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        One night. A second chance. Third time lucky?

        Happy ever after won’t come easy...

      

        

      
        After a difficult past and a lifetime of lies. I never thought I’d meet a man who’d unpeel the careful layers I've wrapped around his heart.

      

        

      
        One day together is all it takes for Isaac to do that... and more.

        He is the safe place I didn’t know I craved

        He has the strength I didn’t know I needed

      

        

      
        But loving him means letting him see all of me—even the parts I've spent a lifetime hiding.

      

        

      
        Together Again is a MM romance with a second chance and hurt/comfort themes, unexpected twists, lots of steam, all the feels and a HEA.

      

        

      
        Content Warning: This story contains sensitive themes including death from AIDS-related illness, experiences of houselessness, and homophobic behavior/language.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          ISAAC
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        New York — December, six months ago

      

      

      

      Sitting in the front row made it very hard to check my phone. Damn it! I could feel it vibrating in the pocket of my dress pants. Unable to do it discreetly, I resigned myself to wait for the current speaker to finish.

      I focused on my surroundings to stop from fidgeting in my seat. The room was warm, almost a bit too warm, a stark contrast to the chilly temperatures of December in New York City outside.

      It was less than a week to Christmas, so the room had been decorated with a Christmas tree and a few tasteful ornaments that hung from the ceiling. Christmas wasn’t my favorite holiday, but I had to admit, there was a certain charm to New York at this time of year.

      I was incredibly lucky to be here at the Liberty LGBTQ Center in Greenwich Village and wanted to absorb every single piece of useful information I could get my hands on. I’d met Dorian and Jean-Paul Charles, the founders and Executive Directors, last summer in Portugal.

      I’d organized a conference to raise some money and awareness for my LGBTQ Youth Center, Fundação Arco-Íris, or Rainbow Foundation as it translated into English. The couple happened to be in Portugal on holiday and came along when they saw the promotional activity we ran during Lisbon Pride. In addition to a generous donation, they’d also invited me to visit them in New York, which I was more than happy to accept.

      It took me six long months of working overtime to save up for this trip, and the hard work was paying off already. I’d been in New York for three days, and in that time, I’d visited the center, shadowed Dorian and Jean-Paul, and had made numerous contacts.

      I also spent a lot of time with the kids. Since it was both a shelter and a community center, some of the kids lived here full-time until they found permanent accommodation, while others used it socially during the day.

      Lost in my thoughts, I was brought back to the present by the simultaneous vibrating of my phone and the audience standing up. Everyone was applauding the guest speaker, a guy that at twenty-seven was making a significant impression on the political scene of the city by supporting not only the LGBTQ cause but, in particular, the younger generation, campaigning for better access to education and jobs.

      I took the opportunity to make my way out of the room as the next guest speaker was arriving on stage. My phone was still buzzing in my pocket, which could only mean one of two things. It had happened early, or there were complications.

      Once outside the conference room, I looked around to see if I could find another room to take my call in privacy. I was at one end of the corridor, and it seemed that at the other I had the option to turn left or right.

      I tried each door in turn. The first was locked, and so were the next two doors.

      Finally, just before I reached the end of the corridor, I found one that opened. I slid my finger across the phone screen to answer the call as I entered the empty room and closed the door behind me.

      “Alex! Any news? How is Joana?” I asked with urgency.

      “Isaac,” Alex’s voice quavered with emotion “I’m a dad, Isaac, I’m a dad! She’s so tiny and perfect. God, you should have seen Joana. She was amazing.” Alex carried on talking. He sounded so happy like his family was finally complete. Struggling to contain my own emotions, I leaned against the wall and let myself slide down to the floor. I was an uncle now, and our small family of three had just increased by one. I was close to believing in Christmas miracles, and I didn’t even like Christmas.

      “Alex, I’m so proud of you little brother. You’re going to be a great dad. I can’t wait to meet my niece. I wish I were there,”

      Sofia wasn’t due to arrive until the New Year, so I knew taking this trip had been a gamble. It was also an opportunity I couldn’t have missed. “Send me some pictures when you can, okay? I’ll be home in a few days.”

      We said our goodbyes, and I got up from the floor, wiping the tears that had run down my face. I put the phone back in my pocket thinking that it would be nice if I had enough time to do some additional Christmas shopping before I left.

      It was only then that I looked properly at my surroundings. The room wasn’t big, it could accommodate maybe twenty people, but what caught my eye was the artwork on the walls. There were a few colorful paintings and pencil drawings, some of buildings and some of people on the streets. I needed to get back to the conference, but I made a mental note to ask Jean-Paul about them.

