
        
            
                
            
        

    Valentine Wish
A RIOT of red, pink, and white greeted Isaac when he stepped through the doors of the cozy restaurant. Festooned ribbons hung from the doorway, and elegant ice sculptures of cherubs slowly melted in a central fountain. Normally, he would have found the decorations tacky, but nothing at Berkley’s could ever be considered tacky. From the waiters’ crisp, white uniforms to the beautifully decorated tables, it all looked like a page from a trendy magazine. Today was St. Valentine’s Day, and nobody did special occasions quite like Berkley’s.

Maurice, the maître d’, stepped forward, a miniature rose peeking from his buttonhole. “Right this way, Mr. Lewis,” he said with a smile.

Mr. Lewis. Just one of the things Isaac loved about this place. The staff all knew him by name and that he was chauffeur and handyman to a wealthy and influential gay couple. Still, they treated him just the same as any other customer, including those who graced the silver screen. In a town that excelled at elitist snobbery, the acceptance made a refreshing change.

Tall and obsessively fit, with a dark complexion and shoulder-length dreadlocks, Isaac stood out in this crowd of upper middle-class diners. Fortunately, the restaurant didn’t require a suit and tie on weeknights, so his black silk button-down and black slacks weren’t out of place. This was as dressed up as he got, if he could help it. The other diners apparently approved, many casting admiring glances his way.

Ignoring them, he followed Maurice through the elegant dining room, the scents wafting from a nearby table causing his stomach to rumble. Candles artfully tucked into rose and lace centerpieces illuminated each table, the effect romantic without being sappy. He usually scoffed at any sentimental displays as being ridiculous nonsense, but this year was going to be different, he’d decided. This Valentine’s Day he had no intention of waiting around for Cupid’s arrow while pretending to be alone by choice. It may be Valentine’s Day, but it was also his birthday, and he knew exactly what he’d wish for while blowing out the candles on his cake. 

He crossed from the main dining area into a private back room to an enthusiastic chorus of “Happy Birthday, Isaac!” Gathered around the table were all of his favorite people; well, except for one, and he should be making an appearance any second now. One of his employers, Alex Anderson, sat at the head of the table with his partner, Isaac’s other boss, Paul Sinclair, sitting at Alex’s left. Martha, Bernard, Theresa, and William, coworkers and friends, filled the rest of the chairs.

To Alex’s right, the seat of honor was conspicuously empty. That is, until Isaac filled it with his massive frame. A waiter stepped forward and filled his wine glass, then asked with a flirtatious wink if he’d like his usual. Isaac smiled and nodded, but offered the young man no further encouragement. He dined here often, and for more reasons than just the food. But Isaac hadn’t set his cap for any of the handsome young waiters; he had someone of more substance in mind.

His seat afforded him a good view of the restaurant through the private room’s entrance, and all during dinner he kept a vigil. With one eye trained on the kitchen door, he waited for a glimpse of the owner and executive chef of the trendy establishment while enjoying a bowl of his favorite French onion soup and Theresa’s tale of her grandchildren’s latest exploits. 

Over fragrant dishes of Coquille St. Jacques Bernard and Martha extolled the virtues of retirement, and Isaac told of his pursuit of the perfect dining room table for his new condo. While he loved his condo, he sometimes missed living under Alex and Paul’s roof, if only for the company of the others who called the mansion home.

It wasn’t until the meal ended that the attractive Frenchman made an appearance. As usual, he was all bubbly energy, pausing at each table to chat a moment before moving on, giving Isaac plenty of time to look his fill.

The real reason he came here at every opportunity, good food notwithstanding, stepped up to the table and clapped his big, beefy hands together in delight. A waiter appeared a moment later, pushing a cart that held an enormous chocolate cake. Candle flames wavered as he approached.

“ Mesdames et messieurs! What an honor to have you here with us again. Monsieur Lewis,” the big chef said, turning his full attention and brilliant smile on Isaac, “joyeux anniversaire!”

Thierry Guillaume was just about the sexiest thing Isaac had ever seen, with his round cheeks, golden-blond curls, sea-green eyes, and sturdy build—something Isaac required in a man. No reed-thin twinks need apply. His combination of looks and a rich accent that brushed Isaac’s libido like a caressing hand made the Frenchman the star of many a latenight fantasy.

Oh, Thierry wasn’t gorgeous by conventional standards, and with about forty pounds of extra weight on his comfortably padded body, he was hardly the Hollywood ideal. However, his height helped him carry the extra bulk well, making him appear less fat and more cuddly. Isaac, a mass of rippling, rock-hard muscles, liked something softer to snuggle up with, and in his eyes, Thierry was perfect. Isaac was also convinced that the man was only that large to accommodate his huge heart. If a friend fell ill or lost a loved one, the familiar black-and-gold Berkley’s van was sure to make a delivery.

Isaac had kept his interest hidden because ever since he’d known the man, Thierry had been in a relationship. He may not have respected Victor, Thierry’s lover, but he did respect commitment and didn’t poach, no matter how sorely tempted. Now, however, he’d learned that the object of his desire was a free man, and he intended Victor’s loss to be his gain.

There was the little matter of the Frenchman’s success as an entrepreneur. Isaac was from another world and had done things that still gave him nightmares, even if he’d long since repented. 

