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        To one’s soul, I dedicate to thee. For all the struggles and strife melded into a once forlorn world. You’ve fought. You’ve conquered. Now into the evanescing chasm of possibility.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      This book delves into High Angst, where shadows intertwine with raw emotion. Within these pages, you’ll encounter substance abuse, physical altercations, and verbal storms. Scenes may ignite panic within you.

      

      Mental health matters. Proceed at your own pace, for this narrative bears both weight and vulnerability.
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            Chapter One

          

          ORSON

        

      

    

    
      In the disinfected swaddle of Tranquil Peaks Wellness Institute, I find myself counting each crack on the ceiling tiles of my inpatient room. Each fissure serves as a profound reminder of the fractures within my tarnished soul. There’s no doubt sleep will be an impossible feat tonight. Not with my roommate snoring—sawing logs—to the cadence of a thunderous, rumbling furnace opposite our wall. Resting hasn’t come easy for me anyway. Not since the bellows of desperation swallowed my outlook on life weeks ago. Correction, months.

      Quietly, I slip from the side of this bed, which is no more comfortable than a military bunk, fitted with a solitary thick, white blanket and pillow. The pamphlets about this facility are vastly misleading, painting a ginormous façade veiled by happy colors, amassed by smiling patients and staff. Lies. All-encompassing trickery, indeed. The only comfort I’ve found a semblance of peace in was the only shirt on my back when medics whisked me into the trauma bay at California Pacific Medical Center three weeks ago.

      Twenty-one days. What a prophetic number to describe my fragile existence. It takes everything within me to keep quiet as I tip-toe over the threshold of our room into a narrow hallway. Not like a sneeze would jolt Ryan awake from his slumber, akin to a Labrador basking in the warmth of a July amber sun.

      Goosebumps scatter in every direction across my arms, passing directly underneath an air vent down from the nurses' station. The subtle darkness is a welcome gift, providing a superficial luxury of stillness in these early morning hours. We’re not afforded many devices to tell time here, so all I can rely on as a measurement of woeful breaths is my own internal clock.

      Nurse Martinez, otherwise known as Vanessa, shoots a judicious frown while I saunter on the pads of my feet. If it weren’t for the seafoam safety socks, I’d be squeaking with each step due to clammy feet. She doesn’t have to utter a word for me to identify her indignation. Though friendly, I can respect a nurse in her likeness and their need for quiet before the bustle of morning rounds tests each patient’s limits.

      A single tear glides from the cusp of my right eye, as I find a comfortable position seated in the dim common area. This chair isn’t without a certain inherent grit, much like my torn past. But if there’s only one thing I can rely on in a psychiatric hospital, it’s this antiquated piece of hardware I’ve deemed my own personal real estate. Ryan and my fellow patients have learned to respect my yearning for a steady comfort—when all else in my world has shattered like the delicate Christmas trinket it is.

      Feet away from the wall adorned by a choral piano, I find myself clenching a tight fist. This has been a coping mechanism, helping me realize the fragility of life. The reminder I’ve often forgotten about our body’s innate ability to control the effects of pain. My gaze sets out beyond an ample window, bidding a nighttime view of Nob Hill’s elegant features.

      The cacophonies of life outside are a stark difference to the realities we’re dealing with inside Tranquil Peaks. Out there is a world ripe with danger and mystique, smattered with a thin layer of possibility. Yet all I’ve been able to grip tightly here is one shallow breath after another. Each a traumatic dissension of what I’ve aspired to become.

      Splinters of moonlight shine through the stationary pane of glass, reflecting from a mirror bolted to a wall off to the left of me. My attention struggles to focus on the here and now, finding it difficult to hold onto a solid moment of rationality. Another tear traipses down my chin as the gentle hum of early morning commuters down on Hyde Street ushers evanescing memories of a simpler life.

      My mother sat in her designated living room lounger, piecing together the latest Thomas Kinkaid scenery teeming with daffodils and throngs of crocus. A degree of joy in her aspect screamed of gratification. She yearned for those days filled with peace, free from the venom my father would bring home from work every evening. We didn’t have to speak aloud to one another, no. We’ve always been adjoined spiritually, our own unique form of psychic telepathy within a brain cell’s grasp.

      I remained on the sofa enjoying my Coke, fresh from a chilled can. Sounds of female banter emanated from our television, tuned into some afternoon talk show gossiping about America’s incoming President. The first African American leader our nation voted for the month prior. It’s the first election I got to officially partake in. And boy, was I proud to be among the citizens who nominated the President-elect.

      Nobody knew what the state of affairs would be like, being led by a pragmatic gentleman such as Barack Obama. But I could tell this was of no consequence to Mom. No, a much more somber tune cloaked her disposition.

      Frightened to confront the detriments of my dark reverie, I couldn’t come to terms with asking Mom if she was trifled by future uncertainties. In fact, that had absolutely nothing to do with our country at all.

      Merely weeks prior, I’d awoke to a quaking sensation in my chest. An obscurity shrouded me as I tried to make sense of one ridiculous nightmare. In the dream, I witnessed my mother in a hospital bed. Her labored breathing heralded the precipice of death around the bend. Moments, which felt like an enduring decade, passed with the second hand of my watch.

      Some immediate and other extended family members surrounded me in the bleak confines of her ICU room. Meanwhile, each rise and fall of her sinus rhythm warranted the hairs on my neck to stand straight up. Forget crying. Tears wouldn’t rescue her from the penalties of failing health. Nor would they harness any semblance of accepting fate, the cruel mistress which it can sometimes take shape.

      A dejected moan neighs from down the hallway. Likely Alfred, an elderly man with dementia who swallowed a month’s supply of his Klor-Con left in the wake of his doting wife. Why he’s not being monitored closely in a privatized, skilled nursing facility is beyond me. But I don’t make the rules. Well, not anymore.

      Sixteen months ago, I was among the handful of unlucky bastards downsized from MediNex Pharmacy. That’s putting things too lightly. Instead, I’d been included in the first round of firings after Vita-Care acquired each of my company’s holdings, only later pilfering all ninety-thousand MediNex employees of their steady incomes altogether. Some people considered my twist of fate a stroke of luck. Yet, all I could do in those obsequious moments was laugh in their ignorant faces.

      But I digress. I’m no longer a contributor to establishing new policies for anything in society. Hardly even capable of holding steady to my once unyielding routines. A shallow yawn escapes my lips as I further reminisce on an impaired solitary life. The cool draft from above sends a bitter chill across each riverbed, staining both of my cheeks. Each shoulder jerks from the fleeting shiver. Meanwhile, I shut the apertures of my soul to a dark infinity.

      All I can do is continue thinking back on the turn of events that deemed me worthy of a ‘grippy sock vacation.’ Months before I accepted my new role as an abject failure of the Hart Family, fate had already dealt another trivial hand at the poker table.

      A crisp breeze bit at my nose, beginning the trek toward my apartment in the hilly terrain of San Francisco’s cultured Castro District. It was a great day of finding reprieve from the one prior—Hallmark’s favorite February occasion of last year. Only moments after thanking my lucky stars for surviving another lonely V-Day, my celebration was immediately cut short by the banner notifications that lit my phone’s lock screen.

      Among the hordes of comments deriding my shrewd meme about singletons delighting in half-price chocolate remained one message that brought a new shift in my life. Rendering utter turmoil over my already fragmented family. The inbox lit up with a weighted cry from my older brother’s then-wife.

      EMILY: ORSON, I  DON’T KNOW HOW ELSE TO SAY THIS. CHRISTOPHER WAS FOUND DEAD IN HIS BATHROOM TONIGHT. THE CORONER BELIEVES HIS HEART ARRESTED.

      Vanessa brushes my left shoulder delicately, muttering softly. “Orson, you need to get some sleep.”

      I shake my rattled visage up towards the luminous speckles of moonlight on her forehead. “I’m sure I won’t get any solid rest until Ryan’s discharged.”

      She reaches into her pocket for a clean tissue. “Been thinking about stuff again, have ya?”

      “You could say that,” I acknowledge, accepting the simple gesture. “I’m still trying to make heads or tails of things—” I stammer.

      Vanessa takes a seat in the chair adjacent to mine, clearing her throat in the process. “I have a few minutes to listen if you’d like to get it out of that pretty little head of yours.”

      There’s no way in literal Hell I’m burdening anyone with the inconsequentialities of my life. Group therapy is taxing enough. And even at that, I’ve yet to unload any sort of craptastic story about why I’m here. In fact, I’m embarrassed enough to admit that I need help at all. In the absence of any natural support system these past several years, I’ve done every fucking thing myself.

      If anything’s been imparted to me from my father, it’s his toxic masculinity vernacular. Hart men simply don’t admit defeat.

      Another shaken head accompanies my reply, dabbing the sorrow from both lower lids. “Nah,” I shrug. “I’m good.”

      Vanessa furls a brow. “Oh okay—because if that were true, you’d be in your own cozy bed right this minute,” she smirks. “But if you’re not ready to open up,” she adds, rising to her feet. “Then I can’t make you.”

      Her hastiness thwarts my best efforts at a rebuttal. No sooner do I try engineering my response when Alfred’s disgruntled cry flounders from down the hall. Same, Alfie. Same.

      Vanessa wags her forefinger quickly. “Hold that thought,” she exclaims, quickly shuffling out of view.

      In lieu of my night nurse’s consolation, I return to my damaged recollection. A hoarse throat causes me to swallow whatever amount of saliva I can muster. Frankly, as of the last few days, my mouth’s been drier than Death Valley. Okay, maybe that’s a terrible analogy, given my current predicament. Which is why I’m on a 5260 hold in the first place.

      The onslaught of medications forced down my pie hole this last week has brought many unsavory side effects, including a recent change to lithium. Though the pharmacokinetics aspect of drugs isn’t in my wheelhouse, I’m not without a fair understanding of their many side effects. But if anyone can be the first pharmacy guy to cringe at the mere thought of swallowing pills, let it be me. Especially provided this thirty-day involuntary hold is a direct result of my vast pharmacological knowledge. A splintered, flashing light dances from one end of the common area to the other, delivering me back to the night when I thought things would come to an official end.

      Lightning scurried past my bedroom window, followed by a raucous boast of thunder. I’d checked my alarm clock for the umpteenth time that night, wondering why the inevitable hadn’t come faster than anticipated. Golden Girls played on my television well into its fourth season after finishing a microwavable lasagna. Despite an unpleasant metallic taste churning in my stomach, I wondered if I’d miscalculated what would do the deed.

      I thought after twelve hours, surely the hefty dosage of swilled heart medication would propel me into a permanent sleep. Oh, how I underestimated my body’s physiological differences from the textbook human. No sooner did I turn over in bed at the twang of Golden Girls’ theme song when I felt an immediate urge to vomit.

      One retch after another forced a sour upchuck into the porcelain vessel, my own chalice of regret to snap me back to reality. That ‘come to Jesus moment’ left me feeling foolish. And if there were any hopes of bouncing back from such an irrevocable decision, I knew time was of the essence. A call to 9-1-1 and five paramedics later, I drifted off into an elusive haze that served as my transition from this plane to the ether.

      Whispered chatter envelopes me from every direction of this common area as the force of an elbow jab into my side jerks me from what seems like a brief nap. Ambient light from our Bay Area sunrise reminds my conscience of precisely how much rest I’ve sorely lacked. Dr. Carter’s a damned fool if she thinks I’m coherent enough to participate in group therapy this morning, either.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          DANTE

        

      

    

    
      Late-night city lights shimmer like faraway stars, casting an almost magical glow over the pulsating streets of San Francisco. Sharing a booth with Miguel and Carlos, my steadfast companions, we’re nestled in our favorite burger joint. The inviting aromas of comfort food and draft beer mingle with our hearty laughter, symbolizing our longstanding camaraderie.

      “That’s a load of horseshit, Carlos,” Miguel shouts across the table, his mouth dripping with grease. “She was flirting with Dante, not your pruney butt.”

      Of course, my pals are currently having an argument over our server, Mel, as she dances away from the table. A generous combination of mixed brown hair cascades all the way down her backside. They think she’s been flirting with me all night. Perhaps she is. But I’m not interested in the least. Not since three weeks ago, when a certain younger boy sparked a fuel in my soul for the first in a long while.

      Miguel nudges sideways into my right shoulder, spilling an eighth of his Anchor Steam refill, fresh from the tap. “Get her number when she comes back, man,” he laughs. “If you don’t, you know Carlos will be all over her like a stallion.”

      I smirk jovially. He can have her. Miguel Ramirez has been in my life since 1999 when he joined my first squadron in North Oakland as a probie. That is, we acquired his fresh talents from training immediately dispatched that day to a devastating mall fire in Berkeley. Without him on the lookout, I may never have walked out of the crumbling department store alive.

      Despite what he’d tell anybody, my focus on each call is always laser-like. Yet, if anyone were to ask Miguel about it, he’d waste no time recounting my weakness for dapper apparel. There’s a standing inside joke between us about my penchant for sexy ties. To this very day, he busts my chops about being distracted in that burning mall. He thinks it’s because I stopped to admire a silky sapphire necktie on display. In actuality, I paused to assess if there was a person who may have fallen behind the rack.

      An oversalted french fry finds its way between my gnashed teeth, moderately embarrassed for his constant need to set me up with a nice gal. “Let the pruney bastard have Mel,” I cut in, washing down the spices with a sip of my brew.

      Carlos clears his throat somewhat aggressively. “I’m not pruney as you both like to call it,” he says, rapping his knuckles on the table. “They’re stress lines,” he follows up without a beat.

      Miguel contorts his head. “On your butt?” He blinks vacantly. “Is there some extracurricular activity you’ve been failing to mention?”

      Our pal blushes because he knows precisely where Miguel’s headed with this assumption. Carlos has been one of my main men since 1992. A longtime friend from the very beginning of our firefighting careers. The bond between us solidified quickly over a pitcher of Coors as we had a meeting of the minds to study for our final exam in the academy. Luck endured later that year when he was transferred to my department. He took offense to their flagrant boast of racism, whereas I thanked God that they did. One man’s trash definitely is another man’s treasure.

      There’s another reason my confidence is deeply rooted within Carlos. Much like him, I’ve had sexual relationships with both men and women. He was the friend sitting to my left at my family’s dinner table after graduating from the academy. One particular moment, when I made the mistake of mentioning a date with another man I’d been seeing at the time. My father rose from his seat after tossing his plate of uneaten mashed potatoes. However, at that moment, Carlos tilted his head to plant a kiss directly on my lips.

      The date in question was with Carlos Martinez. We’ve only remained good friends over the last twenty-five years because of the added tension it provided my family. He didn’t want to be what divided us, because a man needs their father. Incidentally, my father died nine years ago. And I’ve battled with my sexual identity since well before then.

      I raise my glass, conceding to Carlos’ desire for Mel’s number. “To beautiful women and stress lines on our assholes.”

      My brood replies in kind, clinking each pint glass against each other’s. “Here, here,” Carlos flashes his slightly yellowing chompers, shouting, “Long may they develop cellulite!”

      A group of college-aged kids find their seats around a table across from ours. Their youth is a paragon of what my life used to be like. Not only the age factor but also their dexterity and grit. Retirement’s still a few years out of reach, yet I’m already taking to the Voltaren bottle as if they’re chewable Flintstones. One young man takes a corner chair closest to my left shoulder, ushering in a memory from three weeks ago.

      Exhaustion set in as I shut my eyes for some rest. The day seemed long-fought, yet my extra shift had hardly begun. Earlier, I was informed that the night squad’s Captain called out because her daughter was stuck in the hospital with swine flu. Since I’m never opposed to extending a hand when necessary, I expressed my willingness to play ‘Night Captain.’ But Hell would have to freeze over before I did so without a wink.

      No sooner did I count a fourth sheep when the alarm on my radio whistled its cries. Both eyes widened as I leaped from my bottom bunk in our sleeping quarters. The dispatcher relayed details pertinent to our distress call.

      “Thirty-year-old Caucasian male, 4337 18th Street, reports of smelling smoke and visible flames. R.P. is currently outside, alerting residents of adjoining structures to exit their homes.”

      It took fractions of a minute for my temporary crew and I to shimmy into our gear, board the engine, and then head Southeast on Lincoln Boulevard. The rowdy horn of our engine blared in succession all the way down Presidio, connecting with Masonic Avenue. Our dispatcher soon announced she’d lost contact with the reporting party, Orson Hart, and was unsuccessful in reestablishing a connection.

      As is the case with each call, my ability to remain poised indeed persevered. But the tremendous lack of sleep left me hoping the fire was minute and could be quickly extinguished. I glanced around the engine’s cabin, taking note of everybody else and their keenness to respond. Certainly more rested than myself, that’s for damn sure.

      The truck reached Castro Street and 18th in no time, leaving me to scan the surroundings for a frightened young man in a black shirt and brown sweatpants. Indeed, I didn’t have to look too far, spotting a boy matching the dispatcher’s description down the hilly sidewalk. What I couldn’t take note of, however, was any visible signs of a structure fire. Not a flame, nor smoke, nothing at all. My team jumped to the pavement with me in tow, making a beeline up his front steps between two goldenrod-painted railings.

      In a usual instance, the first signs of a fire emergency are deafening shrills of smoke detectors and the presence of thick, black smoke. The only sounds I could hear inside as I combed each room of his apartment were the gentle purr of traffic and a rattling motor from his refrigerator in the kitchen. As for any smell, my nostrils took great delight in the scent of a floral-like candle, then left unattended by a bay window in his living room. Given my occupation, I obviously lurched forward to blow out the miniature inferno pooled in ivory wax.

      Relief washed over me as I descended his steps to the sidewalk, noting our night Lieutenant, Gina, calming down Orson in her soothing demeanor.

      “It’s all clear, Washburn,” I shouted on my trek down to her and the boy. “I can’t find any evidence of a fire, kid.”

      Orson’s face lit with panic, pointing up the sidewalk to the structure. “Are you blind?” He shouted. “The entire building’s going up in flames,” he shrieked, shaking with worry. “My whole life’s in there,” he droned.

      The glint of tears bounced off a reflective streetlight across the road as I calmly extended my right hand to his shoulder. “It’s gonna be okay, Orson,” I muttered low. “Your home is completely free of danger.”

      “There’s no fire?” He retorted, seeming to second-guess his panic.

      Lieutenant Washburn skidded up the sidewalk to our engine for paperwork. Meanwhile, I remained patiently and calmly in front of the young man. His dark hair took the appearance of dense, black licorice dancing in the gust of a late San Francisco breeze. There’s no doubt about it. Orson was suffering a mental health crisis. At that moment, however, I couldn’t pinpoint what or why.

      “I’m Captain Delatore,” I announced, firmly patting his arm. “I can assure you that it’s safe to go back inside,” I added, clearing my throat. “Are you going through any stressors right now, which could be causing you to imagine things that aren’t really happening?”

      Orson rolled his eyes. “You could say that,” he said, brushing a tear from his welted cheek. “Story of my life for over a year now.”

      I’m not an intuitive person, but I could empathize with him. “Yeah, kiddo,” I replied. “It’s been a hell of a year for me also.”

      I winced. Obviously, it’s not ethical to divulge such personal details with the reporting party in their moments of panic. So, I couldn’t tell him about my recent breakup with John Mitchell. Orson’s eyes narrowed as he glanced up the sidewalk, shooting a curious look at the police car arriving on the scene. We stood in the serenity of a calm wind while I gave him a moment to engineer what he needed to say. Seconds later, his gaze returned to mine with a hard swallow of air.

      “Stress is putting it mildly, Captain Deltamore⁠—”

      A grin warmed my face. Absolutely few people can say my name correctly the first time around.

      “It’s Delatore,” I winked. “You can call me Dante, if that’s easiest.”

      He lowered his palm from the side of his anxious forehead to the hip. “Well, Dante,” he clarified. “The details of my life are of no consequence to you, so I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”

      Orson provided the cliff-notes version of his torrential year. A corporate failure, downsized from a nationwide pharmacy chain, also mourning the loss of his middle brother. He shed a tear, recalling his new reality as a nearly broke thirty-year-old spending endless nights sobbing into his sofa cushions. My heart ached with each new detail that fell from his dehydrated lips. It took everything within me to keep from pulling the boy into a tight hug.

      Miguel snaps his fingers, stealing me from my daydream of the other night. “Hello?” He whines. “Let’s go,” he adds, sliding away from his side of the booth to don a Harrington jacket made of camel skin.

      Judging by the folded napkin within Carlos’ grasp, he and Miguel have spent the last half hour discussing his future date with our waitress, Mel. The boy sitting adjacent to us is responsible for my recovered memory of Orson from weeks ago. But that’s not where the story ends, either.

      I surrender with a grimace. “Alright, alright, I’m coming,” I reply, downing the last gulps from my water glass.

      Miguel tosses his keys, slurring his words somewhat intentionally. “I’rve hads too mushh to drinks,” he giggles. “You’re drivvin me home.”

      Apparently. Since I don’t like consuming much alcohol outside of my own home, I’m used to being the responsible one within my group of pals. That being said, Miguel and I rode to Smashburger in Carlos’ Expedition. So, I’ll likely be driving it home with him, where Miguel and I will share an Uber from there.

      I crack my neck to the side, curling both eyebrows in the process. “Okay, you drunk bastards,” I laugh, pointing to the door. “I suppose I’d better get you both home.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two hours later have me climbing the front steps of my townhouse on Clipper Street. I’d usually be home long before now. That is, if Miguel’s wife would’ve come to rescue his chatty butt from the porch sooner. In fact, our Uber driver honked his horn after five minutes of us dropping him off. Once he grew impatient, he called out that I’d just need to order another car when I was ready.

      The door slams behind me, locking both deadbolts securely with a yawn. Damn you, Miguel. Now there’s hardly time for a shower at this point. I finish cursing him while tossing my wallet and keys onto the coffee table, then hobble into the kitchen for a bottle of water. Max purrs on his way out from underneath my breakfast table, whomping his thick tail against my legs.

      “I know,” I mumble, drips of cold water escaping my bottom lip. “I should’ve been home hours ago—I’m such a terrible father.”

      If Max could talk, I’m betting he’d have to agree. As a Maine Coon, he’s pretty affectionate and needy. This probably proves I’m a defective caretaker. And with that, the world should be ever so grateful I haven’t fathered any children. It’s one reason of many why I don’t have any natural plants. Miguel and Carlos gifted me a plastic cactus at the station, joking the entire time that I couldn’t possibly kill it. The joke was on them precisely a week later when I inadvertently threw it away.

      The digital display above my stove says it’s already two in the morning. Thankfully I’m off for the next three days, paving the way for total peace and relaxation. However, I can think of one person in the Bay Area who might not be as fortunate.

      I hunch forward to scoop all fifteen pounds of Maxwell into my arms. “I reckon it’s bedtime, wouldn’t you say?”

      His eyes lull under the tender motion of my fingers painting through his ginger mane. As we make our way up the stairwell to my bedroom, my mind can’t help but return to the poor boy who’s currently in the thick of it. Orson Hart, that distressed gentleman three weeks back. The beautiful young man who hallucinated the fire in his apartment.

      My sweaty S.F.F.D. shirt lands in the closet hamper as I enter the bathroom. There’s simply no time to shower tonight, as it’s well past my typical bedtime. I’ll brush my teeth, then fall asleep to some monotoned television show as background noise. I wonder if the kid even has a toothbrush. The way he spoke, he has no support system to bring him anything.

      Not even forty-eight hours after talking Orson down from his heightened mental state, another distress call came through the scanner. Yet again, for a thirty-year-old Caucasian at 4337 18th Street. Only that time, the EMS team was sent to what dispatch described as an 801. In lay terms, a person attempting suicide who requires an urgent medical response.

      I shake my head, still in disbelief that poor Orson would try to take his own life. As I spit the gunk of toothpaste down my sink, all I can do is feel more than a tinge of guilt. The truth is I should’ve checked on the boy sooner. However, I’ve only returned home yesterday after dealing with my own drama these past few weeks.

      Hours after hearing of Orson’s second distress call through the scanner, I awoke to a call from Isabella, my sister in Alabama. Our mother took a nasty spill while sitting out on their front deck, crocheting her hundredth afghan or so. My impromptu trip to Mobile thwarted any hopes of checking in on Orson’s condition at the hospital. And only after spending an extra fourteen days helping Isabella find a senior care facility have I been able to soothe my worries about young Mr. Hart.

      That being said, I did something unconventional for someone in my field. Halfway into my emergent trip, I assigned Miguel the task of keeping tabs on Orson. Which medical facility they took him to, ultimately leading to which psychiatric hospital he’d be assigned. Now that I’m home, I’m quite intent on making him feel like he isn’t alone in this world.

      Even if all Orson needs is a friend, he can count on Capt. Dante Delatore to be the beacon of hope in his currently joyless world. However, I wonder if my feelings about him come from an alternative place deep in my soul. Is Mr. Hart the man that the psychic medium brought up a few years ago?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          ORSON

        

      

    

    
      Sitting in the circle of our group therapy room, I’m surrounded by stories, each a unique thread of pain and healing. I listen to the yarns of strangers’ lives, their battles and demons laid bare. Each struggle seems so different from mine—like separate galaxies of despair. Yet, within these four walls, we’re united by the common theme of agony, each with our own shattered pieces to mend.

      Mandy’s voice trembles as she recounts her fears of a worldwide economic collapse. And Patrick’s tense posture betrays the weight he carries, fighting back a river of sorrow from the death of his three-year-old daughter. It’s a medley of human torture. Yet, I’m acutely aware that my own struggle is a singular shade. One particular hue unlike anyone else’s. The contours of my mind form their own maze—something I navigate alone despite this shared space.

      The circle encompassing Dr. Carter is a map of patients at various acuities. Clustered islands adrift in the same vast ocean of emotions. However, my isolation feels untouched by the currents that push and pull the others. My shattered hope is a castaway. It’s as if my pain speaks a language this world can’t quite decipher. And where am I? Sitting here in a plastic chair one might find in an elementary school, yearning for someone to truly understand. Damn it, even I find myself struggling to fathom the mass weighing me down.

      Dr. Carter pivots in her chair, abruptly putting me in the prime hot seat for sharing. “Orson, you’ve been here a couple weeks and haven’t yet shared anything with your peers,” she gripes. “How do you expect to heal if you can’t be honest with those around you?”

      I’m entirely unprepared to expose my damage. As if the dismay can’t be read on my face enough, how does a man prove he’s at the end of his rope? “I took a bunch of pills, and it didn’t work, that’s my story?”

      Just as soon as my lips part with a deep breath, an orderly enters the therapy room with a solemn expression on his face. Since my stay in this hygienic purgatory, I’ve noticed this man several times. And judging by the reaction of those other patients, I can only equate him to that of a Lucifer for San Francisco’s psychiatric underbelly. Mark shuffles past everyone on his path, straight for me. Jesus, take the wheel. Is this one of those ‘Saved by the Bell’ moments?

      Mark bends down to whisper in my ear. “Orson, a man just called expressing an interest in visiting you, but he’s not on your list of approved contacts,” he affirms, giving his clipboard a once-over. “In fact, nobody’s listed here at all.”

      There’s less than one percent of a probability it’s my father. How he’d possibly know I’ve been involuntarily committed, I couldn’t be sure. Let alone the fact Robert Hart isn’t aware I’ve shed fragments of my sanity every day for the past sixteen months. A harsh nip of air rushes down my pipes as I scowl back into Mark’s face.

      “That’s because I don’t have a family anymore—” I whisper. “Nor friends, for that matter.”

      The only other male I can imagine might’ve been contacted in some capacity would be my oldest brother from Los Angeles, Benjamin. And at that, I suspend all belief he’d drop everything to care for me in the ways he never has.

      I contend with the tickle in my throat. “Who’s asking to see me?”

      Mark lowers his clipboard, pointing to a name written in blue ink.

      
        
        DANTE DELATORE

      

      

      “Ohh hmm,” I rejoinder, trying to place where I’ve heard that name.

      Mark checks the time at his wrist. “Visiting hour is approaching, Orson,” he says. “If you’d like to sign off on this visitor, I just need your signature⁠—”

      My reply interjects him the moment I recall that name. “Ohhh yeah—Dante—the fireman.”

      “This is a yes, then?” He clarifies.

      Dr. Carter offers me a side-eye, apparently moving onto another victim of circumstance. At least for now. Meanwhile, Mark provides his gel pen for me to sign in the designated field. As it would seem, an ‘O’ followed by a few scribbles is as good as it’ll get. I’m coming up on a month of using flexi-pens. So, writing with a standard instrument brings a cold, foreign feel entirely.

      Mark smiles with a gentle pat on my shoulder. “Thanks, pal,” he offers, quietly removing himself from the circle of doom.

      Thoughts of my concerned visitor assault every crevice of my mind. Why does he want to visit me? What’s it to him? As I remain slumped in my chair, the uncertain affect on my face must be screaming louder than a factory whistle.

      Dr. Carter breaks her thought in reply to Patrick’s hollowed despair. “Is everything okay, Orson?”

      I shrug, pointing to the area in my chest where a violent thud once endured. “Who, me?”

      She nods with certitude, accompanied by the fellow patients glowering at me curiously. Of course, she’s talking to me. I’m the only Orson these people will probably ever meet.

      Another hard swallow precedes my crackly reply. “Yeah, I’m just surprised, is all.”

      Now I’ve gone and done it. I’ve set myself up to take the hot seat. Just when I thought Mark’s intrusion would make Dr. Carter forget all about my shallow contributions, devoid of any actual value.

      Dr. Carter gestures a hand as if coercing me into expressing my feelings. “Go on.”

      Moments pass after a condensed version of events. That apparently, I’m expecting a visitor to arrive this afternoon—somebody I hardly share a rapport with. Especially when all I’d really hoped for was to skate through this inconvenient vacation unscathed by the few people in my personal life. Perhaps a few weeks would progress when I felt better, paving the road to a discharge. Wham bam—I’m a brand new man!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As I sit alone here in the frosty cafeteria, minutes creep by like slow, agonizing footsteps on a two-mile schlep home in the Bay Area. This mental health hospital is nothing like the dramatic scenes depicted in “Girl, Interrupted,” which I initially imagined. The reality is a bland repetition, a sea of gray walls and fluorescent lights that mirror a certain numbness I feel on the inside.

      Tranquil Peaks offers bupkis in the way of decent meals. The food on my tray is a tasteless reminder of how my appetite has dwindled since I arrived. Recalling the last time I managed to finish a whole plate is a distant memory all on its own. Today, however, feels utterly different from the rest. Dante’s looming presence is a promise for table scraps from the outside world—the connection to something concrete beyond this sequestered vacuum of hysteria.

      Lunchtime has ushered in a new hope from only a few minutes ago. Maybe Dante’s words will be the lifeline I need to pull me out of this dense fog that has settled over my spirit. There are a few things in my mind which seem to be surfacing from the mist. The night before, my rash decision should have been a red flag that I needed psychiatric intervention. A first for me—hallucinating my apartment burning to the ground. I’ll have to ask Dante why he didn’t insist I be evaluated that night.

      After talking me down, Dante gently escorted me back inside my home. Even that night, his tenderness left me feeling comforted and most unusually seen. Tears of relief poured from the wells of my soul as I took my first step through the doorway. My plight was merely a harrowing, living dream exacerbated by a climaxing stress.

      “You’re safe, Orson,” Dante muttered, gently guiding me to the sofa by my shoulders.

      Safe. I can’t recall any moment in time when I’ve received such a simple reassurance from somebody else. I felt comforted, placated by the older man’s strong hand bracing me as I dropped to the cushions.

      A sigh fell from my lips while I pressed a palm into my temple. “Thank you, Captain Delatore,” I droned. “I feel foolish for calling you, and I’ve only imagined an emergency.”