      The lights went out as soon as I walked toward the door. “What the—” I blurted, even though I knew no one could hear me. I hadn’t stopped that far from the door, so it took me only a few steps to locate the handle. I turned it, but it was stuck. I pulled on the door a few times, but it didn’t budge.

      Shit. What the hell do I do now? Hoping that someone would check the rooms after the conference finished, I resigned myself to wait. The room wasn’t completely dark. There was light from the hall coming in from under the door and also through windows that ran down the side of the building.

      Unfortunately, they were too high for me to reach, and since I was on the third floor, I wasn’t taking chances at trying to jump out, even if I could reach them.

      I wasn’t sure how long I’d stayed in there until I detected the faint smell of burning and saw smoke coming from under the door. I moved away from it once I began to see more and more smoke seeping in. I was stuck. The only way out was where the smoke was coming from, and no one knew I was in here. I went down on the floor, using the small amount of light to help me make my way toward the back of the room, trying to stay as low down as I could.

      I heard the smoke alarm going off. It was so loud I couldn’t hear if there was anyone outside. The smoke was getting thicker and pouring in faster. I knew that I needed to make my presence known before it was too late. The smoke burned in my throat, making it hard to breathe.

      My natural reaction was to cough, but then it was hard to take in any clean air. My eyes were watering from the smoke, and I knew that soon, I wouldn’t be able to see at all.

      I took off my shirt and used it to cover my mouth and nose. Hopefully, it would help keep the smoke inhalation to a minimum. I walked to the door and started banging on it and tried my best to shout through the shirt. Although the smell and smoke were both indications of a fire somewhere in the building, I couldn’t feel any heat coming from the door or raising the temperature inside the room. My lungs, however, felt like they were on fire. I was struggling to breathe, and my arm was getting tired from banging over and over on the door.

      I sat back on the floor near the rooms only exit, and as my breaths became harder and harder to come by, I felt myself slip into unconsciousness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO
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      I was in the middle of my speech when the fire alarm went off. I was familiar with the building since I volunteered here on a regular basis, so from my position on stage, I pointed out where everybody should go, asking them to remain calm. I couldn’t see any signs of a real fire, so I wondered if it had just been the kids accidentally setting off the fire alarm.

      It wasn’t unknown for them to burn toast because they were too distracted playing video games and set off the alarm in the process. The supervisors would normally disable it immediately, so the fact the alarm was still going had me concerned that this was more than simple burnt toast.

      Dorian and Jean-Paul grabbed the emergency packs from near the stage, put on the high-vis vests, and started directing some of the people who were still milling about in panic out toward the emergency exit, which was on the other side of the stage and opposite the entrance door.

      People exited swiftly, and it wouldn’t be long until everybody in the room was out safely. I called out to Dorian to ask if someone was checking the rest of the building. He said the volunteers with the kids would make sure everyone was out safely.

      The overnight shelter was in a separate part of the building, which meant anyone there would evacuate via the back emergency exits. So no one would be checking the other rooms on this side because everybody was expected to be inside this conference room.

      “Max, where are you going?” Jean-Paul shouted over the piercing alarm, grabbing my arm as I made my way to the conference room door.

      “I’m just checking something. I’ll be right back. You go out with Dorian,” I shouted back. Jean-Paul tried to protest, but I shook my head and gave him a look that meant I wasn’t going to negotiate on this.

      Earlier when I’d walked on stage, I saw a man step out of the room. His back was hunched forward as he left, as though he was worried about something. I didn’t remember seeing anyone come back in, and as the alarm started during my speech, I was pretty sure the man was still out there.

      As soon as I left the conference room, I was immediately assaulted by a wall of smoke. I couldn’t see any flames or feel the heat from the fire, but visibility was very poor. I knew I wouldn’t have much time to find the man before I had to leave and get myself to safety.

      The corridor was empty, and with everybody out of the building, there was an eerie silence. I pulled the sleeve of my jacket over my mouth and moved toward the other rooms on this floor.

      “Hello!” I shouted through my sleeve. “Is anyone there? Hello!”

      There was no reply, and each door I tried was locked. Where the hell is he?

      Then I thought I heard a knock. And another one. It was getting very faint, so I listened and walked toward the sound. I found the door where it was coming from and tried to open it. This was the art room, the only room that was normally unlocked on this floor.

      Nothing happened as I moved the door handle up and down. Fuck, it’s stuck!