At least money wasn’t an issue. Thanks to the last couple he’d worked for, he inherited a comfortable nest egg, receiving specific instructions from his benefactors to “go after what he wanted with his whole heart.” Alfred and Byron’s generosity enabled him to honestly say he wasn’t after money; he had plenty of that on his own. He only continued to work for his current employers because he liked them, liked the work, and hadn’t yet adjusted to his change of fortunes. Maybe he couldn’t offer a lover a stellar background and connections, but at least he was financially secure.

Thierry stood beside the table, one massive hand brushing Isaac’s shoulder while he sang, “Happy Birthday,” in a rich baritone that many would have paid good money to hear on the opera circuit. At least, that’s what his bosses said. Isaac had never really learned to appreciate opera. And though Thierry sang in French, there was no mistaking the tune.

The rest of the table joined in, most singing in English, while Theresa’s shrill soprano added Spanish to the mix. The overall effect was surprisingly pleasant. Well, except for Alex’s contribution. The man may have been rich and gorgeous, but he couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket. Paul, though not as loud as his partner, at least knew all the words.

Thierry placed the cake on the table, and Isaac took a deep breath, thought of his deepest desire—who, incidentally, was standing right next to him—and blew out the candles.

He was all set to ask Thierry to join them when a busboy hurried over and hissed frantically into the restaurateur’s ear. His brilliant smile fell and all the color fled his cheeks. “Tell him I’ll meet him out back,” Thierry whispered, brows knitting together. “Gentlemen, I do apologize. It seems my presence is needed in the kitchen.”

Just like that, Isaac’s opportunity slipped past, and if he didn’t do something soon, the night would end without his wish coming true. 

He watched Thierry pass through the kitchen door, the spring in his step from mere moments ago noticeably missing. Interesting. When he turned back to his hosts, Isaac was met by matching grins. “What?”
 Alex winked. “Well, you’ve certainly done enough staring. Are you going to ask him out or not?” Isaac sighed. “You’re not starting that again, are you?” Sometimes he wished he’d never commented to Paul about “liking a man with some meat on his bones,” because it hadn’t taken his boss very long to figure out who he meant. And whatever Paul knew, he shared with his partner. Only, while Paul kept his opinions to himself, Alex didn’t, happily meddling at every opportunity. Paul was quieter in his matchmaking, but Isaac had long ago figured out why he’d been sent to Berkley’s on minor errands over the past few weeks. At times, Paul sent him under the pretext of planning parties for the Anderson-Sinclair household. And at others… well, how many of the restaurant’s dishes could possibly be left behind by accident?
 With a smug grin, he admitted, “Well, I was going to, until the moment kind of came and went.” Isaac knew Alex hadn’t liked the Frenchman much when they first met, because Thierry’s exuberance often overwhelmed the uninitiated. Over time and croissants they reached an understanding, and now Alex and Paul’s lavish parties were often catered by Berkley’s. Unfortunately, where Thierry went, Victor Reed invited himself along, as well. Isaac had taken an instant dislike to the arrogant little peacock with shifty, roving eyes and a forked tongue who butted into conversations to inject his uncouth opinions or made scathing remarks to the invited partygoers. Not to mention his slipping outside with the occasional guest, only to return a bit rumpled. 

He never understood why Thierry either turned a blind eye or forgave the man. He had overheard Thierry’s profuse apologies the last time Vic had crashed a party, drank himself into oblivion, and made a fool of himself. Thank goodness Thierry had finally come to his senses and kicked the deadbeat out.

A look of disbelief on his face, Alex asked, “You’re going to give up without even trying? That certainly doesn’t sound like you.”

Paul, a long-time friend of Thierry’s, spoke up then. “Victor’s been gone for over six months now. Thierry has no intention of taking that jerk back this time, but if you don’t make your move soon, someone else just might.”

That got Isaac’s attention. He’d known Paul since the man was in his teens and had never once heard him say an unkind thing about anyone—well, except for Alex, back in their early days. For him to even utter the word “jerk,” Victor must have really gotten under Paul’s skin. Isaac also didn’t like the image that “someone else just might” brought to mind. He’d waited a long time for this—he wasn’t going to sit idly by and let someone else waltz off with his prize.

Looking from one grinning face to the other, Isaac decided to agree with his employers on this one. No matter how great the odds, he’d always gotten what he wanted when it truly mattered, and wasn’t it high time he forgave himself for past shortcomings and got on with his life? Isaac sipped thoughtfully at his wine before asking, “What should I do?”
 “Go get him, of course,” Paul answered with a snort, as though it should have been obvious. Isaac studied his two bosses, who were as dissimilar as day and night. It wasn’t so long ago that they’d overcome their own differences to become partners. Now they were inseparable. If two such opposite personalities could find common ground, why couldn’t a dreadlocked, muscle-bound black man and a pale, blond French entrepreneur? Full of renewed determination, Isaac stood and placed his napkin on his plate. “I may not be back,” he said, grateful that he was officially off duty and not expected to drive them home.
 “Go get him, Isaac,” Paul encouraged. As many times as he’d been to Berkley’s, Isaac had never before been in the kitchen. Striding confidently through the swinging door through which Thierry had disappeared, intent on his mission, he fully expected to find the man attending to a kitchen emergency. A short, fat cook and a busboy stood listening at the back door, the cook wringing her hands and chewing her bottom lip nervously.
 “Leon, do something!” she urged the busboy. “Like what?” the kid, pimply faced and barely in his twenties by the looks of it, hissed back.
 “There a problem?” Isaac asked.
 The pair stared guiltily up at him. Finally, the youth spoke up. “They’re at it again,” he said with a resigned sigh.
 “Who’s at it again?”
 Two pairs of eyes shot nervously toward the door. This time, it was the cook who answered. “That man!” she snapped, apparently finding her courage. “He came here wanting money. He always wants money.”
 Angry shouting erupted on the other side of the door, but only one voice spewed obscenities: the familiar nasal whine of Victor Reed. Thierry’s deeper tones were oddly silent for a two-party argument.
 “Get back to work,” Isaac said, “I’ll take care of this.”
 Without bothering to see if they complied, he left the kitchen and exited the restaurant through the front door, intent on finding out what was going on before barging in, guns blazing, like he wanted to. If Thierry needed help, he’d get it. If he didn’t, well, Isaac would cross that bridge when he got there.
 As soon as he stepped out into the night air, he realized that Thierry did indeed need his help. “Thierry, you pathetic tub of lard! You’re lucky I want you, ’cause no one else could possibly find a use for your fat ass!” resounded from the darkened alley behind the restaurant.