      Dante cleared his throat underneath his gentle eyes. “Nonsense,” he replied, covering me with my oversized leopard print throw. “Can I make you a cup of hot tea before I leave?”

      My embarrassment was piqued already. So there’s no way I’d let the public servant wait on me hand and foot.

      “No, but thank you,” I choked back, shaking my head. “I probably just need to sleep.”

      The fireman bent forward to retrieve my television remote, gingerly slipping it into my right hand. “Okay then, turn on something that relaxes you.”

      One would’ve assumed he’d leave immediately, but they’d be sorely mistaken. Given my heightened panic, Dante said he wouldn’t be doing his job unless he left me with a resource should I need somebody to talk to.

      “If you feel lonely and or just need somebody to listen,” he said, pulling a business card from his wallet. “Call the crisis line, kiddo,” he added, placing it on my side table. “You’re not fighting this alone, alright?”

      A bite of macaroni at the end of my fork plummets to its demise in the pile of mush. It would seem Connie’s aggravation has escalated within moments, expressing her disdain for the shit they’re trying to feed her. I can’t necessarily blame the chick. Oh, what I would do for a God-forsaken taco. Deep dish pizza. For crying out loud, I’d settle for an ice cream from Cold Stone.

      The disheveled brunette’s voice is a clap of thunder bouncing around this cinderblock barrier. “I want my fucking protein shake!”

      Unlike the movie, this facility is co-ed. Though, one of our orderlies couldn’t be more the spitting image of Whoopi Goldberg. Katherine’s no-nonsense air contends with the provoked woman, carefully escorting her from the lunchroom with a grating demand. One more bite of the macaroni leaves plenty of room in my tummy for the meager eight ounces of milk. At least it affords some caloric intake.

      Minutes later, Katherine returns to assemble the rest of us. Since it’s raining outside, we’ve been given a choice between catching a nap or gathering in the common area to start a movie. Quite frankly, I’m not inclined to do either. I want two o’clock to get here so I can converse with somebody who isn’t probably vilifying me in their own head.

      As luck would have it, I can spot Mark leaning against the bolted mirror with his arms crossed. He shoots me a delightful grin as Katherine secures the door to our ward behind the last patient to enter.

      “Hey man, I think your friend’s already here,” he waves. “I’ve been given the green light to take you back now if you’re up to it.”

      Am I up to it? No, Mark. I’m pretty sure you’re the exact opposite of my earlier assumption. You’re not the Lucifer of San Francisco’s mental health network. You’re fucking St. Michael.

      If I have to sit through another ninety minutes of “Inside Out,” it’ll be way too soon. No offense to anyone who enjoys the film. However, it’s not exactly my brand of whiskey. Oh, and the video is choppy because the hospital can’t be bothered to obtain legitimate copies of everything in their ‘cinema therapy’ catalog.
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        * * *

      

      As I approach the private visitor room where Dante is waiting, a mix of nervous anticipation and a flutter of hope tugs at my chest. The past three weeks have felt like an eternity, each day a tumultuous blend of uncertainty and yearning. Now, standing on the threshold of this encounter, I can’t help but wonder if our connection was a fleeting moment or the beginning of something more profound.

      The stringent smell of a bleached corridor fades as Mark ushers me inside, my heart racing when our eyes meet. With it, I’m drawn to his warm, steady gaze, which holds promises I’m unsure I dare to believe.

      Dante’s lips part subtly, assumingly in shock, as I pull out my chair opposite him. He seems caught off guard by my appearance. I wouldn’t doubt it since I probably look like a homely cat lady. No sooner do I clear the tickle in my throat, when he finally formulates a single spoken thought.

      “You’re thin as a pencil, kid,” he drones, his eyes watering. “I’m guessing the food in this place isn’t very good.”

      I nod in agreement. “You could say that,” I reply, catching my breath.

      The crash of my heart beats against its bony cage intensifies with each inhale. Sitting in the same room as a stranger, already seeing me at my worst, is nerve-racking. He probably thinks I’m some fool.

      Several moments endure in pure silence, save for a ticking clock on the wall filling the void between us. I’m sure he’s just as anxious or probably didn’t realize how awkward it would be to spark a conversation with a head case such as myself.

      Dante clicks his tongue, crashing against the muted atmosphere. “I would’ve visited sooner,” he says, gesturing with a hand. “But the morning after you were rushed to Pacific Health, I received a summons to rush back home to Alabama.”

      My mouth gapes open ever so slightly. “Ahhh,” I rejoinder. “I hope everything’s okay?”

      He nods, hastily waving his hand. “Yes, thankfully,” he replies, dripping with relief. “My mamma took a spill, and I had to help my sister take care of her while we found an assisted living home.”

      That may just be the saddest story I’ve ever heard. But he’s lucky to still have a mother. What I wouldn’t give for even an hour with my mom. If it weren’t rude, I’d probably remind him of his extraordinary luck. But all I can think about are the stupid people who insinuated that losing my career at Medi-Nex was a blessing in disguise. Though, now I’m curious how he even knew I was being institutionalized in the first place. This seems somewhat avant-garde for a firefighter.

      He thwarts a sneeze before continuing. “Anyway,” he says. “I’d have first checked on you three weeks ago,” he adds, grimacing. “Life just got in the way.”

      “It’s okay—I mean—I’m nobody to you,” I stammer, scratching the nape of my neck. “I’m used to leading a solitary life,” I add, contending with another frog in my throat. “To your eye, I’m just a disappointing pile of regret.”

      Dante shakes his head, seemingly annoyed at my personal description. “Don’t say that,” he frowns. “Shit, I’m so sorry,” he adds, concealing his shame. “Here I am droning on about my mother and forgot all about you having lost yours.”

      I click my tongue. “Don’t worry, Dante,” I assure him. “I am curious how you found out I’m here in the first place.”

      “I have a bad habit of listening to the scanner in bed sometimes,” he replies, forming another grimace.

      “But why—why me?” I counter. “At most, we only had a fifteen-minute encounter.”

      The conversation morphs from his intent to check on my well-being into a slightly heavier subject matter. Now, I’m the one wholly caught off guard.

      “Because I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you,” he admits somewhat proudly. “There was something about you the minute I left your apartment the other night.”

      I roll my eyes. “Yeah, I suppose a fruit-loop dingus dialing 911 is cause for a piqued curiosity,” I growl, instantly regretting my unction. “Do you take each inflamed woman out to dinner after rescuing their cats from a tree?”

      “Ha,” he chuckles. “Ummm, no, Orson,” he adds, grinning. “I had this feeling like you needed a friend, and I’m looking for the same.”

      My head meets a shoulder. “I sorta had you pegged as the picture of popularity,” I bite back. “Like a real-life Winnie the Pooh.”

      Dante clicks his tongue. “I have friends,” he affirms. “But I’m always wanting more.”

      His response sends a shiver down my spine, and I’m unsure if I’m willing to fall prey to more fool’s gold. If there’s one thing this last year has proven, most people are capricious—constantly changing like the colors in autumn. Perhaps I’m overly bitter or still in an enraged state. My head bows so I can cure an itch at my temple, quickly realizing these food stains make me look like the slob I thought earlier.

      “I’m highly unqualified to fill that position, Dante,” I declare. “Trust me, you don’t want my damaged goods,” I add, blowing sweaty tendrils from my forehead. “I’m those rotten peaches at the bottom of your refrigerator causing a nasty odor.”

      Dante winces, seemingly upset at my harsh opinion. “God damn it, Orson,” he growls. “Why can’t you see what I do?”

      In a usual instance, I’d be able to engineer a reply. However, my lithium increase has robbed any ability to refute his reaction. Instead, I remain slouched over the table, staring vacantly into the man’s earnest, caffeinated gaze.

      His eyes shut with another shaken head. “I don’t see damaged goods nor some heap of regret,” he replies, swallowing gravely. “What I see is what I’d hope the world could—a smart, sensitive young man,” he adds, reaching across the table. “Someone who stole my heart the moment I saw him hyperventilating with panic.”

      I clear my throat to speak, but Dante’s flattery persists. “I’ve recently gone through my own trials—and let me tell you—I might not have second-guessed myself if our tables were turned,” he replies breathlessly. “Orson, you realized you’d had a lapse in judgment—and by God, every genuine human has their share of poor decisions.”

      Dante’s hand latches with mine. “You’re not decaying fruit, no.”

      “But you don’t understand, though,” I insist, feeling the gravity in his grip.

      His tone lowers to a low, soothing conviction. “I can identify all that I need to, kiddo,” he replies assuredly. “You’re the illustration of redeemed potential, with a level head on their shoulders.”

      I’d like to counter Dante’s hasty assumption, but I’m captivated by the truth he’s articulating. Instead, he slides his other hand towards me, now seizing both of my weak mitts.

      “You’re a hero exemplified without a support system,” he continues. “Do you think Clark Kent could’ve saved all those lives without first being rescued by something—someone—himself?”

      Damn. Despite the earlier moments of awkward silence, his visit hasn’t been a waste. Nobody has expressed their willingness to be a pillar of strength for me in years. My mom, God rest her soul, relied on me to be her rock for years before her passing. And forget Robert. He’d sooner cancel my birth certificate before acknowledging his only biological son’s needs before his own.

      As our conversation nears an end, I can’t help but feel a glimmer of hope. His visit has been like a ray of sunlight breaking through the cumulonimbus formations of my despair. I realize now that my initial judgment was too hasty, those assumptions too harsh. Dante’s heart isn’t composed of fool’s gold. It’s a treasure trove of compassion and understanding.

      In his presence, I see the potential for him to be a beacon of hope—the single lifeline to pull me from the depths of my struggles. And as I allow him to step closer, I wonder if he might just become the band-aid over my aching heart, soothing each wound I’ve managed for a decade all by my lonesome.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          DANTE

        

      

    

    
      A sense of purpose thrusts in my foot on the gas pedal, heading South on Van Ness Avenue. The city hums with life around me, yet my thoughts are centered on the man I’ve only recently met—Orson Hart. My first visit left a mark on me, one that defies logic and reason. How can a connection with a stranger feel so deep, so profound? The anticipation builds within me as I make my way to his apartment.

      With each mile down the street, I’m drawn closer to unraveling the mystery that is Orson, discovering certain pieces that will shape his narrative. And possibly intertwine it with mine. The moment he walked in, all I could take note of was his grim appearance. Misery plastered across his pale face like spackle on drywall. A token of him accepting the misfortunes sent his way. Not on my watch, Orson. You deserve better, kiddo.

      I can tell the poor guy’s starving. Whatever they serve patients inside a place like Tranquil Peaks, it’s not up to my standards. The hobbyist chef that I am, I plan to feed him some decent meals once he’s discharged. And his laundry will be washed twice weekly if I have anything to say about it!

      Speaking of, it’s precisely why I’m on the drive to Orson’s apartment in the first place. Thankfully my position as a Fire Captain has some pull with others in the healthcare field. Before our visit ended, Orson and I understood he needs a support system. His basic demands from life aren’t being met. And frankly, neither are mine. Carlos and Miguel are great friends. But Carlos and I haven’t shed a single thought of romance since it caused a divide within my family.

      In my pocket are the keys to Orson’s life. They’ve become more than metal and teeth. They’re a symbol of trust, a fragile bridge between two lives on the border of connection. I’ve learned very little about him so far. Though, five more minutes will open the door to so much about him he won’t have to painfully retell. All I know about the guy is based on the details circling his keychain.

      One large key reading Kwikset, assuming, unlocks his apartment door. A gold one reading Master, probably to unlock a safe of some sort. Without a car key, I can guess Orson relies on public transit and the trolley. Also secured to the ring are two laminated tags—his library card and a gym membership.

      Rush hour traffic has my Chevrolet Silverado gridlocked, merely a hare’s bounce around the corner from his apartment. In this still moment of a pending sunset, I can’t shake off the memory of our first psych hospital visit.

      The walls, painted in a dreary clinical shade, evoke the unpolluted ambiance of a place meant to mend minds. Hesitancy lingered in Orson’s eyes, his emotions naked and exposed throughout our conversation. It’s a moment of vulnerability that has somehow ignited a spark, a glow I’m determined to keep alive. The ticking clock served as a guardrail to our conversation, reminding us of an approaching end to my first visit of many. Though Orson sat across from me at the cold table, afraid of asking for help, I couldn’t help but hear his cries of desperation. And smelling the stench of underwear, surely a handful of days gone unwashed.

      “Orson,” I broke the silence, gripping his hands tightly. “How many changes of clothes do you have here?”

      His grimace told me everything I feared. “You’re looking at it.”

      My dropping jaw could’ve broken the sound barrier, accompanied by a deep moan. “You mean to tell me that this is what you’ve worn for the past three weeks?”

      He nodded, swallowing hard. “Mmm hmm.”

      I shook my head with disappointment. He wasn’t kidding when he said he didn’t have a support system. This guy has proceeded to exist in the world solely on his own merit. At that moment, I wanted to let a scowl form on my lips. Orson has been abandoned by everybody in his life who should’ve always been there. Even I can admit to having a relationship with my father before he passed, strained as it might’ve been. At least if I needed something, he’d have dropped everything to oblige. “Famiglia doesn’t take a vacation,” my mamma always says.

      A concerned tone cloaked my reply. “Well, that ends today,” I affirmed. “What are your sizes—what would be most comfortable—I’ll go to Target right now,” I added breathlessly. “I can’t have you sitting here in your own soiled undies until you’re discharged, Orson.”

      There it was. A delicate spark in the corner of his pupils rang with gratitude. “You don’t have to do that,” he quickly replied. “I don’t want my stupid mistake to become a burden on anybody else—” he droned, but I wouldn’t let him finish his thought.

      “That’s crap,” I bit back. “How do they expect you to heal emotionally if you’re sitting around in your own dirty clothes day after day?”

      Orson bit his bottom lip, seeming hesitant to admit his embarrassment. The second hand counted down another minute between our quiet exchange. He finally spoke up after moments of my sternly lowered eyes commanded a response.

      “Well, I’m switching back and forth between my own pair of boxers and one from the Tranquil Peaks lost and found,” he moaned, scratching his temple.

      “No, Sir,” I replied. “This won’t do—I’m going to get you some fresh clothes—this is unacceptable,” I added, yearning for a breath.

      Orson’s sweaty forefinger drew an opaque line to the table’s edge. “Don’t buy any clothes,” he rambled. “If we can have somebody give you my keys, I’ll let you bring me clothes from home.”

      No sooner did I open my mouth to speak when he turned his head away. “If I have any clean—” he mumbled to himself.

      My left hand traveled the distance to his clammy right palm, gripping tightly. “Even if you don’t, I know how to run a washing machine.”

      Waves of honking horns jerk me back to the present moment, bringing my conscience to a slight embarrassment. I wave out the window, sincerely apologizing for holding up the traffic flow. Shortly, my truck finds a spot down the inclined street from Orson’s apartment. It’s much brighter in the daylight hours, taking the appearance of a happy canary yellow dwelling. In fact, I’m surprised it houses a depressed young man at all.

      Thoughts of Orson’s poor luck riddle my mind as I stroll up the same path from three weeks ago. Each step feels like a driving force to instill some encouragement, an ember of hope within him to want a brighter outcome. This simply isn’t how it ends for him—he deserves so much better.
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        * * *

      

      Shuffling through Orson’s apartment leaves me feeling somber. This is like entering a different word altogether. A dim light filtering through his blinds casts elongated shadows across the floor, contrasting an opposite expression from its delightful paint choice on the outside. If spoken through art, Bob Ross would splatter the darkest shades of black imaginable. Though this isn’t my first time bouncing between these walls, it is the first peeking into his life out from underneath my first responder lens.

      Books lie scattered on the coffee table, their pages folded back as if in mid-conversation. Another thing I can add to my Orson Hart info bank is that the boy enjoys classic literature. There’s a potted plant inside his bay window, its leaves drooping with a kind of quiet acceptance. But as I approach it, I notice tiny sprouts peeking up from the soil. Clearly, there is evidence that Orson has been tending to it in place of any form of self-care. The plant speaks of his resilience, a small glimmer of life amidst the chaos surrounding it.

      Pacing towards his kitchen, I fumble for a light switch on his wall. Once a honeyed glow illuminates the sight before me, flashbacks from the distress call are haunting echoes of things I should’ve paid closer attention to. All I showed concern for in those moments was extinguishing an actual fire. Though now, as it would seem, the real fire is an amassing mountain of clutter.

      My gaze sweeps around the messy kitchen, taking in hints at his speckled misery from the strewn paper wrappers from Whiz Burger. Remnants of dirty dishes are caked in mold, assuming they’ve been in the sink longer than four weeks. A rancid odor overwhelms my sense of smell, leaving me to wonder where it’s coming from. It could be Orson has actual rotten fruit in his fridge. Yet I’m shocked to discover that’s not the case at all.

      A cold gust of air bites at the perspiration building on my forehead as I lean forward to notice the contents of his refrigerator. Save for a bottle of mustard in the door, all that remains is a half-empty can of fruit cocktail. This wouldn’t cause the horrible stench.

      Though filthy, I can’t imagine the smell is coming from his kitchen. I rely on my nose, keen as a wolf’s, down his darkened hallway. The scent grows stronger with every step I take, strong enough to warrant plugging my nose.

      With a cautious hand, I reach around a doorframe at the end of Orson’s blackened hallway. The immediate light brightens up a space with evidence of his darkest moments. Squinting from the harsh glow, my eyes follow the stark reality of his pain trailing from around a corner into the bedroom. The odor, which clung to my new friend’s kitchen, now finds its source in the bathroom. His anguish is temporarily etched onto the porcelain toilet, which could’ve ended in a more permanent solution.

      The smell is so awful I simply can’t refrain from gagging any longer. “I need to call in the cavalry,” my whispers bounce from one tile wall of the shower to another.

      My phone is out in the truck, which isn’t necessarily a bad thing. I must get some fresh air while I contact Miguel, Carlos, or both. As I begin my trek back outside, the light offers me another preview into Orson’s backstory—framed pictures in the hall. My feet dodge crusted pools of vomit as if landmines in their own right. One misstep could feel like being sucked into a vortex, showering me with visions of what the poor kid might have thought or felt in those moments of despair.

      One photograph after another displays a timeline of happier moments in his life. My finger traces the gold rim of a frame, showing Orson proudly posed in front of who I can assume must be his mamma. Their authentic smiles prove he must’ve come from a loving home, battling every ounce of bias I have about the kind of person his father is.

      I’m called to another portrait down this path, hung by the entry to his kitchen. It rings like a rotary telephone from the past, decorated with a family portrait at Christmastime. Judging from what I know about his immediate family tree, the youngster with chubby, rosy cheeks must be Orson. His hair must have changed as he aged, given this picture shows him with the cutest blonde shade I’ve ever seen. The smiles on each face make me wonder when—and where—things took a wrong turn.

      Fresh air from outside couldn’t come fast enough as I lean inside to scoop my phone from a cup holder. My sights get lost in a setting sun over the Bay Area after shooting a group text to my confidants. There’s a voice inside, screaming for me to ensure Orson’s happiness and, ultimately, his safety. The fact that he doesn’t have anybody in his corner when the going gets tough tugs at the strings which piece together my heart. I’d be absolutely lost without my best friends, Bella, and even my Mamma.

      Miguel and Carlos responded quickly, rushing to my aid quicker than ever before. Less than an hour later, we’re tackling Orson’s apartment together. We’ve rummaged through the testimonies of his battle with depression. And I’ve won the war against his stack of dirty clothes. The boy was right—his dresser didn’t have as much as one solitary clean pair of socks. My friends have helped me dig through the troubles which loom deep within.

      However, Miguel brings up a valid point as he wrings the fibers of a mop from our station. He hollers to me from around the corner of a small laundry closet.

      “You do realize Orson has more than just a little depression, right?”

      My lips are hesitant to reply because he could be right. “Ummm—maybe?”

      Carlos is heard shouting from the kitchen amidst clinking dishes in a sink full of water. “When you told us about the other night, my mind immediately went to some form of Schizophrenia.”

      That’s a possibility I’m not sure I can bear. In our field, we’re used to working with a variety of people all over the spectrum of mental disorders. Yet those are brief encounters, wrapped with a quick signature, ultimately handing them off to hospital personnel as if a hot potato.

      Am I strong enough to test my skills in caring for another human being? Would insisting that Orson stay in my guest bedroom open Pandora’s box? If that’s the case, I’m entirely incapable of handling it. Not since I parted ways with John.

      Folding a Ninja Turtles shirt, I shout to them over my shoulder. “So, say I ask him to stay in my guest bedroom until he’s strong enough to live alone again,” I ramble, placing the shirt on a pile of others. “And if he is a Schizophrenic—then one night I wake up to him in the middle of another crisis—” my words stop short, requiring a breath to contend with the punchline. “And I’m totally incapable and unqualified to handle—then⁠—”

      Carlos interrupts me, approaching the hallway. “Man, you’re more than qualified to handle a person in crisis.”

      As I stretch my head around the corner, Miguel is seen nodding in agreement. “You were born with the ability to care for others,” he cuts in, stepping towards me with an outstretched arm. “I didn’t just clean up molehills of puke for you to throw in the towel now, Dante.”

      Standing amid Orson’s turmoil, I can’t help but want a genuine connection. I’m honestly just as lonely. There’s no doubt that I could be the firm support he needs. While the road ahead might feel like uncharted territory, my heart is stubborn like an ox. I know I have a chance to be the friend he needs. Yet, I find it might be best to tread cautiously, remaining aware of the delicate line between being a guiding light and overstepping any boundaries of his journey to healing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          ORSON

        

      

    

    
      A newfound spark of courage ignites within me while I sit amidst the clustered, emotional landscapes of my fellow patients in group therapy. It’s as if Dante’s entrance into my world has kindled a fire, compelling me to emerge from a cocoon of silence. A corner of this room becomes my boxing ring, and with his words resonating in my mind, I realize I’m no longer fighting this battle alone. Dr. Carter’s encouraging gaze and the solidarity of my fellow patients provide a glow of confidence that sharing my struggles might be the coastguard to rescue me from Exile Island.

      The weight of clean clothes on my body is a comfort I hadn’t realized I was missing. Every thread whispers a promise of renewal, of shedding from the old to embrace the new. Each inch of cotton against my skin reminds me that I’m not confined to the walls of Tranquil Peaks. This screen-printed lion sweatshirt makes me feel empowered to rise above my circumstances. Meanwhile, gratitude fills my heart for Dante’s resolute promises of being the pillar of support I’ve lacked since Mom died.

      Dr. Carter scratches the corner of her plump lips, which are sheen with a layer of raspberry. “Orson, I hear you had a visitor yesterday,” she begins, tilting her head. Are you ready to share with the group what this has done for your confidence?”

      Everybody stares in my direction as I’ve just been put on the spot one more time. Patrick lets out a raucous cough when my lips part to share for what will be the first time. He extends a palm as if silently apologizing for the interruption.

      I nod. “Well, for starters, I’m sitting in my own clean clothes for the first time in three weeks,” I reply, gesturing with both hands. “I’ve met a new friend who’s already seen me at my worst, and it’s only seemed to bring him closer rather than pushing him away.”

      Patrick smiles as if he’s happy for me. Out of anyone sitting in this circle, he’s the one patient I’ve grown closer to between the corners of our mental purgatory. That is, last night’s conversation with him helped me realize how bright my future could truly become.

      I continue with a tear of joy in the cusp of my left eye. “I’ve had my first truly restful sleep last night since Ryan and his lumberjack auditions have been discharged.”

      This gets a rise from everyone around me. It truly is the simple things that can stir a laugh in a place like this.

      “Terrific, Orson,” Dr. Carter replies, teeming with genuine enthusiasm. “And are you ready to share the epiphany you and I discussed this morning before group?”

      A wide smile washes my face from one corner to the other. “Sure,” I oblige. “Weeks ago, I thought my life was at the bottom of a barrel without a positive outlook for the future, lacking any sense of basic love,” I continue, dabbing my eyes. “But now, I sit here with a renewed confidence that having even just one friend in my life could be the thing that changes it altogether.”

      Most of the circle applauds my recent blessings, except for one man around my age. His tone has hardly evolved past annoyance for the last two days he’s been here. This is typical of any psych patient, as I’ve caught onto this quickly.

      Dr. Carter’s smile takes the aesthetic of First Lady Michelle Obama at basically any moment ever. “This is great news, and I’m proud of you for holding tight to some hope,” she says. “Does this help you realize that your decision to end things was just a lapse in judgment?”

      A shrug accompanies my candor. “Yeah, taking over five grams of heart medication wasn’t necessarily the best choice,” I admit. “But is it still considered ‘just a lapse in judgment’ when I thoroughly planned it all out?”

      Her frown is the confirmation I needed that perhaps I shouldn’t have been so forthright. And in this moment, I wince awkwardly. Only now do I realize the weight I’ve inflicted upon Dante yesterday. He saw my apartment! The mess in my bathroom—the note on my desk. If he saw my, for all intents and purposes—suicide note—then I’m sure our connection would sever quickly. If it isn’t already.

      Dr. Carter clears her throat, instantly changing the subject. Talking about our suicide attempts isn’t forbidden in an atmosphere such as this. But I’m sure I could’ve said it differently. A few minutes pass us by, with our mid-morning snack quickly approaching. If there’s another thing about having the comforts of familiar clothes, it allowed me to finish my breakfast in its entirety. Save for the fact that it was a bowl of grits, my mind had something positive to think about while shoveling them down.

      Leaning back in my seat, I glance out the window, which offers a breathtaking glimpse of Grace Cathedral in all its grandeur. As Dr. Carter brings our group to a close, all I can do is hold onto the promise Dante offered me last night before he left to collect my apartment keys.

      Mark tapped on the glass window of our visitation room, relaying that we only had ten minutes remaining. Dante’s solemn regard took form once again, gripping my hand tightly with both of his. The man’s strength is boundless, which I should be grateful for in the absence of my own.

      “I have a fun afternoon planned once you’re out of here,” he affirmed proudly.

      My head tilted to the side. “Ohh?” I replied, swallowing hard. “I barely know what fun is anymore—are you sure it’s meant for the likes of me?”

      Dante’s head wavered. “We’re gonna work on that confidence, kiddo,” he insisted. “But yes, I think we should pack a picnic lunch and gallivant around Golden Gate Park.”

      All I could do at the moment was nod with a vacant smirk. As if mentioning a day at the park wasn’t forward enough, the last topic that closed our conversation indeed took the cake.

      He slid a hand over the back of my other palm. “And I’m worried sick about you returning home to a lonely apartment when you’re discharged,” he said with a hard swallow. “I must insist that you spend a while in my guest bedroom—so—well—someone needs to keep an eye on you,” he stammered nervously.

      More awkwardness ensued, the clock ticking with my indecision. I barely know the guy, and we’re going from friends to roommates in a matter of minutes. While he raised another valid point, my gut put up its notorious barrier as a means of self-preservation. Before I could muster a reply, Mark opened the door to escort me away from my newfound friend.

      “Did you fellas have a nice chat?” Mark asked, patting my shoulder with his breezy grin. “Dante, can we expect you again tomorrow?”

      It took Dante a fraction of a minute to nod in agreement. “I wouldn’t have it any other way, and—” he replied, raising his forefinger while standing. May I have Orson’s house keys so I can grab him clean clothes?”

      The weight of an arm presses firmly into my right shoulder, breaking my trance focused on the spires of Grace Cathedral. Its stone columns serve as eyes over the Bay Area, much like the Eye of Sauron does in Mordor. When I shift my sights, Patrick greets me with his low octave.

      “Ready for our snack?” He asks, extending a hand to help me up. “I’ll bet you dollars to donuts it’s Lorna Doone’s again.”

      He’s probably right. This place would be sponsored by Nabisco if they had any clout over the mental health community. At this point, I’d settle for saltine crackers—anything to subdue the quarrelsome anxiety in my gut. Soon after snack time, Marie will be coming to gather me for a phone call—an event I’m not looking forward to sitting in on. As my case manager, she asked if I had any close family to reestablish a connection.

      Since Robert and his bitch wife are over two thousand miles away in Sugar Ditch, Kentucky, we figured I might have a better chance at rekindling my brotherhood. That is if Ben traveled from SoCal occasionally to spend time with me. No sooner do Patrick and I line up with the rest of our ward, when Marie peeks through the locking door.

      “Orson—” she whispers with a wave.

      As per the tacit instruction, I saunter quickly towards the door. “Is everything okay?”

      Marie nods. “Oh yeah, sweetie,” she replies, reaching out to escort me from the ward. “Your brother left a message saying he wouldn’t be available later and that I should call him before lunch.”

      That tracks. With Benjamin, everything is an inconvenience if it’s not on his timeline. Marie leads me through the quiet hallway, joined by the feeling of worry spinning into chaos as Taz would in The Looney Tunes. In no time, Marie points inside a therapy room fashioned with her laptop and an office phone. I guess this is the moment of truth.
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        * * *

      

      My heart races in anticipation as I hear Marie’s voice echoing through the speakerphone. We’re huddled over a round table in the quiet closet this place considers a therapy room. I can’t fathom how they find this conducive to healing, given the lack of windows and the fact that it’s colder than a surgery room floor. My brother’s intonation takes the sound of Sheldon Cooper, yet with half the intellect, utterly unaware that I’m listening in. It feels as if my mother’s spirit lingers in the room, her presence a gentle whisper of encouragement. A voice of familiarity urging me to believe in the possibility of mending fences.

      As Ben’s voice crackles through the line, I’m momentarily overwhelmed by emotions. A blend of anxiety and hope intertwining like a dance of conflicting feelings. Could this really be the moment, the beginning of bridging the gap that nearly two years of separation has carved? The idea that he might be open to rekindling our brotherly bond sends an ember of warmth coursing through me. My mind races, envisioning weekends with him visiting from Los Angeles. Or vice versa. Perhaps we would laugh over coffee and recount stories during late-night conversations.

      Can we finally create those memories we’ve missed out on? That notion is a comforting embrace, a balm for the wounds of our past. And I’ll hold onto it tightly, daring to believe things will be different this time.

      Marie clears her throat to respond. “As you now know, Orson has been here in our facility for three weeks,” she reminds him. “Part of his therapy plan is to ensure he has a solid support system on the outside, and we share the same hope that you’d be able to reconnect with him,” she adds, shooting me a wink. “Would you be willing to let bygones be bygones and spend a couple weekends each month with your brother?”

      A deafening silence fills the room, stirring that momentary fear from moments ago. If my stomach were a blender, the blades would raze the lining of my stomach into a fleshy watermelon puree. Is this one of Ben’s typical pauses due to a flattened affect? Or does he have to give such a question deep thought?

      Benjamin lets out a dry cough, accompanied by his prickly reply. “Ma’am, I don’t honestly know,” he drones. “I usually spend the weekends out of town with my new fiancé.”

      God damn it. Why? Why am I not important? At this moment, I’m assaulted with the guilt of why he and I share such friction. Back when mom died, our grandma divided the family by erecting a Berlin wall of sorts. She forced each of my relatives to choose her side or my father’s. Everyone chose her almost by default, whereas I felt uncomfortable being made to decide who to love. Somebody shouldn’t be coerced into choosing sides. That only slightly twisted the knife. Ultimately, what finished tearing us apart happened only as of last year.

      After a depressing night of binge drinking, I’d reached my boiling point. Upset at everyone who deserted me for our grandmother’s fascist behavior, I posted a drunk status on social media. Something to the effect of, “I’m so sick of my so-called family. If I ever see them in a public place, I’ll keep walking by as if I never even knew they existed.” That earned me an infinite demerit when our grandma died, having never been mentioned or accounted for in the obituary. It also severed every branch on mom’s side of the family tree.