      “If you’re in there, please get away from the door!” I shouted, hoping he could hear me if he was inside.

      I kicked the door open and went in. It was difficult to see through the smoke, but fortunately, the man was on the floor by the door but was now unconscious.

      I managed to lift him up and over my shoulders in a fireman’s lift and carried him out of the building. When we got outside, I gently placed him down on the ground and shouted for someone to call a cab. We weren’t too far from the hospital, and a cab would be quicker than an ambulance.

      I was kneeling on the ground with the man sitting up against me when he started coughing. He had a mop of curly brown hair with streaks of blond, almost like they had been sun-bleached. I brushed the hair aside, finding it much softer than I expected. His eyes were still closed, and he was struggling to breathe.

      “That’s it, breathe in slowly,” I instructed calmly, still holding him close. It was only then that I realized the man wasn’t wearing a shirt.

      “Dorian, have you got a foil blanket in your pack?” I called out to Dorian, who came rushing with the emergency bag.

      “Oh my god, Isaac!” Dorian was suddenly very pale. “Max, you have to help him. Please!”

      I looked back toward the man, hoping he would open his eyes so I could assess him. “Isaac? Is that your name?” He nodded in between ragged breaths. “Isaac, I’m Max. I’m a nurse. I’m going to take you to a local hospital so you can get checked, okay? You’re going to be fine, just take slow, deep breaths for me.”

      Isaac nodded again in understanding.

      He seemed to steady his breathing and was taking deeper inhalations by the time the cab pulled up. I helped him to stand, and it was only then that he opened his eyes to look at me, and I felt a shiver run down my spine.

      I had noticed he was a good-looking man. With round, soft features combined with the curly hair, he looked like a fucking angel. But with his eyes, a glassy blue-green color looking back at me in pleading, I would have granted any wish possible.

      “St…stay…please…” he pleaded as he started coughing again.

      “Don’t strain your voice, Isaac, I’m coming with you,” I reassured as we got in the taxi and sped toward the hospital.

      We went into the emergency room and one of the nurses on call, Shelly, greeted us. She was a good one, experienced and fast on her feet. I quickly relayed what happened, and she helped me take Isaac first to triage and then into an exam room for observation and diagnostics.

      It was hard to stay silent when looking after people at the hospital was second nature, but I knew it would be unprofessional to step in. Instead, I stood in a corner of the room, watching over Isaac as Shelly settled him on the bed and started asking him the questions I so desperately wanted to ask.

      “Hello, Isaac,” Shelly said while checking his blood pressure. “I’m Shelly, and I’m going to be your nurse tonight. I work with Max here,” she said looking up at me. “But you’ll find I’m the better nurse, so I promise you’re in good hands,” she teased, but it got a small smile out of Isaac.

      “Do you feel dizzy or have a headache?” Shelly asked, and Isaac shook his head.

      “Does your chest hurt when you breathe?”

      Isaac nodded at that question.

      “You’re doing great,” she reassured. “I don’t think there’s anything to worry about, but I’m going to recommend a couple of tests to the doctor just to make sure there’s no injury to your lungs, okay? Then I’ll connect you to some oxygen to help your breathing and make sure your O2 levels stay up. I’m going to speak to Dr. Adrian and will be right back.”

      Isaac nodded once again. I pulled a chair closer to the bed and sat down and looked at the clock on the wall. It was almost nine o’clock, only four hours since I’d left the hospital to attend the conference, but it felt like a lifetime ago.

      “I work here at this hospital, Isaac. I promise you’re in good hands.” I tried to reassure him, and he gave me a small, tired smile in return.

      Dr. Adrian came in shortly after the nurse left, did a thorough assessment, and fortunately, agreed with Shelly. He put the orders in at the bedside computer for the required testing, treatment, and blood draws.

      “Isaac, I’m confident there’s nothing to worry about and that you’ll be discharged as soon as the results come back,” Dr. Adrian said. “I’ll leave you in the capable hands of my nurses and wish you a speedy recovery.”

      Isaac nodded his understanding before Dr. Adrian left to see his next patient.

      A few minutes later, Shelly came back with a respiratory therapist who was going to draw an arterial blood gas to test for CO levels, which would then be followed by a pulmonary function test (PFT). Isaac was very patient despite his clear discomfort from the needle stick and the struggle to breathe, particularly after the PFT.

      When she was done, Shelly put Isaac back on the oxygen, reattached the cables to the electrodes for the heart monitor, and left us.

