose it’s up to me to save your boys from a non-festive Christmas. Kitties should have ornaments to bat and ribbons to shred.”

 He gave a light slap to Barry’s thigh, startling Tom I, who jumped down and pranced off, tail in the air. “C’mon, time’s a’wasting,” Adam said, easing Tom II off his lap. Barry was amazed that his two normally standoffish kitties had instantly taken to Adam. Was he wearing eau de catnip?

Adam rose from the couch, dusting short, black hairs off his jeans. “We need to get this place looking Christmassy soon or the holidays will be over. You do have decorations, right?” 

 Assembling the tree took longer than usual. Watching Adam’s obvious excitement made it hard for Barry to concentrate on the task at hand. Was the man being deliberately provocative, bending down like that each time he dropped an ornament, which happened on a regular basis? Thank goodness they were made of wire. The boys took notice, batting them around until they either were retrieved or disappeared under the couch. It was the liveliest the two cats had appeared in weeks.

 A brushing of hands when they reached for the same decoration kindled a fire in Barry’s groin. For months he’d fantasized about someone to decorate with, never knowing it could be such an erotic experience. Until now, he’d also never doubted whether or not he’d survive without tackling Adam to the floor and having his wicked way with the sexy-and-doesn’t-know-it blond.

 “What do you think?” Adam asked, stretching to hold a shiny star and a feathered angel against the top of the tree. “Star or angel?” His lightweight sweater slid up his body, revealing a nice, flat belly. His grin was wicked. He knew exactly the effect he was having, the tease!

 Enough was enough. Barry charged, pinning a laughing Adam against the wall. “I was wondering when you’d crack,” Adam said between chuckles.

 “You said you wanted to take it slow!”

 All humor left Adam’s face. “I changed my mind.” His mouth descended on Barry’s with savage fierceness. They tumbled to the floor, Barry’s hands rolling Adam’s sweater to expose more of the toned body he’d caught a peek of earlier. Mouth followed retreating sweater up smooth skin with the faintest sprinkling of hair. Barry’s teeth caught a nipple, teasing it, as Adam took over and pulled the sweater free. 

 Hands cupping his face urged Barry up to lock mouths once more with Adam’s. After that, no thinking was needed; pure instinct took over. He rocked his hips against the firm leg that rubbed his cock, desperately wanting Adam naked. Only breaking the kiss when absolutely necessary, they pushed and pulled until their clothes lay in a messy pile under the half-decorated tree. 

 A red velvet tree skirt cushioned them from the hardwood floor as, groin to groin, they shoved against each other. “Please say you have supplies handy?” Adam murmured, lips pressed tightly against Barry’s mouth. 

 “Later,” Barry replied. The delicious feeling of Adam’s body sliding against his was too good to leave. There’d be time for things requiring preparations -- later.

 He grasped both their cocks, holding them together while he pushed into his hand, catching Adam’s moan of approval in his mouth. The crackling fire sent waves of heat against his skin, but didn’t warm nearly as well as the man beneath him. In the background, televised carolers were singing. Barry barely heard, too caught up in the universe made of him and the best thing ever found on the Internet. Adam’s mouth left his, and teeth scraped against his shoulder a moment later. The scent of holly candles drifted away, replaced by the warm musk of Adam’s cologne. 

 Barry ran his tongue up Adam’s neck, reveling in the slightly bitter taste of salt and cologne. His teeth latched lightly onto tempting skin.

 “Barry!” Adam breathed, every muscle in his body seizing as he came. 

 Barry ignored his body’s frantic cry for attention, allowing Adam time to recover. Without warning Adam flipped him over onto his back, the moist heat of an eager mouth replacing Barry’s fist. Barry didn’t last long, fingers spasming in his lover’s thick, wavy hair. 

 “Dayum!” he exclaimed. “So damn good!” 

 Adam’s mouth slammed down on his while Barry still trembled in release. His own taste mingled with Adam’s. 

 “That was, that was...” he mumbled, incapable of the thoughts necessary to finish the sentence. A warm, comforting weight lay across his chest, and it wasn’t covered in black fur. It was covered in... glitter?

 “Merry Christmas, Barry,” Adam said, wrapping the spangled tree skirt over them. 

Peace on Earth

 During the night, the fire had died, and Barry woke up with a cold backside. His front, spooned against a softly snoring body, was warm. “Adam?”

 “Mmmfft?”

 “Adam, it’s morning. Merry Christmas.”

 “Merry Christmas to you, too,” Adam replied with a yawn, rolling onto his back. He gave Barry a quick peck on the lips. “So, did Santa come last night?” He snickered. “Or was that just me?”

 Barry slapped a hand against his forehead. “Damn! I forgot to give you your present!”

