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The Peppermint Schnapps Predicament

 

By Clare London

 

Frankie Faraday is a promising young salesperson at Mason’s Emporium. Bill Mason is his boss, the son of the store’s founder, and the object of Frankie’s long-suffering, deeply devoted crush. Bill is steady and sober; Frankie is frivolous and flaky. Or so they seem to each other, until the night of the annual inventory, when they’re trapped together in the Seasonal Gifts storeroom, with nothing but candy and peppermint schnapps to sustain them until they’re rescued. And then the real truths—and something definitely more intimate—emerge!




To Lillian, for channeling Frankie so well.




FRANKIE

 

 

I GUESS you might say my current predicament is punishment for my sins.

What sins? you ask, amazed that a cute twink like me with such angelic features and a sweet, sunny disposition could be so debauched.

Oh, but I admit it! I throw my hands in the air and proclaim my dissolution. This afternoon, Greed and Lust led me to a moment’s weakness, yet who can blame me? It’s Friday, it’s later than the usual clocking-off time because of the annual inventory at Mason’s Emporium—here in the Seasonal Gifts and Festivities department—and it’s the end of a too-long, loathsome week in retail. Why wouldn’t I look for some distraction and delight to lift my weary spirits?

As usual, my eyes were drawn irresistibly to Bill Mason, manager of SG&F, son of the original founder of the store, and my current supervisor. All hail the Supreme Being of Boy Crushes, who obviously influenced the staff rota on my behalf! Bill Mason, a Channing Tatum lookalike right down to the mischievous smile, and not forgetting to linger on the very finest musculature, all wrapped in an appealing package of checked flannel shirt and ass-hugging jeans. Bill Mason, always strong, steady, and self-disciplined, with a bossy bark to his minions that fair makes my balls clench in ecstatic fright. Bill Mason, working so close to me while we check inventory that I can smell the shampoo he uses—masculine and musky, just like him—and occasionally brush my hand against his brawny body on the pretext of helping carry a box or two. Or four, in his case. Oh, see those biceps strain.

When Bill strode off to the overflow storeroom at the back of the warehouse, I—poor infatuated fool that I am—trotted after him like a sheep, blithely shackled for shearing. I shuffled into the room virtually on his heels, so when he turned to catch the door, I got in his way. Like, right up in his face, much to his righteous shock. By the time we’d done the yelp of surprise from him and the “Sorry! Sorry!” from me, the door had slammed shut behind us.

And now I’m in The Predicament. Just like I said before, although in a rather roundabout way. There’s no door handle on the inside, you see. It fell off last week and Mikey from Maintenance hasn’t gotten around to fixing it yet, with Christmas being our busiest season and all. Besides, everyone in the warehouse knows to keep the door propped open when they use this particular room.

Except me, obviously.

Oh, Mr. Disturbance and Subversion, that’s me.

And looks like I’ve brought Bill Mason down to my level.




BILL

 

 

SHIT!

How the hell did I get stuck in the store room with Frankie Faraday?

Not content with stepping on my damn heels when I was shifting the boxes of giant blue baubles into position, he then let the door close behind us. Didn’t have the common sense to keep out of my way or shift something against the frame to keep the door open.

All I could do was watch the last sliver of light from the main warehouse vanish through the gap. Then it slammed shut. Frankie was far up into my personal space, head bobbing between me and the door, a wide, startled expression on his face as he realized what was happening. Not so much a deer in headlights as a faun in the spotlight. His mouth in a perfect O, his groomed eyebrows in a V of confusion—yeah, a whole alphabet of disaster.

Shit! Again.

I feared he was going to be trouble the minute he volunteered for the inventory. Not that Mason’s is homophobic, sexist, ageist, or against lively, chatty young guys wearing eyeliner and purple glitter varnish. They have their place—just not in the stockroom on one of the busiest and toughest-working days of the store’s year.

And now we’re in this predicament.

And it’s all Frankie’s fault.

You think he’d know how we operate by now—he’s been at Mason’s for over a year—though I admit he’s been a godsend on the shop floor. No one knows as much about the products as he does, and the customers love that chatty attention. And for some reason I wasn’t previously aware of, sales of fluffy tree ornaments have doubled in just one month. Then one of the girls pointed out it might be because Frankie’s been wearing one of the baby reindeer on the lanyard around his neck—against company policy, I hasten to add. At one stage there were rumors he was chatting to it. When I asked him to remove it, the rest of the staff looked aghast, as if I’d suggested disemboweling the guy. And probably the baby reindeer as well.

Good grief. I’m just trying to run an efficient business here.

And who knew Frankie would be dogging my heels like a puppy for the whole of today? A very cute puppy, admittedly, with those mischievous blue eyes and that special, cutesy spin on his heels when he crosses the warehouse floor. Those dreadful but ridiculously amusing stories he tells, and the way he alliterates everything he can. So damn melodramatic! Waves his hands all over the place. Giggles. I ask you! Who giggles beyond the age of six? Cute eyes, admittedly. Did I say that before? And then there’s that tantalizing smell of lemon soap that seems to waft around after him like a trailing cloud of fresh, flaky fruitiness….

Jesus. The alliteration is contagious.

Anyway, now we’re locked in a room barely bigger than a cupboard together. Alone.

He’s still staring at me, as if he’s waiting for me to…. What? Magic up a key from somewhere? Or, more usefully, an ax?

He flinches, his eyes blinking too fast, and a flush appears on his cheeks. Jesus, did I say that aloud? He runs a hand through his hair. Delicate fingers. No decent strength in those wrists, I’d bet. It makes his hair tumble softly over his forehead, despite the product I’m sure he puts on it. Or maybe the product is there to make it look that way.

A waft of that soap teases my nose. Very fresh.

Shit. And I said that a hundred times already, right? I bet he cries easily. Bet he blubs like a baby when he realizes we’re stuck in here. Oversensitive kid like him, I can so easily see him panicking.

I thump on the door a few times, yelling for someone to come and open up, but I can’t hear anything going on out there. Nothing but silence, in fact. What’s that all about?

And, just like a bolt from the blue, I remember I said the rest of the staff could clock off early.




FRANKIE

 

 

“MR. MASON, are you crying?”

“Jesus, of course not.”

Bill has gone very pale, and his eyes look suspiciously shiny. It’s startling, when he’s usually so bronzed and beaming with health. It happened very quickly, as if a Shocking Thought had suddenly hit him. He’s breathing way too quickly for my liking.

“Look, there’s no need to panic,” I say.

“Am not!” he barks back.

You are so, I think, but who am I to take pleasure in another’s visit to the self-denial department? I’m just concerned for him.

“Sorry. I just… I don’t like confined spaces,” he says, all nicely gruff.

