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He only wants one thing for Christmas...

Tracey's back!  Fresh from her success in helping her gay friend find the right guy in Finding Love On Black Friday, she's got a new mission.  Helping her co-worker, Keith, find love during the holidays pushes her skills to the max...

Keith Barone knows exactly what he wants – his best friend, Mike.  There's just one little problem - Mike is straight.  Keith fears pursuing his desires will crash and burn in heartache.  However, Keith's been hiding his feelings for so long, he's ready to burst.

Masculine jock Mike Evers has a reputation for dating women, but never brings them around to meet his friends.  Mike has known for a long time that his best friend likes guys.  So what?  These days, having a gay friend just proves a guy is secure in his sexuality.  Still, when Mike pictures his future, he wonders why Keith remains the one person who always figures in his plans.

Will the truth - and Mike - both come out in time for the two best friends to have a merry Christmas together?
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Chapter 1
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Keith Barone remembered the first time he realized that he'd fallen in love with his best friend, Mike Evers.

On a cold December day, Keith snuggled alone under a blanket on his couch.  He perused a local news site on his tablet.  An article about a soup kitchen opening in the city caught his attention. 

He scrolled through the story which explained that the soup kitchen desperately needed volunteers.  Keith realized that he hadn't done any charity work since his community service graduation requirement six years earlier in his senior year of high school.

He decided to remedy that immediately.  He would volunteer to work in the soup kitchen a couple days a week.  Of course, such an undertaking would be better if he could talk a friend into doing it with him.  Mike came to mind first, as always.

Keith called his best friend whom he'd known since college and proposed the idea.  Keith explained his motivation.  "When I was a kid, my family fell on hard times at one point.  A local soup kitchen helped us get through a particularly frigid winter when my parents had to choose between heating the apartment and putting food on the table."

"I had no idea," Mike said.  "You've never mentioned anything about that before."

"I know it's nothing to be ashamed of, but still, it feels weird to talk about.  My parents both worked for the same factory.  It closed with basically no notice.  One day, they were both employed, just barely making ends meet, and the next day – no income at all for our household."

"That must have been rough on you."

"Especially since it happened right at the beginning of December, not exactly a merry Christmas that year."

"I can imagine."

"Looking back, I wish I had been easier on my parents.  I gave them such a hard time.  I couldn't understand why Santa was so stingy!  All my friends got everything they wanted.  I only wanted one particular thing and I still didn't get it."

"What was it?"

"Oh, God, I haven't thought about this in years.  Do you remember that sci-fi TV show about the alien race car drivers?"

"Of course!" Mike answered.  "That's all any of the boys talked about in school on Tuesday mornings.  If I remember right, it only lasted like half the season."

"Yeah.  I think it disappeared right after Christmas.  But, even though I was so young, I still remember the commercials before Christmas for the toys.  There was a remote control replica of the main character's race car.  It had flashing lights and all kinds of sound effects like roaring space engines and laser blaster sounds."

"How old were you?"

"About five or six."

"Tough age.  Just a little too young for the 'sorry, kid, there's no Santa Claus' talk."

"What do you mean there's no Santa Claus?" Keith joked with mock horror.

The smile in Mike's voice came through on the phone line.  "Oops.  I was going to wait until you turned thirty before I let you in on that one."

"Don't even joke about a gay guy turning thirty.  That's worse than learning there's no Santa Claus!"

"Noted," Mike replied.  "Seriously, don't beat yourself up about being a normal little kid who didn't  know anything about family finances.  I'm sure your parents understood."

"Thank you, Mike.  You always know the right thing to say to make me feel better."

"That's what friends are for."

Keith sat back on the couch.  He wished Mike were there right at that moment.  Cozying up under the blanket with him.  For now, he'd have to be satisfied just hearing the man's soothing voice.

Mike added, "Thank you for thinking of me for helping out with you at the new soup kitchen.  I'd love to do it."

"That's great," Keith said, not trying to hide the enthusiasm in his voice.  Knowing he could count on seeing Mike at least twice a week on a regularly scheduled basis made his heart skip a beat.  "I didn't know if you would want to do this, but I'm so glad you do."

Mike replied, "Doing a good deed and spending time with you?  How can I say no to an offer like that?"

Mike also went even farther.  He worked at a national chain superstore with a grocery department.  He got his store to set up a program to donate food to the soup kitchen on an ongoing basis.  He also convinced the store to set up a collection box near the automated doors so shoppers could donate canned goods and other non-perishables on their way out of the building.

Mike's cheerful attitude and selfless giving of his time and energies to a project that meant so much to Keith really made an impression.  Keith definitely felt many emotions during that initial conversation about the soup kitchen.  Not to mention over the subsequent days when Mike put all his plans to benefit the soup kitchen into action.

As the two young men worked side by side on the charity project, Keith's feelings for Mike grew.  Admiration.  Camaraderie.  Deep friendship.  However, there was one particular thing which tipped the scales toward love.
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Debra, the soup kitchen administrator, pulled Mike and Keith aside to sit at a table with her one evening after the guests had all cleared out. ("Guests" was the term they all used to refer to those who partook of the soup kitchen's food and services.) 

Debra adjusted the rather gaudy broach on her green holiday sweater.  She seemed to have an endless supply of both broaches and bulky sweaters.  None of the volunteers or staff had the heart to point out that what Debra thought was everyday fashionable clothing, everyone else thought was only appropriate for an ugly sweater Christmas party.

In her squeaky, but pleasant voice, Debra said to Mike and Keith, "You guys have been doing a great job around here.  The guests just love both of you."

The two young men smiled at the compliments.

