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Learning to Love


by Felice Stevens


After ten years away from home, bad boy caterer Gideon Marks has a lot to prove. Getting the holiday catering job at his childhood synagogue will show everyone he didn’t turn out to be the failure they predicted. What he doesn’t count on is Rabbi Jonah Fine, his high school nemesis and secret crush stirring up old feelings Gideon thought long gone and secrets he’s buried deep for years.


An unexpectedly passionate encounter shocks Gideon, but he pushes Jonah away, convinced he isn’t good enough to be in a relationship and would never be accepted by Jonah’s father. But Jonah hangs tough—he won’t allow Gideon to hide or run away from life again. And when it comes to love, Gideon learns the most important lessons aren’t always taught in school.


Chapter One
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It may have taken ten long years, but I’d finally come back. Back to Brooklyn, and back to my old synagogue where I’d spent more time playing and planning my escape than praying. A quick glance around revealed nothing more than empty pews and hushed silence, but I could still recall every whisper and laugh. A lifetime couldn’t chase away the sting of memories and defeat.

“Gideon? Gideon Marks, is that you?”

I blinked back to awareness. “Cantor Weiss.” I flashed my trademark cocky-bastard grin. “Yes, it’s me. In the flesh.”

I glanced down at my skintight black jeans and tight gray sweater and thought how my flesh hadn’t been touched in way too long, and that situation needed to be rectified sooner rather than later. Mentally, I slapped myself for thinking about sex in a house of worship.

“Hmm. I thought I heard you’d moved back from Florida. The caterer sent you?” Cantor Weiss’s dubious voice coupled with the doubt in his eyes set my already touchy nerves on high alert, and I bristled, ready to start a fight, then bit my tongue.

There was no need to tell him I was the caterer, that Garden of Eat-In was my company. Neither he nor anyone else here ever expected me to make anything of myself. Most likely I’d faded from their memory after I’d left Brooklyn. I didn’t owe anyone an explanation. Everything I had, I earned with my blood and tears.

“Yes. And we’re happy you’re considering us as part of the Chanukah celebration. We’re going to do our best tonight to show you what we’re capable of for the future.” My smile didn’t lighten his dour mood, but then as I recalled, nothing ever did. Cantor Sourpuss, as we called him years ago, hadn’t changed one bit.

“The caterer we’d originally hired closed up shop without giving us any notice.” He gave me a wintry smile. “We had little choice in the matter.”

So much for trying to be nice. The three guys I brought with me to help in the kitchen shifted restlessly at my side. “If you’ll show us to the kitchen, we can get started on tonight’s dinner.”

I’d only recently bought the business from Ed Weinstein, who couldn’t wait to sell and move to Arizona. Not only was I taking on his catering jobs, but I had expanded to providing meals for the busy families who wanted that home-cooked dinner at night but didn’t have the time to prepare one. I’d expected the sales from the prepared food to be good, but to my surprise they were selling out almost every night—especially Friday nights, and we were becoming hard-pressed to keep up. A good problem to have, as I saw it.

This contract I wanted so badly with Temple Sinai, where I’d grown up yet never felt I belonged, was more than a simple catering job. I’d agreed to make the Friday night dinner for Rabbi Fine and his congregants to showcase the new business and let them see what they would be getting before the grand Chanukah dinner in two months. If they wanted to test me because they thought I’d fail, they’d discover the word failure didn’t exist in my vocabulary. Not anymore.

I harbored many limitations, but cooking wasn’t one of them. I possessed a faultless palate and knew I could make a meal that would blow their socks off. Cooking had been the only thing that kept me going all the years I’d been away. I had little else to think about those nights except to plan for this moment when I would return and flaunt everything I had accomplished on my own.

“Very well. I’m understandably busy, but I’ll bring you back to our catering manager. She’ll brief you and give you the contracts to sign.”

“That’s fine.” We followed him through the swinging doors located at the back of the synagogue. “Can I send my guys to the kitchen so they can get started, though?”