“Sit down and rest a minute.” I pull over a packing case that’ll do as a seat and brush off the dust. I hover near him as he sits down heavily. “Someone will come and let us out in a minute. They’ll soon notice we’re missing.”

He snorts. “I don’t think so.”

“All right, no need for rubbing salt in this minor minion’s wound. They’ll notice you’re missing and track you to the store room.”

“No, you don’t understand. They won’t.” His skin’s regaining some color, but there are beads of sweat on his forehead, and those grim yet gorgeous green eyes are still troubled. “I told them they could go home when we finished the baubles. I was bringing the last boxes in here for storage.”

“Them? You mean the packers?”

“And the office staff. Supervisors. Even the cleaners.”

Deep breath, Frankie. Let me clarify this conundrum. “You mean everyone else in the warehouse will have gone by now?” I knew we’d almost finished, but… they’ve gone already? Meanwhile, Bill’s taking my question as rhetorical—or he’s too deeply pissed off to reply—as I’m met with stony silence. “Well, someone may still be dragging their heels out there. My turn to call.”

Bill’s answering look is very fierce, like he thinks I’m a total idiot, but while there’s life, right? However, even with my ear pressed to the door, I can’t hear any noise from outside in the warehouse, nor can I see any shadow of movement in the tiny gap at the bottom of the door. Despite that, I cry “Help!” and pummel my fists against the solid wooden surface as if hammering for my life.

“Jesus. Put some effort into it, why don’t you? You’re stroking the damn thing like it’ll bite you.” Bill’s gruff words are right next to my ear. I didn’t hear him approach. Must be the sweat I’d worked up, affecting my delicate hearing. He nudges me aside and beats on the door for a few minutes more. The noise is astoundingly loud compared to my modest knocking, but I stay close by, for moral support. Or to watch the play of Bill’s muscles across his shoulders, and the corded veins along his forearms.

Be still, my hopeful heart!

But we both know the staff leave work on a Friday night with the speed of a meteor falling.

After a tense moment’s silence—and some titillating, shallow panting—he asks testily, “Don’t you have a cell?”

“Of course I do.” I have an extremely attractive cell, as it happens, in a sparkly paisley cover, with a generous selection of apps. I’m also extremely well connected on all forms of social media. It’s just… “It’s in my jacket, back in the office.”

Bill glares at me.

I clear my throat. “What about yours?”

He’s still glaring, but I didn’t miss the flicker of distress across his face. “In my office. Also. I didn’t bring it to inventory taking because all the people I needed to deal with were already here.”

“But now they’re not.”

“No. They’re not.” His grumpy reply is more like a growl.

Well. I suppose it must be said. “I’m desperately sorry. This is all my fault.”

“That’s okay,” Bill says, fairly graciously. But from his expression, it’s so patently not. “I expect the night staff will find us eventually.”

“How long do you think…?”

His body tenses, and not for any excitingly sexy reason. “No damn idea. The security staff come on shift at ten.”

“Ten?” That must have sounded squeaky because he winces.

“We rely on the cameras until then. And there’s usually someone working late—”

“Like you,” I say softly and blush. Me? Stalking his whereabouts at all hours?

“Yeah.” He lets a sigh escape, just a small, tight one. “After ten, one of the guys will make a regular circuit of the whole building. They’ll be sure to find us then.”

I risk a quick peer at his overall demeanor. The panic seems to have abated. The anger has deflated like a burped balloon.

“Are you expected anywhere else tonight, Mr. Mason? Wife? Children?” Fishing much?

There’s a brief pause. “No.”

“I just wondered—”

“Best make ourselves comfortable,” he all but barks at me. I can’t help the shiver, but he probably thinks it’s to do with the air in here. Cool is a good strategy when you’ve got boxes of consumable treats and delicate decorations. Not so great for trapped employees dressed in delicate fabrics. My nipples are already nudging the front of my shirt.

Bill turns away from me to stare at the door. Right. Message sent and received. I’m not that oblivious to my inferiority. He is my boss, remember?

I just have to keep my nerve. Probably need to watch my mouth. Let’s face it, there aren’t many parts of my body I have complete control over. But this is a serious situation—my whole career, nay, my life, could rest on this! I will resist my usual embarrassing trick of gabbling my life history to anyone who stays still long enough to listen.

Pas de problème. As they say in gay Par-ee.

No problem at all.




BILL

 

 

I WONDER if Frankie has a battery compartment I can turn off?

“…And Auntie Veronica said there were vacancies at Mason’s Emporium, and Mr. Mason Senior was such a gentleman to his customers, she’d put in a good word for me. That was a rewarding and robust fifteen months ago, you know, or did I say? Oh heavens, not that you’re not a gentleman, that wasn’t meant as any kind of aspersion on the next generation, my whole family has total respect for the Mason hierarchy—”

“That’s—” I attempt to interrupt and fail.

“—and then the interview process was just perfect for me, have you ever heard that from HR? I meant to drop them a formal email with bullet points but, to be honest, I’m always so busy, especially at this time of year. But I shop here myself so often, you see, and so I could talk about almost any department with full enthusiasm—”

“Yeah?” I’ll bet.

“—and it’s just my way, to throw myself into work when I’m coping with a dire disappointment, whether the loss of my previous job at that call center—I mean, who really wants quantity over quality?—or those romantic troubles I had with the restauranteur who actually turned out to work at my local kebab stand. I’d always wondered why his cologne smelled so strongly of chili, if you know what I mean, and have I already told you about his weird way of—?”

“Yes. Please. No more.” It surprises me to see my hand clapped over his mouth. He’s still talking, his lips soft and warm against my palm. After a startled second, he flushes and nods, and I take my hand away.

“Sorry. I gabble when I’m nervous. God, how mortified am I?”

I’m assuming that’s rhetorical, but I smile to show I didn’t mean to be rude. For the record, I don’t know how it happened—you know, how Frankie ended up sitting close to me on the packing case with his head virtually resting on my shoulder. There are several other packing cases he could have used.

Not that I’ve raised any complaint. He wriggles too much, but the pressure from his leg against my thigh, the soft brush of those fresh-smelling curls against my cheek, the brief gusts of breath on my neck when he turns his head….

No. No complaint. Maybe I’m already going stir-crazy.

“We should look for something to help us,” he says suddenly, jumping up so quickly the case rocks. “What’s in all the boxes? Not just baubles?”

“No. Um. There are other seasonal gifts. Candies. Chocolate. Toys.”

“Uh-huh.” Frankie’s rummaging through some of the boxes. “Food, that’s good. Though we should continue to hammer on the door every hour or so, in case someone comes by. We can’t afford to be left here overnight. The supplies may run out.”