      Possibly due to a combination of exhaustion and the crash from the adrenaline, Isaac fell asleep within a few minutes. He looked fine, and his vital signs were stable. Knowing he was now safe and under observation, I relaxed a bit and looked at him properly for the first time.

      Isaac was almost as tall as me, but he was slimmer, toned, and tanned. I had seen that much earlier, even if ever so briefly. I scanned over his soft features again, remembering how his eyes completely transformed his face giving it depth and contrast.

      What would he look like when he laughed out loud, when he was angry or frustrated, when he was in bed losing himself in someone? Shit, I couldn’t allow my thoughts to go in that direction. This man was in the hospital for god’s sake.

      I couldn’t tell what it was, but despite barely exchanging a word with the man, I could feel a strange pull toward him. It was something I’d never felt so quickly before, and it left me confused.

      Needing some distance, I decided to call Dorian to check up on things at the center.

      I left the room in the direction of the nurse’s station, heading into the break room and over to my locker, and dialed Dorian’s number.

      “Hey Dorian, how are things at the center?” I asked when he picked up.

      “Shit man, I don’t know. Everybody was evacuated, and the fire was put out. It looks like it’s only affected one floor on the office side. The firemen are still working on it.”

      “How are the kids? Did everybody make it out okay?”

      “Yeah, they’re all safe, and Jean-Paul is talking to another shelter to see if we can get the kids a roof for the night. How’s Isaac? Please tell me he’s okay, Max.” Dorian sounded as though the weight of the world was on his shoulders, which tonight, it was. With twenty-five teenagers on the street and an unknown bill to fix the shelter, both Dorian and Jean-Paul would be quite busy this Christmas.

      “Isaac is fine. We’re running some tests just to rule out any damage to his lungs, but he’s on oxygen and resting for the moment.”

      I heard Dorian’s long sigh on the other side of the line.

      “Dorian, I’m going to stay here with him until he’s discharged.” He sounded so overwhelmed; I could take this worry off of him.

      “Thanks, Max, you’re a good friend.” Dorian sounded relieved as he explained that Isaac was staying at a hotel in the Village and would be leaving the day after tomorrow.

      I grabbed a shirt and a sweater from my locker and walked back to the room where the man that had me transfixed without barely saying a word was lying in bed, still asleep. I put the clothes on a spare chair and walked back out to find Shelly and check when we could see the results from the tests.
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      The smoke was everywhere. I couldn’t see anything, and my lungs burned from the smoke. Was this it? Was I going to die? No one even knew I was in this room. What if they were trying to find me but it was too late?

      My chest felt so tight. Oh God! Oh God!

      I jolted awake. My brain was foggy as I struggled to get my bearings. My face was covered with an oxygen mask. What the fuck happened?

      Maybe I had a bad dream, except it didn’t feel like a dream, and that wouldn’t explain the mask and why it looked like I was in a hospital.

      As I closed my eyes again and tried to focus, the memories came to me in a slow sequence. I’d been at the conference, and then called Alex. He had good news. Sofia was born and was healthy.

      The room door wouldn’t open, and then there was all the smoke—lots of smoke. That thought made me suck in a deep breath as though I needed to reassure myself that my lungs were still working.

      Still with my eyes closed, I tried to remember anything after that, but nothing was coming. There was a faint memory of a voice, soft and silky like honey but deep and so reassuring it had made me feel oddly safe.

      I took another deep breath and opened my eyes. Maybe I could call a nurse and find out how I got here.

      As I looked to my left, I was surprised to find that I wasn’t alone. Sitting back on the chair next to my bed, asleep, was a blond-haired, broad-shouldered guy wearing the ugliest Christmas sweater I’d ever seen.

      It was red, and on the front, it had a snowman wearing a Christmas tree as a hat. That in itself wasn’t too unfitting, after all, it was Christmas. What made it truly hideous were the dozens of pom-poms in various sizes and colors that were dotted randomly all around. Some of them had small decorations hanging from them.

      I wanted to laugh, but my throat felt dry, as if someone had tried to tear it away from my body. I tried to speak, but the result was a dry cough that threatened to bring up the contents of my now empty stomach. The man jerked awake at the sound.

      “Isaac! Are you okay?” he asked, getting up so quickly, the chair dragged behind him.

      Dark brown eyes that were a contrast to his light blond hair looked at me with concern. He glanced up at the screens I was attached to and then pressed the button to call for a nurse.