      Marie reaches across the table, gently patting my wrist. “So you’re not sure you have time for your only remaining brother?”

      More awkward silence swallows the room. An invisible yet jagged sword stabs me directly in the heart. He doesn’t, does he? He’s gonna hold a grudge for the rest of our lives.

      Benjamin’s hesitance can physically be felt four hundred miles away. “I don’t know, Ma’am,” he replies trivially. “It would be a shot in the dark.”

      Fuck. Are you kidding me? Benjamin’s rejection feels like a swift blow, a betrayal that resonates deep inside. His dismissive words ‘a shot in the dark’ reverberate in my mind. They amplify a feeling of utter defeat. The hope I just held for a reawakened pledge has been shattered, leaving me bruised and questioning the fragile threads of family ties. If I’m not worthy of a second chance, then maybe I truly am damaged goods.

      Marie leads me back to the ward with a somber expression. It seems even she wasn’t expecting Ben to behave as he did. Lost in thought, I find myself retracing my steps, abandoned in a labyrinth of emotions that his refusal has evoked. I’m not entirely certain I can easily bounce back from this. Not my own brother.

      She scans a proxy card to unlock the door to our ward, her face cloaked by a façade of inspiration. “Don’t worry, Orson,” she clicks her tongue. “We’ll re-strategize and come up with another plan.”

      I can’t reply. Again, there are no words to express my dismal reaction to being written off. Speaking aside, I nod in appreciation of her best efforts to glue pieces from my shredded past back together. Everyone seems bored and stuck between the schedules, from snack time to crafts hour. Chatter around me in the common area becomes a distant hum, drowned away by the turmoil within.

      It doesn’t seem like the new guy received the memo. That’s my seat, asshole. For the sake of peace, I choose another chair down the row. Disappointment churns within me like a relentless tide. Screw crafts—I need food more than a stupid bookmark with some quote from Gandhi. I can hold onto the slim hope that lunch will bring a semblance of comfort. Temporary reprieve from the weight of my brother’s arrogance. Maybe, just maybe, the meal will put a fleeting smile on my face—if only for a moment.

      Patrick approaches me from the water fountain, a small Dixie cup in his grasp. “What’s the matter, buddy?”

      I shake my head since it’s about all I can do when I’m in such a state of shock. Yet, there’s Dante, coming for another visit after lunch. If I’m honest, his promise feels slightly like a mixed blessing. As much as I yearn for companionship, the idea of sharing my doubts about moving in with him feels daunting. The man’s still a stranger in many ways despite our unique connection.

      Then again, perhaps he’ll offer the right words in his steady presence. A consolation prize to heal the bruises of familial censure. I can only wish that Dante’s reaction will be the solace I need, a reassurance that not all bonds are easily broken.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          DANTE

        

      

    

    
      I sit in the still atmosphere of a front lobby at Tranquil Peaks, waiting to be escorted back for my second visit with Orson. When collecting his keys last night, the staff member recited basic guidelines for what is acceptable to bring patients. Mark advised me that softcover books are encouraged instead of apparent things such as shoelaces, sharp objects, or electronics with unmonitored communication abilities.

      Resting in my lap is a personal favorite, and I hope Orson can observe the narrative’s primary themes with an open mind and willing heart. This copy of “To Kill A Mockingbird” might be a tattered version from my bookshelf. But its dog-eared pages breathe stories of courage, understanding, and justice. This book is the essence of the connection we’re forging among a framework of his struggles. As I immerse myself in Harper Lee’s words, I’m incredibly aware that the pages of this novel hold more than a promise of insight and solace. It’s a channel between Orson’s world and mine.

      Before long, a man’s whistling can be heard shuffling behind a counter in the front lobby. It’s Mark from yesterday, waving me forward to escort me back to a visitor’s room near Orson’s temporary home. I hope the poor kid finds his strength so I can take him to a genuine home.

      Mark wags his eyebrows. “Looks like you brought some new things for our pal,” he mentions, collecting them from my steady grip.

      “Yep,” I reply. “I thought he’d appreciate some comfort items besides clean clothes.”

      He grimaces while rifling through my cloth tote bag. “Geez, we can’t give this to him immediately,” he says, tilting his head.

      “I figured as much,” I reply. “How soon will he have it?”

      Since Mark specified an iPod without web capabilities would be fine, I spent upwards of four hours scrubbing my first-generation iPod Nano of all its original content. Cleaning Orson’s apartment left me privy to learn so much about his tastes, including music. This boy seems quite taken by Taylor Swift, judging by his shrine of vinyl albums next to a spiffy record player.

      Mark clicks his tongue. “Based on the artists you’ve downloaded,” he replies. “I’d say by the end of the day—after breakfast tomorrow at the latest.”

      He flips his chin as a gesture of inviting me back. “Let’s go wrestle up that boy.”

      Mark shouts as we pass a security desk down the hallway. “Wilson!”

      A friendly African American man waves as we approach from behind. “Howdy, Boss,” he smiles.

      “I need you to scan through this iPod for a stamp of approval,” Mark asks nicely.

      I have already executed my best judgment in selecting appropriate content. But if anything, this makes me happy knowing the staff puts so much consideration into an atmosphere conducive to healing.

      My clarification might be rude, yet I’d hate to risk being taken for an irresponsible man. “It’s literally Taylor Swift, LeAnn Rimes, Shania Twain, and some guy named Macon Wright,” I drone. “Not too heavy or somber.”

      Wilson agreed to examine the music selection before Mark ushered me into a visitation room. I tap my fingers to the clock's rhythm, ticking away the seconds of my boredom. For November, my expectations assumed this place would provide a degree of warmth and comfort. It’s fifty degrees outside, for Christ’s sake.

      Not but a few minutes later, the door slides open with a moderate creak. Catching a glimpse of Orson is like a punch in the gut. His eyes are shadowed with an invisible weight, even heavier than last night. The solemn expression as he takes a chair makes me feel a pang of helplessness. I hoped that bringing his clothes would be a small, substantial reminder of how someone cares about him. Yet, moments pass us by without a word, causing worry that the invisible barrier of his pain is impenetrable.

      Finally, I break the silence before I burst into actual tears. “What’s the matter, Orson?” I ask, reaching across the table for his chilly hand.

      Orson appears speechless, shamed, or both. He rises from his chair and approaches the door without uttering anything at all. His unwillingness to open up about what’s bothering him doesn't satisfy my protective instincts. Swiftly, I push myself away from the table.

      “Orson, don’t do this,” I plead, approaching him calmly.

      My hand presses firmly into his shoulder, almost like I did the other night when he was in distress. “You can talk to me about anything, kiddo.”

      He turns around to meet my gaze. His sullied existence has caused rivers of grief to break through the levees of his soul. A sniffle, then a short cough, followed by another sniffle.

      I remain by his side, patiently waiting for him to muster the courage to speak. Mark is seen through the window, peeking around to check on us.

      Orson’s whimper sends a dagger straight through me. “Dante, the case manager just spoke to my brother on speakerphone in front of me,” he cries. “He said he doesn’t have time for me—that reconnecting would be a shot in the dark—” his testament endures, wrenching my heart in the process. “All this time of hoping for something better has just crumbled.”

      God damn him. For a second, I don’t know whether I want to personally ask for his brother’s address to give him the attitude adjustment he needs or if this requires playing dirty. A card I’d prefer not to draw because I technically have a cousin in the Victoriano Mob of New York City. I may not have known Orson Hart for long. But Hell will freeze over before I allow him to suffer another blow from his own family.

      My stare locks with his as I brush the tears away from his eyes. “Oh buddy, I can’t even imagine how much that must hurt,” I reply, swallowing hard. “Rejection from family is a wound that cuts deep, but you’re not defined by the choices they make.”

      His head wavers, allowing another current of emotion to ravage him from within. “You don’t understand, though⁠—”

      I click my tongue, meanwhile placing a finger at his lips. “Shhh,” I whisper. “I know enough from my own experiences to empathize with you.”

      Orson’s strength intensifies as he wraps his arms gingerly around my torso. A fire inside me persists, fueled by the injustice of it all. Yet, I can feel a piece of his dignity remains intact. And if it’s the last thing I ever do, my mission is to summon it back to the surface. I refuse to let him bear this burden. And I’m determined to show him that he’s cherished, regardless of anyone else’s judgment.

      He inhales a deep gust of clean hospital air, hopefully renewing his spirit to finish my visit. I lead him to a plump bean bag chair placed in the corner, kneeling to a seated position.

      “Come here, my friend,” I mutter softly, tugging on his arm to join me.

      The gravity of his body weight practically sends him to my lap like a piece of timber. He falls back into my robust frame, staring up at me with such vulnerability. I owe him an explanation of how I can relate to his pain, if even a tiny amount. But it’s a story for another day.

      I clear my throat. “Oh, there’s a book on the table,” I say. “I noticed in your apartment last night that you like to read,” I add, caressing his shoulders.

      His skin is so icy this might just be the first touch of warmth he’s felt in weeks. Orson wipes his reddened eyes with the back of his left wrist.

      “I do—I’ve always wanted to write my own book,” he admits. “But I’ve never had the time or focus to try.”

      Leaning forward, I raise the back of his hand to my nose. Whatever soap they use in this place isn’t as dull as I once imagined. It's pretty similar to lavender if anyone needed a best guess.

      “I can’t wait to read it,” I respond firmly.

      My soothing reply must resonate under his clammy skin because Orson shivers with a slight moan upon finishing. Maybe insinuating that he’ll achieve his goal is responsible for such a glimmer of optimism.

      Orson doesn’t break his stare for even a second. “I’m not complaining or anything,” he says. “But we hardly know each other—and here you are petting me like some dog—” he stammers. “Smelling my paw as if it puts off that scent reminiscent of corn chips.”

      He’s right. I should slow my roll. But having him in my lap is a strange yet comforting sensation. This is only my second visit to Tranquil Peaks, yet there’s some instinctive need to hold him, conveying some form of reassurance through touch and smell. If it didn’t sound like total insanity, I’d almost believe we’ve known each other for a lifetime. My feeling raises questions about the power of my emotions for him. How did he manage to reach this place in my heart so quickly?

      A tickle at the back of my throat brings the need to let out a cough. “Anyway, the book I brought—” I bring our conversation back on track. “You’ve probably read ‘To Kill A Mockingbird’ at some point in your life,” I add. “But I thought reading it now would be kinda reaffirming, given our current situation.”

      Orson tilts his head slightly. “Our current situation.”

      Immediately panicking, I bite my bottom lip. “Well I meant your situation⁠—”

      He smiles, calming my nerves by showing his beautiful teeth for the first time. “I’ve actually never read it,” he admits. “I was more of a Fitzgerald kinda boy.”

      “Then promise me you’ll read it with an open mind, okay?” I ask, my stare narrowing. “And Mark said my other surprise will be delivered by tomorrow morning at the latest.”

      My young friend lights up as if today’s practically Christmas, and I’m the Santa Claus of his wildest dreams. “Well, that means it’s probably not a greasy pizza from Golden Boy,” he replies with a raised brow.

      His reply catches me off-guard because that’s my favorite pizza joint in the entire state of California. Though, there’s no possible way he’d know.

      I chuckle. “No, it’s not pizza from my favorite place—by the way—” I pause, taking in the sight of him expressing a glint of enthusiasm. “I also noticed your sizable music collection—” another breath. “I noted some musicians and bought a few albums on iTunes last night.”

      Orson’s shock seems mixed with a hint of curiosity. “But I don’t have anything to play them on—and they won’t let me have my goddamn phone in here,” he replies, shivering with slight angst.

      Another hard swallow joins my reply. “No, no,” I mutter lowly, patting his arm. “It’s my old iPod that I haven’t used for years, so I’m giving it to you.”

      His eyes swell with what appears to be appreciation. “Awww, really?” He says. “That’s probably the nicest thing anyone’s ever done for me.”

      You can get used to this level of attention, my dear friend. All the thoughts of his abandonment issues swarm in the web of my brain. I can’t help but feel terrible that this simple gesture is the most generosity he’s been shown. Who the hell is his family that they’re all so insensible?

      “Orson, you’re in for a treat,” I reply, a mischievous glint in my stare. “I promise you, I’ve got a whole box of delights waiting to be unveiled,” I add, rubbing the back of his hand with my thumb.

      “But you barely know⁠—”

      My fingers halt him before he can utter another word. “I feel like I’ve known you my whole life, buddy,” I affirm. “And if you stick with me, you’ll be walking through a field of roses before you know it.”

      Orson remains in my arms as I get lost in the seas of his emerald wonders. It seems as if I’ve either said all the right things, or he’s rendered too timid to respond. The ticking clock above us counts down another half-minute before I break the silence. Perhaps he just needs some clarification. No sooner does my jaw crack open, when he finally lets a word fall off his tongue.

      “Dante,” he says. “I appreciate everything you’ve done for me,” he adds, scratching at his temple. “You’ve already proven to be a source of strength—something I need the most—” he stammers.

      I feel a ‘but’ coming on. Have I already crossed the line between a supportive friend and a hopeless romantic?

      Orson continues. “But I owe you some transparency,” he stops short, breaking the landlock between us.

      A hard swallow rushes down my throat. “Go ahead, Orson,” I reply, mustering the bravery to weather a storm of rejection. “You can tell me anything.”

      His head slowly finds its way back in my direction. “Promise?”

      “Cross my heart and hope to die,” I assure him, my pinky finger intertwining with his.

      The trepidation in his gaze screams of an internal struggle. “I wanna let you know that I’m unsure about jumping into things headfirst,” he pleads. “We’ve just met, and I don’t wanna make a decision I might regret later.”

      Despite some minor anguish his statement brings, Orson’s candor is worthy of respect. If I’m honest, this could be something he needs to hear for himself to reaffirm his grit.

      My head lowers to his, meanwhile thwarting every urge to pat his thigh tenderly. “I understand. Your feelings are valid,” I reply quickly. “And I don’t want you to feel rushed or pressured.”

      A smile forms on his face, appearing relieved. “I’m glad you understand, Dante,” he says assuredly. “It’s not that I don’t wanna walk through a field of roses,” he adds, tugging at my earlobe. “It’s just I need the assurance that I won’t step on a thorn along the way.”
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        * * *

      

      The evening sunlight casts a glow over my living room, warming me as I lounge back onto my sofa with silent contemplation. Max purrs under the weight of my strokes, leaving me to replay the heartfelt conversation with Orson only minutes ago. It’s a bittersweet mix of emotions, to say the very least. The uncertainty of where our connection is headed makes me excited and apprehensive. A sigh accompanies each thought, swirling with hopes and questions.

      We continued our heavy exchange within the hum of a gentle quiet. It took me a minute to hold back my genuine emotion. Though disappointed, there’s no way I could tell him I long for a natural companion. My cat can’t give me the human connection that my soul desperately craves. And given Orson’s fragile state, I can’t in good conscience lead him down a path of worry or confusion. This is something that requires a diplomatic approach.

      A sigh escaped my lungs while Mark wedged his head inside. “Five more minutes, fellas.”

      Orson took hold of my shoulder, pushing himself up to his feet. His eyes filled with gratitude, and a speck of relief melted over his face. “Thank you for being patient and supportive, Dante,” he moaned. “It means more to me than you know.”

      I stretched my legs before rising from the bean bag, welcoming his advance for another hug. “Oh, kiddo,” I replied, soothing his backside with a gentle thump. “Your happiness and well-being matter the most to me.”

      No sooner does Max start flexing his claws into my thigh, when we’re both interrupted by the chime of my doorbell. It’s Miguel with a pizza from Golden Boy. Orson’s earlier mention brought a severe hankering for my favorite pie. So the first thing I did after leaving Tranquil Peaks was call Miguel to save me from drowning in the briny sea of my own feelings. If I’m honest, he and Carlos have equally filled this need dozens of times since parting with my ex. Max leaps from my lap at the slightest movement, affording me both free hands to help Miguel.

      The intoxicating smell of pizza fills my nostrils as I enjoy the company. He’s great with giving me a new perspective. And if there’s a time I need it the most, let it be now. Miguel reaches forward to grab another slice, meanwhile wiping his chin with a napkin.

      I sigh. “You know, today was both wonderful and bittersweet.”

      “Yeah?” He nods, taking another bite. “You mean with Orson?”

      A twang of uncertainty cloaks my response. “You got it,” I affirm. “He and I had a heartfelt conversation where he expressed his reservations about moving forward too quickly,” I add, tipping a Coke can to my lips. “I understand where he’s coming from, but a part of me wishes we could dive into this deeper—ya know?”

      Miguel nods again, listening attentively. “It sounds like you guys have really connected,” he says. “That kind of bond doesn’t come around every day, so it’s natural you’d want to explore it further.”

      Inhaling deeply, I try to let go of each worrying thought. “It’s probably a delicate dance.”

      His eyes acknowledge me as he finishes chewing. “You bet your ass it is,” he mumbles. “Just keep being yourself by showing him your care and support—he’ll come around.”

      As much as I’d like to agree with him, a part of me can’t be so sure. Losing my ex, John, to his demanding career and extracurricular activities left me feeling like a side dish. Emotionally present for him whenever his appetite allowed a taste of Italian charm. But some other man remained the entrée. Damn it, I’m the appetizer, main course, and dessert wrapped into one. If poor Orson would just let me show him what love is supposed to taste like, he’d see that he doesn’t have to settle for a Tupperware of leftovers.

      “We’ll see, my brother,” I reply with a shrug. “We’ll see⁠—”

      Of course, I can’t get another word out before my phone interrupts our profound conversation. Sliding it into view, I quickly notice it’s Tranquil Peaks Wellness Institute. Oh no. Is Orson okay? I answer without hesitation. Meanwhile, Miguel shoots a circumspect look this way.

      A calm female voice speaks. “Is this Captain Delatore?”

      I nod. “Speaking, what can I do for you?”

      “Captain Delatore, I’m Vanessa at Tranquil Peaks,” she hesitantly pauses, giving away every notion that this is terrible news. “You’re the only person listed on Orson’s chart as a means of emergency contact,” she continues. “He’s fine—but we’ve had to separate him and one other patient as a safety precaution.”

      The half-eaten pizza slice slips through clumsy fingers, tumbling to the hardwood floor. “Oh my God—” I gasp. “What can I do to help?”

      “I’m hoping you might be available to be a soothing presence for him,” she pleads. “We’ve dosed him with ten milligrams of diazepam, but his emotional state is shaken by the incident.”

      Judging by Miguel's look, panic must be written all over my face. Of course, I’ll be there for Orson.

      “Absolutely, ma’am,” I quickly reply. “It’ll be half an hour as I’m in Noe Valley—rest assured, I’m on my way now.”

      I end the call as quickly as my legs spring me from the couch. All the while, I’ve left Miguel on the verge of a coronary.

      “We’ve gotta go—NOW!” I shout, scooping my truck keys from the table. “Orson needs me, man.”

      My heart races in tandem with my footsteps out to the truck, Miguel in tow a few paces behind. The call from moments ago hangs over me like a cloud, a degree of uncertainty gnawing at my insides. Separated from the familiar surroundings of the ward, Orson is caught in the vise of his own turmoil. The weight of his vulnerability is deep, and the image of his tearful eyes sits heavy like a dense fog in my mind.

      A setting sun kisses goodnight to the city I love, racing down San Francisco’s prominent expressway. The distance between us feels like an eternity. And with it, an urgency to be there for Orson grows stronger. Hope springs eternal, for when we reach Tranquil Peaks, I’ll be able to find a way to bring light back into his world. If I fail at being the firm anchor amidst his storm, I might as well consider hanging up my hat as a first responder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          ORSON

        

      

    

    
      Within a bustling symphony of clinking trays and hushed murmurs, I find myself seated alone in a secluded corner of the cafeteria. Events from today, like pieces of a fractured mosaic, drift through my thoughts. Dante’s words, loaded with promises of a future teeming with hues of a blooming meadow, linger in the humid air around me. His sincerity is obvious. His intentions are pure. Yet, my heart flinches at the liability this could bring.

      But among the intricate chemistry of my musing, there’s a refrain. A poignant reminder of this man’s persistence. Dante’s mere existence rescues me from the echoing emptiness that once accompanied the word ‘family.’ The remnants of rejection from Ben’s lips reverberate within my mind—his unwillingness to rekindle our brotherly bond—weave back together by Dante’s offer of kinship. I’m entirely unfamiliar with such a resonance. A sonata of warmth and inclusion clashes against the old tempo of abandonment.

      The plate before me boasts a dreary mix of unappetizing colors and textures. My tomato soup is lukewarm at best, tasting like it’s been canned for an entire century. I must force myself to eat something tonight in the absence of milk. That new guy shoots me a side-eye from a table down the row as if I’ve somehow pissed on his meal. Meanwhile, my imagination wanders to Taco Bell, where flavor isn’t an afterthought.

      If anything can propel me to quicker healing, let it be my starvation and resolve to feel the lush grass at Golden Gate Park between each finger. Dinnertime progresses as I’m transported back to visions of gallivanting around the tea garden, my hand secured with Dante’s. Two hearts beating as one. Oh, how I wished I could see this possibility. But fear creeps back in again, drowned by all the neglect of yesteryear.

      Katherine raises a palm to the corner of her mouth. “We have five minutes left, everybody,” she declares. “We’ll head back shortly.”

      Another spoonful of soup finds its way down my pipes, joined by the anticipation of group tomorrow. The homework I must complete tonight before falling asleep will be mentally charting a course of action. Seeking a new occupation is pivotal, given the economic well-being of my savings account, which has run dry. And I must admit, Dante’s insistence that I move in temporarily solves another dilemma I’ll be contending with. I’d be losing my apartment before the new year anyway. Would it be such a bad thing to let him take my personal happiness into consideration?

      In a world where people often wear masks to hide their intentions, I’ve grown accustomed to the notion that everybody has a hidden agenda. Yet, with Captain Delatore, it’s as if the layers of skepticism are gently peeling away, revealing a sincerity that defies my ingrained mistrust. He’s giving me an iPod full of my favorite music. What more must he do to prove his authenticity?

      The brood of mentally disjointed patients rises from around their tables, forcing me to follow suit. Perhaps that iPod will be waiting for me when I return to the ward. It could prove helpful in helping me catch a glimpse of light within another arm’s reach. All I need to do is put my hope in Taylor’s encouraging craft, my harbinger of brighter days to come.

      Joining the line of patients, a particular worry stirs inside with a knot of tension tightening in my stomach. The sullen asshole staring at me all evening stands nearby, jabbing his finger in the air with a pointed accusation. A spark of indignation flickers in his squinted eyes as if portals were attempting to ingest me down to an underworld of fire and brimstone.

      “It’s you,” he hisses. “You ruined my shot at making it.”

      I tilt my head with utter confusion, trying hard not to get caught in his wicked gaze. “I think you’ve mistaken me for somebody else, man.”

      The boy shakes his head with a tacit offense. “No Orson,” he bites back. “Arndale High School ring a bell?”

      My jaw drops as I tilt my head to the opposing shoulder. “Do I know you?”

      “Lucas Sharpe—dipshit—” he scowls. “Think harder—dipshit⁠—”

      A discord of chaos bounces between the walls of my memory, stuck in the tangle of confusion and disbelief, trying to place Lucas. Attempting to surmise how he knows the details of my past from a world miles and years away. The realization sinks like a boulder in my chest, its weight constricting each challenging breath. Lucas Sharpe. Sharpe—Sharpe Tools. Lucas fucking Sharpe from senior year biology—Lucas Sharpe.

      “What are you doing in San Francisco?” I ask, stunned.

      My heart hammers as a caged bird against my ribs. The warmth of anticipation turns frigid as Lucas steps forward with an evil growl, balling his fists with pure rage. His fingers feel like steel talons digging into the fabric of my shirt. I’m trapped with my back pressed against the wall as the world narrows down to the sharp edges of his furious gaze. Dread courses through me much like a live current, jolting my senses into hyperactivity.

      Why aren’t the orderlies rushing to my defense? How come the other patients are standing idle, frozen in place akin to weeks-old icicles?

      I can’t breathe. Nor think. All I can do is writhe under Lucas’ iron grip, wrapped tightly around my throat. With another beat, each gear in my brain scrapes to a deafening halt. Dare I forget memories from a time after mom passed, the visceral terrors that threaten to consume me now.

      My father chased me down our front steps as I lurched behind the steering wheel of my Plymouth Voyager. Terrified, I fidgeted with all my might to turn over the ignition, half a second away from feeling the velocity of Robert’s wrath. I succeeded in slamming my driver’s door shut. Meanwhile, the motor roared to the dance of its pistons. But it was too little, too late.

      His forehead boiled with rage, a vein protruding—pulsating—to the cadence of my fright.

      “Give me the goddamn cellphone!” He thundered, echoes reverberating through the yard like a murder of crows flocking from fence to fence.

      Minutes earlier, Robert forced me out of my own home because I failed to wash the dishes. Disregard the fact that grief from Mom’s death summoned every demon from the epicenter of my soul. Forget about the month prior when I attempted to check out of the world for the first official time in my life. Neglecting a few chores is what signed my eviction notice from the confines of a ten-by-ten bedroom—the only domicile I’d ever known.

      Robert’s anger escalated over my attempts to conceal my phone—something on the family plan he paid for. I could barely fathom couch surfing from one friend’s place to the next. There’d be no way I could part ways from my last remaining lifeline should I have encountered any danger. Opportunely, he reached through the rolled-down window without giving any thought to his excessive force. Robert’s grip tightened, crushing my Adam’s apple.

      Breathless, I struggled to break free. Yet, all I ended up doing was jerk sideways, letting him bash my head up against the seat belt retractor half a dozen times. Meanwhile, specks of cosmic dust swarmed within view due to the dwindling oxygen supply. A few seconds endured before the fractals drowned my sight into an obscure sea.

      Harsh shouts from Kevin, a male orderly, snaps me back to the present moment. All the while soothing a vicious burning sensation around my neck.

      “Wilson—get his legs, God damn it,” he grimaces, restraining Lucas by the arms.

      A security guard bends forth, sweeping Lucas off his feet. The once docile patient, a skeleton from the past, wriggles in fury as Vanessa stabs him in the hip with a syringe. Like violent claps of thunder, Lucas bellows to the clang of Kevin’s footfalls.

      In the absence of other patients, the cafeteria takes on the aesthetic of a ghost town. Cool wisps of air collide with my pores as if tumbleweeds drifting to the metallic whistles of a Western movie. Tiny shivers ripple through my body as I lie sprawled on the ground, my limbs trembling rapaciously in the process. Within a blink, roars from an approaching shadow pierce my eardrum.

      My fists scrub a plume of opaque mist from view, exposing another historical apparition against a bright chasm. Scooting away is impossible, with a wall of cinder block grazing my backside. The dark figure materializes, an eerie semblance of my father’s cruel expression.

      A chill from the epoxied flooring nips at me from under my shirt as I attempt to slide away. “BACK OFF—YOU CAN’T HURT ME!”

      Tears thrust from the wells of my existence, frightened by his contempt. I can’t escape the claws of terror digging into my psyche, robbing both lungs of their fuel. All that flees my lips are rasping cries, a desperate plea for liberty from the haunting clutch of my past. A sting penetrates the skin near my belly, akin to a swarm of bloodthirsty mosquitoes. The fleeting horror subdues shortly after, followed by Mark swinging my arm around his neck. He uses all his strength to help lift me off the ground.

      “Come on, my dude,” he groans. “We’re gonna get you nice and calm.”

      He leads me down a hazy, unfamiliar path. Despite the flagrant drug they’ve shot me up with, I’m still lucid enough to identify our surroundings. This isn’t the way back to my ward. Where is he taking me? Vanessa is poised against a singular door, arms crossed with a disconcerting glimpse.

      “Oh, Orson,” she says, scanning a card to unlock the door. “Let’s have a chat, shall we?”

      Mark inches me gently into the stark confines of a quiet room, accompanied by Vanessa’s earnest attempt to soothe me. My heart races with the memory of Lucas’ aggressive clasp, followed by harrowing visions of Robert and his malice. Perturbed, I shimmy from Mark’s supportive brace. My spine feels the protective shield of a padded wall as I collapse down to my ankles. Vanessa coddles me with warm linens, yet my shivering plight endures.

      “What else can I bring you, friend?” She asks, lowering to her haunches.

      Confusion and a lingering susceptibility claw at each of my thoughts, rendering me breathless. The heft of my reaction is an engulfing inferno, making it challenging to gasp for relief. I tug the blanket off my shoulders amidst a suffocating darkness. It lands across the room, leaving me with one final harsh refrain. A demand I never imagined crying for in total surrender.

      “Dante—” I mumble. “I want Dante.”
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        * * *

      

      Uncertainty chews through me like an insatiable beast, sitting here alone in the murky, quiet room. Has my plea for Dante’s presence been taken under advisement, or am I merely cast aside in this confined hull as a punished child? It’s not my fault. The violence erupted without warning, leaving me bewildered and afraid. Lucas’ motives remain shrouded in mystery, a grudge nursed for years without explanation.

      In this haunting solitude, I find myself entangled in a snare of unanswered questions. Each is fueled by the anticipation of Dante’s arrival. And then, as if summoned by my unspoken yearning, the door screeches open. Dante’s soothing smile is like the glaze on a doughnut. Nobody could ever stomach it plain. Yet, there’s a damp tear sparkling from a light in the hallway, which speaks volumes of his genuine concern.

      “Oh my God, Dante,” I groan. “Are you okay?”

      He clicks his tongue, carefully finding enough space beside me to take a seat. “Am I okay?” He whispers. “I should be asking that of you, Orson.”

      Though it’s dark, I roll my eyes in pure embarrassment. I’ve probably interrupted something important at his fire station. Or he, himself, might have been in the middle of dinner. His strength can be felt as he wedges an arm between the padding and my backside. I entertain the advance, sliding over into his lap while I exhale a deep gust of wind.

      “Have I interrupted anything?” I ask, feeling Dante’s fingers sweep through the tresses of my hair.

      “Not a thing, my friend,” he murmurs, followed by a short chuckle. “Except my buddy Miguel, eating his second piece of pizza.”

      Just as I thought—dinner. No sooner does a single word flit off my tongue when he continues.

      “I’m just kidding though,” he adds. “I was so worried about you on the drive up here.”

      My head wavers on his comfortable lap. If he could just spend the night, I’d stay right here for several hours, soaking up his warm spirit like a sponge.

      Shame fills my semi-empty response. “Sorry.”

      “You have nothing to apologize for,” he says. “Hell, I’m just glad you’re okay,” he adds. “Vanessa called and couldn’t disclose everything on the phone.”

      Another sigh leaves my nostrils. “Doesn’t it feel like I’m being held in captivity right now?”

      The weight of his palm collides with my arm in short repetitions. “It’s something,” he clicks his tongue. “But you know what?” He asks, hinting at some promise for a moral takeaway.

      My vision grows heavy, but I’ll wage a war with sleep if I have to. I want to consciously feel Dante holding me in his soothing presence. I feel safest with him around me in a world of existential danger. Captain Delatore is a bona fide hero in his own right, and he probably doesn’t realize this yet. Why am I only now comprehending this? Is he the rough-hewn soles to keep my feet protected from thorns in a dense thicket of blooming roses?

      Wisps of his tepid breath crash against my forehead. “Despite the frightening encounter,” he says, his thumb gliding down my cheek. “This might be the thing to help you see some light at the end of an otherworldly tunnel.”

      “Perhaps,” I sniffle, feeling the weight of his consolation.

      A series of knocks can be heard rapping on the door, followed by a beep. The door scuffs open, accompanied by Mark’s hushed tone.