“Supplies?” Overnight? I realize I have no idea how long we’ve been here so far. No clock, no cell phone, no concept of time passing. Should I have been logging the minutes with scratches on the wall?

“Are you panicking again?” he asks, a hand on my arm. “Look what I’ve found.”

I know it’s just a distraction technique, but I feel absurdly grateful. He has an open box of crispy chocolate Santas, and he’s shredding the paper off them like he’s stripping the whole cast of Magic Mike Live.

“Frankie, are you eating the stock?”

His words are mumbled around a Santa’s head. “Well, I don’t know about you and your fancy expense-account meals, Mr. Mason, but I’m starving. And I’d rather eat these than starve to death in a moldy old storeroom.”

“Starve to death?” I said he was melodramatic, didn’t I?

He gives one of those graceful shrugs but quickly drops his gaze to another box. “Oh my God, look what else is here!”

“The Healthier Living gingerbread house,” I read. There’s a huge box full of them between the baubles and the opened box of Santas.

“You know that range was never gonna sell, don’t you?” he says as he unwraps one.

“Oh yeah?”

He holds it up with fingertips, his pert little nose screwed up as if it’s something gruesome from a local dumpster. “That dull, muddy shade of cookie dough? Without any colored button sweets or marshmallow frosting? What fool thought that would attract customers at this time of year?”

Silence for an awkward second, probably as he realizes what he’s said.

“Me,” I say. “That fool would be me.”

“Oops. My big mouth again.”

“Inventory is a tricky system to get right,” I admit grudgingly. “Especially on stocking stuffers.”

“Heavens, yes. Finding goodies to stuff—” He pauses for a millisecond, a too-innocent gaze on me. “—into a stocking can so often be tricky.” And then he outright giggles.

Yes. Giggles. But this time I find I’m laughing in return. I don’t have to worry about disciplining an insolent employee: he isn’t criticizing or mocking me. And let’s face it, that innuendo came from me to start with.

Odd… but what a relief.

“Made you laugh,” he says, a little slyly.

“Yeah. Haven’t done that for a while.”

He nods. “It’s a stressful time of year. I get that.”

We’re quiet for a moment, but it’s comfortable. Frankie’s finishing off his third, maybe fourth, Santa as he shifts another couple of boxes from the stack behind. He gulps, and Santa’s chocolate boots vanish inside him.

I can’t stop staring. There’s a smear of chocolate on Frankie’s mouth. In the corner. Just in that little crease under his top lip….

“You want one?” he asks softly. His eyes are on mine. He must have seen me staring. “Um. A Santa, I mean?”

I clear my throat before answering. “What other options do I have?” And didn’t that come out ambiguous.

“Here.” He breaks off a generous piece of the gingerbread house’s front door. “You’ll need to eat to keep the strength in those muscles.”

When I lean forward to take it, he pops it in my mouth. He looks startled, as if he didn’t expect to do that—I suspect I look just as surprised. And he’s right. It’s the most boring treat I’ve had this year. When I grimace, he smiles.

“I don’t, you know,” I say.

“Don’t what?”

“Have a lot of expense-account meals. That’s mostly Dad’s domain.”

He nudges me in the ribs like any mate would do. “Well, make the most of it. It’s the boringbread, candy canes, or the chocolate Santas, crispy bits ’n’ all.”

I shouldn’t laugh, but I do. It’s the way he says “crispy bits”—savors the sound, then pouts it out, just like he’s sharing the sensual way he’s been eating them….

Good God. The claustrophobia is really morphing oddly.

“We need water,” I say, wishing my voice sounded stronger. “It’s more important than food.”

“I saw some flavored drinks at the back,” Frankie says. “Looked like overstocks from fall season.”

He doesn’t say anything else, but I know he knows—I was responsible for that inventory mess-up as well. Might as well make it work for us, though. The two of us shift boxes about in the search, barely enough room for us both to stretch out, but it doesn’t feel as intrusive as before. Is it because I’m getting used to the small confines of this room?

We can only find a six-pack of water. Otherwise there’s nothing but peppermint schnapps. Packs and packs of it. Looks like that was another of my botched bargains.

“We should go easy on the water,” I warn him. “Make it last. The liquor’s not going to quench our thirst.”

“Thank you,” Frankie says.

His genuine gratitude catches me unawares. “What for?”

“For caring. For thinking of us both.” His gaze lingers on the bottles. “Of course, I don’t drink. Well, except on special occasions.”

Then the lights suddenly click off and we’re plunged into darkness.




FRANKIE

 

 

I CAN’T stop myself. Every time I move, I shake the crate we’re sitting on, the shadows bounce about, and I imagine all sorts of hideous things. I hiss at Bill, “If it’s on a timer, shouldn’t it come back on?”

“The light? Well, yeah, but only if there’s movement to trigger it. And the sensor is by the outside door.”

Oh God. Oh God.

“Frankie?”

“It’s the dark,” I mutter. The plunge into ghastly gloom is a big deal for me, okay? “I’m not my brightest and best in the dark. It’s like you and your panic in closed spaces—”

“Which isn’t!”

“Whatever.” Actually, Bill has been better since the light went off. Reckon he doesn’t panic if he can’t see how close the walls are. Whereas I….

“Frankie, nothing can get in here with us. Stop jumping about.”

“Rats,” I say. “Snakes. Feral cats.” I daren’t even mention the fear of ghosts, zombies, and creatures of the night.

“Jesus, Frankie. A spider would be lucky to creep in under that damn door, let alone a rabid werewolf.”

I didn’t say that thing about creatures of the night aloud, did I? God. Way to impress, Frankie. “Right. Sorry.”

I crunch through another couple of Santas. There aren’t many left in the box now. I may be consuming purely to keep my nerve. Which it patently appears I’m not.

“Frankie?” Bill’s voice is much gentler. “You’re shaking. Shit. I was a prick. I’m the one who’s sorry. You can’t help your fears. At least you own up to them. Those shaky moments I had? You were right—they were almost-panic attacks.”

I’m about to make a soothing response to Mr. Self-Denial’s brave confession, when—Oh, my fricking God of Tender Gestures!—Bill Mason puts his arm around me. Bill Mason. Burly Bill. Bill of the super-strong arms. Around me!

And it’s just then that—horror of horrors—I burp right into his face.

“Shit,” he grunts. “You smell like toothpaste. What the hell have you been eating? No, wait. What have you been drinking?” His hand is quite firm on my chin, holding my face to him in the dark. “I thought you said you don’t drink?”

“I got thirsty. It was all I could find in the dark. Good for my nerves.”