Debra continued, "I know you're both still pretty new to the volunteer social services circuit, but I've been doing it for almost forty years since I graduated from college."

Keith made a mental note of that since he'd always wondered about Debra's age.  She'd never offered the information before.  Having so many female friends had taught Keith that there were two topics that no man, straight or gay, should initiate when talking to a woman.  Never inquire about her age.  And never mention that it looked like she might have gained a few pounds!

"You can't possibly be old enough to have been in college forty years ago," Mike remarked aloud.

Keith laughed to himself.  Now Mike always knew the right thing to say, no matter who he was speaking with!

"Oh, aren't you the sweetest thing?" Debra roared with approval.  "Anyway, as I was saying, you guys have been devoting so much time and energy to this place.  It's wonderful and we all appreciate it.  I just want to make sure you don't get compassion fatigue."

"Is it contagious?" Keith asked.

Debra laughed as she patted him on the arm.  "In a manner of speaking.  People define it different ways.  The way I explain compassion fatigue is when caregivers or workers in a setting like this..."  She paused to gesture around the soup kitchen.

Keith watched another volunteer organizing the clean utensils in preparation for the morning meal.

Debra continued, "Get overwhelmed by always being available for and worrying about everyone else in need all around them.  As a result of all that stress, some people take it on themselves becoming depressed, anxiety ridden, etc.  Always striving to do more.  They keep getting frustrated because no matter how much they do, it never seems like enough.  So many of the world's problems are still there despite their best efforts."

Mike nodded thoughtfully.  "I can imagine that happening."

Debra explained more.  "Other people have the opposite reaction to that secondary stress.  They actually become immune to the suffering around them.  So much of it just desensitizes them.  They kind of shutdown, actually less willing to help or worry about others.  They figure that no matter what they do, there will always be too many problems in the world, so why bother doing anything at all."

"Are you seeing any of those signs in us?" Keith asked with alarm.

Debra shook her head.  "Oh, no, not at all.  I can tell that you're both such good and caring people so I just wanted you both to be aware of it."

A few minutes later, Mike and Keith exited the building towards their cars which were parked along the sidewalk.  Keith zipped his jacket in response to the icy breeze.  "I think it dropped ten degrees since we started our shift earlier."  He saw his breath in the air as he spoke.  "I heard on the radio that this is supposed to be the coldest day of the season so far.  Beginning of a multi-day cold snap."

"Yeah, and it's supposed to snow tonight too."

Keith glanced up at the angry-looking clouds in the dark sky.  "Sure looks like it."  He plunged his hands into his pockets.  "Oh, shoot!  I left my hat in the soup kitchen.  When we walked in earlier, I put it down on the counter next to the rice sacks instead of putting it in my coat pocket."

"No problem.  I'll go back in with you."

"Thanks, but why should my stupidity hold you up any longer?  You know when I go back inside that Debra will start up a whole new conversation.  It's going to be at least another twenty minutes before I can escape again."

"That's true," Mike acknowledged with a knowing smile.

"I don't want to make you late for your soccer game tonight."  Keith tried not to picture how hot his friend looked in the tight soccer uniform shirt he wore in the indoor adult soccer league at the community center.  That material clung to every muscle like red on a strawberry!  Not to mention the shorts...

Oh, God, those loose shorts that landed halfway between Mike's knee and upper thigh.  They showed off just the right amount of sports-toned leg muscles.  Keith needed to shake his head in a futile attempt to dislodge the thoughts of Mike's powerful legs wrapping around his own...

Keith forced himself to concentrate on words instead of the naughty images in his mind.  "I don't know how you do it, Mike.  First, you work all day at the store.  Then come here to volunteer at the soup kitchen.  Then have the energy to run around in the gym chasing the soccer ball."

Mike huffed a confident sound of dismissal.  "That's nothing.  I've played sports since I was a teenager.  Really builds up the stamina."

Keith had to bite the inside of his lip to stop himself from mentioning that there was another type of Mike's "stamina" that he wished he could test out.

"We're still on for movie night at my place tomorrow, right?" Mike asked.

"Of course.  See you then."

Keith headed back inside the building and Mike made his way along the sidewalk.  Just as Mike approached his car, he heard a noise behind him.  He swung around, ready for defensive action if necessary.  Although they'd never had any trouble in the early evening, the soup kitchen was located in the sketchiest part of town.  The later it got, the more dangerous it became.
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"Did I scare you?" a voice asked, accompanied by a banging metal sound.

Mike peered into the shadows as the person emerged.

"I'd imagine it takes more than little old me to scare a big strong man like you, Mr. Mike."

"Irene!" Mike exclaimed when the elderly lady came fully into view under the streetlight.  Even if he couldn't see her, he would have known it was Irene since she was the only person who referred to him as Mr. Mike.

Everyone at the soup kitchen knew her as "Irene, the bag lady."  She'd earned that title because she refused to go anywhere without her beat-up folding shopping cart which was stuffed with plastic bags.  They contained all the possessions she had in the world.  The banging sounds had been the wheels of her cart dropping from the sidewalk to the road.

"Are you OK, Irene?  I was wondering why I didn't see you at the soup kitchen earlier."

Irene straightened up.  A sparkle formed in her eye.  "Missed me, did you?  I know some of you young studs have an eye for the older ladies.  In my day, we called that a May-December romance.  What is it you boys call it these days?  Cougar hunting?"

Mike didn't know whether to laugh or cringe.  He settled on a neutral response of "Close enough."

Irene chuckled to herself.  "Anyway, I'm fine.  I secured a spot for myself at the homeless shelter tonight.  They gave me a hot meal too."

"What are
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