      “Hey pal,” Mark whispers softly. “Your friend here loaded an old iPod with a bunch of music for you.”

      As Mark bends down to hand me the iPod, I instantly notice my top three favorite artists listed in the first menu option. Each song is sure to provide me with a boost of confidence and determination. Even one track stands to lap up the plight of my raging sea and breathe life into a far-reaching meadow.

      The wedge of light shining from out in the hallway is ample. Dante assists in unraveling the earbuds while Mark pounds his chest from a small burst of coughs.

      Mark extends his left hand to the doorframe. “Now, there’s one rule about this music privilege,” he says.

      Beyond a chain-link caged recreation area, we’re not afforded tastes of the outside world. A luxury such as music would undoubtedly usher in a list of commandments longer than the Torah.

      I nod. “Okay, I’m honestly just thrilled to see my Queen on here.”

      “You’re welcome to listen as often as you wish,” Mark finishes reciting the doctrine of Tranquil Peaks. “It only needs to be supervised by a staff member or your good friend here.”

      Mark excuses himself from the confinement area, shutting its heavy door behind him. Meanwhile, Dante hands me the earbuds, starting with the left one. He says he’s going to scroll to a random track, like this is precisely the distraction I need from three weeks of living hell.

      A swanky trap beat allows me to identify the song within its very first bar. This was one of my top favorites before attempting suicide. Yet, as the familiar melody of “Clean” plunges through the mire, I can’t help but compare its message to my current realities. It speaks of rebirth and renewal, almost like Taylor is whispering sweet nothings filled with promise. Even after the darkest storms, there’s potential for a fresh start. I find solace in the idea that I, too, can emerge from chaos.

      Dante’s bolstering air persists through another song, where I find refuge in his touch. Another melody looms through me—however unspoken as it is—a shared symphony of our beating hearts. Amidst the harmonious strains of Taylor Swift’s music, I feel a sense of serenity wash over the crux of my struggles. Nuzzling my head back into his lap, I shut my heavy lids with a gentle yawn. A certain patchwork of the song and his reassuring strokes lull me into a peaceful slumber, grateful for the promise of a new beginning that each dawn brings.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          DANTE

        

      

    

    
      It’s been a long, harrowing night, tossing and turning in bed. As the morning sun peeks through my window blinds on the other end of the room, my left leg feels the piercing agony from Max’s razor-like talons digging through the fabric of my flannel bottoms. Gently, I shake him loose, sending him to leap for safety off my bed. Meanwhile, I smother myself with a pillow in protest for just a few more minutes of sleep.

      However, Max knows he was successful in waking me, and he wants to be fed. Right fucking now. I clear the rustle at the back of my throat, remnants of collected allergens from my incessant mouth breathing-snore routine.

      “Come on, Your Royal Majesty,” I shriek, stifling a deep yawn in the process.

      He leads me through the hallway, stopping at the top of the stairs. Looking back up into my face with an insistent meow, Max whines for me to pick him up. The fat little bastard hates going up and down these few stairs. Why didn’t Miguel or Carlos warn me Maine Coons are such high maintenance?

      Down in the kitchen, my foot kicks the cabinet door shut before trotting across to the fridge for a cold bottle of water. Judging by the time on my stove, I don’t have a single moment to brew a pot of coffee. So I’ll have to hold on to hope that the overnight squad expressed a simple courtesy for my morning comrades and is thoughtful enough to have some Java ready for us.

      While Max crunches away on his morning feast, I take the few minutes I have left to hurry upstairs, change into a clean set of clothes, and remove my phone from its charger. I’m only going to be at the station long enough to do some digging into Orson’s records, and then I’m meeting him at Tranquil Peaks to help the boy chart out his aftercare plan. He’s not thrilled about the change in living situations. I couldn’t fault him for it, quite honestly. We haven’t known each other for very long, but there’s no way I’m letting him live alone.

      If he doesn’t move in here, at least temporarily, I’ll sleep on his goddamn couch for five months if that’s what it boils down to.

      Running a comb through the mishmash bristles on my head, I take only one quick moment to look in the mirror. The salted landscape taking residence on my chin must wait for tonight, apparently. As my fingers graze each follicle, I’m reminded of what it would feel like brushing up against Orson’s flawless, youthful face. After a spritz of Old Spice, it’s downstairs for keys and my lightweight S.F.F.D. jacket. Rain is in the forecast today, and if Orson is discharged this evening, I don’t want him to get wet or freeze.
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        * * *

      

      “So how about them fuzz we’re playing next week,” Miguel chortles, a steaming cup of coffee within his grasp. “Think we’ll beat ‘em this time?”

      What he’s referring to is our quarterly softball game between the fire department and police department to raise funds for underserved youth around the Bay Area. Given my brain has been so occupied worrying about Mom back home and now my newfound friendship with Orson, the thought of tossing around a white ball hasn’t even crossed my mind.

      My head wavers. Meanwhile I continue clacking away at the keyboard. “No idea,” I mumble. “Haven’t really had a spare moment to think about it.”

      Miguel raises an eyebrow. “Still thinking about last night at Tranquil Peaks?”

      I nod. “Mmm hmmm,” I reply. My eyes don’t even escape the computer monitor for a second.

      However, what catches my eye are the notes from the dispatched medics to Orson’s distress call. The night he tried to—check out early.

      RECEIVED DISTRESS CALL FOR THE PATIENT; WHEN THE MEDICAL TEAM ARRIVED ON THE SCENE, THE PATIENT WAS FOUND LEANING UP AGAINST HIS LIVING ROOM WALL WITH SHORTNESS OF BREATH. VITALS INDICATED AN ELEVATED HEART RATE OF 157 BPM, AND SYMPTOMS CONSISTENT WITH MEDICATION TOXICITY. THE PATIENT REPORTED TAKING OVER 5,000MG FO DILTIAZEM. ADMINISTERED APPROPRIATE INTERVENTIONS, INCLUDING IV FLUIDS, AND INITIATED SUPPORT MEASURES. TRANSPORTED PATIENT TO A MEDICAL FACILITY WHILE MONITORING VITAL SIGNS. STABILIZATION ACHIEVED DURING TRANSIT.

      

      “Fuck a duck,” I wince, rubbing both of my tired eyes. “Jesus Christ—that poor kid.”

      Miguel nearly spills his coffee all over my desk from the outburst. “What’s wrong?” He asks, taking another sip. “What’re you looking at?”

      He hovers his chin over my right shoulder, lasered in on the notes from almost four weeks ago. “Ay Dios fucking mio,” he gasps. “Five grams?”

      All my head can do is shake. “I know, he’s so goddamn lucky to be alive,” I reply, scratching my temple with confusion. “I’m gonna have to keep a closer eye on him than I initially suspected.”

      Miguel nods. “You’re gonna have to lock up your meds, amigo.”

      He’s absolutely right. This means I will need to keep an even closer eye on Orson whether he stays in my place or I pack up Max and some belongings to stay at his.

      A wince forms on my tired face. “Yeahhhhh—you’re right.”

      Deep inside, I knew that he’d overdosed on some medications. But to the extent of five whole grams of blood pressure medication makes me cringe and empathize with him all the same. My watch beeps, indicating that it’s about time for me to hit the freeway up toward Tranquil Peaks. And because I have one quick pit stop to make beforehand, I’d best get my tired ass back in the truck.

      “K guys,” I holler haphazardly, punching down the cough lingering in my chest. “Have a good day, I’ll be out the whole rest of today and tomorrow.”

      My fire comrades reply in like fashion. “Okay, Cap,” the consensus of them shout back, meanwhile returning to their Minecraft competition.

      You’d seriously think these thirty, forty, and fifty-year-old men were zit-riddled prepubescent teenagers.
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        * * *

      

      Grey skies swallow what currently appears to be an abysmal San Francisco skyline, peppered with an occasional bolt of lightning off in the distance. As I turn into the parking lot for Tranquil Peaks, I reach over the center console for an ice-cold bottle of Coca-Cola for dear Orson. To everyone here on the outside, a mere twenty ounces of carbonated sugar water is often something taken for granted. Yet inside the hallowed halls of this mental sanctuary—where the meals surely give prison food a run for its money—that’ll make him feel like he’s won the lottery.

      A matter of a few more strides lead my way inside the visitor’s lobby. Mark glances up from his computer screen, shoving his chin in the air to acknowledge my arrival.

      “Hey man,” he says, pressing the ALT + WINDOWS key to lock out the proprietary info. “You’ll have to keep that hidden, or my ass is good as gone,” he winces.

      Truth is, I know I’m about to bring in contraband. On account of all the different substances that could alter a person’s mental acuity, caffeine ranks high on such a list. However, given the extenuating circumstances of Orson’s struggle, I’ve already previously arranged this clandestine operation with Mark. With the swipe of his proxy card, we’re granted access to a hallway straight to Orson’s ward. Now on the complete opposite end from where he was, given the skirmish that ensued last night.

      Mark waves me inside the private visiting room, where I proceed to wait for him to fetch the star of this show. Though it’s gone unnoticed in prior visits, I coyly scan the room for anything that would resemble a hidden video camera. I don’t want to get in trouble with the Tranquil Peaks food Gestapo or anything.

      The coast seems clear, Delatore. The mission is a “go!”

      It’s only a few minutes of sitting slouched over the table, digging my thumbs into a pair of exhausted eyes when Orson emerges from the locking door. If there’s anything else about a psychiatric facility such as this that reminds me of a prison, it has to be the shuffling back and forth with a guard in tow from one electric gate to another.

      The boy’s alight with a hopeful spark in the corner of his eye. “I’ve been listening to Taylor all night,” he says joyfully. “In fact, the iPod lost its charge by about three this morning.”

      I’m not exactly thrilled that he’s gone without adequate sleep. My lack of sheep is no big deal. As a first responder, I’m trained for such deprivation. But a young boy and insomnia do not a match make.

      I click my tongue as Orson finds a comfortable posture at the opposing end of the visitor’s table. “Well,” I reply, smacking my lips. “I’m relieved to see you so chipper—but⁠—”

      He interrupts me mid-sentence. “But I feel so great about today,” he clarifies, pointing to the Coke bottle between us. “Is that for me?”

      Only a moment follows my head nod before Orson scoops it into his grasp, twisting off the cap faster than a cheetah pouncing his prey. And the silence freezing my nerves into place is accompanied by loud, satisfying gulps of pop. He seems so enamored by the taste of something so foreign in this cacophony of aseptic thoughts that he doesn’t even stop to take a breath. To be honest, it’s like watching Tom Hanks in “Castaway” eating real food for the first time after his rescue.

      “Slow down, kiddo,” I murmur. “You’re gonna choke.”

      A simple roll of his eyes sinking to the back of his skull is quite a sight. And after half of the bottle has rushed down his pipes, Orson slams the remainder back to the table. Appropriately followed by the whoop of a massive belch.

      He sighs, meanwhile wiping his mouth with the back of a wrist. “You’re a hero,” he affirms, smiling. “I can’t bel⁠—”

      Orson pauses his thoughts for another sip, turning up a forefinger while he takes another generous gulp.

      I snicker. “All better?”

      With the nod of his head, he agrees. “Undeniably so, Dante,” he fawns. “I haven’t had anything in here that’s tasted so good in what seems like my whole life.”

      There’s no doubting the validity of that response. Not one bit.

      “I’m sure,” I reply with a chuckle, rapping my knuckles on the table. “So, have they given you any idea as to when you can bust out of here?”

      Orson nods, picking at the Coke bottle’s label. “Mmmm hmmm,” he mumbles with a grimace.

      His emotions have gone from a state of bliss to woeful in sixty seconds. And I can imagine that the foresight of being sent back out into the wild makes him feel uneasy at best.

      “It’s okay, Orson,” I assure him, reaching my palm to take his. “I’ll be here for you every step of the way—you’re not alone anymore.”

      The promise in Orson’s stare offers me some hope as well. He seems to have truly opened up to me, and I hope he knows deep in that delicate shell of his that he’s not fighting a losing battle anymore. Not with me in his corner. Or Miguel—Carlos—fucking Max would scratch someone’s eye out for anyone I care deeply about.

      A slight crackle in his voice fills the gap of silence between him and me. “I know,” he replies, a tear cascading down one cheek. “I can’t tell you just how much I appreciate that.”

      “Shhhh shhh,” I murmur. “Why are you crying, mio dolcezzo?”

      He quickly dries the levees to his soul, appearing embarrassed. “Sorry, I’m not sad,” he clarifies. “I’m actually quite joyful,” he adds, pausing to slam the last few ounces of his pop.

      After his final taste of bliss, Orson continues. “I haven’t had anyone want to go to bat for me before,” he affirms. “At least not since my brother um⁠—”

      “Passed on?” I finish his thought, assuming he’s talking about his brother’s death.

      He nods. “Yeah, and it’s kinda refreshing.”

      Judging by the footsteps out in the hallway, the Tranquil Peaks powers that be are about to enter so we can discuss Orson’s aftercare plan. Which means I have to conceal the evidence of contraband. Hurried, I glance around the room to find an object where I can at least hide the empty bottle, even temporarily. Leaping from my chair, I swipe the bottle and cap before darting to the corner where my fast thinking decided to hide it behind the large bean bag chair.

      Orson appears amused but ever so grateful. If he only knew that Mark put his job in jeopardy to entertain such a covert operation in the first place. I return to my spot at the table as the chirp of a proxy card being scanned on the other side of the room fills the deafening silence. And not a second later, in walks a gorgeous woman striking a similar resemblance to that actress who played Liz’s best friend in “Eat, Pray, Love.”

      She and another young lady each pull up a chair to join us. Meanwhile, Orson nervously fidgets in his seat.

      The older woman extends her hand. “It’s nice to meet you—I’m Dr. Carter,” she affirms. “Orson’s inpatient therapist here at Tranquil Peaks.”

      My smile should be evidence of the solemn oath I intend to make, promising her that young Mr. Hart is in good hands. “Piacere mio,” I reply sincerely—translated in Italiano to mean, ‘The pleasure is all mine.’ “Capt. Delatore of the San Francisco Fire Department.”

      Followed by my introduction, the younger lady replies in kind. “And I’m Orson’s case manager, Marie,” she says. “Do I detect some Tuscan here?”

      I nod. “Molto bene.”

      Formalities aside, it pleases me to know that such kind people have been taking care of Orson. Dr. Carter opens her padfolio as Marie boots up a small HP laptop. The timidity in Orson’s stare becomes the forefront of conversation, prompting Dr. Carter to calmly plant her palm on his shoulder.

      “I know this can be intimidating,” she assures him. “That’s completely normal,” she adds, pointing in my direction across the table. “But it appears to me you have somebody here who cares very deeply about your wellbeing—and I couldn’t be any more confident releasing you into his care.”

      He nods, shooting me a comforting guise. Deep on the inside, I can tell he might still be apprehensive about staying with me, even temporarily.

      “I know,” he drones. “I feel quite safe around him.”

      Dr. Carter bows her head. “There’s my little trooper,” she smiles. “So we’ve established that you already have an excellent friend to keep you safe,” she adds, scribbling a few notes on her legal pad. “And you’re going to be in Capt. Delatore’s full-time care upon discharge?”

      Orson agrees. “Yeah,” he says. “I guess I’m gonna be staying at his place.”

      “Mmm hmmm,” Dr. Carter mumbles, scratching more notes. “And you live in the city?” She asks me directly.

      My head bows, acknowledging her. “Yes, Ma’am, I have a townhome in Noe Valley,” I affirm. “And I can assure you that between my guard-kitty and me, Mr. Hart will be quite safe.”

      Marie chuckles. “Awwww, you must have a Siamese?”

      “No,” I smile. “Just one incredibly fierce Maine Coone,” I add with a wink.

      Dr. Carter mumbles more with a smile, apparently to get a rise out of Orson. “And one fierce guard kitty⁠—”

      The boy grimaces. “I’ve never lived with a cat—” he stalls. “This’ll be interesting, to say the least.”

      Minutes pass by with several details about his aftercare plan set in motion. Now, for the fun part, Orson has the opportunity to share what he intends to do in the area of career development. He shoots me an uneasy look, overtly mystified about what his occupational goals entail. As a means to provide him a sense of calm, I reach for his hand to give it a gentle squeeze.

      “Have you thought about it yet?” I ask warmly.

      His hesitation is evident. “Umm—yeah, I think so—” he stammers. “I think I want to be some type of a counselor for underprivileged gay youth.”

      Marie clacks away on the laptop, each keystroke a tacit acknowledgment of Orson’s future aspirations. “You’d be great at that, Orson,” she says.

      Orson shrugs. “I’ve always felt like my story doesn’t have to be everyone else’s,” he offers. “It would give me no greater thrill than to see the younger generation of LGBTQ folk have a happier home life—” he pauses emphatically. “At the very least, to help them cultivate healthy relationships and boundaries with their families.”

      Much to my astonishment, another smile warms me on the inside. He really does seem to care about people as much as I do. If that’s what Orson wants to do in the new chapter of his life, then I’m on board with such a goal. As a matter of fact, he could get his toes wet as a volunteer mentor for a community-based organization the department has a close rapport with. Golden Gate Partners connects queer youth in the Bay Area with resources like food, housing, and peer-to-peer networking for skills enhancement and healthy friendships. And I can’t think of anyone better suited for that particular role than Orson Hart.

      As Dr. Carter offers her encouragement and appreciation for his future plans, Marie nudges a pamphlet across the table in my direction. Swallowing hard, I raise it into view so I can make out the title.

      LIVING WITH THE BEAST: A Quick ‘How-To’ Guide to Caring For Loved Ones After Psychiatric Hospitalizations and Effectively Managing Their Illness

      Marie leans over to whisper in my ear. “I know it seems pretty dated,” she offers. “But more or less some of the basics you’ll want to do so Orson stays safe.”

      My vision narrows intently with a sharp reply. “Oh,” I wave both hands for emphasis. “You can rest easy knowing that he’ll be well looked after,” I declare. “If not just by me, but my close friends and neighbors as well.”

      Once the kiddo has expressed his concerns, answered Dr. Carter’s laundry list of questions, and outlined his intentions post-discharge, the ladies leave us to our privacy. Orson clears his throat as if he needs something more to drink, but I’m ill-equipped. It was all I could do to bring him a single twenty-ounce bottle of pop, never mind juggling two of them.

      Reaching across to take both of his icey hands, I murmur at a low, soothing decibel. “You’ve got this, mi amico,” I assure him. “Tomorrow morning isn’t too far away⁠—”

      Orson closes his weary eyes, now spilling a few emotive rivers. “I know,” he replies. “I just can’t believe I’ve ruined screwed up so horribly.”

      “Hey now,” I retort, pinching his chin with my right hand. “We’ve all made mistakes in our lifetime, Orson,” I assure him. “You’re stronger than you think and braver than you believe.”

      Mark returns to the visitation room with an uncomfortable expression, searching around the room with one hand over his brows. “Where’d you stick the bottle?” He asks. “Oh my God, I was so worried they’d see it.”

      Extending my arm toward the bean bag’s direction, I clear my throat to reply. “No worries—it’s there behind the bean bag chair,” I reply with a wink. “Remember I’m a fireman?” I add, chuckling. “Thinking on one’s feet is the entire basis of our profession.”

      Mark sighs. “Well, thank fuck for that,” he laughs, shuffling towards the incriminating evidence. “Are ya ready to head back, my friend?”

      No sooner does Orson nod in agreement when I poise my forefinger. “Can we have just five more minutes?”

      Mark’s head bounces from one shoulder to the other. “Uhhhhh—yeah, I suppose that wouldn’t hurt anything,” he says. “Make it quick, though—lunch is almost upon us.”

      Orson rolls his eyes. I can only imagine after the flavor of liquid gold, there’s nothing this institution’s cafeteria can offer that could taste anything remotely close.

      “I just can’t wait for an oversized grilled stuffed burrito from Taco Bell,” he drones, rubbing his belly. “But this poor baby may not know what to do with itself after three weeks of slop.”

      Mark shoots a look in my direction, pointing at his watch. “Five minutes, man.”

      Orson rises from his seat as if he’s antsy to leave me without a proper hug. I leap from my chair, taking his hand in mine before gingerly whisking him down into my lap on the bean bag.

      “Orson, bambino,” I moan. “I have every confidence that you’re gonna bounce back from this a stronger, resilient young man,” I add, swaddling him in my arms. “And you’re even teaching me some new things in the process as well.”

      The warmth of his breath collides with my Adam’s apple. He doesn’t need to say anything for me to identify just how safe he feels with me. What started out as an average distress call on the late shift has already blossomed into a precious friendship. Even if we decide down the road that it’s nothing more than platonic love, I’ll be happy knowing that I was responsible for his proper healing.

      Precisely four minutes later, Mark re-emerges from the locking door. “Okie dokie, pal,” he waves Orson to rise. “Time for some lunch—I hear it’s lasagna day.”

      As I watch Orson and Mark disappear from the doorway, a flicker of hope stirs inside my chest. His indefinite smile and the glimmer in his eyes hint at the possibility of a life being these walls. But, in the quiet aftermath, doubt creeps in like shadows stretching across the floor. Caring for another human being—especially someone with the delicate complexity of Orson—is an unfamiliar landscape for me.

      Now, I find myself contemplating the weight of responsibility, wondering if I’m capable of providing the support and understanding he needs. It’s an outright contrast to the camaraderie of the firehouse, where bonds are established in the melting pot of shared danger. As the chill of uncertainty settles, I’m left pondering whether I can nurture life beyond the flames. The plain truth remains that I can’t even keep a plant alive. And I’ve taken on the inimitable responsibility of keeping Orson safe.

      Marie points me back out to the lobby with a wink. “You’re a good man for wanting to see Orson regain even a semblance of his life back,” she says, shaking her head. “God knows his older brother isn’t willing to step up to the plate.”

      Right. Benjamin Hart—how could I possibly forget about my urge to sick the vampiric Victoriano dynasty on that fanfuckingtastic sibling of his?

      My lips form a scowl. “Yeah, I know—not exactly ‘Brother of the Year’ is he?” I shrug.

      Just as soon as Marie sends me off, the vibrations of my silenced phone tremble inside the pocket of my navy blue jacket. It’s probably Miguel or Carlos with some off-color meme. However, if there were ever a moment I’d appreciate such a fun distraction, now would be the time.

      
        
          
            
              
        Isabella: Mom just fell out of the shower this evening while causing a fuss with the CNA. She’s not doing good and we need you to come back.

      

      

      

      

      

      It’s at this very moment when my priorities become crystal clear. I can’t skirt across the country for a second time in thirty days. My sister will just have to accept the fact that there’s more than just a community of San Franciscans here relying on me. And now, this young angel of a boy with impaired kidney function, a side-effect of his ‘whoops’ three weeks ago. Thumbing a quick reply to Isabella, I put things in as plain of English as she can understand.

      
        
          
            
              
        No, I can’t come back. I have people here in San Francisco. You’re gonna have to pull up your big girl pants and handle it yourself this time.

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          ORSON

        

      

    

    
      The racket of clinking trays and stainless steel kitchen utensils reverberates through the mazes of my mind, causing me to become a casualty of my own thoughts. Seated next to Patrick, we’re engaged in another profound discussion. It’s something I can take delight in because he’s a hospital administrator in Pacific Heights for a ‘posh’ private medical center—as he would describe it. Up until the loss of his daughter, that is. He’d quickly taken to ‘the sauce’ and wound up drinking himself into a corner where the hospital board forced him into ‘early retirement.’

      His British accent weaves through the air like a familiar Taylor Swift melody. Meanwhile, a lingering aroma of cafeteria cuisine becomes a solid reminder of the mundane rhythms of institutional life. As I sit here, forcing myself to choke down what should be the last lunch I’ll eat in this mental purgatory, a subtle throb of hope pulses beneath the surface. It’s fueled by the prospect of a fresh start, teetering over the boundary that separates personal safety and an undeniable freedom.

      My decision to become a counselor, an esteemed guide for the underserved LGBTQ youth scattered across the vast canvas of California, blossoms in my thoughts as a resilient flower sprouting from a crack in the concrete. Living with Dante, a stranger turned potential anchor in my fragile sea of emotions, now becomes a lighthouse of possibility. Yet, despite these glimmers of optimism, the tedium of mine and Patrick’s surroundings intensifies the echo of my detriment. And each day has elongated like the interminable corridors of Tranquil Peaks Wellness Institute.

      Patrick pounds on his chest, apparently struggling to choke back his charred lasagna like I am. “How’d your aftercare plan meeting go?” He asks, seeking reprieve from the minuscule carton of milk we’re provided with each meal.

      I shrug, dropping my fork in the process. “Meh, pretty good, I guess,” I reply vaguely.

      Raindrops trace their delicate paths down the windows separating us from the external dangers of San Francisco, mirroring the transient nature of my life. Each droplet is a fleeting moment in the grand montage of existence. The sidewalks of Nob Hill glisten with the aftermath of this late afternoon shower, reflecting the plasticity of those who dodge the thunder and lightning. Basically, matching the undulating journey I envision for myself.

      Lunchtime small talk evolves into the consequences of our personal struggles. “I must say that Dr. Carter has helped me find some closure to losing my sweet little lass, Patrice,” Patrick mumbles. “How ‘bout you, mate?”

      I click my tongue. “I honestly think she’s just glad I’m about to become somebody else’s concern instead of hers,” I add, scratching behind my ear.

      It’s in this moment of post-meal indigestion, waiting around like queued cattle to head back to our wards, when I spot Lucas coming into view from my periphery. My stomach instantly rumbles like yet another storm is on the horizon, seeing him approach with his lunch tray. An involuntary shudder bolts down my spine, bringing with it one more whisper of dread. I leap from the bench to retreat into a corner where the windows adjoin the cafeteria wall. Much like the rain-soaked streets down below and the dainty blossoms, the juxtaposition of hope and panic leaves me cowering at the crossroads of my emotional tempest.

      “Don’t touch me,” I whine, shielding my eyes in horror. “Please just go away.”

      Patrick jumps from a seated position, planting both of his hands on my shoulders. “Mate, it’s fine,” he insists, shaking his weathered visage. “Everything’s hunky-dory.”

      At the realization that I’m not feeling an abundance of physical pain, my vision seems to clear from an immense hallucinatory fog. And as for Lucas, he’s sat down at mine and Patrick’s table, biting into his burnt lasagna.

      “Ohhh,” I reply, clearing my eyes free of such deceitful debris. “Well—then—” I add, grimacing. “Sorry.”

      Patrick clears his throat. “Are you okay?”

      A simple nod of my head will have to suffice in the presence of my embarrassment. Ever since Patrick was moved into my room back in the prior ward, we’d spent countless sleepless hours talking about the world at large. He knows about my predisposition to hallucinations. I even told him about where I met Dante, from the night I ‘imagined’ my townhome burning to ash. Or about the disgraceful repercussion of my life—bereft of people who love me—and Benjamin’s pompous apprehension to mending a fencepost or two.

      Calmly, he helps me back to my spot at the table. When I find as comfortable of a position as one possibly could at a table crafted for a village of Keebler elves, my attention turns to Lucas. It takes all of my dignity to refrain from admitting my fears, my knee-jerk reaction to somebody who couldn’t appear any more of a one-eighty from last night. Almost like he has multiple personalities, and our run-in was a production of some egregious monster looming within his core.

      The boy I grew up with back in Sugar Ditch glances in my direction, dropping his plastic fork to take a drink of milk. “Are you Orson Hart?”

      Why all of a sudden do I get the feeling that he has no recollection of what transpired less than twenty-four hours ago? They must’ve drugged him well.

      To my startle, I choke back a dry cough. “You’re kidding, right?” I reply with a raised brow. “Lucas, you fucking strangled me last⁠—”

      Katherine, the grizzled guardian of order here at Tranquil Peaks, harps from halfway across the lunchroom. “Orson—” she shouts. “Language, mister,” she adds, solemnly bowing her head in unspoken contempt.

      Unapologetically and righteously, I return my sight to the motherfucker who caused me to be separated from my new friend. “Lucas,” I reiterate emphatically. “You know good and well who I am,” I pause yet again, tilting my head to the side. “Orson Hart from Arndale⁠—”

      Lucas grips tightly to his plastic cutlery in a momentary show of frustration. For all I know, he could be snapping back to whomever—whatever—that was I saw last night. Yet moments of stillness pass us by, and my tunneled sight casts a shadow over the boy I unknowingly inconvenienced decades ago.

      “Oh, right,” he says. “I had a bad day yesterday,” he adds, shoveling another bite of food between his fangs. “But I swear to you that this is the first time I can consciously say I’ve seen you in years.”

      Cool story. You never were the kind to admit any blame in school.

      As much as I’d love to lay into him a little, this isn’t the time or place. Not when I want to get the fuck out of here at some point tomorrow. Nor for the simple fact that Katherine’s death stare is seeping into my soul like a murder of crows up in some tree.

      “Gotcha,” I reply nonchalantly. “What are you doing in the Bay Area?”

      Patrick, ever the genial British fella, takes my tray with his up to Kevin, who’s manning the trash cans. It’s in a place like this that something as mundane as plasticware is a heavily monitored item. And after each meal, our utensils are accounted for just as much as medications are in a pharmacy.

      Meanwhile, Lucas wipes his mouth with a napkin. “I could ask the same for you,” he says. “I’m here because—well—long story short—” he stammers, looking off in the distance, seemingly embarrassed. “I followed a boy here from Kentucky, and it didn’t work out.”

      I wince empathetically. “That doesn’t sound good.”

      “It wasn’t,” he agrees, raising a palm to his forehead. “He’s making some big splash in Hollywood after getting lucky with one single appearance in a McDonald’s commercial.”

      One more grimace forms on my chapped lips. “Yikes—sorry⁠—”

      “And much like the quarter-mil in his bank account, his ego launched into the atmosphere,” Lucas clarifies. “You do remember Justin Cantmen,” he adds, gesturing with both hands.

      “Can’t place the name,” I reply, digging my forefinger into my chin. “Wait, was he⁠—”

      Lucas nods with rapid succession, both eyebrows furling. “Yes—HE WAS—” he bellows, matching the ferocity of his open palm crashing into the table.

      It’s been years since I’ve thought about Justin fucking Cantmen. He’s the tosser—as Patrick would say—who seduced Mr. Henderson in Sophomore science class just so he could skip shark dissection day with a perfect grade. Oh, and under the guise of him giving a hummer back behind Mr. Greene’s equine classroom. As for any sort of previous rapport with Justin, I can’t remember befriending him.

      Patrick returns to the table just as Katherine and Kevin announce it’s time for Wards A and C to line up against the wall. The same wall where just last night, Lucas’ seemingly dark passenger accosted me out of the blue.

      “Heya Mate,” Patrick whistles. “It was brilliant having lunch with you today,” he adds, shrugging. “If I don’t see you in here tonight, just look me up on Facebook,” he suggests, wincing.

      Apparently, it’s Psychiatric Hospital 101 that ‘fraternizing’ with fellow patients on the outside is strictly forbidden. However, I’d very much appreciate continuing a friendship with Patrick when he’s discharged. He seems to be a nice guy, and I have so few of those in my world as it is.

      Nodding, I shoot him a finger gun. “You can bet on seeing a request waiting on your return home.”

      As for Lucas, his head bops to the cadence of his errant horse-smacking. His disregard for any sort of table manners is astounding for a gay man at our mutual age. But, whatever. Not my circus, not my monkeys.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      An ethereal glow casts over the shadowed recesses of the new ward I’ve been transitioned to, an unfamiliar landscape that I can only fathom is for extremely high acuity patients. If I had to make a real-world comparison, Ward C is best described as the Guantanamo Bay of Tranquil Peaks. It’s the premiere place where darkness meets danger’s distant cousin, a reunion of absolute deplorables.