The Cantor had stopped before a closed door. “Yes,” he said and pointed down the hall. “The kitchen is right around the corner.”

I tilted my head, and the guys hurried down the hallway and disappeared from sight.

At the Cantor’s knock, a cheerful voice called us inside. The woman who greeted us had curly black hair and bright-red lips, reminding me of the Betty Boop cartoon. Her brown eyes twinkled with amusement.

“Cantor Weiss. My birthday isn’t until next week, but thank you for my present.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. Cantor Sourpuss, of course, didn’t crack a smile.

“Evelyn, this is Gideon Marks. He’s with the catering company and is making the Shabbos dinner tonight, so I brought him to you to sign the contracts.”

Her eyes widened. “Mr. Marks, you’re a lifesaver for filling in on such short notice for us. Handsome and can cook too?” She jumped up and came from around the desk to hook her arm through mine. “Tell me, Gideon; I can call you Gideon, right? Mr. Marks is so stuffy.” She paused, presumably to fill up on air before the next onslaught.

It seemed I’d wandered onto the set of the Jewish Golden Girls. I nodded, unable to stop the force of Hurricane Evelyn, and decided to say as little as possible and hold on for the ride.

“Are you married? I don’t see a ring. Any steady girlfriend?”

Uh-oh. I knew where this was heading. “No, no steady girlfriend. No girlfriend at all.”

Evelyn’s face lit up like a menorah on the last night of Chanukah. “A good-looking boy like you? How could that be? Now, my granddaughter is studying for her CPA, but she’ll be here later tonight. I hope you’ll stop by and say hi to her. She loves your type.”

I wanted to say, Who—gay men? but didn’t have the heart.

“What type am I?” I couldn’t help being curious.

“Oh, the dangerous type—men with longer hair and that scruffy look, even though I personally think you’d look even more handsome if you shaved.” She ran a critical eye over me, and I grinned back at her. She was cute, and this was the most fun I’d had in weeks with my clothes on. “What do I know, though? I’m only her grandmother.” She sniffed, and I smothered a laugh.

“Evelyn, you’re a riot, but as much as I enjoy talking to you, I have to get to the kitchen and start cooking.”

Evelyn blinked. “Oh, right, yes. Let me find the contracts for you to look over.” She faced her desk and began flipping through the stack of papers teetering in front of her. My chest tightened. Time to get out of here, fast.

“Um, why don’t you bring them to me later? I’ll be in the kitchen all afternoon.”

“I know they’re somewhere… Ah!” Her voice rang out in triumph. “Here. Now, you can see it’s a standard boilerplate, but we do leave some things open-ended, such as how much you charge for the cost per meal and the adjustment to the price per plate depending on the final number of people.”

My mouth dried, and my heart pounded. I could do this. “Yes, I see.” I took the paper from her hand and stared at it. “I’ll take it with me and give it back later, okay?”

She gave me a strange look. “Don’t you want to read it and fill it out before you start? Rabbi Fine will be in later, and he’ll want to make sure it’s signed before sundown.”

Hopefully, I’d be ensconced in the kitchen and would escape seeing the Rabbi. Aside from my bar mitzvah lessons, he’d rarely spoken directly to me, and I’d always sensed the brilliant, contemplative Rabbi Fine looked down on me. And his son Jonah, a classmate of mine in high school, had never missed an opportunity to wave his intellectual superiority in my face. Last I’d heard, Jonah had left to go to law school in Boston, so I was lucky I wouldn’t be seeing him tonight. I hated admitting, if only to myself, that I had a crush on Jonah and hadn’t stopped thinking about him over the years. A small part of me was disappointed he wouldn’t be here to see I’d made something of myself.

“Hey, if I can’t trust a synagogue, who can I trust?” I laughed, but Evelyn’s puzzled look made it uncomfortable for me to continue standing in her office. “I’m sure it’s fine. I gotta go.” I folded the paper and almost sprinted down the hall in an effort to get away.