      Jesus Christ, the man was gorgeous. Suddenly, I felt very underdressed in my hospital gown. I probably looked like death warmed over, while this man looked like a walking advert for Healthy Living magazine.

      “Wat…achh…wat…” I struggled to speak with my dry throat, but it seemed the man understood what I was asking for.

      “Don't strain your voice. I just called the nurse. Once they check you, you can have some water.” He reassured me.

      “Do you remember what happened? How are you feeling?”

      Unable to speak, I lifted my hand up with my palm facing down, shaking it to make the universal sign for ‘so-so.’

      “I'm Max,” he said. “I was at the conference. I saw you leave the room, so I went looking for you when the alarm went off.”

      The voice, it was him. I remembered now, sitting on the pavement outside the center and Max coming with me to the hospital.

      “Do…Dor…” I attempted unsuccessfully to ask about my friend.

      “Dorian? He knows you’re safe and well. I called him earlier.”

      The nurse, Shelly, came in to check on me and allowed me to drink some water, which made me feel a million times better.

      “We have the results of your tests, Isaac. Your O2 levels are a little low, so you might experience mild headaches, but if you do, you can take a low dosage painkiller.

      “The pulmonary function tests have also come back normal. We didn’t do any chest x-rays because damage doesn’t normally show on the radiography until a number of hours after inhalation, but if you find you’re significantly out of breath over the next twenty-four hours, please come back to the hospital.”

      I nodded in understanding and relief. I already felt better and my head only hurt a little bit.

      “You might have difficulty speaking at first, but that should improve in the next few hours, too. Make sure to keep hydrated.”

      I drank some more water, took the painkillers she handed me, and waited for the discharge paperwork to be completed.

      “I have some clothes you can borrow,” Max declared. I must have looked puzzled because Max pointed at a couple of items on the chair. “These are just some spares I had in my locker. I think they’re too big for you, but they’ll do until we get you to your hotel.”

      When I was finally allowed to go, I looked at my mobile phone. It was just after midnight.

      I hadn’t been in the hospital long, but I felt so exhausted. I couldn’t wait to get back to the hotel, have a shower, and go to bed.

      The cab ride didn't take long. Max was checking his phone, which gave me a chance to look at him properly. The silly Christmas sweater didn’t do anything to make him any less attractive.

      He had light blond hair that was slightly shorter on the sides and left longer on top. I could see his chest and arm muscles straining the wool of the sweater, and holy fuck, the man had nice forearms.

      The lines of muscles flexed slightly as he tapped his fingers lightly on his leg. His hands looked strong but soft with long sinewy fingers that seemed as though they were made to do something that required precision, such as playing the piano or performing surgery.

      My eyes were still fixed on his hands when he cleared his throat, which made me look up at him, my face heating. He had a smile on his face, almost a smirk, and suddenly I felt like he was privy to something I wasn’t.

      “Dorian told me you’re leaving New York the day after tomorrow,” he said, his brown eyes shining bright with mischief.

      “Ye…” I croaked, realizing my voice wasn’t back yet. I pulled my phone from my pocket, typed on the notes app, and handed the phone to Max.

      Yes, I’m going home. Thank you for saving me last night and staying with me in the hospital. I don’t know how serious the fire was, but I feel like I owe you my life.

      He risked his life to come back for me, and I didn’t know how to thank him.

      All I knew was that in less than twelve hours, I’d become an uncle and escaped death. In just over twenty-four, I would be leaving New York to go back to Portugal.

      “I saw you leave the room. I had to make sure you weren’t left behind. Anyone would have done the same.” Max played it down, but I’d make sure to thank him.

      Can I buy you breakfast to thank you? I never had a chance to find out about the work you do for the center, I typed. Of course, spending a bit longer with him would probably fuel my forearm fantasies for months.

      “You can do better.” He grinned.

      “Oh?” My answer came out as a whisper.

      “Spend tomorrow with me.”

      My smile answered for me as much as my blush. I was sure of that.
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      Isaac looked positively adorable when he blushed. It took all my strength not to push his curls back from his face so I could see if the pinked skin reached further down his neck. Also, his eyes. Fuck me sideways and hang me on a Christmas tree, I was sure they weren’t human. They kept changing color, sometimes a shade of blue and sometimes green, very light with a dark ring around the iris.

      It was too hard not to stare, so now that Isaac agreed to spend the day with me, I was determined to give him ‘Max’s Special New York Christmas Tour.’

      The cab pulled up in front of the hotel, and I paid the fare and helped Isaac out.