There was no mistaking the sound of flesh hitting flesh. For a moment Isaac stood by, holding his breath, waiting for Thierry to retaliate. Then it occurred to him that, as a man who made a living with his hands, fighting back wasn’t an option.
 “No, Vic, please…,” Thierry pleaded. Isaac had had enough. Rounding the corner, he saw exactly what he expected: a bully. Victor viciously pulled Thierry’s hair back with one hand while with the other bending two fingers at an angle that had to hurt like hell. 

Isaac stopped himself from rashly wading in and ripping the asshole’s head off—he didn’t need assault charges or to drag his employers into resulting legal troubles. Instead he did his best to tune out Thierry’s frightened sobs and focus on the task at hand. He aimed the most hate-filled gaze he could muster on the lowlife Victor. 

“This ain’t your business,” Victor snarled. He released his grip and Thierry snatched his hand back to cradle the injured digits against his chest. Good. Victor might just get to walk out of here under his own power for that. But if those fingers were broken….

“Oh, I think it is my business, Vic,” Isaac replied coolly, buffing his nails against the black dress shirt he wore, stretched tautly over a broad chest sculpted by daily workouts in the gym. He knew what he looked like, and used his body to full advantage, letting Victor see what he was up against. Hiding his true feelings on the matter, Isaac nodded nonchalantly to Thierry, who crouched timidly on the filthy pavement. If he had his way, the fear and hurt in the man’s eyes would never be there again. “The boss sent me to find him,” he lied, jerking his head to indicate Thierry. “They’re ready for dessert and want him to serve it—personally.”

Victor tugged harder on Thierry’s blond, curly locks, making Isaac flinch. Someone had tried that once with his dreads, and it hadn’t felt very good. Of course, the offender had never tried again, even after he regained the use of his hands.

Expression calm and cool, Isaac locked gazes with the bully’s calculating eyes. Oh, Victor would have to put on a good show in order to keep Thierry subdued, for that was the arrogant beast’s nature. In the end, he’d have no choice; he was quite obviously outmatched. Eventually, he’d drop the bluster and back down. Isaac just hoped the little bastard wouldn’t hurt Thierry too badly in the process. Working for a lawyer taught Isaac that proper procedure needed to be followed, but living on the streets had taught an entirely different lesson, one his body was itching to pass along to this scum who dared to prey on the wrong man.

It didn’t take long for Victor to realize he couldn’t win the battle. Shoving Thierry hard against the wall, he screamed, “You disgust me!” and then stalked off down the alley, sneering.

Keeping his voice low, Isaac asked, “You all right?” “I will be,” Thierry replied, his words sounding strained.
 “Go back inside. If the boss asks, tell him I’ll be back in a few.” He didn’t offer to help Thierry to his feet, wanting to minimize the humiliation, but instead turned away to allow the frightened man time to gather his wits and salvage what was left of his dignity. What Isaac needed to say to him could wait until later, in private. He breathed a sigh of relief when he heard the door click shut, knowing Thierry was safely inside. Now to take care of business, once and for all.

He proceeded cautiously down the alley. Victor could be charming when he wanted to be, else he’d never have caught the attention of such a sweet, trusting soul as Thierry Guillaume. Unfortunately, he was also a two-bit con man with a history of violence, who took advantage of those too weak to defend themselves. Isaac was familiar with the kind—he used to be one, though he, unlike Victor, was no longer proud of the fact. A bested predator made a dangerous animal, prone to getting even for imagined slights, such as being shown up in front of a victim. The fight for Thierry was far from over. In fact, it was just beginning.

Isaac caught movement from the corner of his eye and ducked a split-second before a bottle came crashing down out of nowhere, missing his temple by a hair’s breadth. Years’ worth of street instincts kicked in. For all his bulk, Isaac was fast on his feet—or off them. Throwing himself to the ground, he struck out with a muscular leg, sweeping Victor’s from under him. The guy yelled and went down, hitting the pavement with a thud. In one fluid movement, Isaac rose and snatched his opponent by the collar, lifting until the toes of the man’s shoes barely scraped the pavement. Victor flailed helplessly, too far away for his short arms to do any harm.

The darkness of the alley obscured the view, but Isaac knew from experience that Victor’s face was turning purple from the tight grip on his neck; he also knew just how far he could take things without causing permanent damage. Shaking his captive like a weightless rag doll, Isaac jeered, “What’s the matter, Vic? Not so bad-assed with someone who’ll fight back, are you?”