      It’s in this semi-private headquarters where I have been able to do my best thinking without my fellow patients scraping the insides of my tender soul like acetone to century-old paint. The harsh contours of a makeshift bed offer little solace as I grapple with the weighted task Dr. Carter has set before me. A letter, not for sending, but as a mirror to reflect the storm inside. This emotional upheaval is alleged to heal my thoughts. “Just getting them down on paper is a catharsis above anything else,” she said.

      The exercise is more like an ingratiating therapeutic attempt to transcribe my contempt towards both a father and brother, whose absences still echo in the chambers of my wounded heart. I’ve heard of people doing this but never gave it much weight. It’s all too easier said than done when seeing it on that life-coaching show from the early millennium—I think called ‘Starting Over.’

      My page lays bare the scars and fractures that time has yet to heal. At this point, I have a greater chance of winning the lottery. However daunting, each word is a fragment from the past that stands to threaten my future if I don’t learn to release it once and for all.

      
        
        Dear ‘Dad,’

        You’ve hurt me more than anyone in this entire world. When Mom died, you turned into a monster, and I realized for the first time just how much she kept your fat trap shut. I realize now that I’m healthier without you in my life. It’s a fact that’s taken a while to accept—an unrivaled truth that is not only the most bitter pill to swallow—an immense burden lifted from my shoulders.

        I will choose to forgive you for all the damage you’ve done. Each time you told me that nobody would ever love me. The lies you and that cretin of a wife have used against me. And for the irremediable abuse you’ve caused both emotionally and physically. If I didn’t let these things go once and for all, I’d be stuck in the same daunting prison that you’ve kept me for all these years. This is not to give you the upper hand, no.

        I don’t wish harm on anybody—not a one. Having said that, whenever you shall perish, I won’t shed a single tear. How could I possibly mourn the loss of a nightmare Leviathan who told me the day they’d finally accept me for being gay would be the one when I put them in the ground with a shovel? Do you understand the countless nights—long, fraught hours of despair—that I’ve spent trying to accept the fact I’ll never be good enough for a person with whom I begrudgingly share the same DNA?

        No, I won’t be caught in the state of Kentucky on the day of your funeral. I’ll be dancing at the crest of the tallest mountaintop, celebrating the sheer joy that humanity has become victor over one more repugnant, terroristic swine. Only then, after I’ve lost my voice from a ceaseless melody, will I dance on your grave. Though, if I’m honest, a demon of your caliber doesn’t deserve the dignity of being buried with a shovel. Rather, I hope the funeral director shoves your corpse into an alligator-infested mire to feed on the juicy flesh of a most sinister hellhound.

      

      

      As I wrestle with the ghosts of my own creation, this still moment amidst a haunting whirr out in the common area is shattered by the arrival of my new roommate. His exuberant energy bursts forth, a distinct contrast to the somber scrutiny of which I seek. Rico is a storyteller of shadows, unfolding tales of a clandestine underworld teeming with illicit substances. Honestly, I’m almost unimpressed, even if they’re choreographed with sinister precision.

      Rico’s sharp tongue pierces my eardrums, singing praises of some cartel leader I know nothing about. “And then this one night, I’m waiting around until the darkest hour of two for the delivery⁠—”

      Ignoring him seems futile because my brain’s now become distracted. However, continuing with my pseudo-letter to Benjamin persists.

      
        
        Dear Ben,

        I’ve held on to so many things these past few years. To say it’s frustrating would be a major understatement. You are an exhausting, egomaniacal, narcissistic fucking asshole. If she were still alive today, Mom would be distraught over your behavior. Were those few things I said online really worth paving an entire highway between us as brothers? Did Grandma poison your views of me—maligning me as some all-encompassing villain like she did my dad?

        As much as I’d like to apologize for having mental health issues, it seems fruitless. Because you’d fail to understand anyhow

      

      

      Rico’s bellowing voice continues, interrupting all efforts to express what I need to say to my only remaining brother. His animated retelling weaves through tunnels and hidden bakery realms, unveiling connections to some of Mexico’s most revered drug purveyors from Yucatan to Tijuana. Amidst the cacophony of his gums flapping, I find my thoughts drifting back to imagine what Dante is doing right about now.

      Is he cognizant of the torrent my dark reverie will bring his way? Is he locking away anything considered too sharp for a toddler? During my safety plan meeting today, I saw Marie sliding that brochure his way. Judging by the fact I can’t have Dante’s iPod without supervision, there’s no doubt that they’re leading him to believe that I’ll try hanging myself the first chance I get. This is my circus, and these are my fucking monkeys.

      However inconceivable, my unease takes root for an unfamiliar companion that parallels an apprehension of witnessing the unseen temper within a man who seems—on the surface—a stranger. Yet this simple anxiety holds the potential to unravel the fragile threads of my security. And it’s at this exact moment when I realize Dante is the hero I want, holding me safely in his arms.

      Since I’m obviously not going to get much else off my brain tonight, I close the door on my catharsis. The composition book slides under my single pillow, accompanied by a flex pen, which can only be described as a skinny plastic tube with the ink chamber of a normal pen. They may as well force us to write with crayons, for fuck’s sake.

      Rico’s unrelenting narrative endures as I fall backward into the said pillow, covering my tired eyes in a show of defeat. He might think I’m being rude or snap like Lucas at the drop of a dime. If he really is withdrawing from cocaine, that is. This is a reality that I’ll just have to let the fragility of my well-being hang in the balance while ignoring the raging lunatic. Tomorrow can’t come soon enough.

      The clean air of Ward C becomes charged with an intensity that transcends the clinical boundaries, a substantial disquiet that reflects the heaviness within my soul. In this moment of negligible coexistence, I find myself perched on the precipice, caught between the throes of introspection and the unpredictable dance of a stranger. Frankly, an inexplicable anomaly who carries secrets darker than the imprisoning walls of Tranquil Peaks could ever contain.

      Listen to yourself, Orson. You’re really starting to sound like the film’s monologues voiced by Winona Ryder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          DANTE

        

      

    

    
      I’m stationed back in the Tranquil Peaks lobby, almost an entire twenty-four hours from when I left his safety plan meeting. My eyes, slightly more rested than yesterday, fixate on the door that was once my exclusive entrance into this mind-mending institution. The rhythm of rain outside matches a similar hushed tone here, competing for my ear’s sweet relief with a large decorative fountain.

      As I remain planted in an oversized leather armchair, one of my SFFD windbreakers dangles over a jittery leg, anticipating a dry journey to my truck with Orson. Racing thoughts punctuate the days that led us to this point. It's been over a year since I had a houseguest after my breakup with John. Yet now, the guest bedroom is a haven of comfort—a mini-fridge stocked with string cheeses, prepped chicken tortilla wraps, bottled water, and a couple of apple juices. My mental facepalm reverberates, recalling that twenty-ounce Coke I allowed Orson to consume yesterday.

      And there he emerges, Orson, from the inner wrung of a mammoth-sized playroom that’s baby-proofed by the likes of Marie Kondo. His demeanor is a mix of fear and timidity, understandably so after nearly four weeks away from this side of freedom. It's been a whirlwind leading up to this, and as I watch him approach, I can't help but wonder what it’ll be like to have a houseguest again.

      The guest bedroom, with its comforting setup, is my attempt at making Orson’s transition smoother. But my thoughts take a detour, reminding me of the pop mishap. Caring for another human as delicate as Tiffany glass stands to threaten my confidence that Orson will escape his post-hospitalization rehab unscathed and healthier than a month ago.

      Orson’s eyes meet mine, and the unspoken trepidation is evident. It’s been a while since he’s stepped into the world beyond Tranquil Peaks, and the hollers of uncertainty echo in his every move. As he inches closer, I offer a reassuring smile, hoping to ease the anxiety that lingers in the aftermath of weeks spent within these walls.

      Mark, the face of true occupational dignity who seems to live here, lets out a chuckle. “Here’s your friend, Orr,” he says, handing me a white plastic bag with very few personal belongings. “Besides the stuff you brought him, there was only a wallet and set of keys.”

      Orson shivers as I rise to my feet. “Brrr—” he mumbles. “It’s colder out here than back there.”

      The fabric of my windbreaker rustles while I drape it over Orson’s shoulders. He follows suit, poking one arm in a sleeve at a time. An unsettling grunt rises to my throat.

      “Thank you, Mark,” I salute him. “He’s in good hands.”

      Mark scuttles behind the counter, quickly reaching into a locked drawer to retrieve a clipboard and pen. “That’s the last thing I need before I let you scram,” he shouts over a shoulder.

      Moments later, he returns to me and Orson mere inches away from the doorway to the kid’s unrestricted potential. “Just need your John Hancock here,” Mark instructs, pointing to a series of dotted lines. “Here,” he adds, swiping to the end of a new paragraph.

      This exercise couldn’t be described any closer to buying my new truck last year. However, at this current moment, I can respect their caution. I’m signing papers that are put in plain black and white, outlining my solemn oath to protect Orson Hart. Though the kid’s a legal adult, Tranquil Peaks needs to provide the State of California with a contract proving that I’ve assumed responsibility for him. A firefighter pledges to protect the civilians of their city. And this is my unwavering dedication to see that Orson bounces back happier, healthier, and stronger.

      Orson sneezes ferociously the minute we step out the lobby doors, now at the mercy of Mother Nature’s scorn, to reach my truck as dryly as possible. “Welcome to the great outdoors, kid,” I joke. “I reckon we’ll have to build up your immunity with how clean they keep everything back there.”

      He nods, dodging each raindrop in the process. “I’m sure my townhouse will be a harrowing cesspool of bacteria by now, so we’d better stop at Target for some masks and Lysol,” he replies, wiping back the accumulated precipitation on his head.

      I guess he didn’t figure I would clean his home when I went to gather fresh clothes the other night. In any case, I probably shouldn’t mention it in the instance it might make him feel the least bit inadequate.

      My head wavers. “Nah,” I reply vaguely, leading him through the parking lot to my truck. “You must be absolutely starving, Orson,” I add, reaching into my pocket for the key fob.

      The boisterous chirp of my security system is heard over a crack of thunder. When we get closer, I come to a complete stop. Glancing back at him strikes a chord of familiarity from the night I arrived to his distress call. The moment I first laid eyes on the boy, feeling immense sadness and empathy for a young man at the end of his rope, worried that his home was crumbling to ashes behind him.

      An uncertainty in Orson’s eyes sparks the fuse, holding my heart prisoner. Time has frozen despite the torrential downpours enduring around us. However, I’m finding myself at a loss here. How do I convince him it’s okay to get in the vehicle? Inside Tranquil Peaks, I am the pillar of strength. A source of inspiration even. Yet, on the outside, I’m nothing more than a foreign bystander peeking through the window shutters of his tarnished soul.

      With the droplets pounding around us, I can find some basic comfort and awe. However, I’m also filled with a sense of responsibility to protect Orson in the face of such power and control. Leaning forward with my arms stretched out, I offer a silent acknowledgment of his struggle. This is one of the ‘firsts’ he’s encountered since being discharged.

      The pamphlet given to me yesterday warned of situations such as this, making me cognitively aware of the many challenges he’s bound to overcome—each tremendous hurdle we’ll leap over together.

      As a consequence of the duty to care for him, Orson appears timid by this slight advance. Our foreheads adjoin with a symphony of wonder, leaving me on the brink of anticipation. Is he going to kiss me or shake my hand? Do I leave a tiny peck on his velveteen flesh under the scrambled and damp wisps of hair? The weight of this moment feels short and fleeting as another thunderclap rumbles the ground below. And without wasting another beat, he climbs up into the passenger seat of my truck.

      “You’re right, Dante,” he shouts through Mother Nature’s cries. “I’m fucking hungry.”
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        * * *

      

      My heart sinks as I pull up to the drive-thru of Taco Bell, fleeting memories of how his kitchen looked when Carlos and Miguel helped me clean up the place. I steal a glance at Orson, who’s been characteristically silent since we left Tranquil Peaks. Based on what I remember, his refrigerator looked like a desolate landscape, as if he had been hunkered down for months post-apocalypse.

      His stomach grumbles like a beast in the night, a fateful effect of having been starved with hospital slop for nearly four weeks. As we approach the speaker, I roll down my window to ask Orson what he would like to eat.

      He grimaces. “Oh shit, Dante,” he drones. “Of course, it’s finally dawning on me that I’m broke as fuck,” he adds, pausing to admonish himself with a show of embarrassment. “Let’s just go.”

      My head wavers insistently. “Not a chance, mio dolcezzo,” I affirm. “You’re going to put food in that tummy—and I’m not broke,” I add, shooting him a tender wink. “So you’re in luck.”

      The simple fact that I’ve been blessed with a decent income and my father’s inheritance brings me some basic joy. Besides paying for my mother’s healthcare, the funds have been layered with years of accrued interest. Many thanks to my father’s financial prudence, Isabella and I have been fortunate to skirt through the trickling economy virtually unblemished.

      Orson bows his head, acknowledging my offer. “Okay, but I’m gonna be paying this back when I can,” he insists, shooting an eye toward the menu board of options galore.

      That’s what you think. You’re overdue for being properly taken care of.

      A crackled male voice is heard screeching through the speaker box. “Welcome to Taco Bell; what can I get started for you?”

      “We’ll be just a minute, thank you,” I reply coarsely.

      “Take your time,” he answers.

      Orson sighs, all the while grabbing his stomach. “Ummmm—a steak grilled stuffed burrito without beans—four soft taco supremes—” he pauses, groaning with indecision. “No, not supreme because they’re charging too much for sour cream and tomatoes,” he adds, wincing.

      A mild grunt forms at the back of my throat. “Didn’t I say not to worry about it?” I ask, raising an eyebrow in his direction. “I got this.”

      He huffs defeatedly. “Okay, sorry,” he replies, surrendering both hands. “I’d like a Coke, but they’ve always been Pepsi—so a large Pepsi with very little ice.”

      Assuming the voice at the other end of this speaker hasn’t lost his patience, I continue to reiterate Orson’s food requests. “And can I please just have a large cup with a tiny bit of ice?”

      “Of course,” the employee responds. “Anything else I can put in for you?”

      Clicking my tongue, I quickly scan the menu for my usual option. “Yes, please—I’d like a taco salad and a cheesy Gordita crunch,” I add.

      The young voice repeats my order as I follow along on the digital screen. “Anything else?”

      My lips smack. “I think that’ll do,” I reply assuredly, though I feel Orson tugging on my sleeve.

      Orson’s shyness is apparent, but I’m happy he feels comfortable asking for what he wants. “Could I possibly get an apple empanada?”

      Batting my eyelashes while combing my hand through his damp hair, I speak firmly. “You can have five if that’s what you want,” I reply, nodding with assurance.

      He swallows a hard gulp of air. “No, I just want one.”

      My voice travels in the opposite direction, shouting back into the speaker. “And would you add two apple empanadas, please?”

      The employee acknowledges my request, updating the total. Meanwhile, Orson clicks his tongue.

      “I only wanted one, Dante,” he sighs.

      As my foot eases up on the brakes, the truck slowly advances in line behind a white Suburban. Their license plate steals my attention instantly, mostly because my brain is wired to catch these little symbols—signs from the universal powers out there that my father is near.

      2TIM1-7

      I let a chuckle fall from my lips. “The second one’s for me, smartass,” I shoot him a wink.

      As for the license plate ahead of us, I get caught up in the moment. To many, this detail would be of no major consequence. But for me, this is the most common way my father gets my attention. For clarification, back when Isabella and I cleared out his den, I found his bible bookmarked on 2 Timothy. And there on the page, like a mirage of his weathered visage, bore the interloping words. In essence, it is a common denominator between the scriptures and a communion we follow as firefighters.

      As a firefighter, I live by the creed that guides me through the flames, embodying courage, dedication, and service. It’s the translation of a biblical foretelling about God granting me a spirit not of fear but one of power—and mostly love. It’s within our sound minds that these principles forge a path where the element of fright is replaced by our innate ability to man the storm regardless of our own outcome. Through such divine assurance, terror has no dominion, and our noble duty to serve and protect remains at the forefront of each blaze.

      Orson taps my shoulder, snapping me out of my slight daze. “Dude, he’s waiting for a payment method,” he says, grimacing. “I can try my credit card, but I’m sure they’ve shut it off for non-payment and being over the limit,” he adds with a sigh, fussing with the slots in his wallet.

      Shaking my head, I calmly place my right hand on his thigh. “Orson, it’s fine,” I murmur, fishing through a pants pocket for my wallet. “I just got sidetracked—you hold onto your money⁠—”

      His grunt seems like a sound of defeat. “Technically, I ran out of money two weeks before—” he pauses, grabbing his forehead with both palms. “Well—you know—” he stammers more.

      I hand my credit card through the window to a young, apparently impatient man. “Sorry about that,” I wince embarrassingly.

      While the two of us sit here in the drive-thru waiting for our grub, I turn my partial attention back towards Orson. “Yes, mio dolcezzo,” I shush him gently. “I know.”

      Remembering what he’s done since being sprung from Tranquil Peaks must be another cold truth he’s contending with. At least, according to the brochure, I’m incredibly cautious about him facing any triggers within these first three days. However, if there’s one thing I should be grateful for, it’s the fact that his place is virtually spotless. Given we’re headed there after I feed him, seeing a vomit trail and smelling a moldy kitchen wouldn’t exactly be ideal.

      Orson sighs yet again, this time accompanied by a series of sniffles. Meanwhile, the Taco Bell employee reappears from the window with my card, receipt, and the cup of ice.

      “Food’ll be up in just another minute,” he fires off rapidly.

      A warm smile and quick nod of my head is enough to let him know we’re the patient kind. “Thank you—we appreciate you today above all days—” I pause mid-sentence, scanning his nametag. “Chad.”

      No sooner does Chad disappear into the abyss and bustle of a busy Nob Hill Taco Bell when I clarify my intentions for Orson’s cup of ice. “So, mister,” I begin, clearing my throat in the process. “I’m gonna hop the street over there,” I add, pointing ahead. “I will buy you a pop—a Coke—but I can only let you have a small portion of it—” I stammer, biting my lip.

      As much as I’d love to spoil the boy with anything and everything that catches his whimsy, I cannot in good conscience let him drink a large quantity with his kidneys trying to make a rebound.

      He nods, bouncing his head from one shoulder to the other. “Yeah, I think you’re right—” he drones, diverting his sight out of the passenger window. “I guess I probably shouldn’t be eating all this sodium,” he adds, wiping a tear from the ledge of his soul. “God knows I’ve gone and fucked things up in more than one way.”

      “Shhh, mio dolcezzo,” I hush him gently, patting his thigh. “You did nothing but place yourself in Babbo’s path—” my words stop short, realizing that I’m getting the cart before the horse. “I mean—you didn’t do a goddamn thing but survive an incredibly rough situation.”

      The shimmer in Orson’s eyes is evidence of sorrow. Or remorse. Nobody could know, but he and the inner Daddy within me can only hope it’s of gratitude. Things could’ve ended so much worse for him. Fuck. Five grams of diltiazem? As for the emotionally spun young man in my passenger seat, he remains buckled with his head leaned into the window. Mother Nature has decided to grace us with a little sunshine—perhaps a harbinger for a happier and drier outlook on the day.

      “Sorry, fellas,” Chad mumbles intermittently, juggling three paper sacks full of our food. “Do you need any sauce packets?”

      I’d appreciate some fire sauce, but I’ll happily go without because those packets are loaded with more than a day’s worth of sodium. As a gesture of my willingness to weather his storm together, I’ll forgo the usual.

      My head dances with succession. “Nah, I think we’re all set, thanks.”

      Chad waves us off as I lay into the gas pedal, choosing this opportunity to quickly peel out before we’re stuck behind an entire string of late-afternoon commuters. Orson’s stomach grumbles louder and fiercer as I weave through the heavy traffic, much like I would maneuver the giant rig on shift.

      When it’s safe to do so, I reach into one of the paper bags to fish around for the object my hand would assume is his grilled stuffed burrito. “Here, kid,” I wave it in front of his nose, keeping both eyes on the road. “Let’s get Oscar the fuckin’ Grouch fed, alright?”

      Orson lets out a bright flash of enthusiasm amidst what’s been generally somber for the last half-hour. “That’s one way of putting it,” he groans, rustling the thin foil paper to sink his depraved fangs into something of substance. “Mmmmm—ohhhhh—” he moans.

      Inhaling a deep breath, I pat his thigh again for emphasis. “Everything you imagined for weeks?”

      His reply is garbled and unintelligible, hiding behind his long-forgotten adoration of real food since I couldn’t imagine when. “I don’t know how I could ever thank you enough for this meal, Dante,” he says, spitting tiny fractions of sour cream into the windshield. “It’s fuckin’ delicious.”

      Hearing the simple joy in his tone brings a smile to my face. If I die today—God forbid that should actually happen—I could cross the bridge from one life to another with a profuse sense of achievement. Instilling even an ounce of joy into a young man so overwhelmed by despair will have been my dying legacy. It’s this hill that I’d perish satisfied, knowing full well that my father sent me his salute of approval moments ago in the drive-thru of a Taco Bell.
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        * * *

      

      In the early evening hours, a bolstering Bay Area sun provides the Castro District with a promising, hushed wrap to one incredibly tiring day. And at this particular moment, I find myself caught between the staggering realities of Orson’s vulnerability and those of my own. However tactile, the tension in my truck feels like a gigantic elephant holding my bated breath, like a convicted prisoner.

      Plainly put, it’s as if he and I are performing a delicate balancing act, inching one foot in front of the next on a high wire. Dare I take one misstep, and the fragility of his soul could plummet to its demise several hundred feet into a dank purgatory. Yet, on the other end, there remains promise and hope. A brightness to drown away each morsel of darkness in this boy’s trifling past.

      Scooting around the bed of my truck, the scuffs of each step catch up to the rhythm deep in my chest. As I swing his door open, it takes everything in me to keep from scrutinizing Orson’s facial expression etched with unease. Clearly, he’s nervous about returning home after a month-long absence. Orson cautiously accepts my hand, assisting him safely down to the sidewalk, a token of my steadfast dedication to him and solely his wellbeing.

      With each weighted step we take, my simple reading of Orson’s heart rate carries the warning of a heavy burden looming from within his chest. As we approach the steps in front, our driving force against all darkness reflects a beaming shadow over a rectangular door-side mailbox bearing his address.

      4337 18th Street

      The fright petrifying his face grows more and more, both of those dilated pupils piercing me with a heavy consequence no other person in this world could ever fathom. This homecoming will be a challenge, but I’m determined to swallow back the casualties wrangling Orson Hart with the credence of a first responder. Whatever difficulties that lay on the other side of this entrance to a disquieting museum of tragedy are no match for my bravado.

      “Dante—” he whispers timidly, the trembling of his arm becomes apparent. “I don’t think I can go in there after all,” he finishes, swallowing down the harsh truths of contending with his demon.

      My firm grip tightens around his wrist, all the while combing my fingers through his dense thicket of Mother Nature’s fury. “You’ve got this, mio dolcezzo,” I reply with certitude. “I’m right here—there’s no power in the universe that can harm you ever again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          ORSON

        

      

    

    
      My heart thunders as I catch a glimpse of Dante’s reassuring expression. The subtle glow of a setting sun peeks through the sheers of my window, casting a farewell on the farthest wall of my living room. Studying his eyes, my throat allows another hard gulp of air down the hatch. That solemn gaze is comprised of one part stoicism, one part uncertainty. I’ve seen this look before on my mother’s face, on that seventeenth day of January when my fears battled the brevity of human life.

      Standing on the inside of my sanctuary feels cold and distant. Only moments ago, on the outside steps, it took every ounce of courage to ascend the steps. And even then, I relied on Dante’s strength to keep me from falling backward. The commuters honking up and down 18th Street filled me with an immense feeling of fear and shame.

      Now shuffling across the room, I’m captivated by the shock and awe of a spotless living environment. Though I don’t remember every detail from my week of misery before I decided to check out early, I certainly know well enough that it wouldn’t have been the least bit tidy. I’m willing to wager my knight in shining armor, Captain Dante Delatore, assumed the heavy task of cleaning my home from top to bottom. It couldn’t have been Mr. Woo, my volatile landlord who’s beyond the precipice of losing his utter shit because I’m late on rent.

      Near the corner of my bay window, my feet stop short to study the wilted plant drooping with immense disdain. If it could talk, it’d cry out of negligence, having not been watered in over a month. My guilt is evident because this was one thing I dedicated to keep alive. Despite all else life threw in my direction, nurturing a small houseplant was a symbol of my tenacity to keep fighting through a dark plight. The weight of my mistakes feels heavier than ever, and I can’t help but wonder if I’ve lost everything that’s ever mattered to me.

      If I can’t even be relied on to keep a simple plant alive, is my own recovery out of grasp?

      Dante speaks softly, joining me by the window with his arm hooking around my right flank. “You okay?”

      Even if I put on the facade that I’m perfectly fine, he’d know immediately that it’s a major bold-faced lie.

      “No, Dante,” I reply, shaking my head. “My poor friend here is dead because he’s not been watered in over a month—” I stammer, spilling a few tears. “If I’m incapable of keeping a simple plant alive, how in the hell will I find the strength to survive?”

      His tongue clicks in succession while he reels me into his side. “Tsk tsk, mio dolcezzo,” he whispers. “You’re gonna survive because I won’t let another bad thing happen to you ever again,” he adds, patting my backside.

      Wait a fucking minute. Is he—how did he know Mom’s secret back rub trick?

      “You don’t understand,” I whine. “You’re a bonafide hero through and through, Dante,” I add, swallowing every inkling of collapsing into the fetal position right here.

      Dante pulls away slightly, cupping my neck with both palms. “Then you don’t know me very well,” he retorts, raising an eyebrow. “I’ve killed a plastic cactus—technically—” he winces emphatically.

      Somehow I get the feeling that he’s just blowing smoke up my fucking asshole. How can anyone kill anything made of plastic? Besides Frank Gallagher, they’d be the only thing to survive the end of mankind.

      My vision narrows suspiciously. “I don’t believe you,” I reply. “Beyond failing to rescue one from a burning building, I don’t think that’s feasible.”

      He starts to reply, though his words falter at the interruption of his cell phone, crying for attention. Dante eases up on his grip, stepping back to retrieve the device from his jacket.

      “Hold on, mi amico,” he grimaces, glancing into his screen with a pointed-up forefinger. “I’ve gotta take this,” he adds, pulling away from my depressive forcefield with caution. “But I’ll be right outside.”

      Nodding, I wave him off. “Fine, yeah, take it,” I reply hastily. “I’ll be in my room packing a suitcase.”

      On the trail down my hallway, there’s a disquieting unease settling within my gut. The noises of an old refrigerator motor are accompanied by a strident roar of some flagrant, grievous demon within the discordance of my consciousness. Each step across the floor is tainted by the drum of a somber tune, reminding me that a virtually clean home will never be able to cloak the darkness of my fateful decisions a month ago.

      Entering my bedroom is an experience above all else. I point with an extended arm towards my bed, now made to the superior degree of a military barracks. And the window, a peaceful canvas of serenity, strikes a fleeting flashback to my detriments of October.

      Lightning bolts accost the Bay Area in a clamor of Mother Nature’s fury, followed by the bellow of thunder. The ground below reverberates with a cadence of San Francisco’s insurmountable fear—feeling eerily similar to trembling aftershocks from a magnitude five quake.

      With the pleasures of a brewing sneeze, I’m jolted back to the present moment. Now, a masterpiece of clarity, drowning my nostrils with an inviting floral aroma. My place has never been so clean—or at least those are memories buried six feet underneath a foul-smelling heap of dirt and earthworms.

      Up in the closet on the left side of my bedroom, I arch both feet with an excruciating reminder that my physical health isn’t up to par with how it used to be even months ago. And my arms, frail as they are, cry in agony as I lower my suitcase from the top shelf. Its heaviness pangs into my right thigh as I hobble over to the bed, using all my might to swing it atop the neatly folded comforter.

      Now, the fun commences while I peruse the drawers of my dresser. Sliding the middle one, what would usually be a cluster of unkempt fuckery, is now several columns of order and precision. Pretty sure Dante has a military background. There’s no explaining it.

      However, as I rise to a standing position to stretch the small of my back, there’s one detail he seems to have overlooked. Sighing with relief and cracking my neck to the side, I sidestep around to the other end of my chest of drawers. Then, after another sneeze, I bend forth to reach for an envelope wedged between the wall and the backside of my dresser. Holy fuck. The half-illegible penmanship on the front of the envelope strikes a familiar cord within the dark ravines of regret taking up residence in my mind.

      
        
        To: Everyone who’s abandoned me

      

      

      My fingertips graze the fibers that comprise this paper vessel of sentiments, all the while carelessly sliding down the coarse drywall harboring each remnant of my depressive vibrations accumulated over the last eighteen months. And no sooner does my bony asshole meet the floor when a current of emotion washes ashore where my vitality entertains the inevitable.

      With each teardrop comes another lamenting spasm, evanescing notions of how much I hated my life and wanted to end it all. How could I have let things get so bad? Why didn’t I seek help months and months ago? What the ever-loving-fuck was I thinking?

      A short, deafening cough rises to the surface as both of my palms thump into the torrent of a racing pulse around my eye sockets. God fucking damn it, Orson. You’re so stupid. You almost died. You did—technically die a long time ago.

      The haunting refrain of my terrible decision-making is accompanied by a lingering metallic taste churning around in my stomach—like a witch casting her spell from oceans away in the pits of my internal melancholy. What is it gonna take to forget the flavor of my mistakes? As I attempt to wipe away the emotive display from my face, it’s at this precise moment that the lenses of my conscience rewind to the earlier darkness shrouding every square inch of this emotional landscape I once considered inhabitable.

      My TV screen boasts an imperial phantom of light amidst the darkened bedroom. Meanwhile, I thrust all my weight to turn over in bed, finding a distant comfort from the display casting aspersions through the muck and mire within my illusive trance. As if the discordance of an eighties television theme song is capable of sending me over the ridge of sanity. “Thank you for being a friend—” the irreverent, nail-biting melody that, on the best of days, could persuade even the most reposed of Buddhist monks to swallow the barrel of a .44 magnum.

      Moments—which seem like lightyears—dance through my mental cavities as billions of stars in the galaxy. Within this interstellar chasm comes another bout of nausea riddled with the flavor of galvanized steel and silicone. Try as I might, the toilet is twenty feet too far. And I’m sure I’ll expel a half-eaten can of fruit cocktail and microwave lasagna, quintessentially a last meal of sorts, before my feet grace the hardwood floor.

      The sound of my front door’s rubber seal scuffing with the patch of tile is enough to jerk me from such an abysmal recollection of events. Yet, if I don’t get my shit together and wipe the sorrow from my face, Dante will see me bundled up here on the floor like a lunatic. And he’d probably be required to escort me back to the hygienic hell from where I’ve only just escaped.

      His footsteps are a sentinel to my deepest dread, and if I didn’t inherently know otherwise, I’d almost compare the feeling to some painstaking night back in Sugar Ditch. However, at this current moment, my shifty thoughts become victim to the past once more.

      My laptop barely blinked seven at night as I sat windowside in the living room. The swill fury pattering out on the asphalt was no match to the tremendous fright I felt scraping each bone in my limbs like the handiwork of Jeffrey Dahmer. I knew then that my laze, misguided priorities to complete the exhaustive list of house chores my father assigned to me would earn at least an earful. If not a fleshy bruise across my young visage.