“Peppermint schnapps?” Bill laughs. “It’s disgusting stuff! Jesus, I haven’t got drunk on that since I was in high school.”

“So I’m a late developer.” I’m wondering why my tongue feels thicker than usual. “I never thought I mush—much liked alco-hoho….” I decide to leave that word to fend for itself. “But this is very palatable. Very pleasant b-bouquet.”

“You mean the taste of toothpaste?”

“Yes, indeed. I h-happen to like it.”

“Are you drunk already, you lightweight?”

“No, of course not!” Maybe there was a sudden rush to my head when I took that long—too long—slurp. But I can handle it. Pas de you-know-what.

Bill laughs again, but he doesn’t let go of me. At least, not until I have another of my brainwaves and spring up from our love seat.

“What are you doing now?”

“Your turn to hammer on the door,” I answer smartly. “I’s… I’sh… I’ve got an idea for lighting.”

Bill stumbles off to the door with a grumble and starts banging again. Meanwhile, I snap my woozy wits back to attention and grope my way to a plastic container I remember by the left wall—and there’s my quarry! Of course, some total moron has packed it away tangled, as I advise so many inept seasonal shoppers not to do, to no avail, but within a minute, I have a cable fixed across the top of the shelf units, and the satisfaction of flicking the switch to find—

There is light!

“Tree lights?”

I turn at the sound of Bill’s voice and barely bite back a shriek. An odd pattern of green and red dances across his face and neck, making him look like an extra from a zombie movie, frightening me despite myself. Then I get the mode adjusted, and we’re treated to a pale but refreshing white and pale gold display. Much better for his coloring, though I say so myself.

“Battery powered,” I say with some smugness.

“Good for you.”

I shuffle back to the makeshift seat through a scattering of foil Santa wrappers on the floor, at the same time as Bill returns. Unaccustomed as I am to the new lighting, I bump into him. That’s my story, anyway. Unfortunately, I also manage to kick over the open half-full bottle of peppermint schnapps. It tumbles and rolls away, ending with a thud against the door. There’s a glugging sound. Then the pungent smell of liquor spilling out slowly all over the floor.

“Fuck,” I groan. And, “Damn!” I’ve managed four days this week without swearing aloud, and now it’s all flooding back. I blame the rush of endorphins from too much chocolate.

Until I burp again.

Bill sighs and runs a thick hand through his glorious head of well-groomed hair. Well, maybe not so well-groomed after a few hours in this black hole, though still gorgeous to my poor, addled, unrequited devotion.

“Never mind,” he says. “There’s gonna be a hell of a lot to clean up when we get out, anyway.”

“When we get out?” I echo bleakly. “Not if?”

“Stop that.” He’s barking again. “Don’t go weak on me now, Frankie. We’ve got enough to contend with.”

But that’s what I am, isn’t it? Nothing but a flake; a burden.

“You know something? You’re….” Bill’s looking up at the gently flickering lights in something like amazement.

You’re…. Is he reading my mind? What’s the word he’s searching for? Stupid? Annoying? Fired? I open my mouth to apologize for whatever and everything, when he speaks over me.

“You’re not the airhead I thought you were. After all, you’ve found us light, food, and drink.” His smile is small but almost fond. “Different types of drink too.”

“I….” What?

“And entertained me.” His cheeks look an odd gray color, which may be the effect of LED lights on top of a blush. A blush.

So, faced with this surprising development, I—yes, you guessed it—belch again.

Bill winces.

“You should burp me.” Who said that? Me?

Bill blinks hard. “I should… what?”

“Put me over your shoulder and burp me. Get rid of my trapped wind. You’re strong enough.” I stand, somewhat shakily, and drape myself over his lap.

It’s like watching an out-of-body experience. What the hell am I doing? I nuzzle my mouth against the pulse in his neck. It’s a very fast pulse.

“Are you… hitting on the boss, Frankie?”

Shock! It’s like instant sobriety. They should patent it, sell it like a morning-after pill, but to take before the event, not after making a total fool of oneself. “Oh my good God, I’m sorry! Blame the schnapps, blame… I don’t know, my basic flakiness. I can’t believe it. I’m the old cliché, hitting on the straight man.” I’m struggling to get off his lap, hot with humiliation, frantic to find a box to hide in, to wait for a punch on the nose—

But Bill isn’t letting me go.

“Who says I’m straight?” he says quite mildly, considering.

I stare at the lights twinkling on his perfect, expensive dental work, feel the grip in his muscles as he holds me on his lap, watch the smile growing on his face and the sly look in his eye.

I can’t stop the next hiccup, or the waft of mint that hits us both. But this time we both giggle.

“Of course,” he says, “we ought to remember our relative places in the organization.”

“You’re the boss,” I reply very sweetly.

“And you’re—what did you call it?—a minor minion.”

It doesn’t sound too bad, accompanied by his grin. “That’s me,” I say.

And what of it?

The kiss happens almost without prompting. He tugs me to him with a strong gentleness I can only admire. My mouth is mashed up against his before I know it, my arms hugging around his tremendous torso, and my legs gripping either side of his equally tremendous thighs. Well, they’ve got me all a-quiver. Bliss.

“Call me Bill,” he says, when we come up for air.

And you can’t say fairer than that to someone whose tonsils you just tried to taste. Can you?




BILL

 

 

“CALL ME Bill,” I repeat after we find some cloth sacking and fold it on the floor as a cushion. We sit propped up against the wall together, shoulders close, arms linked. Until we resume the kissing, when of course we need to get even closer for the full benefit. God, but Frankie’s a fine kisser. He’s skinny and wriggly and just damn perfect to hold close; he kind of melts into me. Those few guys I’ve dated in the past? They all kind of… bounced off.

“I will,” he says, all breathily. “Despite you being the boss and all.”

“You know what? I never wanted the job.” Snuggled against me, Frankie blinks his eyes a couple of times, as if I’ve startled him again. Though the previous startling led to kissing and… well, that went pretty well.

“I don’t understand. Bill,” he adds at the end, as if trying my name on for size. Aloud, anyway. Then giggles.

Can giggling be contagious? I’m tempted to try it again for myself. I feel like I’m finally letting go—of what, I’m not sure, but I’m not afraid of doing it. “I never wanted to manage the store. I didn’t want to be Dad’s heir. My younger brother, Henry—now, he’s a much better prospect. Dad should choose him to take over.” Frankie opens his mouth as if to ask something, but I’m on a roll now. “In fact, I totally hate retail. I mean, individually the people are fine, even the products are fine.”

“Some of them,” Frankie murmurs.

“Yes, okay, some of them.” Mainly the ones I haven’t stocked up myself. I get his point, and I’m not offended by it. “But I just don’t get it.”

“It?”