The atmosphere in the kitchen hummed with electricity. I breathed a sigh of relief to see the newest professional-grade appliances had been installed; my biggest fear in taking this job was that I’d have to work on antiquated equipment. Well, my second biggest fear, but since Jonah was in Boston, I didn’t have anything to worry about.

I nodded to some of the workers who had been assigned to help us and watched with pleasure as my guys deftly handled the prep work like the professionals they were. The menu for the dinner included the traditional chicken soup with matzo balls, beef bourguignon, and Cornish hens with julienned vegetables and roasted potatoes. The guys I brought with me were my best staff; they helped run my kitchen seamlessly and with precision.

I’d finished prepping the Cornish hens and started making the matzo balls when I noticed Evelyn watching me from the doorway.

“You don’t use a recipe?”

I allowed myself a small smile. “Nope.” I washed my hands, dried them on a paper towel, and tapped my head. “Everything’s up here.”

“No recipes at all?” Her expression changed from mere admiration to shock when I shook my head. “Maybe you could you do me a favor, then?”

“Sure.” I filled the pot with water and set it on the stove to boil for the soup. “Whatever you want.” Except go on a date with your granddaughter.

“Could you give me your recipe for the beef bourguignon?” She eyed the pot bubbling on the stove. “It smells and looks amazing, and I know my family would love it.”

“Ahh.” I frantically looked around, but none of my staff was within earshot. “I can’t do it right now.”

“Oh, surely you can take a minute out. You have to wait for the matzo balls to chill in the refrigerator and the water to boil for soup, anyway.” She flourished a pad in one hand and a pen in the other. “See? I even came prepared.” She held out the pad and pen for me to take.

Much as I hated disappointing her, there was no helping it. She’d only end up thinking I was an obnoxious son of a bitch like everyone else already did, and while I liked Evelyn, I had to protect myself at all costs to survive. So I did what I did best—lash out and push people away.

“I said I can’t. You see I’m busy, don’t you?” I began to hack at the chicken pieces for the soup. “Jesus, I’ve never had people follow me into the kitchen to hound me for recipes or date their family members.”

“I see all the years away haven’t changed your sparkling personality, Gideon.”

The deceptively soft, deep voice that had haunted my nights in high school and was the subject of hours of dirty dreams rocked me to the core. My knife dropped, clattering on the counter, and I buried my shaking hands deep in the pieces of raw chicken.

“Jonah.”

My voice shook, and heat, then cold, washed through me. My reaction to Jonah Fine hadn’t changed since we’d last seen each other. Even in high school, he’d had an uncanny ability to set me on edge, secretly trembling with desire, yet still wanting to punch him in the face.

And ten years later, I still wanted to both kiss and hit him.

“Are you going to continue to squeeze that chicken to bits, or are you going to say hello to me?”

Our eyes met, and I wasn’t certain if I was more shocked or turned on by the warmth and humor I saw in Jonah’s deep blue depths. He’d had always been good-looking, if you liked the tall, dark, and intellectual type. Which, surprisingly, I did. Of course I could never let him know and have him hold it over me. I wasn’t going to be the stupid gay kid who came on to him and gave him more ammunition against me.

“Hello, Jonah. What are you doing here? I wasn’t aware you were back in New York.”

Why was he grinning at me? The Jonah Fine I knew didn’t laugh; he lectured. He never smiled; he scowled. Did I have food on my face? I huffed out an impatient breath and withdrew my hands from the mess I’d made of the chicken in all my upset with Evelyn.

Shit. Evelyn. I needed to talk to her and set things right between us. After I washed my hands, I ignored Jonah’s overwhelming presence and turned my back on him to face Evelyn and apologize.

I ran my hand through my hair and stuttered. “I-I’m sorry. I was rude, and you didn’t deserve to be spoken to that way.”