      “Is it okay if I take you to your room before I go?” I asked. I wanted to make sure he was comfortable and safe.

      He nodded in agreement and smiled, so we went inside the hotel lobby and walked toward the elevator.

      Isaac quickly found the key card and opened the door, and I followed him inside. There was a king-size bed at one end of the room, and I could see a bathroom at the other end. The curtains hadn’t been drawn, so we could see the bright street lights outside.

      The room was a decent size and nicely decorated, but most importantly, it looked clean.

      As we went further in and Isaac turned the lights on, I realized there was additional space behind the door where there was a big couch with a coffee table in front of it.

      Isaac looked exhausted. I ran a hand through my hair trying to find the right words to make sure he didn’t freak out. After all, he didn’t know me at all apart from the fact I’d saved him.

      “Isaac, er…I was wondering, since you have a couch here, could I stay the night?”

      He looked at me with his mouth agape and his eyes wide open in shock. Shit!

      “I’m sorry. I know you have only just met me, but I would feel better knowing I’m here if you need anything or feel unwell.” I hoped he could feel my genuine intent. Truth is, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to sleep at all tonight. Not with Isaac just barely out of the hospital.

      He took a deep breath, sat down on the bed, and started taking his shoes off, so I sat on the sofa opposite where he was, waiting for his answer. He seemed to be pondering what to say, but after a minute, he grabbed his phone again and started typing.

      Thank you for your offer. I feel you have already done so much for me, I can’t ask you to sleep on a couch just to look after me. He passed me the phone so I could read the message.

      “Isaac, I sleep standing up against a wall at the hospital when I’m doing a double shift. The sleeping arrangement isn’t an issue.” I smiled at him.

      I’d managed to sleep in much worse places than this comfortable couch, but it wasn’t a thought I wanted to have right now, so I put it aside.

      He handed me the phone again, smiling back, his eyes tired but warm. If you’re sure you’ll be comfortable, then I’d actually be quite happy knowing I’m not on my own.

      Relief settled over me like a nice, cozy blanket.

      I grabbed a pillow and blanket from the wardrobe to make my bed on the couch while Isaac had a shower to get rid of the smell of smoke and hospital, then I had a shower myself.

      The couch was surprisingly comfortable, and the slight gap in the curtains allowed some light to shine in the room providing me with the perfect outline of Isaac’s body on the bed.

      I knew once his chest had settled into a regular, slow pattern of rising and falling that he was asleep. It didn’t take me long to drift off after that.

      Morning came all too quickly, but it seemed I wasn’t the first one up because when I opened my eyes, I saw Isaac coming out of the bathroom fully dressed in clothes that fit him much better than mine had, shaven, and his hair slightly damp with some of his curls stuck to his face.

      He was wearing a pair of tight jeans that showed his long, slim legs, and I was sure I would thoroughly enjoy the view from the back, too. He also wore a knitted sweater with a button-up shirt under it. He looked like the boy next door turned into a runway model, equal parts approachable and out of reach. It was going to be a long day if my attraction to Isaac didn’t go away and I couldn’t touch him.

      “Good morning,” Isaac hesitated, coming to sit on the side of the bed in front of me. “Did you sleep well?” His voice was raspy and low, but it didn’t sound like he was struggling to speak.

      “Like a baby. So much for keeping an eye on you,” I chuckled. “I didn’t wake up once.”

      “I slept well, too. I think it helped that you were here,” he said, blushing ever so slightly.

      “Do you want to wear your sweater again? Or I’m sure I could find something that would fit you…I mean, it would be a little small, but…” His voice trailed off, his cheeks reddening even more.

      “Why?” I teased. “Don’t you like my Christmas sweater?” I asked, grabbing the ugly thing and propping it up against my chest as if it was the best piece of clothing I owned.

      When Isaac’s eyes opened wide, I laughed.

      “It’s gross, isn’t it?” I snorted, looking down at the offending item. “Jean-Paul is obsessed with Christmas sweaters. We had a bet going on, and I lost. My penalty was to wear this to the conference,” I confessed.

      Deciding to forego the Christmas fashion statement, I put on the sweater Isaac borrowed from me last night over my shirt.

      He chuckled. “I’m afraid to ask what the bet was about.”

      “You don’t want to know, trust me. Come on, let’s go to the center to retrieve your coat so I can show you my city.” I was dying to get out on the street again, and the second stop would be for breakfast in my favorite coffee shop.

      Our visit to the center was brief since both Dorian and Jean-Paul were busy dealing with the aftermath of the fire. I promised to come back on my next day off to lend a hand, and Isaac thanked them for their support and promised to visit again in the future.