I struggle to express my feelings, but I dearly want to. Why haven’t I tried harder before? “I don’t understand why and how people shop. I can’t seem to master inventory or cost management. I feel bad every time Dad beats down my suggestions for a staff pay raise or cutting the opening hours on holidays. People complain, get upset, need your attention all the time.”

“That’s retail, Bill. That’s the fun, as well!”

No, I still don’t get it. Another deep breath. “So, maybe I gotta admit it’s not for me. I don’t cope well with it. It’s nothing but stress from morning to night.”

Frankie’s cute alphabet mouth has made another O, for Wow, I suspect. Gonna kiss that away right now. That’ll distract his attention, and also my shame at even thinking that way about my job, let alone telling someone.

“You’re a very honest man, Bill.”

Frankie’s breathless—which is flattering—but not so breathless my plan has worked.

“You have your family. I’m sure if you’d just talk to them—”

“Honestly?” I snort. “If I tried to have this conversation with Dad, he’d just yell at me to shut the fuck up and get on with it. He always has in the past.” Poor Frankie—he’s blinking hard again. Probably wondering what his Aunt Veronica would have thought of that gentlemanly behavior. And I’ve been living with that two-faced attitude for all of my thirty years.

Frankie snuggles closer. He’s either speechless—yeah, I know, pretty unlikely—or he’s trying to comfort me.

“What did you really want to do, Bill? When you were a kid. A fireman? A cop? Maybe one of those survival explorers. I bet you trek the mountains and forests in your spare time. You have the build.”

“I do?” For a moment, pride washes over me. I work hard to look like this, even though, on a normal work day, it’s all hidden under tailored suits. “It’s all from gym work, though. And Dad always tells me I need to lay off the red meat.” What the hell possessed me to share that? “I always wanted… no, I can’t say.”

An extra squeeze from Frankie’s slim arms. More kisses. Jesus, he’d never need waterboarding for interrogation; he’s worn me down already.

“I wanted to work with flowers. You know, like, arranging. Floristry.”

Frankie nods. I’m hot with embarrassment. But he’s not laughing.

“It’s very creative, Bill. More design skills than horticulture, I believe. In fact, I heard Elton John spends tens of thousands on flower arrangements in a week.”

“And he shops at Mason’s Emporium?”

Frankie frowns at my sarcastic tone. “There’s nothing to stop you opening a floristry department in store. It sounds a brilliant idea to me! All the fresh flowers from the market, plus craft supplies. Add on professional services for events like weddings and birthdays.”

It sounds… really exciting, at least in Frankie’s telling.

It’s getting quite warm in here now, so I shrug off my flannel shirt. Frankie seems fascinated by my T-shirt, and I don’t think he’s checking for stray creases. Okay, so I give in to the temptation and flex my pecs for a moment.

Frankie sucks in his breath.

I find I’m doing the same, just from the glimmer in his eyes.

“Anyway,” I mutter, folding my shirt on the floor beside us. “Who knows if that’ll ever happen? As far as I can see, Dad’s got the rest on my working life planned out for me. This whole holiday season is a nightmare, and I’m dreading Christmas dinner with the family. I’ve got Henry snapping at my heels, wanting more responsibility, your supervisors complaining they’ve got the wrong stock, the press trying to pair me off with some underwear model—”

“For Andrew Christian?”

“No. Victoria’s Secret, unfortunately.”

Frankie tenses up. “Wait. Are you still in the closet?”

“No. Not really. Just, Dad… well, he asks me to keep it on the down-low.” My face hurts; I’m scowling hard.

“That’s harsh,” Frankie says softly. “And unfair.”

I shrug. “It is what it is. My life, that is. But it’s good just to talk to you about it. Without any pretension, without worrying about my professional persona, without trying to spot any dirty corporate tricks, or in fear of making stupid mistakes.”

“It’s always good to have someone to listen,” he says, still quiet. I’m reminded of that story of him chatting to the furry reindeer. “You must be brave, Bill.”

“I… what?”

“Tell him. Tell your father.”

“That I’m gay? He knows—”

Frankie tuts. “Tell him who you are, what you want. That’s just as important.”

Easier said than done, right? Frankie hasn’t sat through a formal meal with my father.

“And I reckon I am still in the closet, right?” When Frankie frowns at me, I thump him on the shoulder—it takes him a moment to scrabble back upright. “I mean, we both are. Here in a storeroom.”

Frankie starts laughing. “A joke, Bill! Well done. That’ll help you relax.”

He has no idea that the relaxation is all down to his company. Firstly, I’ve barely thought about the claustrophobia since we started smooching. And secondly… I feel oddly relaxed next to him like this. Two men, facing an awkward situation, who barely knew each other before now.

Liar.

Okay, yes, be honest. I’ve seen him in the accounts office, of course. In the staff room. In the store, laughing with the other counter boys and girls. At Customer Service, an arm around some old lady, joking with a young couple, sorting out some problem or other. He always catches my eye. Frankie Faraday’s difficult to miss.

Not that I can afford the time or personal vulnerability to date.

No way.

Frankie kisses me again. His mouth tastes of chocolate, even after all the making out.

No way at all.




FRANKIE

 

 

SO, BILL Mason has confessed he’s gay. Who would’ve guessed? Well, me, actually. Even though I refused to contribute to the secret staff poll last Christmas on who was and who wasn’t. Apart from being appalled at the basic crudeness of the whole game, I was told I’d have an unfair advantage with my gaydar.

But the day Bill wore that glorious rose-pink tie into work, I suspected. Built like Thor, but with the sly glances of a Tab Hunter; that may have been when I first started lusting after him. Now he has his arm around me. All the way around. I take a moment just to savor that. He hasn’t put his shirt back on, and I’m certainly not reminding him to. His muscles can ripple away to my heart’s content.

Yet he’s more than just a gym bunny, right? And he isn’t the disciplinarian boss I’d thought he was. I’m still chuckling over his dreadful closet joke.

Amazing, how these things work out after some face-to-face time. And thigh-to-thigh. And mouth-to-mouth. Another shiver of pleasure makes me jerk. Bill gathers me closer as if he thinks I may be cold. How thoughtful is that? When he nuzzles against my neck, I arch to give him more skin to play with.

“Frankie, what made you join up so eagerly for the annual inventory? Most sales assistants try to avoid it at all costs.”

I hesitate. Yet he’s been honest with me, right? “Well, mainly it was to get extra time close to my biggest and bonniest man crush.”

“Who…?” Then his face clears and he flushes all the way down to his neck. “Really?”

Adorable.

“But also, I’m interested in business. In how it works, in the strategy and management.”

“You are?”