Luckily, Evelyn was not only a kind and generous person but an accepting one as well. “That’s okay, honey.” Those red lips curved up in a sly grin. “You can make it up to me and stop by Stephanie’s table tonight and introduce yourself. Maybe you’ll even end up going out for a drink together; who knows?”

Inwardly I sighed. I felt so bad about snapping at her I’d decided to suck it up and agree to the setup, when Jonah cut me off.

“I’m sorry Evelyn, but Gideon’s taken for tonight.”

I spun around and faced Jonah, ready to argue, when once again his kissable lips, broad shoulders, and unwavering blue stare unsettled me to the point where my mouth dried and I found it hard to speak.

Damn.

“What are you talking about?” I managed to grunt with irritation. I hated that every time Jonah looked at me, my stomach dropped a foot. It began to feel like high school all over again, and I had no desire to relive those awful, painful days.

“You and I are going out after Shabbos dinner.”


Chapter Two
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Out? With Jonah? The hell I was. The last thing I wanted to do was spend the night with the Professor. The nickname I’d dubbed Jonah in high school fit perfectly, especially when he made it a point to lecture me about all the things I did wrong.

It didn’t stop me from imagining what his body looked like underneath his buttoned-up shirt and sweater. Was his chest hair black and silky like the hair falling over his brow in thick waves? Was his skin hot and smooth to the touch? Shit. Now I wanted to know. What the hell was wrong with me?

I sucked in a deep breath and managed to tear my gaze away from Jonah and the visual of his naked body under his clothing. “I’m sorry, Evelyn, but I don’t feel right leading you on.”

“What is it, dear? You said you had no girlfriend.”

“I don’t. Never had one and never will. I’m gay.”

If I thought she’d be shocked, I was mistaken. Instead she sighed and shook her head. “Well, of course you are. If you boys aren’t already married, you’re gay. What’s a girl got to do these days to find a husband?” Still muttering her disappointment under her breath, Evelyn walked away, leaving me with Jonah.

“I gotta go finish preparing the meal for tonight.” Without waiting for a response, I hurried back to the stove and my chicken. The water had boiled down by now, and I had to start over again. I filled another giant stockpot with cold water, threw in a handful of kosher salt, and once again set it on the stove. While I waited for the water to boil, I chopped onions, celery, and carrots in chunks and sliced parsnips and turnips.

All the while, Jonah lingered by the doorway, and I knew without looking, his gaze remained zeroed in on me—I could feel the heavy weight of his stare. The water started a deep, rolling boil, and one by one I placed the pieces of chicken into the pot. Once they were all submerged, I lowered the heat until it simmered at a gentle boil, and I went to the sink to wash my hands again.

Along the way, I stopped to give instructions to my staff, and in their good-natured way, they told me to shut up and let them cook. Like I said, they knew what they were doing, but I was in Jonah-avoidance mode and using any excuse I could come up with to keep away from him.

I took another pot, filled it with more water, and added another handful of salt. I set it on top of the stove and went to take the bowl of chilled matzo ball mixture out of the refrigerator. To my surprise, Jonah joined me at the stove.

“Are you making the matzo balls?”

“Yeah.” I scooped out a tablespoonful with an ice-cream scooper and dropped it in the now-boiling water. The matzo ball stayed under the water for a moment, then popped up to the top, and I allowed myself a satisfied grin as I watched it expand, becoming fluffy.

“Can you show me how to do it?” Jonah took the scooper from my hand, and his fingers brushed against mine. A zing of awareness shot down my spine straight to my dick. From under his lowered lashes, Jonah shot me a look.

“Sorry.” I took a step away from him, putting some distance between us.

“For what?” He dropped his matzo ball into the water, and it bobbed up to the surface, knocking gently against mine. “This is fun, and the food really smells delicious.”

My annoyance spiked at the combination of surprise and condescension I heard in Jonah’s voice.

“Thanks.” I gritted out the word, my lips barely moving.

“How did you learn to do all this?”