 Adam grasped Barry’s wrist, pulling until the arm was wrapped around him. He snuggled closer. “No you didn’t. As I recall, I unwrapped a rather nice package last night.” One blue eye shut in a suggestive wink.

 “Yeah, I found something nice under my tree last night, too.” Barry grinned, getting into the spirit. “But that’s not all that’s under the tree.” He dislodged a furry black body from the crook of his knees and crawled toward the tree. He returned a moment later with a small, flat package while Adam pushed the other protesting cat aside and fumbled through their pile of clothes, retrieving an envelope.

 “Merry Christmas,” they chorused, laughing as they each handed over their gift. 

 “On the count of three?” Adam asked. 

 “One, two, three...” they chanted, ripping their packages open at the same time.

 “Tickets to the Community Theater’s Finnegan’s Rainbow for January sixth?” Barry gazed at the passes. “Thanks. I’ve been wanting to see this.” He paused, considering. “By giving me two, I do hope you intend to come with me.”

 “They’re your tickets. You can invite anyone you choose.” The expectant look on Adam’s face begged to differ.

 “Let me rephrase that, then. Will you come with me?” If Adam had bought tickets for next month, he meant to stick around.

 “I can’t think of anything I’d rather do.” 

 Barry leaned in, brushing his lips to Adam’s. “It’s a date. Now, look at yours.”

 Adam held up the ripped package, exposing the contents. “Oh, my! Thank you. Tickets to Tutankhamen and the Golden Age of the Pharaohs.” 

 “Yeah, it’s at the Denver Art Museum. Ummm... that’s an overnight trip.” Was Adam ready to spend a weekend together at a hotel?

 It seemed he was. “It’s on a Saturday, so I don’t have to work, and I can leave Friday after my last class. How about you?”

 “You’re asking me?”

 “I’m asking you.”

 “Then I’d love to go.”

 They lay back down on the tree skirt, each clutching their gift. Barry’s stomach growled and he consoled it with a pat. “Too bad I didn’t stop by the grocery store and get us a turkey. I would have loved to have a traditional dinner today.”

 His phone rang, and he’d barely gotten it open when he heard his sister’s plea. “Barry, I know you think you’d be intruding, but that’s silly. You’re my brother! Besides, Jack’s sisters are coming. Please say you’ll come to dinner. It won’t be the same without you.” 

 “Errr...” he began, cutting his eyes to where Adam sat, scratching the Toms’ ears.”I’m not alone.”

 He jerked the phone away from his ear at his sister’s excited screech. “Barry! You’ve got a boyfriend! Why didn’t you say so? No wonder you wouldn’t stay longer when you visited.” Dropping her voice to a whisper, she asked, “Is he cute?”

 “Karen!” 

 “Just asking. Anyway, I have this huge turkey, Jack’s sisters are bringing pies and side dishes, and we’re going to have endless leftovers if you don’t come help us out.”

 “I’d have to discuss it first with...”

 “Honestly, Barry, what’s to discuss? You guys are more than welcome. Um, he’s not a troll, is he? Big hairy moles, knuckles dragging the ground? Would he frighten the kids?” she teased. 

 Despite his best efforts not to, Barry laughed. “No, that’s all in the past.” He meant it, too.

 “Then it’s settled. If you leave before eleven, you can be here by two. See ya then.” Click.

 Adam was watching, humor dancing in his eyes. “I take it you were ordered to Christmas dinner?”

 “No,” Barry replied, shaking his head. “We were ordered.” Though it’s what he’d originally set his heart on, it was somewhat early in their relationship for introductions to each other’s folks. “Are you ready to meet my family? Some of them, anyway.” Barry and his hope waited with bated breath.

 Adam replied with a question of his own. “Are you ready for that?”

 “If you are.”

 “How does your family feel about...” He swept his hand back and forth between the two of them. “Well, you know.”

 “About me bringing a guy? You mean you didn’t hear my sister’s squeal?” He gave Adam a serious look. “I’ve been out since I was sixteen; they’ve had years to adjust. They accept me, and they’ll be thrilled to meet you.” He leaned in, placing a kiss on the end of Adam’s slightly pointed nose. “So, what do you say? Turkey and all the trimmings, or do we forage?”

 Adam’s teeth caught at his lower lip. “Well, if you’re sure.”

 Barry had never been surer of anything in his life. “Positive. I’m sorry my parents won’t be there, but you’ll love Karen, her husband Jack, and the kids.”

 “Since she’s saving us from cafeteria steam table turkey, I like your sister already.” Adam nuzzled Barry’s neck. “How long do we have before we need to leave?”

 “I think we have a few minutes,” Barry replied, sealing their mouths together.

***

 Barry showed up at his sister’s door promptly at two o’clock. Since he’d already delivered presents for her family a few days earlier, one arm was empty. The other was wrapped around a nervous but smiling Adam. The family was going to love his new boyfriend. 
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