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When We Finally Kiss Good Night

 

By Lee Pini

 

Jake lost his Christmas spirit when his husband left him on December 26. This year, when a friend offers him her reservation at a resort in Florida, he jumps at the chance to get away. No snow, no Christmas trees, no problems.

Except the resort does a Christmas Golf Cart parade every year, and Alex, the man in the neighboring cabin, wants Jake’s help with his.

Jake just wants to be left alone… until he spies Alex’s design. Maybe working together won’t be so bad. Can an unexpected friendship reawaken more than Jake’s holiday spirit?


To everyone who ever clicked the Comment button on AO3—this one’s for you.


 

 

SEVENTY-TWO MINUTES in Florida, and Jake already regrets this trip.

First, there was the garish Christmas tree in the airport. Then there was his Lyft driver’s choice of music: Christmas. Next came the endless theme park billboards advertising their Christmas events.

And if he thought he’d be safe once he arrived at his lodgings for the next week, nope! The rustic CAMP BAY LAKE sign at the driveway is an explosion of tinsel, flashing strings of lights, and glittery snowflakes. It looks like one of Santa’s elves barfed on it. Jake has to remind himself to unclench his teeth so he doesn’t spend his entire vacation with a TMJ flare-up.

Amanda could have warned him. He’s pretty sure that if—when—he points this out, she’ll cheerfully blame it on “pregnancy brain,” and he’ll pretend to believe it, because his best friend is thirty-five-and-a half weeks pregnant and transferred her reservation to him in the name of him “making new memories.”

Christmas music is, of course, playing in the lodge at Camp Bay Lake. Jake yanks his suitcase over the door’s threshold and wheels it to the check-in desk. The bad wheel squeaks in time with the carol playing over the speakers. Traitor.

There’s someone else checking in, but a clerk motions for Jake to approach. “Welcome to Camp Bay Lake! Checking in?”

She’s wearing a reindeer headband. Kill him now.

“Yep!” he says, chirpy Midwesterner even in the face of overwhelming adversity. “It should be under Jacob Nelson.”

Her tag says Luisa and announces that she also speaks Spanish and French. Jake tries to not let the idea of French sucker punch him. Just because he was supposed to spend his tenth wedding anniversary in Paris doesn’t mean he should get that horrible stomach drop whenever he sees something related to France. It’s been almost a year; the idea of the French language shouldn’t trigger him.

Luisa’s eyebrows draw together. “Hmm. Can you spell your name for me?”

“Um, Nelson? With an O?” When she looks up and waits, he dutifully spells out the whole thing. “It might be under Jake? Or… my friend Amanda was the one who originally made the reservation. Maybe it’s still under her name?”

Luisa breaks into a huge smile. “Amanda Schmidt? Amanda and Josh?”

“Yeah. She said she called and changed everything over to my name, but… maybe something got messed up in the system?” They better not have given his cabin away. God, if he flew all the way down here from Milwaukee and overcame all this exposure to Christmas only to find out he doesn’t have a place to stay, he’ll… he’ll….

Who is he kidding? He’ll smile and say thanks for your help, go sit outside in the somehow-still-swampy Floridian December air, and google hotels on his phone until he finds one with a vacancy.

“Oh, here it is!” Luisa shoots him a bright smile. “Amanda and Josh aren’t coming this year?”

“No, they couldn’t make it, but they didn’t want to cancel their reservation.” How much should he share? Are Luisa and Amanda bosom friends? Is Luisa the Florida him? “Amanda’s pregnant and isn’t supposed to fly, and I’ve been hearing about this place for so long, so….”

He trails off. Luisa definitely doesn’t need to hear the whole story, which is that Amanda, his best friend since freshman orientation at UW Whitewater, sent him here on a How Stella Got Her Groove Back-style mission, because his husband of nearly a decade left him on December twenty-sixth last year, and Jake doesn’t know how to move on.

It’s not that he misses Blake. Not anymore. Blake, who waited until after they exchanged gifts on Christmas and went to Jake’s parents’ house for dinner, only to sit him down the next day to say he wanted a divorce. Their lives were going in different directions. They weren’t the same people they’d been when they met. He’d always think of Jake as family, he just… you know… didn’t want to actually be family anymore.

Tearfully, Jake asked if it was someone else. Blake was insulted at the question. The next day, a picture popped up on Blake’s Instagram of him and one of his coworkers. At least, Jake thought they were just coworkers. Judging by the fact that they were in front of an unfamiliar Christmas tree, had one red and white scarf wrapped around both their necks and their arms around each other, and the photo was captioned, Celebrating a belated Christmas with this guy!, Jake was forced to confront the fact that his husband not only left him before the Christmas leftovers were gone, but had also lied about the whole there-not-being-someone-else.