      Once we were out on the street, and with Isaac suitably prepared for the December weather now that he had his coat back, I directed us toward my favorite coffee shop, Café-Café.

      Isaac looked puzzled but amused as we approached the tiny establishment. With space at a premium in Manhattan, it wasn’t unusual for businesses here to occupy a small space since most people took their coffee to go.

      “Bom dia, Linda. You are beautiful as always,” I said, greeting the owner, Linda, in her native language and making a play on the meaning of her name. I’d been coming to Café-Café since the day Linda opened, and our greeting had become a bit of a tradition since I found out she’s a second-generation Portuguese-American.

      “Max, you know your charm doesn’t work on me,” Linda said before she asked me if I would like the usual and then looked at Isaac for his order. Isaac was looking at me like I had grown a third head.

      “Um, are you okay, Isaac? You want a coffee, right?” He just stared at me. “Or maybe tea?” I asked tentatively.

      “You speak Portuguese?” Isaac blurted, finally speaking but not answering my question.

      “Coffee? Tea?” Linda asked again, and I heard the smile in her voice even though I was looking at Isaac.

      “Coffee, please,” Isaac said to Linda, finally acknowledging she was waiting for his response. Then he turned back to me. “You speak Portuguese.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, my best friend is Portuguese, so I learned from him when I was twelve.”

      “I speak Portuguese, too,” he beamed, “I mean, I’m from Portugal, so obviously I do.”

      “I heard your accent, but I couldn’t tell where it was from.”

      Despite growing up in Portugal, my best friend Joel didn’t have an accent. His dad was American, and his Portuguese mom had almost lost hers, as well, after so many years in the states.

      “Would it be easier for you if we spoke Portuguese?” I asked.

      “Definitely,” Isaac said. “But I’d like to practice my English if you’re okay with it.”

      I nodded. “I understand. When I learned Portuguese, I wanted to practice all the time, so I was always at my friend’s place. Now I’m glad I did learn.”

      Isaac smiled shyly but nodded.

      “There you go, boys,” Linda said, placing the two coffees on the counter. I also bought us a custard tart each to go. We grabbed them and headed out since it would take us about half an hour to get to Bryant Park, our next destination.

      “Thank you for breakfast,” Isaac said. “I should probably keep this part of the New York experience a secret since my best friend makes these for a living.” He lifted up the hand that was holding the custard tart.

      “Well, you wouldn’t want to be accused of treason or be the cause of a rift between Portugal and America, would you?”

      “I wouldn’t dare,” Isaac said with a chuckle.
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      I couldn’t believe that Max spoke Portuguese. I’d traveled over three thousand miles, and here I was, exploring New York with someone that spoke my language. I smiled to myself as I sipped my coffee.

      “What are you smiling about?” Max asked.

      “Nothing,” I muttered into my cup. “Just how out of all the random things in the world, you happen to speak Portuguese. Where are we going, by the way?” We seemed to be walking in a straight line, which I had come to learn was quite the standard in Manhattan. Lisbon, my home city and the capital of Portugal, was so different with its web of streets and hills.

      “We’re going to Bryant Park. They have the best Christmas Winter Village in the city.” Max sounded excited. I smiled, trying to take in some of his enthusiasm. I thought maybe we might see a museum or visit the landmark buildings the city was known for, but it seemed I was getting Max’s Christmas tour.

      All of the bad things in my life had happened at Christmas. I'd come through the bad times but still couldn’t connect with this holiday. Of course, Max didn’t know that, so I was determined to have a good time.

      Not that I was a Scrooge or anything. I usually celebrated Christmas with my brother and his wife—we had dinner together and exchanged presents—but somehow, I was always the least joyful of the three. Of course, now with my niece Sofia joining our family, I wanted to put a lot more effort into it for her. Speaking of which.

      “Max, is Macy’s nearby? I saw a sign.”

      “Yeah, it’s not far. Why, do you want to go in?” he asked.

      “If it’s okay. I became an uncle last night, and I’d love to buy my niece a present from New York,” I said.

      Maybe I could make this a new Christmas tradition. I could buy her something Christmassy from every place I visit, and she could collect them.

      I was thinking about it when suddenly big, strong arms came around me, making me lose my breath in a whoosh.

      “Congratulations, Isaac! Why didn’t you say that earlier?” Max stepped back from the hug with a big smile on his face as though he was the one with the newborn niece. He grabbed my hand and pulled me in the direction of the big department store, but the moment our hands connected, I felt a jolt of electricity.