The only reply was a breathless squeak.
 “What’s that? I can’t hear you, Vic.”
 In a high falsetto mimicry of Victor’s voice, Isaac
 answered for him, “I’m sorry, Mr. Lewis. I’ll never do it again.” “You bet your ass you won’t,” Isaac said in his own normal tone. “Here’s the deal: I let you live and, A, you’ll never come near Thierry again and, B, you send him flowers tomorrow and promise him you’ll leave him alone. And not just any flowers. He deserves red roses!”
 “Go to hell!” Victor managed enough air to gasp. Isaac smiled, and it wasn’t very friendly. It didn’t take a dyed-in-the-wool street fighter to recognize the sound of a switchblade when he snicked it open a moment later. In the dim light he saw Victor’s eyes widen in fear. Good. So the miserable bastard understood—there might be some hope for him yet. Isaac grinned, caressing Victor’s face with the edge of the razor-sharp blade. “I don’t think you fully understand, man,” he said, reveling in the tremors that shook his captive. Oh, but that was one temptation he had to fight, the compulsion to make others pay for their crimes—he’d sworn off years ago. “You blew your chance. Thierry ain’t yours no more.”

It took Victor only a moment to nod his agreement, especially since the knife had traveled down his body and was now pressed tightly against his groin.

It had been years since Isaac ran with a gang, but Vic didn’t know that. Wishing he’d thought to do so earlier, he reverted back to the guttural dialect he’d used on the streets, hoping to up the intimidation factor, as if a six-foot-six black man holding a ten-inch blade and threatening castration wasn’t intimidating enough. “Ma homies be watching,” he said, lips a mere breath away from Victor’s ear. He smiled at the shiver it provoked. It was nice to know that, after years of honest living, he hadn’t lost his touch. One never knew when it might prove useful—like now. “Don’ fuck wit ma prop’ty agin, or I’ll haf to come fuck wit you.”

Lowering the miserable excuse for a man to the ground, Isaac slowly pulled the knife back, anticipating underhanded tricks. Instead of the instant retaliation he expected, Victor seemed glued to the spot, rubbing his bruised throat and clutching his privates. Voice raspy, he husked, “Who the hell are you?” So, the arrogant little prick hadn’t noticed the servants at those fancy parties he’d crashed. That was a definite advantage now. Isaac would hate for his actions to be traced back to his employers.

“I’m T’s new big poppa,” he said, inventing the nickname out of thin air. “Don’t forget it or I gotta come back an’ get what you got ta keep tonight.”

Victor breathed a sigh of relief when Isaac snapped the blade shut and returned the weapon to the pocket from which it had come, never knowing that Isaac’s street-fighting skills were far more dangerous than a mere piece of sharpedged steel—the blade merely served as a prop.

Once Victor had backed away down the alley out of hearing, Isaac muttered to himself, “Yeah, I’m his new boyfriend; he just don’t know it yet.”

AFTER returning to the table as if nothing untoward had occurred, Isaac slid into his chair, avoiding the questioning eyes of his tablemates. The cake still sat on the table, untouched. “I think this cake needs cutting, what you think?” he asked no one in particular.

While he passed around slices of chocolate gâteau, he willed his body to relax, the adrenaline rush of his earlier encounter making him jumpy. If he were at home he’d exhaust the nervous tension in the gym. With that option unavailable, the best he could hope for was not to vent on some undeserving soul. No, he’d rather save it in case Victor decided to come back later.

That thought hit him hard. What if the asshole did come back after hours, waiting until Thierry was alone? Or worse, followed the man home? A smile eased across his face as his mind formed a plan. He might be able to kill two birds with one stone here, cementing his claim in Victor’s eyes while officially putting Thierry on notice. Oh, he could always play it off as friendly concern if Thierry were unreceptive, but he fully intended to wait around and thank the Frenchman personally for the cake, making sure his favorite chef was safe and uninjured. Then he’d offer an escort home. And if asked to stay for coffee or a nightcap? Well, it was his birthday, after all, and he shouldn’t have to end the evening alone.
 “You look like the cat that ate the canary.” 
 Isaac snapped out of his musings to find Paul studying him intently, one eyebrow raised in question. Deliberately ignoring the hint to divulge what had happened, he replied, “Maybe not a canary, but I’m definitely gonna eat some of this cake.” He made good on his words by taking a bite. Mmm… The gooey chocolate confection exploded on his tongue. Damn! If he’d ever eaten anything this good before, he certainly couldn’t remember it. He looked around the crowded restaurant for blond curls, still hoping Thierry might join them, but the chef was nowhere to be found. Isaac’s appetite vanished. Had Thierry been badly hurt? Suddenly, he regretted letting Victor off so easily.

One by one, his friends finished their dessert and coffee, and then they demanded that he open his presents. His gaze swept as much of the restaurant as he could see from their private room, his concern growing when Thierry never appeared. He finally caught a glimpse of the big, blond bear talking to Maurice and breathed a sigh of relief. Thierry appeared to be okay after all. He also looked busy, so Isaac decided to let it go—for now.

Theresa handed him a brightly wrapped package and he ripped the paper off with abandon to find a hand-knitted throw in his favorite team’s colors. William, Martha, and Bernard had gone in together for two tickets to a Lakers game, which they’d tucked into a birthday card. He smiled slyly when they inquired who he’d be taking with him. Paul and Alex’s gift was strangely small and flat. When he opened it, a colorful brochure fell out.
 “Aruba?” he asked, looking up with wide eyes, clutching the flyer. Twin smiles answered him. “Well, we saw how interested you were during that special on the travel channel,” Paul said.