Good God, not him too. “I know, it’s not like I look the part, is it? Even when I wear a suit, the nail varnish and the highlights give me away. And I know I swish rather than stride across the shop floor.”

Bill has the grace to look sorry. He’s thought the same himself, I can see.

“But I’m not changing myself just to conform, you hear me?”

Bill’s eyes narrow. “I hear you, Frankie.”

“I have a lot to offer this company, and I have strong ideas of how things can be improved. Not just qualitative changes, to make this the one place where all staff aspire to be, and are proud to work. But also ways to improve profitability and shareholder returns. You should reconsider how some of the floors are set out, the reach and target of your marketing campaigns, the stock rotation….” God. I’m being so pushy, yet I refuse to apologize. “I never did very well at school. But I’m studying in my own time, Bill. I will get qualifications. I will be taken seriously. One day.”

I wait for Bill’s laugh or maybe a pitying platitude. But it’s not forthcoming. He’s nodding instead.

“We have an internship scheme here, don’t we?” he says. “What you were telling me, about the work you did for the charity your mother was on the board of—”

Oh God, I was blabbing on about that too?

“You should apply for our management team, Frankie. You already seem to know more about these things than I do.”

“Oh, please.”

Bill grips me rather too tightly and twists me so I’m facing him fully. “I won’t have any discrimination in my store. If you can do the job, you’ll be judged on that. You may not go about it the same way as others—”

You said it, honey.

“But what we need in this place is some spirit—a new facelift.”

“With eyeliner?” I say wryly.

I’m startled when Bill grips even tighter. “Stop that!”

“What?”

“Running yourself down. Joking about it all. If you want to be taken seriously, Frankie, you have to take yourself seriously.”

He’s right, of course. Damn.

He sighs, and it’s heartfelt. “Frankie, it seems neither of us fit the mold. Tell me your ideas. Tell me more….” He blushes. “Unless it’s a case of us and them.”

“Huh? I mean, sorry?”

“Well, I’m management in my ivory tower and you’re the hard-worked shop assistant. Like you said before, I’m the boss, you’re the minion. Maybe you don’t trust my kind.”

Dear God. “Bill, you know your office is a cubicle behind Promotions and no ivory tower?”

“And you have a staff lounge and your own coffee machine?” he replies slyly. “I have to bring my own mug in each morning. So… what I said describes neither of us, right?”

I smile—slowly, widely.

“Much better,” he says. “So much better.” His eyes are bright and he leans over me again. His lips start gently, like he’s still nervous of touching, but confidence grows fast. When his tongue flicks into my mouth, it’s like being claimed. Like coming home. He tastes of strength and plain-speaking, yet there’s a thrill of adventure there too. And… passion? His breathing is like a sibilant moan. So much passion lies underneath, I just know it, and it’s a delightful shock. My slacks are feeling too snug around the groin area.

“No one ever thought I could be business-minded,” I say with a sigh. “I mean, I love sparkly, you know?” Bill coughs discreetly. “But I also appreciate the same mature, good-quality, special things that other people do. Like loyalty and efficiency, and hard work. I also love tools, household goods, books, good meals—and I’m in serious need of an updated laptop. My mother bought me a rainbow-colored, glitter-filled lava lamp last Christmas. My own mother! I think she’s reliving her girlish youth through me. I’m dreading what she may buy me this year. In fact, I’m dreading that whole holiday.”

Bill strokes his hand soothingly down my back and draws me in again. He’s a great hugger. He surrounds me, at the same time as treating me like a precious, delicate eggshell.

“What would you really like, Frankie?” he asks softly.

“What do you mean?”

“For Christmas. If you could have anything at all.”

Wow. How adorable is he? I’m almost scared to believe he’s genuine. Deep breath, Frankie, and tell the truth. “I want what you said. I want to be taken seriously.”

Bill doesn’t laugh. He nods. It’s a fine recovery if he expected me to say tickets to an ABBA revival concert. Or maybe… he really did want to know. I sigh rather theatrically. “I joke I’m Mr. Disturbance and Subversion, but it’s true, isn’t it? Why are we stuck in here in the first place, eh?” Bill is silent. “Exactly. My clumsy fault. So I tend to act the way people expect when they look at me. Sometimes it’s easier that way.”

Bill’s shaking his head. With despair, I suspect.

“I can’t believe it,” he says.

Good God, what have I done now? Too clingy? Too forward? Too irritating? I take a discreet sniff under my right arm, in case it’s the warm air in here making me glow a little too much. Should I move away?

Bill’s looking at me very oddly.

Oh my God, it’s all been about me, hasn’t it? All I can hear is my own voice, prattling on. Finally—sadly—I understand what my mother means when she says I’m my own worst enemy, that I should keep my damn trap shut. I should play the corporate game, like Auntie Veronica tells me. My career at Mason’s may be over. I should never have presumed to advise the beloved son of our founder, the sacred successor to a firm that’s been in place for so many years. He may have chatted easily to me in this outrageous predicament, but he’ll soon revert to the smart, assertive, son-of-the-boss.

I brace for censure.

“I thought you’d be more resilient, Frankie,” he says, a bit pompously. “We need your kind of spunk at Mason’s.”

Oh God. Bill’s done it again. He really should update his vocabulary!

I start laughing.




BILL

 

 

I’VE SLIPPED way beyond stir-crazy.

Maybe it’s that smudge of chocolate at the corner of his mouth. Or the sparkle in his eyes from too much schnapps. Or the laughing—that high, musical giggling!

“Bill? My spunk’s available for you anytime.” He smirks.

Okay, so maybe it’s that ridiculous sense of humor. But something makes me ache with longing for Frankie Faraday. And after he’s been rambling on about how people don’t take him seriously, I’m so sorely tempted to do just that.

Take him at his word, that is. And take him.

“So what is it you want for Christmas, Bill?” His voice is shy but a little mischievous.

“Courage,” I say, without even thinking first. “To do what I really want.”

Frankie doesn’t laugh at me. He nods. “So you’re the Cowardly Lion, and I’m the Scarecrow, needing my brain.”

I start to laugh.

“We really are friends of Dorothy this Christmas,” he says, chuckling with me.

Oh, Frankie, you’re so cute. Time for me to practice some of that courage. I slide my hands farther down his body, and he relaxes into it with something like glee. I get the impression he likes being held close. Shit, of course I don’t want him to think I’m abusing my position as boss, as I was just thinking—

“Oh yes,” he moans. “Yes, please!”

There’s my answer.

I dive in for another kiss, dragging him down to the floor. He comes with me, offering up no resistance, unlike the sacking, which barely stays in place beneath us. It was never made to resist two fully grown men making out, determined to be horizontal. My hip catches the edge of the metal shelving as I go, and Frankie’s elbow knocks a high stack of boxes that shakes ominously but luckily doesn’t fall. We could be buried under hundreds of dollars’ worth of broken stock, but I don’t care about any of that.