      And sure enough, before I could even shut the lid to my ten-pound boulder of a Dell laptop, the headlights of his beige Ford F350 heralded my demise as they flashed through the driveway akin to a lighthouse in Sag Harbor. Only I knew then and there that the brightness wasn’t meant to guide me to safety. In a home with only one external door, if I didn’t dart to my bedroom and pretend I was asleep, the pain endured by losing my mother wouldn’t be the only agony I felt that night.

      No sooner did my floppy, pain-riddled legs sink underneath my satin comforter when the footfalls of my genetically tethered demon caused a stir out in the hallway. My heart pounded to the cadence of his terror, causing me to reserve one final breath before I was forced to emulate my best Law & Order cadaver impersonation. And quick like the ferocity of a steam engine, the beast of my own bloodline kicked the bedroom door so incredibly hard that it bounced back—ultimately escalating his savagery.

      His haughty tone always could surpass that of Yosemite Sam from Looney Tunes. “Wake up, Orson,” he bellowed, each syllable rattling the picture frames scattered around my walls. “I thought I told you last night that I expected every goddamned dish in that sink to be clean by the time I came home tonight!”

      At that specific moment, I figured he already surmised that I’d perfected death impersonations, so my attempts were futile. Nor did it provide any sort of personal advantage, either. Yet I was nothing if not dedicated, rousing from a fake slumber whilst stretching both arms, soon followed by a fake yawn. If I’m honest, however, my mom’s death gifted me more than a ceaseless fatigue. So, actually, I could yawn on cue if that would ever be a marketable skill one day in the real world.

      “Huh?” I replied, concealing the tremors in my lips. “I don’t remember⁠—”

      Too little, too late. In one fell swoop, before I could shudder another vowel, my father found himself at my bedside like an apparition in the night, moving at the speed of sound. And with the air of a minotaur, he raised his palm far above his shoulders. The grizzly murmur of gnashed teeth, an omen for endless pain and suffering, held aloft his mighty sword.

      Dante’s clearing throat rescues me from reliving the consequences of my poor time management back in 2009. “No, no, no,” he shushes me, skidding across the room as if The Roadrunner. “You’re okay, baby,” he adds, lowering to his haunches with outstretched arms.

      While refreshing, his mollifying assurance isn’t as swift as the casualties of an egregious war, keeping all my faculties in a vise. Again, the rate of my brewing downpour falls in the same succession of his weighted palm colliding with the goosebumps cascading down my spine.

      “I’m sss—sorry,” I drone, fighting to see clearly through soggy lenses. “I promise to be good,” I add, trembling within Dante’s strength and my fragility. “Plea—please don’t⁠—”

      “Mio dolcezzo,” he replies with ease. “Shhh,” he adds, pacifying the internal crusade between good and evil. “What’s the matter, mi amico?”

      Pulling away from his wrangle, I allow the crown of my head to whomp against the hull of my townhome’s premium structure. And only after silently admonishing my stupid knee-jerk reaction—which is sure to leave a bump—my balled fist elevates the now crumpled envelope within view. In the short distance separating my hero’s astonishment and my wounded spirit, Dante retrieves the paper vessel of emotions from my grasp.

      Judging by his narrowed eyes, he doesn’t seem enraptured by this discovery. Or, just maybe, his conscience is deriding him for not seeing the consequence of my faulty thinking. For all intents and purposes, my final words to the innumerous people who’ve abandoned me when I’ve needed them the most.

      “Tsk tsk tsk,” he clicks his tongue with a shaken head. “I don’t think you need to be opening this, kiddo.”

      He’s probably right. If I wasn’t in my right mind and wanted to end it all, then it would behoove me to keep this detail of my past where it belongs.

      Nodding in agreement, another river of remorse glides down my cheek. “I know,” I reply, battling the detriment in the furrows of my soul. “Do you have a paper shredder at your house?”

      Dante’s assuring embrace swallows me once more. “Yes mi amico,” he mutters. “I’ll take care of this for you—don’t you worry your pretty little mind.”

      I pull away from his tight grip to study the concern in his gaze. “Well, I’d better finish gathering up some clothes,” I moan, using my wrist to lap the evidence of regret from both of my eyes. “Not that it’ll do any good—because they’ve surely suspended my service by now,” I add, clearing the frog at the back of my throat. “But do you remember seeing a white phone cord in the living room when you cleaned my place?”

      “Huh—” he chuffs, tilting his head. “You noticed the little freshening up after all.”

      “Yes, Dante,” I admit, accepting his hand to help lift me off the floor. “I’m as observant as a bald eagle and sharper than their talons.”

      Dante clicks his tongue, making a complete one-eighty in his demeanor. “There’s the spunk I’ve been waiting to see.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          DANTE

        

      

    

    
      My kitchen is a barren vessel of food. If I haven’t been busy rescuing the city of San Francisco from burning to the ground, I’ve been up at Tranquil Peaks, consoling and preparing poor little Orson Hart for his return to civilization. In the apex of my empty pantry and refrigerator, the boy is lucky I had a few basic things to whip up a potato soup. In the dim glow above my stove, here I stand over a bubbling pot of softening potatoes, canned milk, butter, and chopped celery. The aromas mingle with faint sounds of Orson's rhythmic breathing originating from my guest bedroom down the hall.

      His presence in my home is comprised of quiet vulnerability and a transparent strength as if he’s navigating a world teeming with concrete dangers that once seemed inconceivable to him. As I carefully mix the ingredients with a spoon, the rhythmic hiss of this simmering soup becomes a tranquil setting for my thoughts.

      Orson, lodged in the serenity of sleep, bears the tremendous weight of an overwhelming transition. He’s being thrust back into a reality that had once abandoned him. There’s no doubt it’s a world fraught with unexpected hazards at every turn, an evident contradiction to the solitude he found imprisoned by the shadows of his own struggle. The notion lingers in the air much like the fragrant steam rising from the pot—a reminder of the challenges we must travel beyond the haven of my kitchen.

      My gaze wanders over a shoulder, drawn to the lone envelope resting on the countertop. Simply put, it’s the very artifact that sent Orson spiraling into a squall of emotions just hours ago. His suicide letter is a poignant testament to the abandonment he endured from family and friends during his darkest hours. It muddles an ember of rage within me, such indignation that someone could be pushed to the brink by the spiteful consequences of abandonment.

      Despite this inner turmoil, a gnawing intrigue overtakes me like a moth irresistibly drawn to the flicker of a flame. Only twelve inches away, the letter lies before me as an enigmatic narrative unlocking the secrets of Orson’s past. Should I consign it to the fate of the paper shredder or wait for Orson to unveil the story in his own time? Yet, much like curiosity triumphs over caution, I find myself in the fathomable surrender to unfold the upheaval of Orson’s past—one letter at a time.

      Dread sinks into my chest, boiling over the doubts that Orson had even one friend he could turn to. Unfolding the creases of this ruled paper, I’m quick to reveal half-scribbled words that are barely legible. Judging by the haphazard loops of his g’s and squiggly tails on his y’s, it’s evident mi amico wrote these in the pique of despair.

      
        
        Dad,

        I’m truly not sure if this note will catch you wrapped in an immense sorrow or have you on some mighty throne of elation. Suffice it to say, you win. The ceaseless efforts I made to patch up our relationship weren’t worthy of your time, nor even a fraction of love. It’s an impossible feat to fathom that I could compete with your stepson, a convicted serial murderer. Yet, by the same token, I’ve spent the last year wrangling with the notion that you could change.

        On the other side of such a minefield of inquisition, I’m realizing at this very minute that people rarely ever change. They do, however, evolve into darker, scornful incarnations of themselves. And for that, I’m truly sorry you weren’t able to read between the lines, tiny cries for help trying to permeate the conceited, self-righteous barrier that surrounds the crucible of your soul.

        With each capsule of my heart medication, I ushered the feeling of relief that I’m—at last—free of this emotional servitude you’ve kept me in for so long. And when I take my last breath, let the cacophony of my otherworldly bellows pontificate such a disquieting melody under your skin. Meanwhile, I’ll be dancing from continent to continent with Mom and Chris.

        Orson

      

      

      Reading the supposed final words Orson would’ve ever muster to a person who strikes anger within me is far too heavy on my heart. Thinking back, my father came around in the last years of his life. Despite the rough terrain it took navigating to get where we did, he finally did see through the rhetoric about homosexuality written by a theologian thousands of years ago.

      I sink into the back of my stool, stretching both legs out in front of me while sliding another penultimate farewell from the envelope. Of course, it’s written to his older brother—the object of my deep disdain.

      
        
        Dear Benjamin,

        This one hurts me most of all. First and foremost, let me apologize for the news of my departure. Scratch that, escape. Especially given how Chris left the world, it shouldn’t have had to come to this. I don’t know why you, of all people, chose to take Grandma’s side when she divided our family after Mom died. But you’re almost twice my age, and we’ve never been close. Chris and I were, and I’ll accept the guilt of not returning his frantic text the week before he was found in his bathroom.

        I wish we could’ve had a better relationship despite our differences and age gap. As I write this note to you, tiny rivers of remorse glide down both of my cheeks. What did I do to deserve being shunned by you, of all people in our family? If this is the cross I must bear, then I will take the smite of a dozen whips as punishment. I’m almost on my way to meet Mom. Maybe she’ll provide the clarity I so desperately seek.

        Love,

        Orr

      

      

      I’m not sure how anyone could read this note of repentance without shedding a single tear. Why did I not check on him the morning after his first cry for help? Battling with my guilt, I spring from the barstool with Orson’s envelope of emotions grazing the smooth, marble surface of my kitchen island. It’s precisely at this moment I wished I’d have paid closer attention to all the signs of an emotionally distraught young man. If he had just one friend—one person of a sound mind and superior judgment—then perhaps his mental well-being could’ve charted off in a completely different direction.

      Reality stings my conscience at the thought I would’ve even entertained the notion of prioritizing anyone’s health and safety over those in my family. In essence, it’s these ties of Italian obligations to care for one another that stand apart from most other cultures in the world. To reiterate Mamma’s words permanently etched into my memory, “Famiglia doesn’t take a vacation.”

      Tiny whistles can be heard stirring out in the hallway as I make every attempt to remain quiet on my trail to the downstairs office. Though my fingers don’t waste another moment slipping another dreary letter from this envelope, a vessel of forlorn expectation.

      Peeking my head through the doorframe offers me a moment of ease among several to follow. As a matter of fact, another thing that the pamphlet advised me to do was remove the doors on any rooms where Orson would be left alone for any length of time. Not as a means to punish him for his lapse in thinking, attempting to relinquish himself to The Almighty in a final surrender, but as a way to ensure such a thing doesn’t happen again.

      He’s somewhat cozy in this moment of relief, hopefully peacefully bouncing from one moonbeam to another. Or counting his millionth sheep, at the very least. Quietly, I back away from the guest bedroom with a smooth rotation of my socks, performing a Michael Jackson-esque maneuver against my hardwood panels.

      As I round a corner into my office, the coarse fibers of another daunting page accost a small callous along my palm. And inches below my soggy vision, there seems to be hope after all. Orson, the epitome of loneliness, has one slip of paper with something of substance. Words adorning a page of perfection, a mixture of joy and most legible penmanship I never thought possible for him.

      
        
        Please mail this to Presley Collins @ 437 S. Union Street, Westfield, Indiana 46074

        Dearest Chicken,

        I miss you so much. From our late-night phone calls in the bathtub to the hundreds of hours spent conversing about the books we’d read at the same time. And how could I possibly forget graduation night when you, Mary, and I cruised topless down Main Street to make our own goddamned breeze?

        If you’re reading this letter, the news is true. I’ve taken one step over the rainbow bridge to be with my Mom and brother. You can hate me for all eternity. I will understand your feelings the most. We might not have kept in the best contact since you and Stephen had Louise. Being a mother must be tiring in the best of times—and all I have to take care of is a measly little plant I found by the dumpster behind Krogers several months ago. Though, as I sit here writing this just now, I shudder to imagine what’ll happen to him in my absence. And it’s quintessentially too late, as the damage has already begun brewing in my gut.

        Whenever you feel down or lonely, please look up at the moon—and I’ll be near forevermore. I’m sorry I had to go. But I’ve done all I can do to try to survive. The crevices of my mind are slowly slipping away into the dust each day I get closer to losing my home. I cannot fight anymore. Remember the pact we made? Please do it for me. I may not be there in the flesh, but I’ll be there by the Oak tree in the corner, watching you breathe life into our hopes and dreams.

        I love you, chicken.

        “Orangie”

      

      

      A harsh accumulation of saliva is stuck at the back of my throat. Try as I may to clear it, fierce like the flames over Dolores Park in 1906; it’ll just have to remain a little longer. My eyes, now a clouded plume of sorrow, gently weep for little Orson Hart. The boy has a way with words—he’d make one hell of an author if he wanted to. His proposed final sentiments swirl around my gut as if a medley of distress reminiscing on the joy he shared with this girl from his hometown.

      Futile as it is, I can’t abstain from clearing my throat. It’s become congested by the consequence of empathy. God damn it, kid. Why didn’t you call this girl instead of writing her? All the questions of Orson’s moral judgment swim around the mazes of my mind. Meanwhile, I hastily come to the realization that if I shred these letters, solemn testaments of his dark reverie, the boy will rouse from his nap.

      Judging by the smell coming from my kitchen, it’s time to stir the potato soup a few more times so it can simmer for a few minutes longer. No time is wasted quietly sliding Orson’s notes into the thin crevice of my locking desk drawer. They’re safe in there for the interim since a key is required to open it. And in a haphazard attempt to dodge Max strutting out of the bathroom, my leg tosses me completely out of balance.

      Short, contemptuous expressions vault from my lips as I tumble forward nose-first to century-old wooden panels lining the hallway. “Cazzo—stupido gatto—guarda dove stai andando!”

      As if he could possibly understand me cursing at him in Italiano—fuck—stupid cat—watch where you’re going. However, Max is no stranger to my Sicilian temper at any minor inconvenience. However, if I’m honest with myself, I probably should withhold this Italian rage from Orson whenever possible.

      Much like luck would leave me, the piccolo angelo’s footfalls can be heard across the creaky guest bedroom floor. Before I have a chance to claim victory over Max’s wreckless behavior, rising to both feet, Orson sticks his head out from the doorway while stifling a yawn.

      His eyes grow to the size of melons, all the while shuffling towards me in a show of bravery. Isn’t this quite the role reversal?

      “Are you okay, Dante?” He asks, kneeling forward to take my hand.

      Shaking my head, I let a sigh fall. “Yeah,” I affirm. “You’ll learn very quickly that Max rules the roost around here and will walk right in your footpath if you’re not careful.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sitting up amongst the rooftop garden, Orson lolls beside me in the more comfortable lawn chair with a TV tray and the first home-cooked meal he’s eaten—in what I’ll wager is months. I steal a glance at him every few moments, hunched over his food, only to appease my conscience and high regard for safety. He’s guarding the bowl of potato soup much like a vulture to a splotch of carrion he’s previously staked a claim.

      Between bouts of intermittent slurping are the mellow cries of a gentle breeze that’s blowing every tiny hair on my weathered arm. Behind us is an old silver boombox I dug out of the closet to provide a hushed musical ambiance. I’d sooner speak up to say anything at all if it weren’t for being interrupted by the raucous groaning of culinary satisfaction warming up Orson’s soul. And frankly, mine as well for the sheer fact that he’s happily eating anything but ‘psych-hold slop.’

      Though, like the voice of God amidst a heavy rainstorm, he mutters more than just unintelligibly. “This is the—mmmm—” his words falter quick, followed by another bow of his chin deep into the recess of his porcelain bowl.

      My brow raises high as the boastful moon, currently finding a spot to hang over the sturdy braces of The Golden Gate Bridge. “I take it you approve of dear ole’ Papà’s cooking, huh?”

      He drops his spoon with a confused show of emotion. “Why do you keep referring to yourself as a father of some sort?”

      Shit. He’s onto you, Dante. I suppose now’s as good of a time as any to tell him just how deeply I feel for him.

      My throat clears after the not-so-satisfying taste of unsweet iced tea. “Well, kiddo,” I reply, scratching the patch of bristles under my chin. “Ever since the night we first met, I had this weird sort of feeling that you could be the son I never had—” I finish, mollifying the fears that he’s going to think that sounded peculiar as fuck.

      Orson’s hand travels the short distance from his chair to my right arm. The immense warmth of his touch is a simple yet treasured reminder that he survived one of the coldest times of his life. And here I am, sat up with him in my garden, overlooking the splendor of San Francisco’s bustling skyline.

      He murmurs gently, matching the soothing pace of our lovely nighttime breeze. “I really do think of you as the fatherly influence I never had,” he admits, his chin meeting a roughened collarbone—still seemingly tender from the effects of resuscitation. “So I’ll gladly call you ‘Daddy’ if you held me in your strong arms and never let go.”

      A grin warms me over. Hearing Orson Hart’s confidence, the conviction in his tone speaks a truth that far surpasses what I thought possible sets my heart ablaze. And the twinkle at the corner of his stare bolstering from the moon overhead, it’s nothing if not a promise for his willingness to fight.

      The whisper of God’s sweet nothings combines an aroma reminiscent of fresh dew, mingling the tension between Orson and my heart. Without wasting another breath, I leap from the lawn chair to take the boy’s hand in mine. A sullen expression stares back at me with timidity, his tacit acknowledgment of an emotional surrender unleashes the Daddy within. Meanwhile, the voice of an angel, otherwise known as Adele, swims around the rooftop garden as if plumes of cotton from a tree gliding over all.

      “May I have this dance, Mr. Hart?” I ask, finding it difficult to not express a fervent smile. “Don’t you just love this song?”

      Orson accepts my strength, the symbol of his inner tenacity meeting my innermost determination. “It’s an oldie but a goodie,” he replies, seemingly captivated by my advance. “I’d want nothing more than to dance with ‘Babbo’ right now.”

      Under the ample glow of tonight’s moon, we sway to the melody, proving more truths than fiction between him and me. As Adele’s voice swims through the air, her words are a profound testament to my feelings for him. My heart clangs with a synchronized precision to the song, strengthening the tether that binds me to him.

      He was once lost and broken when I found him a month ago, and I couldn’t resist the urge to save him. Now, as his head rests easily against my chest, I’m assured of the simple luxuries our situation brings. Orson’s future worries are a distant mirage, drowned in a sea of possibility.

      If holding him for a million years is what it’ll take to invigorate the luster brewing underneath his tender husk, then I’ll do anything to make him feel my love. My palm finds its way up to the back of Orson’s skull, pattering gently and smoothly.

      “Shh shh, mio dolcezzo,” I murmur. “You’re safe here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          ORSON

        

      

    

    
      Dante’s face illuminates under the full Bay Area moonlight, casting shadows on his chiseled features as we dance beneath its glow. A cool breeze, refreshing and invigorating as it is, whisks away my worries as he keeps me held close to his chest. Yet a sensation keen on interrupting this calm moment stands to threaten my most basic securities. Another sneeze.

      “Aahhchoo,” I wallow, properly covering my nose. “Sorry about that.”

      Pulling away from the warmth of his embrace, I’m quick to study the ardor in his eyes. Even though min reading is far out of my reach, his determination sparks something fierce within me. For example, a beacon of assurance screaming volumes about my ability to weather the storm hanging above. From my moments of terror a couple of hours ago, I’m honestly surprised he didn’t immediately return me to Tranquil Peaks like an ill-fitting cardigan at Sears.

      It’s in this moment of clarity when his visage—emblazoned with a certain passion—calls for me to lean closer. And as I respond to the fervor brewing, our foreheads collide with each other like two brown bears in the wilderness. The tension between us is evident, and I can feel the crux of my being thundering with intrigue. However, just as we’re about to lose ourselves in this ardent moment, dozens of heavy raindrops penetrate the fissures of heaven above.

      Each angelic cry falls to its demise around us, swaying to San Francisco’s leading mix FM station in Dante’s rooftop garden. Our heads part from one another to God’s laughter from beyond this plane, joining in a theatrical show of humor. My arms shiver from the cold bite of rain, followed by Dante—now known as Babbo—ushering me to safety in the shelter of his top-story hallway.

      “Come on, mi amico,” he insists, tugging on my right arm. “I don’t need you catching a nasty cold.”

      As we find refuge in the dry environment, a thought occurs to me that we were just outside, surrounded by dozens—maybe hundreds—of plant species. If he says he can’t keep a plastic cactus alive, how the hell has he kept the greenery safe from a scornful drought all this time?

      My throat clears with a certain indecision. Should I call him on his horse hockey?

      “Ummm, Dante—” I stop short, pointing over a shoulder with narrowed eyes of intent. “Did you not tell me just a few hours ago that you couldn’t even keep a plastic cactus alive?”

      Dante bites his lip, replying with an air of embarrassment. “Oh, those puppies out there?” He says, pointing out the window. “That’s Mrs. Newman’s handiwork,” he adds, brushing his fingers over my left ear. “That’s what the little bridge with railing is for.”

      His response catches me by surprise. I don’t recall seeing any sort of bridge with rails out there. It is, however, dark. There’s a possibility that my confined perception of the world was cloaked by the ever-present darkness clouding my judgment.

      Bay Area homes are mere inches apart from one another. And we’d host multi-family potluck dinners by passing a gravy boat from one window to another. But somehow, I question Captain Dante Delatore’s faculties about whether he would, in good conscience, allow a person to hop from one roof to the other.

      My head tilts to the side. “So I’m schizophrenic and all,” I reply, stopping short. “I’m no stranger to figments of imagination—” more stammering juts from my quivering lips. “But shouldn’t a Fire Captain have his mental shit together?”

      The Italian words leap from his tongue smooth as butter and as seductively as raindrops scaling a windowpane. “Sì, tesoro, Babbo è sano di mente e di corpo,” he roars.

      I click my tongue with a raised brow. “Yep—pretty sure you’ll have to say that one in English,” I joke with him, playfully slapping the bulge of his bicep. “Non sono del tutto fluente.”

      Dante takes my hand in his, brushing the back of my palm gently. “Very good, buddy,” he winks. “Speaking of schizophrenia,” he adds, breathing sharply. “I reckon now that this belly is fed, it’s time for your meds.”

      Right. How could I forget being personally responsible for the onslaught of medication management? In essence, I have become a pharmacist’s favorite patient. Going from a fill record of the occasional antibiotic to supplying them with a monthly three-course lunch in thirty-four days.

      “That’s right,” I nod with a token of responsibility. “I’ve gone from sparingly filling an antibiotic to six routine medications in little over a month,” the click of my tongue is a proverbial cherry atop my emphatic caramel sundae.

      He looks confused as if the perspicacious expression is a stoic gesture. “Then where’d the heart medication come from?”

      How did he know it was heart medication?

      My reply is laced with certitude, assuring him that the diltiazem was an old prescription when my doctor and I were working on my blood pressure. Having improved my health by the consequences of walking around San Francisco and taking Uber’s when necessary between pharmacy locations, we’d been able to eliminate hypertension quite well.

      I clear my throat. “That was an old script I had lying around—” my shaky words falter, worried that he’s going to be watching my medication use like a hawk to its prey.

      Down in the kitchen, Dante swipes his hand around the wall to illuminate half a dozen pendant lights. They shine brighter than the moon overhead outside, sinking into the cavities of my soul. Quickly and reactively, I block the assault with both hands over my face with a loud wince.

      The headlights of Robert’s beige Ford F350 shine through the flimsy window sheers of our living room. All the while, a heaviness bubbles over my esophagus with an uneasy feeling of heartburn.

      Dante lets out a short grunt and is fast to read my fright, then returns a sense of peace and serenity to his quaint kitchen. Meanwhile, his humongous cat scatters out from under the island—protesting this sudden injustice of scaring the poor fucker.

      “What’s the matter?” Dante asks with conviction. “Didn’t they have even brighter lights in both hospitals?”

      A deep breath mollifies my nerves as I gather my bearings in the lull of a quiet kitchen environment. The light above his stove is dim and provides the maximum brightness I’m capable of tolerating in a home setting.

      Yes, he’s absolutely correct. There’s something to be said about the fluorescent blaze of both facilities from where I’ve escaped. In a residential environment, however, the brightness I can personally tolerate is the bathroom. Even then, I’d put my personal safety at stake in a shower if it meant I could wash my junk in the dark.

      “Yeah—erm—” I stammer, assured that he’s going to think I’m a complete lunatic. “I guess there’s something you need to learn about me.”

      He takes my hand, leading me across a hushed tundra of floor tiles. “There’s a lot I want to learn about you, mi amico,” he mutters low, shaking what I assume to be a pill vial.  “And all in your own time, of course.”

      Clearing my throat, I prepare to brace for impact from the slew of tablets for this and that. A mishmash of pharmaceutical fuckery ripe for Orson Hart’s new reality. Dante retrieves a cold bottle of water from the refrigerator, followed by twisting off the cap with ease. He should work in a pharmacy with those skills.

      Dante holds the first medication bottle up to the minimal glow from his stove, squinting to make out which one he’s holding. I can tell him right now it’s the smallest in size of all six—clonazepam 2mg.

      The Italian stallion he is, those wispy z’s sound completely different. “Clon—ass—apam,” he squints further, reaching for another vial. “Arab—ipray—soul.”

      Close enough, Babbo. Close enough. However, the detriments of my medicine cabinet are far surpassed by the likes of extended-release lithium, trazodone, and the poor man’s Viagra—a dopamine agonist otherwise known as Requip.

      “Not too bad for a fire captain,” I smirk, though I doubt he can see the sarcasm on my face. “Medications will always be the most complex things to pronounce.”

      Instead of handing me the pills in my palm like a normal person would do, Dante pulls his head back with a sparkle in his wink. “Open the hatch, mio dolcezzo,” he grunts mildly.

      That's an interesting power dynamic. I can’t exactly say this doesn’t turn me on in the slightest. If not for the lithium coursing through my veins the past month, I’d probably sprout an erection about now. Having said that, now I’m about to advance a double whammy down my pipes, welcoming a new sex-depriving demon into the mix—Abilify. Screw the extra dopamine as a result of Requip. That’ll be like expecting a lily plant to rise amidst a heavy downpour.

      Dante hands me the cold bottle of water after meticulously placing the pills on my tongue, accepting his new role as a nurse. “Okie dokie, kiddo,” he inhales deeply, seemingly more invested in my swallowing them than I am. “I must insist on watching you swallow them,” he adds, bowing his head with narrowed eyes.

      Swallowing this assault of pills is almost old hat for me, having been adjusted to the new regimen for a decent month by now. And finishing any bottle of cold liquid is hardly a feat the thirstiest motherfuckers on the planet should ever have issues contending. If not for the lithium, my Requip has the unsavory anticholinergic effects of cotton mouth.

      “See,” I announce, sticking my tongue out almost as far as my chin. “I should be a champion pill swallower by now, Babbo,” I add, tipping back the water to finish every last drop.

      The Italian stallion before me claps amusingly at my display. “Babbo sure doesn’t need to worry about his piccolo orso going thirsty, does he?”

      Squinting with confusion, I tilt my head. “Piccolo orso?”

      “Little bear,” he clarifies, tossing the empty bottle towards his trash can in the corner. “You’re going to be ‘fluente in Italiano’ by Christmas,” he grins proudly, taking my hand in his. “Let’s slip you into something a little drier, shall we?”

      As Dante leads me back to the guest bedroom, my open-facing prison without the luxury of a locking door, he proceeds to reach for the overhead light. Gently, I reach out to catch his palm before he invites a torrent of lightning into the tarnished confines of my mental cavity.

      “Please, no,” I plead. “I can change in the dark—I promise.”

      The welcomed dim sheen of our Bay Area moon offers all the minimal light I need. Though somewhat dark, I can tell he appears nonplussed as his eyes narrow.

      “What is this problem with lights, piccolo orso?” He asks with a grunt.

      A deep and parched breath rushes down my throat as I tiptoe towards my unpacked luggage resting on top of a chest of drawers. “I’m not sure you would understand some of my fears,” I reply. “Sometimes, I can’t even explain them to myself.”

      Not everyone can identify patterns, shapes, and colors in almost complete darkness. But I have a keen sense for it. I slide my neck into an orange shirt, cracking it to the side while listening to the sound of raindrops cascading down the guest bedroom window. Then, I pull on a pair of flannel pajamas, one leg at a time. I suppose if he’s gonna think I’m a freak for being afraid of too much residential brightness, he’ll think I’m a dingbat because I have a fear of driving.

      Dante climbs the mattress, whispering low as if to keep me calm. I’m not about to have some major freakout like moments ago in the kitchen.

      “I’m not gonna force you to fall asleep,” he says, chuckling. “But I thought you’d still be tired after the full day you’ve had.”

      He’s not wrong. I feel like I could sleep for an entire month and still have a normal sleep pattern. Yet, if there’s one thing I must take note of about the outside world beyond each imprisoning wall of Tranquil Peaks, it’s a noticeable difference in time. Almost inconceivably, this whole day has accelerated rapidly. I know several hours have passed since my feet graced the wet Nob Hill asphalt. However, I’d be remiss not to admit how much this point in the night would feel like an entire epoch has painstakingly sludged by.

      “You’re right about that,” I admit, ascending the mattress like a kid crawling up into bed with his sleepover friends. “I’m exhausted,” I add, acknowledging defeat with a yawn. “Perhaps tomorrow I’ll feel more like getting some things accomplished.”

      Having returned to civilization, there are a hundred things I know I must contend with. While I have the luxuries of quite the comfortable bed this seems to be, my docket is no longer swamped by counting a thousand sheep every day. Dante’s right arm finds its way underneath my spine, scooping me closer to his warm body.

      He rests his chin on the top of my head while soothingly rubbing my arms. “You’re cold as a popsicle,” he whimpers. “Are you comfortable?”

      Nodding, followed by a deeper yawn, I nuzzle my chin into his toughened abdominal muscles. “Yeah, I’m just fine,” I respond. “I’ve felt like a frozen corpse since the first week I started taking lithium.”

      Thoughts of each day post-discharge has my nerves on edge. This weekend will be a short acclimation to society. Rather, a mere glimpse into freedom before I’m expected to attend group therapy, individual therapy, meeting my nephrologist, and the multiple vials of blood to be stolen from my body every fucking month. As a matter of fact, I’ve been pilfered of more blood this last month than my whole life.

      Contending with a lump at the back of my throat, my unveiling of fears persists. “Oh, and erm—” I stammer, raising my sight to see him staring patiently down in my direction. “I’ll be needing rides to all these appointments.”

      Dante mumbles unintelligibly, meanwhile caressing my sternum, likely to try to warm me up. “Hmmmm,” he grunts. “That’s not a problem for Babbo, piccolo orso.”

      No sooner do I attempt swallowing whatever possible to moisten my mouth, when he pipes back up. “So, is it freeing to be a part of the outside world again?”

      “Mmmm hmmmm,” I drone. “Though I must be honest and say I didn’t imagine it would feel quite this overwhelming—” my words stop short, realizing he probably doesn’t know how this actually feels.

      Unless a person has walked a mile in my shoes, they’ll never truly understand the strides I’ve had to take to get to this point. Several hours which felt like eons of counting ceiling tiles and practically taking an inventory of carpet fibers. Most patients found themselves playing checkers with torn pieces of paper they colored with red and black Crayola markers. Or participated in the ceaseless hours of pirated movies during “cinema therapy.”

      Give me a fucking break. Tranquil Peaks is funded largely in part by Medi-Cal government health coverage. And what dollars aren’t finding their way into the staff’s paycheck are lining the CEO’s thick wallet. They’d sooner force patients to watch Mister Rogers on PBS than legitimately pay for a copy of Pixar’s “Inside Out.”

      “Tom—” I start to say, yet thwarted by another vanquishing yawn. “Are you gonna be going to work tomorrow?”