Isaac stared down in disbelief at the two first-class airline tickets and an itinerary for a week’s all-inclusive stay at the same new resort featured on the show. Wow! His bosses really paid attention. “Thanks!”

They all walked out together, his coworkers bidding him goodnight and climbing into Theresa’s car. That left him and his employers. “Good luck,” Paul said before driving off with his lover. All night the two had been exchanging suggestive looks. 

It was going to be an interesting evening once they got home. Alex had taken Paul out shopping earlier, after instructing Isaac to buy every single red rose he could find and fill the house in their absence. He smiled, imagining Paul’s reaction when he found Alex’s gift. If only it were his own man Isaac had done that for. He sighed, the smile leaving his lips.

Never in his life had Isaac had a serious relationship like Alex and Paul’s, and at thirty-one years old, it was high time he did. Sure, the Los Angeles nightlife offered a lot to an attractive single man, but going home with strangers and waking up alone had long since gotten old. Especially when faced every day with a committed couple who doted on each other. Though happy for them, he couldn’t help being a bit envious of what they shared.

He unlocked his truck and slid behind the wheel, keeping his eyes trained on the restaurant door. It opened a few minutes later and a half dozen people filed out, followed a few minutes later by several more. None were Thierry. The evening wasn’t too cool, but he was still forced to put on a jacket by the time the door opened again, emitting the maître d’ and the cook he’d seen hovering by the back door. Thierry was with them. The night was still and their voices carried over the nearly empty parking lot.

“Are you sure you’re going to be all right?” the cook asked.
 With his back turned as he locked the door, Thierry replied in that rich, deep voice Isaac so loved, “Yes, woman, now stop fussing. It’s just a sprain.”
 “Well, if you’re sure,” she replied. She shuffled to the passenger side of a white car and stood dutifully waiting.
 “Are you positive you wouldn’t like us to follow you home?” the maître d’ asked. Even from the distance, Isaac could hear an exasperated sigh. “While I appreciate your concern, I really can take care of myself.”
 Maurice replied, “Are you absolutely sure you don’t need to see adoctor? Your hand….” 
 “Maurice, go home. I’ll be fine.” Maurice was obviously reluctant to leave, and it did Isaac’s heart good to know that others were watching out for Thierry. His grandma always said you could tell a good man by his friends, and by that measure Thierry Guillaume was one of the best.

He felt guilty for not telling Alex and Paul what had happened, but didn’t think Thierry would thank him if he did. Besides, Alex, being a lawyer, would want charges pressed against Victor. Thugs got even for shit like that; being behind bars couldn’t prevent retaliation, either. It would only put Thierry in greater danger. No, sometimes the street way was the only way. In order to properly communicate, you had to speak the language the listener understood. In Victor’s case, that language was fear. While Isaac may not have been proud of his past, it had left him fluent in that particular dialect.

Isaac watched as the two employees climbed into the car and slowly pulled out of the parking lot. Only then did Thierry approach his own vehicle. Hmm… something would have to be said about that. If Victor came around while Thierry was alone and defenseless—not a smart move. While there were plenty of street lights, there were also plenty of shadows in which to hide.
 “Hey, Thierry,” Isaac called, getting out of his truck. “Got a minute?” Thierry froze with one hand on the door handle of his sleek BMW, the fear in his eyes unmistakable. Seeing Isaac, he blew out a relieved sigh. “Hello, birthday boy. I’m glad you’re here. I wanted to thank you before for….” Those golden curls cast a halo as Thierry hung his head.

Keeping a careful eye out in case Victor might be lurking nearby, Isaac jogged over to the shiny silver Bimmer, the only vehicle besides his still in the parking lot.
 “Actually,” Isaac replied, “I wanted to thank you for the cake.” Thierry waved a dismissive hand, which was conspicuously wrapped in a bar towel. “It was nothing,” he said, frowning when he noticed his hand. He quickly dropped it to his side, out of sight.

“Can I see?” Isaac spoke quietly. There were times when he loved that his size and physique were intimidating, especially around jerks like Victor; however, now was not one of those times. Thierry had been bullied enough for one evening, and Isaac didn’t want to spook him. The chef was a big man in his own right, though quite obviously a lover and not a fighter if he was so easily cowed by a shrimp like Victor Reed.

Expecting an argument, Isaac was quite surprised when Thierry extended his damaged hand. As gently as possible, Isaac removed the towel and grasped cold fingers, checking for movement. “You used ice?”

“Yes. Truly, they’re fine, just….” Thierry’s gaze flitted nervously over the parking lot. “Uh… I know it’s an imposition, but would you mind following me home? It’s not far.”
 “You worried about Victor?” It was more statement than question. 
 Thierry mumbled “Yes” so quietly Isaac almost didn’t hear it. 
 “Then I have a better idea,” he replied. THOUGH he hadn’t lived there long, Isaac did try to make his home comfortable and inviting. He recreated his grandmother’s house as closely as he could, based on the sketchy memories of his eight-year-old self. The only difference was that his furniture was all new and of high quality, while Granny Lewis had made do with whatever she could get.

Although he was personally pleased with the overall effect, Isaac still worried about what Thierry’s refined tastes would make of it. There was a brief moment of terror when the big blond’s mouth dropped open, his eyes widening as he gazed at the living room.