That stung. In high school Jonah thought I was an idiot, and it now appeared the intervening years made no difference. Damn him. Damn all of them.

“Television and internet.” There was no denying my snide tone. “You know, between YouTube and all those cooking shows, almost anyone can do it.”

“But why did you take up cooking?”

Either Jonah was being deliberately obtuse, or he honestly thought his questions weren’t obnoxious. The past years had been the hardest of my life—working long hours in diners as a short-order cook and starving myself on bread and butter so I could save my money and attend cooking school. I winced, remembering one head chef who’d insisted I blow him if I wanted a job in his upscale kitchen. I did what I had to do to survive and succeed, but now those dark days were behind me. I wasn’t ever going down that road again.

“Take up cooking? Do you think it’s simply throwing food in a pot and adding salt?” Jonah’s flippant comment about my passion, my livelihood, dialed my anger back up to the surface and I lashed out. “We can’t all be lawyers, Jonah, and spend our days with our nose in a book. Some of us work with our hands.”

Jonah’s dark brows knitted with confusion, and he seemed honestly unaware of my inner turmoil.

“Why are you so angry at me?”

I had let Jonah get to me, once again, only now I was an adult. I should know better. I couldn’t explain why Jonah’s mere presence unnerved me. His masculine scent, a combination of warm skin and the fresh outdoors, sent my senses reeling. I refused to fall back into the trap I found myself in during high school—wanting someone who could never want me. I was older now and so, so much wiser.

“I’m busy here. I don’t have time to socialize. I’m here to do the job I was hired to do.”

“I just never thought—”

“That’s it.” I cut Jonah off, feeling tired and drained, despite it only being midafternoon. All my earlier thoughts of a triumphant return and flaunting my success in the face of the people who doubted me fizzled out, leaving me empty, hollow and sad. “You never thought about me or who I was. All you ever did was look down your nose at me because I wasn’t as smart as you.” I walked to the worktable where my staff was industriously chopping and slicing and hopefully ignoring my conversation with Jonah. I had to give them credit; those guys never broke stride. The piles of vegetables grew in front of them. “Unless you have something specific about the dinner to say to me, I have to finish, so if you’ll excuse me?”

More at ease now that I stood within the circle of my workers and away from Jonah’s inexplicable, disturbing appeal, I folded my arms and quirked a brow.

He hesitated, then frowned. “You can call me Rabbi, Gideon.” He spun on his heel and strode out of the kitchen, leaving the doors swinging wildly behind him.

What the hell?

I had little time to contemplate Jonah’s surprising announcement; the meal preparation had to be my focus for the night. I’d been hired to cook the dinner for the congregation, not chat up the rabbi’s son. That didn’t stop my mind from going in circles as to his announcement that he had become a rabbi and not the lawyer I’d believed him to be.

I needn’t have worried though, as I barely saw Jonah for the rest of the evening. Congregants surrounded both him and his father, who, I learned, shared the duties of leading the synagogue with Jonah. I listened to praise for both father and son for their tireless work with the homeless, the programs they’d involved the synagogue with in helping victims of domestic violence and, to my shock, the volunteer program Rabbi Jonah had set up with the local LGBTQ youth center.

If a rabbi could be called a saint, then Jonah Fine qualified. He was perfect.

I stayed in the back, in the kitchen, where I felt most comfortable. There was no need to be inside, listening to all the laudatory comments heaped upon Rabbi Jonah. I didn’t need to hear about his brilliant sermons, or how everyone loved him, young and old. I especially didn’t want to see him flirt with the young, single female congregants.

Tired and wanting nothing more than to crawl into my bed, I had just finished packing up my last knife when Evelyn stuck her head in the kitchen and beckoned me to come.

“Gideon, please?”

I couldn’t refuse her pleading tone and big brown eyes. Besides, now that I knew she wouldn’t be fixing me up with her granddaughter, I felt better. I never lied about who I
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