      Judging by Dante’s quick response, it seems like he’s already been thinking about this. It's as if he’s planning some leave of absence from the fire department to be my babysitter. I don’t need to be monitored twenty-four-seven like I’m still a cattle to the slaughter, whisked from one electronic gate to another. He can go back to work, and I get on with my life, for fuck’s sake.

      “No, mio dolcezzo,” he hums. “I’ve taken the rest of this week off, so I can help you out with anything—” he pauses short. “Or everything on your docket.”

      His warm palm grazes the scattered goosebumps up and down my arms. And as I inhale to amend this calm moment between us, he finishes clarifying his thoughts aloud.

      “Though I do need to make a much-deserved trip to Safeway—and stop in for a haircut—” he stammers, running his fingers through my mane. “By the feels of it, il mio ragazzo,” he adds, clicking his tongue. “Little bear could stand a couple of inches being trimmed away as well.”

      He cares about my appearance? Even fucking Robert Hart gave zero fucks about whether I had a haircut or not. The prospect of grooming seems refreshing, though it feels like I’m going to be indebted to Dante Delatore for a few grand before 2017 vanishes altogether.

      “Oooookay,” I reply hesitantly, unsure really how best to respond. “But I’m gonna have to get a job to afford to take care of myself, Dante,” I add, fidgeting with the hem of his dark t-shirt. “You can’t pay for everything I’m gonna need⁠—”

      He shushes me with a tacit indignation. “Stop it, Orson,” he groans. “Let Babbo take care of you,” he adds, followed by wisps of his warm breath crashing into my neck.

      “But—” I rejoinder.

      Dante interjects me instantly. “But nothing,” he insists. “I just want you to focus on feeling better in all aspects,” he adds with a somewhat gristle. “Is driving one of your other fears?”

      I’m sure he’s right. I do need to focus on feeling better. Though being unemployed with a resume that deems me more than qualified for even a basic food service job, it still leaves me at the same disadvantages as before my greatest mistake. No matter how hard I fought to convince a general manager at Chipotle to hire me over the snot-nosed, pimply teenagers in a group interview, I always came up short.

      As my vision grows heavy, each second to pass us by is accompanied by dwindling thoughts. It’s a byproduct to come from being heavily medicated, yet not entirely unappreciated. If not for the pills, I’d be lost in a deep chasm of dread and anxiety.

      “Mmmmmmm,” I reply softly, allowing the dark abyss to swallow me for however many hours into the night. “Thhhannnkssss.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          DANTE

        

      

    

    
      Orson and I are surrounded by stillness and peace on the top of my guest bedroom mattress. I had planned on having a heart-to-heart conversation with him, but it turned out to be a quick mental journey through deeper battles than I had ever imagined. It seems like Orson has more fears and hurts than I had anticipated. This leaves me with multiple questions to ponder. However, one particular question stands out among the others, like a white stripe on a skunk’s tail. Can I be the guardian that he needs to fight his inner demons?

      He lies under the weight of my arm, drowsing away in a heavy slumber. Surely, I can slowly fish my arm out from underneath him, a notion any nurturer dares to entertain. We’d sooner chew the arm off than disrupt our loved one’s rest. However, somebody has to be the picture of strength around here. And heaven knows I can’t very well afford to lose a limb.

      Carefully, my arm makes its way from underneath Orson’s right flank. The short wisps of his steam-engine-like breaths blowing in and out from his nose are the ultimate signs he’s out cold. So long as San Francisco doesn’t suffer another bout of thunder—and apparently lightning—this Babbo will be a happy man.

      You’re already a happy man, Dante. This young man in your bed is the cure to all your ills, an unexpected harbinger of brighter days complete with companionship and someone close to care after.

      The thoughts circling my brain are the only things I can hear on the trail back out to my kitchen. And they’re loud enough that even the torrential downpour outside stands no chance of growing louder than my conscious rambles. As I approach the kitchen, Max quickly scurries from under the barstools, a scene where my flicking on the main lights heralded disaster within Orson Hart’s mental confines.

      As much as I’d hoped to gather more insight into this fear of house lights, his sleep is far more important. I will wait out the storm tonight with my curiosity immersed in another part of his healing journey. Next to the countertop, Orson’s discharge paperwork remains within my grasp. Given his sensitivity to brightness—and the fact that the door to his room is off its hinges—I find my way closer to the ample glow of the stove light to scan the boy’s Client Discharge Summary.

      My finger glides from left to right, skipping over the demographic details I’m already aware of. However daunting, a deep breath rushes down my pipes the moment I come upon his official diagnosis.

      Schizoaffective Disorder Bipolar Type, GAD with panic and h/o ASD

      To say I’m surprised by this discovery would be a major overstatement. My poor little bear thought his home was burning to a pile of ash one month ago. It’s going to take some therapy of my own to get that particular scene from playing on a perpetual loop in the ravines of my mind. Brushing a finger through the curtains above the sink, I’m able to determine the rain has stopped momentarily.

      Do I go up to clean our mess left behind from dinner? Do I dare threaten the prospect of Orson’s safety if I leave him unattended for anything longer than a moment?

      Judging by the chirp of my cell phone out on the entryway stand, I’m being unavoidably detained by somebody else’s crisis in these late hours. Though Max is determined he wants to be fed, I’d be the worst public servant to ignore anyone’s emergency. The cat in this instance will just have to wait a proper moment. Raising the phone to press its round home button, my screen displays more than one missed text message that I’ve neglected to see for the past two hours.

      
        
          
            
              
        MIGUEL: The wife wants to meet Orson. Any chance he’d be up to coming over for dinner this weekend?

      

      

      

      

      

      I’m incredibly aware that my friends are excited to meet Orson. However, I am concerned about exposing him to external stressors too soon. While I appreciate their friendly gesture of inviting him to a group meal, I believe some balance is necessary to ensure his well-being. As a responsible Babbo, I must prioritize his safety and emotional health. Thumbing back to the main text screen, my other missed messages are from Isabella.

      
        
          
            
              
        ISABELLA: Haven’t heard from you in a couple of days. Mamma is doing a little better, but not the picture of solid health.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        She insists on you coming back home for a while. Can’t you do this one favor for me?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I NEED YOUR HELP, GOD DAMN IT! SMETTILA DI ESSERE UNO STRONZO!

      

      

      

      

      

      If my dear sister is calling me an asshole in Italian, this must be her dire attempt to get my attention. On the one hand, Orson is too fragile to be going anywhere that he isn’t comfortable with. So, leaving San Francisco on such short notice isn’t ideal. On a complete other, maybe it wouldn’t hurt to fly him down to Mobile versus driving. Should things go awry with his emotional well-being, we’d jump on the very next flight back to California.

      My head bops indecisively from one shoulder to another. “Cazzo Isabella—” I curse under my breath, followed by more intermittent frustration in Italian.

      
        
          
            
              
        Bene, bene, sorella. Give me until Monday night. And I won’t be coming alone.

      

      

      

      

      

      Surely that last part is unnecessary because I’m a grown-ass adult, and I can bring whomever I damn well please with me. I don’t need her permission, nor do I need Mamma’s, either. Now, back to a stern but friendly response to Miguel.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sorry, man. I can’t arrange a dinner right now. It’s all just way too soon.

      

      

      

      

      

      Of course, I should probably assert my need for more time off—especially since I already told Orson I was taking it for him.

      
        
          
            
              
        Oh yeah also, I forgot to mention that I’ll be taking more time off. I’ll be sure to have Chief assign a good probie since he’ll be there through Christmas.

      

      

      

      

      

      Surely, I’m forgetting something after the interruptions from both a demanding sister and a concerned best friend. As much as I appreciate his and Gloria’s interest in my little bear, I wouldn’t be an appropriate Babbo if I introduced him to them way too soon. As it stands, meeting Mamma and Isabella will be a lot to explain to him. Fuck. A lot to explain to them also.

      On my trail back to turn off the stove light, it occurs to me that I’ve totally spaced out Max’s needs. He’s going to need to be fed, and the fat fuck won’t let me forget about it as he sits poised expectantly in front of his dish—tail thrashing against the floor.

      Quietly, I hobble over toward the bottom cabinet where his food is stored. “We’re staying down here for the next couple nights, Max,” I instruct him as if he understands what the fuck I’m saying.

      However, my conscience chides every first responder bone in my body. Apparently, I’ve been so busy today that I’ve also forgotten to prepare the sofa with my blankets and pillows. If I’m not within an earshot of Orson in the guest bedroom, and God forbid something happened, I’d never be able to live with myself.

      While Max is nose-deep in his tuna medley, I dart upstairs to retrieve a blanket and pillow from my bed. And don’t forget the phone charger. It takes me all of a hot minute to gather the essentials before I find myself back downstairs. I toss the items onto the couch, forgetting that my phone charger isn’t so feather-light and it’d better land in the couch cushions. Course, it doesn’t, rather scrambles against the hardwood with a loud clatter.

      Fuck, Dante! That wasn’t very smart.

      As I slowly walk down the hallway toward Orson in my guest room, all my hope is steadfast in the notion that my inconsiderate hindsight doesn’t jostle him awake. Approaching the doorframe, his calm and steady breathing puts my concern at ease, a positive sign that he’s sound asleep. There’s a high probability that he’s so tired, that even a crash of thunder wouldn’t disturb the boy.

      Maxwell, who is always a quick eater, rubs against my leg as I return to the “Night Watch HQ.” He purrs soothingly while sitting on the arm of the sofa, seemingly entertained at the sight of me bent over to plug in the charging cube. Then, after a few moments, I crawl under a thick blanket with my head resting on the pillow. If Orson doesn’t rise from his deep sleep, I can relax and rest my eyes as if I’m in a bunk at the station, keeping guard with one ear open.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          ORSON

        

      

    

    
      There’s something to be said about freedom in the simple pleasures of life. Each moment since my discharge has been a gift of time earned back. Yet, in the hushed climate of a group therapy session at Tranquil Peaks, once again, I find myself seated among a circle of adults. Each person grapples with their own intricacies of the human psyche. As I listen to the collective murmur of shared experiences and the therapeutic musings on stress management, I can’t help but feel the weight of this discussion lift a little.

      Yes, I’m contending with the larger corporate mental health demon where I’ve already served a month-long sentence. However, this time, it was done on an outpatient basis. A mere finite period exposed to the imprisoning mental clarity brings me a glimmer of hope. The prospect of leaving this heavy exchange of thoughts to indulge in a satisfying home-cooked meal, a private shower, and a comfortable bed beckons on the horizon.

      Kandy, a woman I recognize from the first ward of my grippy sock vacation, speaks up in the group. “I think this is a wonderful conversation—very helpful today.”

      As the therapist guides the conversation, my thoughts involuntarily shift to Dante. While waiting for our haircuts on Saturday morning, he disclosed that his sister Isabella requested him to go back to Alabama. Something to the effect of their mother’s deteriorating health. He left the decision to me, offering the choice of flying down south or staying in California, where a network of support resources lies within a reasonable commute. By the same token, this uncertainty about what Dante is currently facing with his family adds a layer of complexity to the stress management banter swirling around me.

      My legs continue their erratic bouncing, an uncontrollable motion that has plagued me for the last couple of days. Half a moment later, a sudden twitch in my neck disrupts the rhythmic flow, causing the person speaking across from me to halt mid-sentence. I brush it off with a strained smile, masking the underlying concern that this is anything detrimental. The truth remains that this is likely one more stepping stone on the pathway to greater health, dancing the macarena of pharmaceutical consequences.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My everlasting freedom awaits me on the outside of Tranquil Peaks. As the meeting comes to a close, I make my way through the main lobby entrance. Splashing sounds from the fountain could be heard for a mile probably, something that’s a stark difference from the deafening silence particularly heard on the other side of a door I’m about to pass. The locking door. The electronic cattle gate I never imagined emerging from again.

      Then as I swing the door open, accepting a brisk bite of Bay Area air, Dante is seen leaning up against the truck. One leg straddles the other with his arms crossed as he shoots me a particularly stoic look.

      “How was the group therapy, mi amico?” He asks, breaking his ‘sexy Daddy’ pose by extending an arm towards me. “Come on, baby,” he adds, helping support my slender frame up into the passenger seat. “We’ve got to finish packing.”

      That’s right. We’re leaving at the bitter strike of what can only best be described as a red-eye to Alabama. In essence, Babbo Dante is being summoned to Satan’s butthole, and we’re unsure if his mother will even see Christmas this year—let alone Christmas.

      “Yep,” I nod, securing my seatbelt while he gently slams the door.

      Sluggish, he paces around the hood of his truck. Dante wipes a trail of sweat from his brow as if he’s worked up quite a sweat while I spent the last two hours in group therapy. After witnessing him inhale a deep breath, he quickly climbs up behind the wheel. Before long, we’re back on the road to Noe Valley for our flight preparations.

      “Orson,” he says, turning down the radio from some slower country song. “Mi famiglia can be too much to take,” he adds, grimacing with one eye shot in my direction. “It’s the Italiano blood in us—but I want you to tell me if you ever feel uncomfortable around mi mamma.”

      Rolling my eyes with a sigh, I stop his worries short. “You know all about my family, Babbo,” I admit sheepishly. “So I’m sure I can handle a little Ragu in the water.”

      Seemingly amused, Dante lets out a chuckle. “Check and mate, piccolo orso,” he grins. “But you haven’t really told me much about your relatives.”

      I grab my forehead with confusion. Honestly, I can hardly keep my days in order. So knowing how much I’ve read him into my family history is a fleeting ship in the night.

      Clicking my tongue, I inhale sharply. “No?” I reply. “What all do you know?”

      Dante’s hand travels across the center console, landing firmly on my thigh. His look is a medley of certitude and slight guilt. “More than you’ve told me, I’m afraid to admit,” he replies. “I read those notes while you were sleeping the other night.”

      There’s not much I can say to mollify this awkwardness. On the one hand, I’m not upset at him for poking into my world a little bit. I’d say it’s only natural for Babbo Dante to be wholly concerned about me, especially if he’s expressed such a concern for my well-being. His admission of guilt is hardly an invasion of privacy.

      And on a complete other, I’m more or less filled with some shame that he had to read those sharp daggers on paper, intended to pierce Robert and Benjamin where it would hurt the most. I’m not a bad boy. I would love to have a better relationship with either of them if they’d just fucking listen to reason.

      I carefully grasp his wrist whilst accepting a hard gulp of air. “I’m not mad, Daddy,” I assure him. “I’m just more or less riddled with embarrassment that you had to read such words of spite and despair in the same breath.”

      There’s a short period of silence, wisps of contemplation stirring enigmatic waters of concern with one oar raised in succession after the other. Deep and mellow vocals from a radio DJ swim throughout this adulating mire.

      “And that was ‘Close’ by Aaron Lines,” the voice bellows quickly. “Up next on San Francisco’s Home of Country, we’ve got ‘Tiny Life’ by Danny Gokey.”

      I remember this song quite well. As the opening bars of the piano continue to soothe the unwavering tension between me and Dante, I’m instantly taken back to 2010 when this song came out. The very year after Mom died, in the apex of my plight, only having just started brewing by that stage.

      It always seemed to be raining in Sugar Ditch. No matter the time of year or season of my life, I always found myself surrounded by tears from heaven by the truckload. Stuck at a red light with nothing better to do, I raised the volume on whatever song Pandora decided to play based on the LeAnn Rimes song, ‘Sign of Life.’

      By the fourth bar, my mind became frozen in time. Each flick of the ivories enraptured me into a state of nostalgia and disappointment. I sat motionless behind my steering wheel, counting the number of locomotive cars rushing by into the thunder. As for the song, each lyric scraped through the labyrinth holding my emotional state hostage.

      Emphatic words from Danny’s gift of song made me think about my situation as if an outsider looking in—or down upon a town of disquieting chaos and drudgery. I’d just escaped from Robert’s slithering vise, heading to my local Village Inn for a slice of grasshopper pie. And there, in the nauseous wavves of the longest goddamn train I’d probably ever seen, was a vision of Mom.

      The song couldn’t have impacted me any greater. There I was being shown that I had so much hope to look forward to. And no matter how bad I felt, there was always somebody suffering more than me. This moment proved to be the very first in a series of hopeful glimmers that I could abscond from the shitshow of Sugar Ditch. My mom was telling me, “Spread your wings, my angel.”

      Dante’s raucous grunt rescues me from another dark journey through the past. “Mio dolcezzo—” he murmurs, squeezing my thigh.

      As soon as I look up, I see we’re parked on the downslope of Clipper Street, Babbo’s standing inches away on the sidewalk. His thumb dries the levees of my soul, apparently soothing me from what’s been a crying fit.

      His narrow stare strikes me like the lightning in my flashback. “What’s the matter, Orson baby?”

      I don’t even acknowledge his question, beginning my descent from the passenger seat. “Ready to get on the road?”

      Slamming the truck door shut, Dante catches up with me already three paces away from his front steps. “You mean hop the bird?” He replies, seemingly to get a rise out of me.

      I nod. “Surrrree—that.”

      We quickly head inside, where I’m met with basically every pair of clothing I’ve brought from my place to his. In addition to another stack of suitcases, questionably monogrammed with the initial of ‘J.’ Which begs a deeper question within me. Is ‘Dante’ a nickname?

      Dante tends to his fat feline friend, Maxwell, advising him to behave himself. And to be nice whenever some guy named Carlos comes over to feed him. On his short path back to the entryway, he rustles two paper boarding passes between his fingers.

      “The choice is still yours, piccolo orso,” he says, furling both eyebrows. “Mi pazzo famiglia or Thanksgiving dinner with my curious best men?”

      If he’s asking whether I’d rather meet his crazy relatives or a group of respectful first responders who deserve my appreciation in return, I would have to say that the idea of staying in San Francisco is more appealing. Yet, I can’t necessarily call myself a good-hearted ‘little bear’ if I don’t give him the chance to see his ailing mother, which could be for the last time. As long as the annoying side effects of his medication start subsiding, I’m all for the latter. Perhaps a change of scenery would be beneficial for both of us. The Golden Gate Bridge can only serve as a magnetic backdrop to my emotional turmoil for so long before it loses its luster.

      Bending forward, I express my tacit response by grabbing the handle of one of my suitcases. However, Dante’s persistence endures, and I back away. “Stop it, Orson baby,” he hisses somewhat lovingly. “You’re in no shape to be lugging a goddamned thing—you hear me?”

      I throw my hands up in surrender. “Yes, Daddy.”

      He winks in reply, the sparkle of praise is ever so exuberant. “That’s a good little bear,” he mutters low. “Carlos will be here in a minute to take us to the airport.”

      “Oh okay,” I respond, my curiosity piquing. “So whose name starts with a ‘J’ according to this luggage?” I add inquisitively. “Is ‘Dante’ only some nickname?”

      Babbo reels me close to his tight, sweaty chest. “Why don’t I share something with each new thing you share with me, kiddo?” He asks, gently pushing me back to look me square in the eye.

      Oh, so this is gonna be a game now. We stand face to face for a few moments while the hum of traffic whisking down Clipper Street fills my eardrums. Despite the crispness of a late-November night, I’m left to contend with another unpleasant side effect of my medication. And if I don’t eat something soon, I’m surely going to have a vomitous show for everyone on the plane while we approach cruising altitude.

      “Deal,” I reply, billowing my shirt. “But you’re gonna have to get a burger or burrito in this tummy before I go spilling more about my past.”

      Another grunt forms at the back of his throat. “I think I can handle that, mi amico,” he assures me with a cheeky grin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chatper Sixteen

          

          DANTE

        

      

    

    
      Terminals buzz with the energy of hurried travelers here at San Francisco International Airport, a stark contrast to the serenity of Tranquil Peaks. Carlos drops us off with a concerned expression, waving as he zips through a discord of vehicles and taxis in the unloading zone.

      “Be safe, amigo,” he shouts almost inaudibly over the hum of chaos.

      Meanwhile, my attention turns to Orson, noticing a subtle layer of anxiety etched on his face. The boy’s demeanor appears to take on a timid quality. It should come as no surprise that the vast expanse of people in the airport, a sea larger than those at Tranquil Peaks, appears to intimidate him. It's a complete transition from the controlled environment of a mental health facility.

      “Ready, mi amico?” I ask, loading his second suitcase onto the airport cart.

      He fans himself with his shirt amidst a burst of shortened breaths. This is textbook anxiety, Dante. Do something to calm him right fucking now!

      As if stopping the clock in a place that never sleeps, I pull Orson closer to my chest. “It’s okay, Orson baby,” I assure him, patting his backside.

      If anything at all, he seems to welcome the way I stroke his back.

      Orson inhales sharply. “I’m fine, Dante,” he claims, fussing out of my grasp with a snarl. “Let’s just fuckin’ go.”

      And the agitation is another classic sign. Poor kiddo. If he only knew how my heart breaks for him.

      As succinctly instructed, I forge ahead through the automatic sliding doors with Orson and all of our luggage. Approaching the ticket counter, his grip on my arm tightens while his face reflects a sickly pallor. His unease becomes clear, and I can’t help but feel a pang of concern for him. The prospect of navigating through the complexities of travel and facing a multitude of strangers seems to weigh heavily on his shoulders.

      My vision narrows. “Orson baby—” I whisper into his ear. “Talk to me—what can Babbo do to make it all better?”

      He shakes his head. “Nothing, it’s nothing—” he stammers. “I think I just need some food and a fresh Coke.”

      No, no. You can’t have pop. That’s not good for you.

      I plant a tender kiss on the side of his neck. “We’ll feed you, baby.”

      As we stand in line, a whirlwind of thoughts dances through my mind. Is it a bad idea to go back home at Isabella's request? The abrupt decision to tend to our Mamma without so much as a full breath of fresh Bay Area air feels selfish.

      He holds my hand while I take another gander at him, visibly struggling with the unfolding situation. And as a thief in the night, guilt creeps in, leaving me to wonder if I’m dragging him across the country without considering the toll it’ll take on his fragile state. The uncertainty looms around us, mirroring a degree of anxiety brewing within Orson’s essence.
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        * * *

      

      Orson squirms in his chair at a table across from me in the cafe court near Harvey Milk Terminal. He still seems agitated, but I’m absolutely sure once I get some food in that belly, his nerves will begin settling.

      My thumbs slide between two grooves of a plastic salad container. “Here, baby,” I suggest, handing him the disposable fork. “At least the grilled chicken looks like it was prepared today,” I add with a wink.

      He blows a plume of warm air in my direction. “I guess the chances of having a burger were slim to none then.”

      Ouch, kiddo. That hurts Babbo. I’m sure his anxiety is the culprit of this major shift in demeanor. The Orson Hart I know is kind, loving, and truly beautiful above all else. While the allure of turning around to hail a cab back home is enticing—if he’d just put some fuel in the tank—we’d be on a clearer course.

      Patiently, I allow a deep breath to satisfy the fibers in my lungs. “Orson baby,” I start, clicking my tongue. “Believe you me, it hurts me that I didn’t get you a juicy burger—” my words falter. “But your kidneys are in rough shape right now, and I can’t stand the thought of losing you to something that could’ve been avoided by some healthy eating.”

      He nods, billowing the top hem of his Taylor Swift concert shirt. Honestly, I have zero clue what it’s supposed to stand for.

      “I know, I’m sorry,” he drones. “I’m not the picture of health I used to be a couple of years ago.”

      In an attempt to lighten the mood, my change in the subject should help address some unfinished business from earlier this evening. “By the way—the ‘J’ name belongs to my ex,” I muffle behind a forkful of romaine lettuce. “Those are his bags he left behind because Max—the little shit—apparently decided to go all Mortal Kombat on mine.”

      Orson grins, though seemingly painfully. “So what happened—” he asks, stabbing a strip of his chicken breast. “I mean—with your ex?”

      I suppose I owe him the truth at some point, so now would be the most opportune time. No relationship has ever thrived on dishonesty. And the fact of the matter is, we seem to know so little about the other yet have such an immense bond as if we’ve been best comrades for decades.

      I punch my chest with a closed fist to help a bastardly piece of lettuce down the hatch. “John Mitchell, I’m sure you’ve⁠—”

      Orson interrupts me promptly. “Oh yeah, I’ve seen the billboards and the bus benches—” he affirms, finally putting fork to teeth.

      What intrigues me most about his response is the fact that he specifically mentioned ‘bus benches’ as if it’s on a frequent basis. John is one of the most elite realtors in the whole Bay Area, so the notion that Orson doesn’t require some long explanation should bring me a modicum of relief. But it doesn’t. Not one bit. How am I going to tell the little bear that I’m bisexual?

      My stare casts beyond Orson’s right ear at the sight of a Caucasian male in skinny jeans and a leather jacket with wayfarer sunglasses. He’s being accosted by a pair of women fawning over him while shoving a Krispy Kreme napkin in his grill. Then, a moment later, Orson snaps his fingers to break me from the distraction.

      “Ground Control to Major Tom,” he hisses playfully, truly a welcome change in demeanor. “I can’t believe you dated ‘Gay Jay’ because he’s practically a celebrity.”

      Judging by this very next moment—unbeknownst to me—the fashionable young man is a celebrity as well. He approaches the table from behind Orson with the best set of teeth this side of the San Andreas. If that wasn’t obvious, my little bear’s bottom jaw colliding with the table would be evidence enough.

      “Hey there,” the man greets us, handing Orson an iPhone protected by a pink phone case. “Would you mind snapping a photo for me and my friends back here?”

      A surprised Orson Hart replies quickly and tongue-tied. “Oh, my go—wel—yeah—you’re Shane Hansen—” he gasps. “You play Thomas Russo on Fallon Heights.”

      Shane nods amusingly. “Yes, I know,” he chuckles. “I think my flight is about to board, though, so I only have a minute.”

      Orson’s head wavers quickly. “Oh yeah sorry, sure, go pose,” he replies, practically leaping from his chair. “I’m right behind you, man.”

      I remain seated, polishing off my bottle of Dasani, pleased to see a star-struck Orson so damn happy. He didn’t even show this much enthusiasm over his first freedom meal the day he came home with me. While he finishes playing the role of photographer for someone who I’d guess is as esteemed as Taylor Swift, I peruse my text messages to shoot Isabella a quick note.

      
        
          
            
              
        How’s Mamma? I’m supposed to be departing SF here shortly.

      

      

      

      

      

      Before I can even finish sliding the device back into the front pocket of my carry-on satchel, it vibrates with an incoming message. Assuming Isabella developed quick fingers, it’s probably her acknowledgment. However, it’s a meme from Miguel of a woman hoisting up a lively plant with a salty caption.

      HEY, WANNA COME BACK TO MY PLACE AND DIE?

      Clever fucker. Though it certainly is a welcome chuckle amidst today’s chaotic train of events. Finally, I return my phone to its designated pocket when Orson returns to the table, short of breath.

      “If I knew seeing a celebrity would put such a smile on your face, I’d have introduced you to John,” I shrug, watching Orson immediately covering his ears from a loud boarding call announcement overhead.

      Despite his discomfort, a middle-aged woman’s voice endures. “Good evening, this is the priority boarding call for Delta flight 7656 to Denver⁠—”

      He and I rise from the table in unison. Meanwhile, I juggle our garbage atop a cafeteria tray on the short path to a group of brown waste bins several paces away. When I return, my vision locks in on Orson, rubbing his temples and shaking his head in a fit.

      Oh no. What now?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          DANTE

        

      

    

    
      Orson follows my lead into the first-class cabin, appearing to be taken by amazement as he runs his fingers along the plush seats and armrests. This could very well be the first time he would fly first class; flying first class would probably have seemed like a pipe dream to him even a month ago.

      His knee jerks with pent-up excitement, finding a comfortable position in his seat next to the window. “You must be richer than I thought,” he yammers. “I’ve only ever seen the close quarters of first-class in movies and TV.”

      “No, no, I’m not as uber-wealthy as you may take me for,” I reply, handing a young red-haired lady my satchel to stow away. “Babbo is just an average guy with a small inheritance he shares with his sister.”

      While my bank account might be slightly fatter than that of Carlos or Miguel, I do reserve some degree of humility. And living simplistically has been my mantra. Especially so since John and I split. Yet, there was no way in actual Hell that I’d submit Orson to the tight strictures of economy-class travel when all he needs right now is utmost comfort.

      My eyes dart back to the little bear, paying close attention to his quickened breaths. If only this flight would get underway, he’d calm down, and so would I. If he only knew how much I hurt knowing he’s in any way inconvenienced.

      A loud grunt sounding similar to mine catches my notice of a well-toned man around my age sitting alongside a younger guy on the other side of this slender catwalk reserved for flight attendants. Orson’s star-struck response isn’t a shock to me anymore—not since a few minutes ago when bumping into that Thomas Russo fella.

      Orson points quickly, his arm zipping faster than the speed of sound past my chest. “Oh my God—Macon Wright?”

      The purportedly famous boy in question pokes his head out around the older man. “Oh yeah, that’s me, my friend,” he smiles, flashing whiter teeth than fucking Alexis Carrington. “And who might that striking guy be who bellows my name?”

      Breathlessly, Orson responds with half anxiety and the other awe. “Nobody near as important as you, Sir,” he says with a shaken head. “Your music is primo.”

      I beg to differ, young man. You’re important to Babbo.

      It’s discernable proof that Orson experienced an entire spectrum of emotions throughout the day. Though, I can’t help but wonder if this young man wrangling with my boy’s fancy, Macon Wright, holds a place in his heart akin to that of Taylor Swift. My curiosity deepens as the little bear winces subtly, leaving me with a growing sense of concern.

      After a brief exchange of words, our flight attendant provides Macon with a warm towel. Carefully—and somewhat nosily—I study him use heat from the cloth to warm a handful of honey packets from a Starbucks back in the airport. It's odd for a musician, but I suppose anything’s plausible if he needs to keep his voice box in shape.

      Orson, still shaky and breathless, takes in another sharp bite of cabin air.  “So I owe you some more info about me,” he says, wincing.

      My head wavers. “Mio dolcezzo, are you gonna be all right, baby?” I ask, smoothing my palm down his spine.

      His skin is still a whiter shade of pale, and all I want to happen is for this fucking bird to jump off the tarmac already. Despite his tremorlike movements, sweating, and breathing, he’d do much better knowing we’re safely at cruising altitude than pre-flight jitters.

      He nods. “Yep, I’m fine—so about my father—” he continues, though I stop him short with my other palm held to his ribs.

      “No no,” I shush him. “I don’t want you getting more anxious and upset when you’re in the middle of a panic attack,” my words falter, glancing up to the overhead bin. “I’m willing to wager we should get you your meds—the Klonopin should attack those nerves.”

      He agrees while I unbuckle my safety belt to leap up for the satchel. Rifling through the bag for a Ziploc containing all of his prescriptions, I turn my head to catch our flight attendant’s attention.

      “Would you, by chance, have a bottle of water?” I ask while returning to my seat.

      Julia agreeably nods in our direction. “Sure thing, Shug,” she replies. “Would you like flat or sparkling?”

      My response is quick yet interrupted by Orson. “Sparkling, please,” he urges.

      “No no, piccolo orso,” I cut in with a shaken head. “You can’t have the extra salts and minerals, baby.”

      Orson’s demeanor shifts from zero to sixty. “Well, if I can’t fucking have a burger and Coke, I can at least damn well emulate the sensation of Coca-Cola.”

      Okay, baby. You win this round. I can’t add to escalating your nerves.

      Julia appears to take this slight indignation on the chin. Surely, people in her position are trained to handle difficult people. Where would they be if they couldn’t handle the likes of Britney Spears and Kanye West?

      As the flight attendant whisks her way into the service quarters, my gaze cascades upon Orson and his temperament. I can tolerate a piqued mood, frustration, panic attacks—the whole nine yards. But there’s a line drawn between him taking his frustration out on me in private versus a public setting such as an aircraft.