Then he grinned. “It you put a tabby cat on that footstool and an old gray-haired woman in the rocking chair, you’d have Grand-mère’s house!”

Isaac breathed a sigh of relief and answered with a smile, “Maybe we’re related then, ’cause this is what my granny’s house looked like, too.”

Those beautiful green eyes were sparkling when Thierry looked at him. “Tell me, Isaac, what favorite dish did she make for you as a child?”

He thought long and hard about that before answering. “She was a great cook, everything she made was good, but my favorite was… now, you gotta promise not to laugh.”

Thierry held up two fingers on his uninjured hand. “I solemnly swear.”
 Hardly believing he was telling it to an award-winning chef, Isaac replied honestly, “She used to mash a banana with a fork, mix sandwiches.”

The amused embarrassment. “Your favorite meal was banana and peanut butter sandwiches?”

“Well, I was only eight when she died.”
 The humor left Thierry’s eyes. “I’m sorry for your loss.” “Thanks, but it was a long time ago.”

Thierry’s smile returned. “Then, my friend, in payment for your rescuing me tonight, I will make you peanut butterbanana sandwiches, just like your grandmother used to make.”
 They shared a long look before both laughed. “You’re on,” Isaac said. He winked and added, “For breakfast.” Suddenly, the mood changed, and when Isaac stared deeply into Thierry’s eyes something was there that hadn’t it with peanut butter, and make look was well worth any potential been before. Words weren’t necessary; the attraction and acceptance of his offer were both very clear.

“I was only teasing, Thierry,” Isaac said, unwilling to take unfair advantage. The fire in those eyes never dimmed. “Okay, at least tell me you’re not doing this out of gratitude.”
 “No, I’m doing it because you’re gorgeous and I’ve wanted to for a very long time.” 
 He had? Well now, there was a surprise. 
 “I think it’s only fair to warn you though, I’m not a twenty-year-old gym rat.” Thierry averted his gaze. Isaac cupped Thierry’s face in his hands and lifted it up until their eyes met again. He could get lost in those beautiful, expressive eyes; they gave away everything and hid nothing—the eyes of an honest man. “Why do you think I’d want a twenty-year-old anything?” he asked.

Thierry snorted in disgust. “Look at me! What Victor said is true. I’m fat, and he’s the only lover I’ve had since I moved to California. If you’re not thin and beautiful here, you’re nothing.”

Well, that was an easy enough argument to follow. Isaac grinned. “The reason he’s been your only lover is, you were in a relationship. I personally think your partner was a sleaze, but I’d never bust you up, no matter how bad I wanted you.”

Incredulity shone on Thierry’s face. “You? Wanted me? Why?”
 Hoping his truth would be believed over Victor’s lies, Isaac explained, “You’re a good man who cares about folks. Most of the bosses’ friends don’t give a damn about people like me, but not you. Every time you visit, you always speak to me and ask me to try some new dish. That cake tonight took a lot of work, but it wasn’t on the bill.”
 Thierry opened his mouth, only to be cut off. “I’m nosy, so sue me,” Isaac said with a grin. “The point is, this town is full of pretty, shallow people who don’t care for nothing except being rich and skinny. You’re different. You don’t pretend you’re something you’re not.”
 “You have an incredible body!” Thierry countered. “How could you possibly want to be with me?”
 Isaac had an answer for that, too. “Would you want someone just like you?”
 Thierry appeared to mull those words over in his mind before finally answering, “No, I suppose not.”
 “For me, it’d be like snuggling a rock.” 
 At Thierry’s raise brow, Isaac added, “Yeah, I like to snuggle—big time. And I’m thinking you’d feel mighty good.” “You’re really serious, aren’t you?” That Thierry found it so hard to believe said a lot about how he’d been treated in the past. Apparently, he’d been hanging out with the wrong crowd, something Isaac intended to remedy. Pretty lies were a dime a dozen, and if words had hurt Thierry and bruised his self-esteem, action could heal the damage.

For all Thierry’s doubts, he melted without any resistance into the arms Isaac wrapped around him, parting his lips obligingly for a deep, soul-searing kiss. For Isaac, it felt like coming home. Thierry was surprisingly solid, even though, as suspected, he was a cuddly armful.

When they parted, Thierry watched warily, making Isaac want to find Vic and carry through on his earlier promises. Nobody deserved to tremble in fear simply because someone wanted to get close, least of all a wonderful man like Thierry, and Isaac was determined that it would never happen again.

Taking Thierry by the hand, Isaac smiled in reassurance and led him through the living area and down the hall. The room they entered was very masculine, while still holding true to the comfortable “down home” décor of the rest of the dwelling. The bed was a four poster with a patchwork comforter, the top folded down to reveal white cotton sheets.

Isaac slipped off his jacket, motioning to Thierry to do the same, and placed them on the bench at the foot of his bed while his guest perused the room.

A book sat on the table beside a lamp, the room’s only illumination, and Thierry idled over to pick it up. It was the latest novel by his favorite writer of gay erotic fiction, and Isaac wished he’d thought to put it back in the drawer where it belonged.

Once more the big man put him at ease, his mouth lifting at the corners as he read the title. “I bought a copy a few weeks ago, only I haven’t read it yet. Do you like it?”
 Deliberately misunderstanding, Isaac nodded, letting his eyes roam over Thierry’s body. “Yes, I do,” he replied. “A lot.” A hint of color crept up Thierry’s pale face, causing Isaac’s smile to broaden. Well, what do you know? His adorable Frenchman was even cuter when he blushed. Cupping those flaming cheeks in his callused palms, Isaac closed the distance between them and locked their lips together.