Frankie’s mouth is soft and sweet on mine, and to be honest, I’d be happy to keep smooching all night long. All thoughts of rescue are lost for the moment. But when his hand slides over my fly and grips me, I let loose an eager grunt.

“Is this okay?” he whispers into my ear.

“Yes,” I whisper back. “Jesus, yes.” We both grin.

He rolls me onto my back underneath him. After flipping the button of my slacks with ridiculous speed, he eases the elastic of my boxers down under my balls. It reminds me of the efficient and eager way he stripped those Santas. Yes. Oh, yes. The cool air tickles my pubes.

He dips his head toward my lap. Oh. Fuck.

Frankie’s mouth is on me before I can even speak, though I manage a groan when he licks me root to tip like a candy cane. Do I! He chuckles in return, which only serves to excite me even more. His voice vibrates up and down my dick like hummingbirds at play. I’m not usually that poetic about sex. Frankie seems to inspire me in a whole bunch of new ways.

“Tasty,” he murmurs. I think that’s what he said. I can’t concentrate properly. That’s not a complaint, you understand.

He licks around and over the top. His lips tighten, letting me slide through them, pop out, then sucking me quickly back in. Once, twice. Many times. He’s loving this as much as I am.

Oh. Fuck. Again.

“Frankie?” I’m perilously close to coming. His hand’s cupping my balls, so he must be able to feel them tightening up. “Slow up….”

Another chuckle.

I grip his hair. I want to fondle him, to get his clothes off, to return the favor. “Let me—”

But he doesn’t. Let me, that is. Instead, he drags my hand off and straightens up. My cock slides from his mouth with an obscene slurp and my heart stutters. His fingers tighten around my wrist, and he pushes my arm above my head until my knuckles rest on the floor. Wow. Who would have thought I liked that kind of treatment? Not too aggressive but very firm.

“What?” His voice is rough. He tilts his head as if challenging me to resist.

“Nothing,” I murmur. “I’m all yours.” I’m making a habit of not complaining where Frankie Faraday is involved.

Judging from that distinctly evil grin on his face, he likes that answer.

He leans back down over me, balanced on his elbows, rubbing our dicks together. He’s still in those way-too-tight slacks, and I love the friction of the fabric against my exposed erection. Huh. Another of those alliterations. I’m not going to bother mentioning it to Frankie while he’s otherwise engaged. He slips down the zipper of his own slacks and wriggles against me, shuffling them down over his hips. At last!

The pants were cool against my groin, but his long, gorgeous cock is all warm skin. Damp at the tip. I want it so badly I forget to breathe for a long moment.

“You’re fabulous,” he sighs, running a hand over my chest. He slips it up under the hem of my T-shirt, his fingers trailing through the hair on my pecs and rib cage.

Need flutters deep in my belly. I arch up against him.

“Stay there. I’ve got this.” The growl is such a surprise from him I nearly come then and there. He shifts his weight against me. I know I could throw him off if I needed to. But… why the hell would I? He straddles either side of my thighs, his hands holding mine against the floor.

Wow. Again. He’s so slender. But those wrists are pretty strong when needed. When I need him to be.

I smile up at him. “Your curls are all sweaty.”

“What?” His eyes widen and his eyebrows vanish up into the tousled fall of hair on his forehead. “Oh my God, does it look—?”

“Great. It’s great.” I’m happy with his looks to the point of ecstasy. “It’s really hot.”

His laugh is just a catch in his throat. He leans onto one arm and folds his free hand around both our cocks. Long, slim fingers. Of course they are.

“This is a dream, right?” He sounds amazed, and the delight in his eyes shines brighter than the tree lights. “Me and you. Me and Bill Mason.”

“Me and Frankie Faraday? Yeah. It’s as real as all hell,” I say bluntly. I suck in a breath as he strokes us together. “Or I should say heaven.”

We both smile, then grimace. Our hips roll together, our cocks shifting and sliding inside his fist. I lift a hand from above my head and place it over his to join in the fun, and I cover him completely. He sighs very happily.

And then we both come. Suddenly, shockingly, superbly. I gasp and instinctively grip tighter, my cum spilling through my fingers. Frankie’s gasp is softer, cuter, and his thighs tighten around me. He wriggles when he comes too, and it goes on for longer than mine. Gives me a chance to watch his face while he moans on top of me.

Then slumps.

We lie together for a few moments, panting, happily sated, though it’s really uncomfortable on the hard floor. My left foot has wedged between a packing case and a roll of what feels like old shop floor carpet. When Frankie rolls off to one side, I discover some kind of goddamn pout forming on my face and reach to tug him back. Don’t go yet! We fumble about on the floor some more, and I run an appreciative hand down his flank to where his pants are crumpled around his upper thighs, and—no, I can’t help myself—I chuckle. There’s a stray half-eaten Santa stuck to his left asscheek.

“What? Oh my God!” He realizes what I’m looking at and reaches to brush it off.

“No, let me.” I swipe the chocolate with my fingers. That gets most of it off his pale, smooth skin. His buttock flexes as I caress it. What a wicked, wonderful sight! Before he can protest, I roll him quickly onto his front and shimmy down to lick the chocolate off. Before Frankie, I’d never have used the word “shimmy.”

Frankie laughs, startled. I just keep licking. Frankie’s skin is covered in very light hairs and a delicate sheen of sweat. I like the taste of skin. I love the taste of Frankie’s skin. My tongue teases the crease between his cheek and his upper thigh, and I run my hand over the dip at the base of his spine. The muscles in his buttocks clench.

“Maybe…?” he whispers.

“Yes, maybe.” I smile against his flesh, nuzzle my nose into his glutes. “But not tonight. Not here. It’s just that you’re….” I don’t miss the way he tenses. He seems to expect bad feedback all the time. What kind of man does he think I am?

“You’re so tasty,” I whisper to him. “Delicious.”

And Frankie relaxes.

A few minutes later, we’re sitting back against the wall, side by side, comfortably silent. You might think it’d be weird, the aftermath of making out with someone on a storeroom floor. Not at all. Frankie has found another box of candy—pink-and-white candy canes this time—and he’s sucking on one like a postcoital cigarette. I’m munching on a packet of cinnamon cookies. Somewhere along the way, the hem of my pants dragged in spilled peppermint schnapps and is clinging around my ankle, sticky and clammy. But I’m still smiling.

I clear my throat. “Are you… dating anyone?”