So yeah. He doesn’t miss Blake. He misses what Blake took from him, though. Companionship, trust, intimacy. Christmas.

Jake used to love Christmas. Now he just wants to Scrooge his way through this entire week and return to Milwaukee on December twenty-eighth with his heart the same two sizes too small that Blake left it. He’s thirty-nine years old and single again after fifteen years, nine of them married. He can have one bah humbug Christmas—as a treat.

His attention snaps back to Luisa as she claps. “Oh wow, she’s pregnant? Tell her congratulations! That’s so exciting!”

Warmth fills him at the thought of Amanda, Josh, and soon-to-be-born Violet. “Yeah, it’s awesome. They’re super excited. And sad they couldn’t come down this year, but I guess you’re not supposed to fly if you’re more than thirty-six weeks pregnant, so they would’ve had issues flying back.”

“Oh, totally, that happened to my cousin. They had to cancel a trip to Paris!”

Jake flinches at the mention of Paris.

“Anyway, you’re all set! You’re in Amanda and Josh’s usual cabin, Cabin Thirty-Four. Do you know how to get there?” Luisa slides a map of the campground across the desk before Jake is even finished shaking his head.

As she gives him directions, the other person checking in finishes up and turns toward Jake. Jake’s stomach swoops. The other man is cute. Really cute. He has a curly mop of coppery hair, full, pink lips, freckles scattered like constellations across his cheeks, and square glasses with bright blue frames—behind which are blue eyes blinking at Jake in confusion.

“Here’s your key!” Luisa says, plonking a keychain on top of the map. Jake didn’t hear a single word of her directions, but he still grabs the keychain—a hunk of wood in the shape of a bear—thanks her, and steps away from the desk.

Away from the desk and toward the very cute man who’s still staring at him in bemusement.

“You’re in Thirty-Four?” the man asks. “We’re neighbors, I guess.”

He doesn’t sound thrilled. Jake kind of is, though. The feeling is red hot, burning through him like a shot of whiskey. He hasn’t thought a guy was cute since… well, since Blake left. “Yeah, my friends usually come down here for Christmas, but they couldn’t this year, so here I am!”

Okay, wow, take it down a notch, Nelson.

To Jake’s surprise, though, the man breaks out in a smile. “Oh! You’re Jake! Oh my god, Amanda’s told me so much about you!” His mouth snaps shut on those words with an audible click, and his face turns bright red. Oh no, that’s adorable. He clears his throat. “I always come here for Christmas too. I’m in Thirty-Three, and Amanda and Josh always stay in Thirty-Four, so I guess we’re vacation friends. They’re not coming this year?”

This is the Florida him, not Luisa. Also, Amanda talks about him? “Amanda’s too pregnant to fly,” Jake says. Again. Who knew Amanda and Josh had such a full and active social life down here? He should get the story printed on business cards and hand them out to everyone he meets to save his voice.

“Bummer.” The man looks mortified. “I mean, yay! Yay for babies, bummer that I won’t see Amanda and Josh.”

“No yay for meeting me?” Oh god, is Jake flirting? He hasn’t flirted in years! Abort, abort.

The man’s full, pink, kissable (help) lips quirk into a smile. “Definitely yay for meeting you.” He sticks out a hand. “I’m Alex.”

Alex. Alex who maybe just flirted back? Jake already feels like he’s in over his head. He definitely didn’t come to Florida to have a vacation fling, but god, it’s nice to feel a hint of desire again. He was starting to worry that after Blake, he never would.

Jake shakes Alex’s hand. The warmth and solidity of his grip shoots straight through him. This is more than a hint of desire. If he’s not careful, something besides his heart is going to be growing several sizes.

The cute quirk of a smile is still on Alex’s face. “I got nervous about the parade for a second when I heard you were in Thirty-Four, but you’re the famous Jake, so not a problem.”

Their handshake has gone on a little too long and turned into hand-holding, but Jake can’t get enough of feeling another guy’s hand against his and actually liking it for the first time in a year.

If he’s honest with himself, it’s maybe been a lot longer than a year since he’s felt this way.

Then Alex’s words penetrate his horny fog. “Now you’ve got me wondering what Amanda’s said about me. And sorry, parade?”

Luisa bustles out from behind the counter right at that moment. “Sorry! Sorry, I can’t believe I forgot to tell you!” She shoves a flyer into his hands. “You’ll be here for the Golf Cart Christmas Parade! Amanda, Josh, and Alex always have the best golf carts, so I can’t wait to see what you guys come up with!”
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