Up until now Thierry had been rather passive, timid even. Here in the bedroom he became a different person, confidently dealing with the buttons on Isaac’s shirt, kissing the exposed flesh as it appeared. “Oh!” he gasped when the last button gave way. He ran his hands reverently over Isaac’s taut abs. The fingers on one hand still appeared a bit swollen, but Thierry was using them normally, so hopefully they weren’t too painful.

“You are so beautiful,” Thierry breathed against Isaac’s skin, brushing his lips lightly over the tight curls around one hardening nipple while his hands worked Isaac’s dress pants and boxers down tightly corded thighs.

Gentle fingers twined through golden curls as Isaac urged Thierry on, being careful not to pull his scalp. He might still be sore from the abuse he received earlier. If so, Thierry gave no indication.

Isaac’s nipples had always been sensitive, but some of his past lovers had ignored them. Not this one. Judging from the passionate moans, Thierry was enjoying laving those nubs with his tongue as much as Isaac was enjoying being on the receiving end of that attention.

Thierry took his time, worshipping Isaac’s body until Isaac was torn between wanting more and the need to find release. All traces of the man who’d cowered in the alley were gone, replaced by a cool, confident lover who had no doubts about his sexual prowess. It was sexy as hell. In Isaac’s opinion, reluctant lovers who needed coaxing were too much trouble, wanting a man who knew what he wanted and how to get it.

When Thierry’s hot mouth found a magical spot on his neck, Isaac moaned, grasping his partner’s shoulders to steady himself in his weak-kneed state. His cock throbbed impatiently, bobbing against his belly, desperately wanting to be engulfed in a hot mouth. Thierry’s slow, deliberate progress toward his goal was driving Isaac insane. He had no intention of begging, had never begged before, and yet when he opened his mouth a whimpered “Please!” came out. Thierry dropped to his knees.

A warm chuckle vibrated against Isaac’s belly and Thierry’s soft curls caressed his needy flesh. It was contact, but he wanted so much more. Without warning, Thierry licked a swath up the underside of Isaac’s cock. He jumped at the unexpected sensation and Thierry chuckled again. 

Clenching his fists to his sides, Isaac fought hard not to grab and take control; after what he’d been through, Thierry needed to know that he’d not find that kind of ill treatment here, even though, at the moment, all Isaac could think about was throwing him down and fucking him roughly. Isaac liked it rough and sincerely hoped Thierry wouldn’t be put off by that. That was, after all, part of the appeal—big men, in Isaac’s mind, could take it. He wouldn’t dare attempt to date someone too fragile; in a fit of passion he just might break him. No, he was a bear lover from way back.

Thierry finally took Isaac’s cock in his mouth, working his tongue against the underside as he slid further down until his nose brushed the kinky curls at the base. He hummed appreciatively, and Isaac just about lost all control, wanting nothing more than to wrap both hands in those thick curls and fuck the man’s throat with no thought to the consequences. Not that he’d ever be so callous with a lover, but in that moment, his body sure wanted to.

Resisting temptation had its own rewards, as he found out a moment later when Thierry began to suck with wild abandon. This was no mere “means to an end” backroom blowjob. No one could be that enthusiastic, and that good, without truly loving to suck cock. Isaac grabbed the bedpost to keep from falling over.

Slowly Thierry pulled off and licked a path up Isaac’s body, biting lightly at the spot on his neck that had gotten such a reaction before. Green eyes glittered in the low light when Thierry moved in for a kiss, sharing the musky taste of Isaac’s pre-come. Pulling back to nuzzle Isaac’s neck again, he murmured, “I go both ways—which do you prefer?”

Oh, that was very promising! “I’ve wanted to be in you for the past two years. Let me?”
 For just a moment, the shy uncertainty returned. “Two years? You’ve got to be kidding.”
 Isaac laughed. “You think I watched you cook at the bosses’ parties to sneak a bite of shrimp?”
 Thierry stared, appearing dumbfounded.  “Mais oui,” he replied.
 Isaac couldn’t help breaking the mood with a long, hearty laugh. “I’ve wanted your ass from the first time I saw you. When I got to know you, I wanted you.” With a grin he added, “Of course, I still want your ass, if that’s okay.”
 Thierry kissed him again and whispered, “It is.”
 That was all Isaac needed. Mimicking Thierry’s own earlier movements, he slowly undid the double row of buttons on the big man’s  Berkley’s-emblazoned smock, kissing pale skin as it was unveiled. Thierry’s chest and belly were covered with a short, soft, golden hair that rasped against Isaac’s tongue as he worked his way around tiny pink nipples. Circling Thierry’s body, he licked and sucked the man’s thick neck as he removed the smock and let it fall to the floor. He then reached around and undid Thierry’s uniform pants, slipping his hands inside a pair of loose boxers to caress the impressive bulge there.
 Thierry panted and pushed into Isaac’s hands. Lightly nipping the sides of the big man’s neck, Isaac began stroking that hard length, delighted with the extra skin he found to play with. He loved uncircumcised cocks. They were so interesting to take into his mouth. Stroking with one hand, he used the other to push Thierry’s pants and boxers down his legs. Thierry dutifully stepped out of them once they hit the floor.
 Isaac removed his hand and stepped away to appreciate his prize. The extra weight turned out to be more stockiness than softness around the middle. It was no hardship to look at the man, not at all. His cock matched the rest of his body, wide and not quite as long as Isaac’s. The rigid length rose from a thick patch of blond curls. Isaac liked ’em cuddly, and if he were looking for a Teddy Bear, Thierry certainly had the “bear” part down pat.
 So many times he’d fantasized about this, about having Thierry naked to do with as he pleased; now that he had the object of his desires, he couldn’t decide what to do first. His cock throbbed hard, making the decision for him. Stepping up body to body, he cupped Thierry’s firm ass in his big hands. Oh, my. What a shame that marvelous bubble butt was usually kept hidden under loose, baggy clothes. The man really did have a perfect ass.
 “Turn around,” he whispered against Thierry’s neck.
 Wordlessly, Thierry obliged, turning his back and bending to rest his hands on the edge of the bed.