      It was so unexpected, I withdrew my hand and apologized immediately, cursing the static. Max looked at me, his face tensing but then going soft, his brown eyes slightly darker than earlier.

      “Which way is it?” I asked.

      “Um… this way, it’s not far.”

      I followed him a few yards, spotting Macy’s well before I saw the sign for 34th Street. Well, it was hard not to miss the gigantic building and the more prominent sign saying Macy’s. I really hoped I’d find a nice present for Sofia there.

      As we walked in, my senses were assaulted by the brightness of lights, colors, and even the smells. Behind a roast chestnut cart, a man dressed in a red and white striped suit and a straw hat was roasting chestnuts and offering samples to customers coming in. I didn’t care much for roasted chestnuts, but I did love the smell and all the memories it brought back to me.

      In Portugal, we celebrated Saint Martin’s day by roasting chestnuts in November, a tradition that carried on throughout the cold winter months.

      “This smell reminds me of people in my hometown getting together to make a bonfire and roast chestnuts on the street,” I said. “Doesn’t happen so much anymore since people started socializing online rather than in person, but you can still get roasted chestnuts on the street from independent vendors.”

      “You get them here, too. I love the smell but don’t really like the taste,” Max said.

      “Really? I’m the same,” I chuckled.

      We went straight to the jewelry department where I bought Sofia a beautiful child’s bracelet that was engraved with her name and date of birth, and then Max insisted on visiting the Christmas floors. Yes, floors, since there were two floors completely dedicated to Christmas decorations, trees, and everything anyone might need to make their Christmas season perfect.

      As soon as we got to the top of the escalator on the second floor, the first of the Christmas floors, I could see the display of decorated Christmas trees. They were of various sizes, some small, but others were easily taller than me, and the decorations were so intricate that I was certain they would cost more than I make in a month.

      “This level needs a warning for bright, flashing lights,” I said, turning to Max whose face was lit up as much as the Christmas trees. He seemed so happy, his eyes coming alive and his smile telling a thousand stories of Christmases past.

      “Look!” Max yelped. “They have a My First Christmas ornament. You should get that for your niece and put it on your tree this year.”

      “That’s actually a great idea.” I grabbed one of the ornaments and realized they were made of blown clear glass that reflected a spectrum of colors. This would be something that Sofia could keep forever. Her first keepsake from me.

      I took it to the cashier to pay. I was already in line when I realized that Max was gone. It wasn’t until I had paid and had the ornament carefully wrapped in a box that he appeared again holding a small bag.

      “I see you did some shopping, too,” I said, seeing a speck of red in his cheeks. Was Max blushing? His face was a spectrum of emotions I couldn’t quite read. He was avoiding looking at me, but I could see he was also excited about something.

      “Come on, let's get out of here,” he said. “The park isn’t far.”

      Max was right. It didn’t take us long to get to the park, and when he promised that Bryant Park’s Winter Village was the best in the City, he hadn’t lied. There were numerous glass kiosks selling food and gifts, a large Christmas tree, and even an ice rink. The air was cold and smelled of sugared almonds and roasted chestnuts.

      “I want to take you to do something, but how about you try one of the best hot dogs in the world first?” Max asked.

      “Lead the way.” I followed him as he stopped at a hot dog truck and got us one each and another coffee.

      We took our food to a row of seats facing the ice rink and ate as we watched both adults and children doing their best at gliding gracefully on the ice. Some were better than others, and all were one hundred percent better than me, I was sure of that since I’d only attempted ice skating a handful of times and never successfully.

      Ice rinks weren’t something we had in Portugal in abundance. Some shopping malls had a small rink around Christmas time, and everybody always tried their best, but I don’t remember seeing the same level of skill that I was observing in front of me. Besides, I was quite happy watching people and also very much attached to my limbs, thank you very much.

      I looked around, and on a seat near us, a father helped his two kids get their skates on. The little one, who couldn’t have been older than five-years-old, looked at me and smiled. His excitement was almost contagious.

      The dad noticed his son smiling and looked at us and smiled, too. I felt a tug in my heart as memories of the past and happier times flooded my mind.

      I turned back to Max. “Shall we have a look at the kiosks, or do you want to go somewhere?” I asked Max now that we had both finished our hot dogs.

      “We’re most definitely going somewhere.”

      “Where?”

      Max looked at the ice rink, then at me and grinned.

      “Fuck. No.”
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