Frankie looks at me sideways through his lashes like he’s some kind of ingénue. “Don’t you think it’s a bit late to ask that?”

“Oh Jesus, Frankie—”

He laughs happily, easily. “It’s okay. I’m young, free, and single. Well, I was free before I got trapped in this damn room.”

“Good. I mean….” How come I’ve turned so shy now?

“I know what you mean. I hope so, anyway.” The candy cane has painted his lips pinker. He grins, as if he knows what I’m thinking, reaches out and flicks a cookie crumb off my chin. “I’d love to go out with you, Mr. Mason.”

“Excellent, Mr. Faraday.”

And then there’s a loud knock on the door.

There’s a second of shock; then we scrabble to stand. I’m buttoning my shirt back on as I yell out for help, and I can hear people pushing on the door. Apparently, something’s making it stick. A female voice gives a cry. A man snorts. But the door opens eventually. At the very last minute, Frankie grabs my arm and gestures wildly at my groin. Dammit, I left my fly open! I fumble to zip myself up.

“Thank God!” cries Emma, Dad’s PA. She’s silhouetted in the doorway, her eyes wide behind her latest designer specs. “We’ve been looking everywhere!”

“You missed me?”

She has the grace to flush. “Not exactly. Mr. Mason Senior was angry—well, you were late for the monthly budget presentation supper. Did you forget it was tonight? Anyway, we came looking for you. Terry here knew you’d been taking inventory.”

“How did you find us?” Frankie breaks in eagerly. “Did someone hear our hammering on the door? I suppose the police will have been called. My family will have filed a missing person report, I’ve been absent from social media for so long—”

“Three hours, Frankie,” I murmur in his ear. “We’ve only been in here three hours.”

Terry snorts again. “Nah, it was none of that. There’s a dirty great puddle oozing out under the door, stinking of toothpaste—”

“The schnapps!” Frankie hisses in my ear with glee.

“—and scraps of something in the puddle caught my torch. Metallic. Glinting.”

“A knife?” Emma all but yelps. She reads far too much crime fiction.

“Nah.” Terry holds out his hand, a pile of what looks like rubbish in his palm. “Silver paper. A bloody ton of it, all torn into bits.” He grimaces and tries to shake it off. “Sticky. Foul.”

“A coded message to attract our attention?” Emma asks breathlessly.

“No. Crispy Santa wrappers,” I reply sharply. “Did you expect us to starve to death?” Frankie squeezes my arm and makes a strange, strangled noise like he’s trying not to laugh.

“The chocolate ones? Is the stock compromised?” Emma looks briefly disappointed. “I think Mr. Mason Senior had plans to make them a Tasty Feature of the Week.”

“That’s a great idea. They’re definitely that.” My eyes cut to Frankie.

I wink.

His eyes widen, he flushes—and he starts giggling.




FRANKIE

 

 

I SUPPOSE you’re looking for a happy-ever-after epilogue sort of thing? Auntie V always sighs deeply at the end of a romance novel and delicately wipes a tear from the corner of her eye. That’s the sign of her greatest satisfaction.

Mine?

I’m standing in the Seasonal Gifts and Festivities department of Mason’s Emporium, supervising the hanging of banners announcing our New Year sale. Most of the stores in town run the gamut of sales and discounts from January through to December. But Mason’s will be holding a proper, credible, heart-lifting, value-for-money promotion.

I know, because I’m in charge of it.

I also know there will be none of those damn gingerbread houses in the sale. I donated them to the local playgroup, along with packets of cake topping and sugar for icing. Let those little horrors run riot with them! It’s the only way they’ll ever be edible.

The update on Mason’s? The inventory system has been overhauled. Many new product ranges will be starting next season, all of them appropriately classy and of the quality Mason’s should expect. Staff will be regularly and fully briefed about any changes, and also on the new performance-related bonus scheme. I also suggested to Bill an Employee of the Month campaign would be both beneficial and motivational. He suggested—with a sly look—that the reward should be a box of crispy Santas, but I thumped him on his solid, stupendous, stark-naked abs in reply.

Yes, we were in bed at the time. We’ve been on marvelously intimate terms since that night, though in places far more comfortable, I can tell you. Bill’s apartment is gorgeous, and has plenty of room for a large proportion of my shoe collection. We spent the minimum time with our respective families over the holiday season, then took plenty of time at his place for ourselves. It appears we both got exactly what we wanted for Christmas—and more besides.

I’m now halfway through the induction training for the Mason’s internship and have an ongoing invitation to attend the budget presentation suppers. I must say, the rest of management have taken to me better than I expected, though Bill reckons he should accompany me to a few more meetings, at least until they all stop staring at my hair. I thank daily the Gods of Beneficial Boyfriending who brought Bill to me. He bought me a new laptop for Christmas too. It’s exactly the spec I wanted, although I modified it with a pink cover and a delightful melody when it boots up. Oh, and a jeweled mouse from my mother.

And as for my brave lionheart Bill… the Floristry Department will open in two months’ time, under his management. We already have prebookings for several Spring weddings, including Emma’s. Bill pretends he’s not beside himself with excitement and joy, but I can tell by now.

“Here he comes!” one of the floor assistants hisses beside me. Mr. Mason Senior is doing the rounds of the store this morning.

Bill is with him. He’s wearing a heavenly gray Armani double-breasted suit, spanning his fabulous chest, with a purple necktie that brings out the dark blue of his eyes. I helped him choose that tie—it matches my new nail varnish. It will, of course, take me a while longer to train him up in all proper style matters.

Since he boldly told his dad about his plans to open a floristry department and pass much of the store management to his brother, Henry, so much has changed. Bill is much calmer and happier, though he can still bark when the situation calls for it. Mr. Mason Senior has a permanently stunned expression and has largely retired from day-to-day decision making.

And me? I’m just living this young gay boy’s dream.

Bill pauses in front of me while one of the assistants explains the new carousel arrangement in the department to Mr. Mason Senior. “Mr. Faraday.”

“Mr. Mason.” I nod back to him. It’s not exactly a secret we’re a couple, but we must act professionally on the shop floor, right? Apart from the time we acted not professionally at all on another part of the store floor….

Bill smirks. It’s a little unnerving that he can read my mind so well by now. “Will you join me this evening, Mr. Faraday?”

“Dinner? A movie?”

The smirk gets wider. “I was thinking… chocolate Santas and peppermint schnapps. On a tray. In bed.”

“Mr. Mason!” I protest, at the same time grinning and nodding. He can still make me blush, but that’s a good thing, right?

“Or we could sample the new Valentine’s range. There are some praline hearts that I’d like to try. I think you’ll love them.” The glance at my ass is quick but oh, so heated. “And after all, we know the perfect place to test them!”
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