Isaac paused a moment to enjoy the view. It was everything he’d dreamed of and more. He pulled open the drawer in the bedside table, grateful he’d restocked his supplies in anticipation of his birthday wish coming true.

He wriggled a lube-slicked finger between Thierry’s firm cheeks and reached around to stroke him in time with gentle thrusts, smiling when Thierry moaned and pushed back. Oh, yes, this was going to be good. It shouldn’t have been possible, but his cock grew even harder as he watched his finger disappear into the tight heat of Thierry’s body. He groaned, wanting to be inside so badly. “Gonna savor you like a fine wine,” he said.

One more buck of Thierry hips nearly undid his plans. Climax fast approaching, Isaac released Thierry’s cock to grab the base of his own. He’d waited too long for the evening to end before it had even begun.

Once more in control, he slipped his finger out of Thierry’s body, needing both hands to open the condom and roll it on. He added lube to himself and more to Thierry’s hole, then slowly pushed in, hissing with pleasure as he was squeezed by his new lover’s internal muscles. For him, there could be no better feeling in the world than this, being buried deep in a welcoming body. Only, this was no casual, feel-good fuck in a back room at the club. This was the first of what he hoped would be many, many encounters.

Thierry proved a very passionate—and very vocal—lover. As with his culinary masterpieces, the man put everything into what he did, pushing back hard against Isaac, urging him on, chanting, “Deeper, harder, faster…”

“Can I get rough?” Isaac asked, silently hoping for a yes. “Mais oui!” came the enthusiastic reply.

Grinning happily, he bent down to kiss Thierry’s back in gratitude, then grabbed his lover’s ample hips and buried himself to the hilt. Oh, shit, that felt good! Trusting his partner to tell him if he went too far, he pounded into Thierry. If the sounds the pillow against his face couldn’t quite muffle were anything to go by, Thierry loved every minute of it.

Isaac drove in so hard the bed inched across the hardwood floor and he had to chase it—and Thierry—across the room. Finally, he gave up. “On your side, on the bed,” he ordered, reluctantly withdrawing from Thierry’s wonderful, tightly gripping heat.

Thierry did as told and Isaac crawled up behind him, spooning him and positioning himself once more. They both moaned when he pushed in. Taking advantage of the position, he reached around to stroke Thierry’s cock. Some men went soft when they were fucked, but not Thierry; his cock was hard and leaking profusely, making Isaac’s hand slide easily over the engorged flesh.

Balls tightening and abs trembling, Isaac bit Thierry where neck met shoulder and pushed in as far as he could, moaning through his teeth as he came. Riding out the aftershocks, he continued to stroke his lover, who was still eagerly thrusting into his hand. When Isaac regained enough of his wits, he pulled out and rolled Thierry over to take the man’s fat, uncut cock between his lips. “Hmm,” he moaned, reveling in the musky male taste and smell.

From somewhere near the head of the bed he heard an answering moan, followed by what he supposed was French profanity. Thierry’s cock spasmed, filling his mouth with the evidence of passion. Isaac eased the pressure, but continued to gently suck Thierry’s cock clean.

Happily exhausted, he climbed up the bed to kiss his grinning lover.
 “That was amazing,” Thierry said.
 Isaac answered with a grin of his own. “Just the warmup.”
 Mock horror on his face, Thierry answered, “I’m a dead man.” He laughed and added, “But I will go happy, oui?”
 Isaac turned off the light and settled next to his birthday wish come true, pulling the covers over them both.
 Tentative fingers explored his dreadlocks, finding and caressing his scalp. “Happy birthday, Isaac,” Thierry murmured quietly.
 “Happy Valentine’s Day,” Isaac replied, smugly satisfied that he’d gotten his wish. EARLY the next morning, Victor yelled at his fifth florist of the day, “Whaddaya mean you’re out of long-stemmed red roses!?”
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Don’t miss

At his death, Byron Sinclair left behind more than just his much older partner Alfred Anderson. The couple helped raise their respective nephews, and while Paul Sinclair and Alex Anderson are now adults, they still have some growing up to do, particularly when it comes to getting along with each other.

If they refuse to be in the house at the same time, how can Alex be so sure Paul is an opportunistic suck-up with the morals of an alley cat? Paul isn’t impressed with aloof and arrogant playboy Alex, either. Both swear they know all they need to about the other—and about themselves.

Byron’s dying wish is for Alfred to help Paul and Alex see how perfect they are for each other. But when the boys stubbornly refuse to acknowledge what’s right in front of them, Byron must get creative— though it’ll be difficult without hands, or a voice, or a body….
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