      “Orson, Babbo wants you to apologize to Miss Julia when she returns,” I insist with narrowed eyes. “I know you’re trying to come down from escalated nerves, but this behavior is inappropriate in front of others, baby.”

      He swallows hard. “Sorry.”

      “No, no, I don’t need an apology—” I bite back. “As a Daddy, I’m biologically wired to take all your frustration from you.”

      Promptly, Julia returns to our spacious row of seats. “Here you go, Shug,” she says, passing a plastic bottle of sparkling water to Orson. “May I get you boys anything else before we start taxing?”

      My palm collides with Orson’s bouncing knee. “Mio dolcezzo—” I grunt.

      Orson apologizes somewhat sincerely, appeasing the Daddy within me. Within no time at all, Julia prepares to deliver the safety demonstration. Now is when my own nerves shall start taking a backseat, with the hope of a smooth and relaxing flight ahead of us.
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        * * *

      

      The first-class cabin is all quiet at the dark hour of ten. My Kindle, quintessentially a long-lost companion of yore, offers a modest shine up into my face. As I finish nursing the last sips of a beer while Orson sleeps as peacefully as he has all weekend, Lily King’s “Euphoria” has my focus enraptured in a plot about a love triangle between three anthropologists. One of the main characters, Andrew Bankson, is aptly Schizophrenic with suicidal tendencies.

      Julia shuffles up the aisle, gently whispering in my ear. “Can I get you anything, shug?”

      I smile up in her direction. “Not for me, thank you, though,” I reply. “But may I have a blanket for him?” I ask, pointing in Orson’s direction.

      She nods with certitude. “Yes, you sure may,” she replies. “Are you a single father?”

      It takes everything within me to abstain from bursting into laughter. Where in the literal Gay Hell did she get that notion?

      My head bounces from one shoulder to the other. “No, no, he’s not my son—” I affirm, inadvertently blurting.

      Great, Dante. You stupid motherfucker. Now you’ve disturbed his rest.

      Awkwardly smiling, my response endures. “I don’t have any kids—umm—Orson is a good friend of mine.”

      Julia clicks her tongue on the way back to her cavern of amenities. Based on how she talks and her southern accent, there’s not a chance she’d understand the gay vernacular where power dynamics are concerned. Despite having flown out of the LGBTQ+ mecca, I reserve all doubt she’d get it or potentially treat us differently by way of some janky religious discernment older than fucking dirt.

      It takes her all of a moment to gather Orson’s blanket, promptly returning as I’m about to get to a pivotal scene in this book. “Here you are, Shug,” she mutters low. “I may be away for a couple of minutes as a fellow attendant needs my help in Economy.”

      Nodding, I offer her a warm salute bouncing from my right temple. As for mi amico resting up against the window, my inner Daddy is soothed by draping the plush blanket around him like a poorly wrapped burrito. Yet, as I remain within a tender kiss distance from his forehead, I’m left with an immediate onslaught of worry.

      He’s balmy and, despite seemingly calmed down from his anxiety meds, still sweating profusely.

      My mind runs through a mental catalog of everything I’ve learned about the boy in the short time I’ve known him. One particular thing comes to the forefront, striking the coils of my proverbial lightbulb.

      His nose isn’t mimicking a freight train, nor is it making any fucking noise at all. FUCK!!!

      Leaning close, I press my index and secondary fingers into his carotid. To my immediate distress, the near impossible reading I’m able to pick up on is weak and thready. God damn it, Orson. Don’t you dare do this to Babbo.

      Not a moment is wasted leaping from my seat to scan the cabin for Julia’s presence. And much like the curtains have closed to the mezzanine of my consciousness, I’m left to recall her mentioning only minutes ago that she’d be stepping out of First Class for a few minutes.

      Oh, for fuck’s sake.

      My forefinger thrashes against the ‘call attendant’ button accessible to each column of the plane. It’s in these moments of crisis where I’m usually level-headed, calm, and cool as a fucking cucumber. That’s part of the firefighter’s credo. However, when someone we care deeply about is on the precipice of danger, we’re going to throw all the rhetoric of resilience-based training out the window. It’s literally do or die, and the hero in me has fleeted off into the ether for an indeterminate period.

      Most everyone in First Class has dozed off. This is a red-eye flight to Denver, after all. Moments of desperation turn into a handful of haunting minutes, and still no Julia.

      “Come on, mio dolcezzo,” I blurt, shaking his limp body with all my vigor.

      There’s not an airline employee up here at all beyond the captain steering this bird. Impatiently and with the passion of Moses parting the Red Sea, I holler at the top of my lungs. In fact, it’s so loud that I’m sure passengers of a nearby flight could hear me over the thunderous roar of their engines.

      On my knees before the boy I’ve already devoted to loving with all my burning heart, I twist around to poke my head out into the aisle. “I NEED A DOCTOR UP HERE,” my words cloaked with sour fright. “PLEASE ANYBODY,” I persist.

      Not even another tick of my watch passes by before someone comes rushing to my aid. Surprisingly, it’s the incredibly buff and shimmery man on the other end of our luxury cabin. There’s no time for introductions. But if I had to hazard a guess, he’s probably some well-paid jack-of-all-trades security guard to the young Macon Wright. He stands towering over me, looking down into the enlivened current of my hopeless rage.

      “What is the matter, my friend?” He asks, lowering to his haunches. “He looks pale,” the man asks.

      “I don’t know—” I reply with concession, moving out of the way so he can tend to my little bear. “Weak and thready pulse, pallor, excessive sweating—” I add listlessly, scraping through the cognitive muck, trying to conjure any more pertinent details. “Ummm—Orson is thirty years old, schizophrenic—or erm—bipolar type schizoaffective and generalized anxiety—” I stammer yet more.

      The toned Caucasian doctor continues his assessment, checking over Orson with an intermittent grunt every few moments. Meanwhile, my arms flail around in the air as a fucking circus freak might appear. I fumble around with my satchel to retrieve all of the medications he’s been prescribed.

      Meanwhile, Julia is seen rushing up the aisle, appearing nonplussed by the sudden rise in tension from moments ago when she left. “What’s going on, Mr. Delatore?” She asks, clearing her throat with a shaken and concerned visage.

      The doctor leans back, staring intently up into Julia’s detriment. “This plane needs to land—PRONTO—” he roars. “You were looking for his medications, yeah?”

      Julia rushes past our little bedlam of fuckery, assumingly on the way to converse with the pilots.

      Nodding, I begin listing off the assault of things for this and that. “Trazodone 100 milligrams, clonassapam 2 milligrams, arapuhprazolie 10 milligrams, extended-release lithium 300 milligrams⁠—”

      He interjects immediately, stricken with inquisition. “Wait—what?”

      In place of any pharmaceutical smarts, all I can do is shrug. “What—what?”

      “What do you mean he is taking both aripiprazole—and—lithium—and I say this emphatically—the extended-release formula?” He asks, riddled with perplexity.

      Blowing a deep gust of wind, I drop back to my knees in an even greater panic than moments ago. Judging by the good doctor’s bewilderment, it seems my boy is potentially the latest victim of medical negligence. Like some casualty of war amidst the vast battlefield of schizophrenic purgatory and major depression. Am I gonna lose him before I even have a chance to fully ‘have him?’

      Julia scuttles back in our direction with a young pilot in tow. “Shug, this is Captain Newman.”

      Cptn. Newman kneels to assess the situation, digging into his chin with narrowed eyes. “You’re a doctor, I take it?” He asks, pointing towards the buff man.

      “Yes, I am a doctor,” he affirms, extending his hand. “Dr. Dale Wright, MD, of Porter Memorial Hospital in Lake Bruin, Colorado.”

      The other captain—at least one far more skilled in this ship than my title of the same name—nods perceptively. “Right then, we’re about ten minutes away from an airstrip in Grand Junction, Colorado,” he assures us. “Let me go read my co-pilot into this matter and prepare for a diversion—we’ll have an ambulance standing by the minute rubber hits asphalt.”

      Dr. Wright orders me to back up in preparation for transitioning poor little Orson out of the seat to be sprawled out across the aisle. “Come on, my friend,” he hisses, rubbing my boy’s sternum with some mighty force. “Orson, wake up, little bear,” he adds with a grizzly tone. “ORSON!”

      For the moment, I allow the doc to do his thing with as much space as possible. However, the unanswered worries about potential drug interactions hang in the balance. Yet my boy, limp and scattered like a pretzel interwoven between seats and coarse synthetic fibers of the carpet, remains unresponsive. Usually, I’m not one prone to shedding many tears. But there’s a prospect for this tenacious young man I’ve rescued from the pits of emotional hell. He doesn’t deserve this. Orson Hart needs to live. God damn it, not the tears. Not right here.

      Dr. Wright confirms my deeper suspicion. “I am under the impression Orson has an altered mental state because of a grave condition called neuroleptic malignant syndrome.”

      Move over, doc, because it sounds to me like you’re issuing a death sentence for my piccolo orso. How can that be? I’m supposed to have rescued him. We haven’t even had a proper first kiss yet.

      Throwing myself around Orson, serving him with my penultimate duty, I bundle his overheating arms in my embrace. As a first responder, it's my responsibility to ensure the safety of others, even if it means putting myself in harm’s way. So, if there are any more daggers thrown in his direction, I’ll take them on his behalf.

      Dr. Wright reaches out to pull me away from mio dolcezzo. “No, no, no, his body needs to breathe, Mr. Delatore—” he grunts hastily. “He cannot risk reaching even a fraction of a degree higher, or I am afraid he will not make it to the hospital when we land.”

      Obliging, I hover over him at a certain distance. My dejected moans herald an ocean of uncertain tragedy, morsels of grief falling to their demise into the fabric of his shirt. Futile yet weighted, my thoughts drift into a silent protest against the message printed on white cotton. There fucking well is too a lot going on at the moment.
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        * * *

      

      Hospitals. Why do we keep ending up in such hygienic buildings constructed of cinderblock and drywall? It's a question that plagues me as I remain hunched over my legs, trembling like a Mexican jumping bean. Yet this time, it’s not a byproduct of Orson's flawed thought process. All any of us were doing was confiding in a mental health practitioner’s excellence to prudently administer safe resolve. Frantically, I’m engaged in a group text message with Carlos and Miguel.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME: I don’t know why it’s taking so goddam long you guys!! I’ve been stuck in the waiting area forever.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        MIGUEL: Take another deep breath, man. We’ll get through this together.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        CARLOS: Putting it nicer than jackwad here, I will advise you to do the same. When’s the last time you ate?

      

      

      

      

      

      I can appreciate Carlos breaking up the tension between the three of us, assumably each well over a mile away from the other. Miguel is probably leaning up against his kitchen counter adjacent to the fridge, stuffing his face with cold leftovers from dinner. As for Carlos, I’m truly hoping he’s only taking a break from some date with that vixen at Smashburger the other night. And me—I’m preparing to go procure a scalpel from beyond those large automatic doors to carve out my aching heart.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME: This is INFURIATING!!!! I can’t tell you the last time before tonight when I cried. When my father passed?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        CARLOS: That sounds about right. I’m sorry, man. Just let the doctors give Orson all their attention and I’m sure everything will be okay soon.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        MIGUEL: Right. It might not be currently. But things change, brother.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        CARLOS: Besides, amigo, what use is having yourself a boy if he isn’t gonna constantly keep ya on your toes?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        ME: Fair enough. Though fellas it’s not his fault this time.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        ME: He was taking

      

      

      

      

      

      Though my finger accidentally hit the send button preemptively the first time, Miguel chimes in immediately, which stops me in mid-sentence.

      
        
          
            
              
        MIGUEL: What’s that supposed to mean? He tried… ???

      

      

      

      
        
          
        CARLOS: *shock face emoji*

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        ME: NOOOO NOT AT ALL!!!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        ME: He was fucking poisoned by the psych doctor at Tranquil Peaks. You guys, this is insane. You just can’t make this shit up. You can’t.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        CARLOS: *shock face emoji* *shock face emoji*

      

      

      

      
        
          
        MIGUEL: WHAT??!

      

      

      

      

      

      Yeah, I figured that would confuse the fuck out of them. As it’s still wrangling with each and every single one of my brain cells. According to the time on my phone, it’s 00:40. Yet it seems like the world has ceased spinning, leaving me to scratch a thin ravine into my flesh as if Maxwell has become too rough with me on the sofa. Based on the various coughs threatening the surgically clean air of this waiting room, I have half a mind to go seek some of the fresh variety. Twenty degrees or not.

      My phone screen flashes with another response in the group text while I storm out through the opposing double doors. Simply put, two thick panels of wood I’d give my right kidney just to be carrying Orson out with me in my arms.

      Both feet fall in a delicate succession, feeling the limits of my fragility being tested as every minute passes over me. It’s a significant weight. A proverbial raincloud thundering within, knowing that each breath I take hasn’t given me any degree of optimism for a status update on what’s unfolding behind the other set of doors. Yet another electric gate is holding my boy hostage.

      I must’ve inadvertently dialed the group for a FaceTime call, judging by the two male heads emerging from a digital landscape that society has been gifted. Miguel’s youthful visage appears first, confirming my suspicion that he’s standing in the refrigerator light with a spoon of what appears to be ice cream sticking out from his lips. Carlos pops up shortly after, propped up against his headboard with CNN blaring louder than the squall of constant pages being announced throughout the hospital.

      Carlos shouts. “Are you okay, amigo?”

      Am I okay? Hmmm. That’s a dumb fucking question.

      Unable to thwart a positive reaction, my feet come to a full stop just before a set of stairs leading out to the emergency room unloading zone. “No man, I’m not okay,” I reply frankly, my tone colored with indignation.

      Miguel chimes in, smacking his tongue against his teeth. “Man, I’m just so sorry this is happening to you,” he says, followed by the sound of what could be his spoon landing in the sink. “And most of all to poor Orson—and what’s this horseshit about being poisoned?”

      My heart feels like this short journey from the waiting area to the covered parking zone has cost me a half hour of my precious time. Yet I’m cognitively aware it’s only been two minutes at most. Suffice it to say, however, the fresh air I seek couldn’t be more than a stone’s throw away. Carlos and Miguel, the patient and flexible friends they’ve always been, remain on the other ends while I gather my bearings—which couldn’t be any more violent than a blaze deep within the Redwood Forest.

      Outside, a bitter snap collides with the buckets of perspiration surging from every pore imaginable. And the FaceTime call endures as I stop short ahead of a wide metal bench. I should sit, but I’m filled with such an inimitable rage tainted by a deeper despondency. Standing holds more appeal right now.

      Though deep in my chest, the excruciating throng of anguish thunders through my voice box. “I CAN'T LOSE HIM BEFORE I’VE EVEN HAD A CHANCE TO HAVE HIM!!”

      The phone screen pauses, glitching right along with my faulty heart rate from spewing an hour-long tantrum in the making. All I can see is that both of their suspended faces are frozen in time.

      “Hello?” I call out into the deep abyss of virtually impaired capability. “Are you guys still there?”

      They’re gone. Shit. Fuck!!

      In the depths of this suffering, my body surrenders with every muscle yielding to the burdens of utter vanquishness. A raucous urge to throw my phone brews through the mazes of my consciousness. However, I can’t afford to lose my only connection to a solid support system at this moment of trial.

      In one fell swoop, I abandon all resistance, gravity claiming a supreme triumph over me. I plummet as a fragile vessel hurling toward the unforgiving concrete below. My descent is not silent, either. It’s a symphony of sorrow, rivers of tears streaming from eyes that have witnessed too much tonight. The ground rushes up to meet me, and in this heart-wrenching moment, I’m a broken lighthouse in South Beach Harbor.

      “GOD FUCKING DAMN IT,” I plead to the heavens above, both arms flailing. “DON’T TAKE HIM FROM ME—Pleeaasseee.”

      The silent petals of time to follow such a temperament are confined and lonely. My sustained doubt persists that Orson Hart will see the light of day again. Shivering with an immense chill, my shoulders flap to the cadence of my broken heart, joined by a symphony of grief and total misery.

      Shuffling feet can be heard scuffing the frigid concrete, though faintly, approaching me from behind. Somebody’s warm palm sinks into my left shoulder like Archangel Raphael himself. As my gaze shifts from a drab support column to the person offering me this quiet reprieve, I’m quick to notice it’s Dr. Dale Wright from the plane.

      “Orson is going to be okay,” he affirms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          ORSON

        

      

    

    
      Dancing between the realm of sleep and consciousness, I gradually awaken to a hazy room that hovers in the twilight of reality. It takes shape like an illustration of uncertainty. From the other side of a half-shut door, hushed murmurs filter into the stillness as ethereal whispers conspire in the secret corridors of a confused transgression.

      As my senses slowly sharpen, the quietude of these surroundings intensifies my disorientation. Why am I here? The evident silence amplifies my sense of detachment, shading my environment with a surreal sickliness. It’s a dream. I tell myself the most logical explanation, grappling with the boundaries of genuine and ephemeral.

      Just moments ago, I stood in awe, exchanging words with Shane Hansen at the San Francisco airport. Then, shortly after, I found myself captivated by the presence of the illustrious singer/songwriter Macon Wright on the plane. Did these encounters unfold in the waking world, or were they woven into the delicate canvas of my dreaming mind?

      A disconcerting moan escapes my lips, expressing the agony that plagues me. My head throbs rhythmically, each pulse a reminder of the internal turbulence coursing through me. It’s as if an eighteen-wheeler has callously traversed the landscape of my body, leaving behind the wreckage of discomfort. Yet, a certain truth remains elusive. And I grapple with the shadows of recollection, reaching for threads to weave together the fragmented moments that led me to this enigmatic place.

      Dante rushes into the room, painted with a righteous relief. “Orson, baby—” his words falter, appearing surprised as he scuttles to my side. “Don’t you fucking dare scare me like that again?”

      Scare him?

      “Whaa—” I can’t speak, it’s too painful.

      His head oscillates quickly. “No no, piccolo orso,” he hushes me. “It’s okay—you’re safe.”

      My vision narrows, not by confusion but by the unrelenting ache striking me as lightning over the Bay Area in June. I’m safe? Judging by the fact that my wrists aren’t involuntarily shackled to this bed, and there’s a clicky pen five inches from me on an overbed table, I don’t imagine I tried emulating another incident I shall henceforth refer to as ‘an October 14th.’ Again, my attempt to speak intelligibly persists.

      “Safe?” I wince. “Di—did I trrr—try⁠—”

      Dante clicks his tongue. “Nothing like that, baby,” he assures me. “Some of your medications interacted with each other, and it made you gravely sick.”

      “Ahh—” I drone, acknowledging him. “Okay.”

      He remains standing at my bedside, stroking the back of my hand. “But you sure gave us one hell of a scare.”

      “Who?”

      He clarifies. “Me, Carlos, and Miguel—we were all worried about you, baby.”

      Apparently, the eighteen-wheeler did more damage than initially assessed. Because all I can seem to remember is being blissfully lost in thought back in the building from where I’ve only just escaped. Through the dense smog, there’s one detail I can place a finger on—my fucking plant. The damn thing proved evidence of haughty neglect, taking an aesthetic of chlorophyllic death.

      However, the notion that I’m sick now due to some slew of medication interactions has me relieved. Not for the fact I’ve obviously suffered some level of the neglect I afflicted that plant with, but the fact that Dante isn’t concerned about my reason for being in a hospital is some consequence of yet another attempt to end my life. In essence, I’ve been taking these drugs as prescribed.

      He looks harried, searching around for whatever red button would indicate a nurse call button. Finally landing on its location, he shoots me yet another sigh of relief. It’s as if we’ve known each other our whole lives—yet we’ve only truly been acquainted for barely two weeks.

      Words seem slightly easier to formulate now that I’ve surmised a basic understanding of this current situation. Then, as contrasted like the gold stars to hues of blue in a Van Gogh painting, I find myself conflicted with the earlier thought. This is some terrible nightmare, and I’m gonna wake up soon. Surely, somebody will come to my aid with a bucket of water. Something. Anything. God damn it, Orson, please just wake up.

      But I don’t rouse from the obscurity I wanted this to be because Dante’s still here combing his fingers through my hair. “What can I get you, mio dolcezzo?” He asks. “Anything at all.”

      A kiss. That’d do it. I’m his sleeping beauty lying in wait for one single God-forsaken kiss.

      I reach for my throat as if it’ll help me clear the gunk any better. “I want that kiss to finally happen, Babbo—” I plead. “Just one kiss will help me rise from this illusory chasm.”

      Dante frowns, checking my forehead with the back of his palm. “You’re not dreaming, baby,” he drones. “You’re at St. Vincent’s Hospital in Grand Junction, Colorado.”

      Colorado?

      My vision narrows, though out of an abundance of exhaustion. “I am?”

      Nodding, he nudges me over slightly to rest his butt on the side of the bed. “Yes, little bear—you had a bad reaction on the flight—” he says, leaning forward. “But of course, you can have a kiss.”

      The room is a cocoon of muted light—a sanctuary where life and death dance a delicate waltz. Babbo’s face, usually animated, now holds a certain vulnerability tugging at my heart. Odorous remnants of bleach cling to the air, mingling with his cool skin. I must really be running a high temperature. And his eyes, dark pools of longing, meet my silent plea for solace. An escape from the phantasmic tease that surrounds us.

      “You’re gonna be just fine, mio dolcezzo,” he promises.

      Doubt can likely be read on my face from the surface of Mars. “But⁠—”

      The press of his index finger, a tacit silencer to quiet my worry. Meanwhile, the heart monitor overhead becomes a metronome for our clandestine symphony. Dante’s lips are chapped, perhaps from whispered prayers or the weight of unspoken words, while my imaginary shell spent an undetermined length of time unconscious in such a hellish nightmare. And his fingers tremble as they travel the length of my torso up to my chin.

      His mouth tastes of uncertainty and hope—a blend of coffee and the faintest trace of mint. The dried ridges surrounding his mouth become a fragile rebellion. It’s some sort of delicate defiance against illness, perhaps against time itself. And Dante’s lips move with mine on a slow journey, as the bristles of a paintbrush might ignite a drab canvas into inimitable perfection.

      Out beyond the door, a hospital corridor bustles with urgency—a cacophony of life-saving measures. But here, in this hallowed space, time melds and folds. Our kiss is a bridge—a tangible thread that’s weak but offers promise—connecting past and future. This is no dream at all. This is passion, ignited.

      More than one person is heard scuffing against the sheen of freshly mopped tile flooring, entering into the corners of my periphery. Or what’s left of it now that I’m almost half asleep. My eyelids grow heavier with each breath, both lungs seemingly thirsty for air, while one of the nurses screeches out into the hallway.

      “I need 25 megs diltiazem stat,” she hollers, though my vision has already absconded into a beautiful abyss with cosmic sparkles.

      I can hear Dante’s grizzly tone escalate, advocating on my unspoken behalf. “NO—STOP IT—he’s renal compromised—” his words falter quickly in a stammer. “Cosa c'è che non va in voi dannati le persone?”

      “What is wrong with you goddamn people?” He clarifies in English.

      As my level of consciousness drowns into obscurity, the muffled banter hushes until I find myself immersed in a new realm I’ve never before experienced in my life.

      An indefinable allure beckons me forward, a magnetic pull directing my feet to a specific point in the labyrinthine structure of my elementary school in Sugar Ditch. A disquieting energy hangs in the air, whispering secrets that elude all comprehension. The darkness casts shadowy figures almost in the form of spectral mist. And I am both the observer and the observed in this surreal trek from nostalgia to uncertainty.

      A single question echoes in my mind, haunting the crux within.

      Who or what summons me to this mysterious realm?

      Each corridor stretches endlessly, and I’m caught in the tangle of a cosmic riddle. If I had to wager a guess, the answer is scored in the recesses of my subconscious.

      Is this the afterlife, a purgatorial realm where the boundaries between the living and the ghastly blur into indistinct shades of existence?

      As I traverse through the rumble, a kaleidoscope of fragmented memories flickers at the periphery of my awareness. And faces from the past peer through the shadows, whispering half-forgotten secrets and unraveling the scrolls of my history. Yet, the true purpose of this dark summons remains cagey at best.

      Rounding the corner into an Olympic pool-sized lunchroom, tingles cascade down my backside, ushering in a comfortable sensation from only moments ago. This realm seems to thrive on a timeless refrain, so for all I know, I’ve been roaming the secrets of my childhood for minutes, hours, days—maybe even years.

      The gentle, graceful whisper of nothing akin to a human ensconces through the ravines of my emotional well. And approaching the closed-off box where our lunch line started and ended, bright streaks of indigo rush from every crack and crevice of the entry door. I stop short, questioning the indelible feeling of a long-sought reunion forming tiny bumps across my flesh.

      Do I open the door? If twisting the knob will be my inevitable knock on Heaven’s door, is this the final leg of my journey?

      The earthly Orson Hart is ever a curious type. Turning back now, fleeing back to where I began, I realize that this uneasy jaunt doesn’t hold as much appeal. It’d flat-out be a disgrace to my soul for several lifetimes to come.

      Fuck it, already.

      Reaching for the knob, a piercing melody plunges through the fog. And with each inch, the more the door swings in, the more each hue of indigo convalesces into the purest form of white.

      To my delight, Mom’s rhythmic tone flows out from around the lunch lady corridor. Her figure comes into view, wielding an industrial-sized tray of sticky buns. Her presence seems impossible. But if this is where the road ends for me, it’s the most welcome and veritable proof of life after death anyone could hope to fathom. I couldn’t ask for any greater escort into forevermore than my irrevocably loving mother.

      “I’ve been waiting for you, Sugar Bear,” she hums, sliding the tray into the buffet.

      My feet are driven to her as a positive neutron would bond to a negative one. Her arms wrap around me in a flash, followed by her signature backrub that Dante seemed to perfect the very first time.

      “Momma,” I ask. “Is this—” my words falter because I’m not sure I want to know the undeniable truth.

      She shushes me softly. “No, baby, it’s not exactly what you learned in Sunday school.”

      “So if this isn’t Heaven—and it surely isn’t Hell—is this what Mrs. Fix taught us about Purgatory?”

      Mom pushes me away softly, affixing her sights to mine. “Boo, this is neither—it’s simply a figment of your subconscious.”

      Her reassurance mollifies the worry my soul is currently feeling. Though soothing, I’m still in the lurch of uncertainty as to why this dark adventure is occurring at all.

      “Why am I here at all, Momma?” I ask under the veil of adoration that I’m in her soul’s presence.

      When she takes me by the hand, I’m left to wonder how this dream could feel so real. Her palm is neither cold nor hot, a perfect balance of nothing in between if I had to put it into a series of words. Momma escorts me through a lengthy conference room at the far end of the lunchroom hallway, opposite from where I came from.

      “Look, Boo,” she mutters, pointing into the distance where shadows evolve into an illuminated mirage. “This is where you met little Presley for the first time.”

      Presley. How could I forget my little chicken?

      The illusion is more like a reminder of my serious grit, making me aware that until June of 2016, my capacity to command respect and prudence out of everyone in my path used to never be in short supply. I remember that morning in second grade, rescuing a little girl with pigtails and a pink gingham-check poodle skirt.

      A notorious schoolyard bully known as Matthew Macklemore threaded her between each void of the monkey bars in a petulant, jealous rage. Seeing this from the swingset, I suspended myself in mid-air, rushing to Presley’s aid. Within moments, Matthew’s face met the inexorable mounds of coarse gravel, pleading for me to stop inflicting the same level of pain he put my soon-to-be friend through.

      As the story usually goes in rural Kentucky, doctor’s kids got away with murder because their parents paid the most taxes. And my parents, no wealthier than a pair of news anchors, were called to pick me up for bullying after a lengthy talk with Principal Larson. From that day on, Presley and I were thick as thieves, truly ride-or-die compatriots in the battle called life.

      “Baby,” Mom says softly. “You’ve always represented the underdog and went to bat for those who needed it the most,” she adds, giving me a once-over with pride warming her unmistakable visage. “Dante has come into your life to transcend you back into that tenacious luster I’m so fond of.”

      My voice is a melody of shock and appreciation. “You know about Dante?”

      Mom nods. “Who do you think gave his heart insight into how best to calm you down, baby?”

      Baby. BABY!

      “Dante calls me that, too,” I affirm. “Was that you also?”

      Her eyes grow with an unspoken adulation. “I was there that night when you imagined your home burning into ash and instantly fell in love with his calm disposition,” she admits proudly. “Please stick with him—he is everything you deserve in your life now.“

      Our stroll down memory lane comes to a close as my gaze shifts back to the entry door by the secretary’s office. I’m sure my physical shell, tired and run ragged by way of chemical assault, is wanting me back. But this palpable moment with Mom has been fleeting—I simply want to keep hugging her like the good ole days.

      I swallow a large amount of ethereal air despite not actually requiring oxygen. “So, I suppose this is where the sidewalk ends?”

      Mom nods in a tacit displeasure. “I’m afraid so, Sugar Bear,” she replies, winking. “Keep fighting.”

      Moments transverse back into a modern representation of the physical realm. And within another flash, my eyelids lift with anticipation and determination.

      Sunlight peeks through a tiny crack between a large shade and the windowsill. Dante, my hero and summoned rescuer by Mom herself, is lolled back into an oversized recliner. Even though he’s scrolling through his phone, as any good Babbo would, his attention and focus are only halfway immersed in the tedium. He raises his head with more relief, painting his puffy face.

      “Good morning, mio dolcezzo,” he smiles. “Did little bear have a nice nap?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          DANTE

        

      

    

    
      A kiss? I’ve been waiting for this moment. And now, when it’s finally arrived, I’m left to wonder if my earlier grief has tainted the opportunity. Will kissing him end in an adverse reaction? My saliva isn’t toxic by any stretch of the definition. But there’s always a first for everything. If we’ve only rescued him from the brink of an avertable loss, then his health is penultimate.

      His mingy stare defies all logic, robbing me of my instinctual oath of a first responder. Yet, at this moment, an indecisive weight holds my heart overhead as a lamp to illuminate this dimly lit oasis of potential. Nudging him ever so gently, I take a seat at the edge of his hospital bed. It’s not the most uncomfortable kind, providing a staggering contradiction to the wooden boxes he described from Tranquil Peaks.

      The air surrounding us drops to twenty below. And as I run my index finger up his chest to his chin, my conscience derides me for engaging in an illicit public display of affection. People can kiss. There’s no crime to be found here. However, in a place like Grand Junction, Colorado, I wonder if the political climate isn’t as truly accepting of the LGBTQ Community. Whereas the heart of San Francisco thrives on diversity. I pressed the nurse call button so we could be in for a surprise audience. Fuck it.

      Propelling old-world customs into the wastebin, I lean further to soothe the emotional lacerations that this impromptu hospitalization has caused. Orson’s skin, these lips, are an interdimensional experience reminiscent of fresh strawberries and cream. For the parched ridges surrounding his maw, I’m blown away that there’s even one drop of nectar to taste at all.

      This touch feels like a slow waltz between two souls seeking reprieve surrounded by amassing chaos. The world outside could be amassed with chaos and famine, and here I remain in the cozy lap of my boy. His gentle moan ignites my essence with prospect and enlightenment. I haven’t felt like this since Carlos.

      A subtle vibration from the nurse’s button startles me, a reminder of the potential intrusion we might face. I dismiss the fleeting worry, choosing instead to focus on the connection we’ve enhanced in this unlikely setting. I’m damn glad I kissed him. As for the environment swallowing us into an unfathomable utopia, I feel it’s become a haven from external judgments and prejudices.

      Moments later, a small army of nurses scatter around the room as if preparing for battle. Meanwhile, Orson’s heart monitor screams with metronomic indignation, thwarting my earlier thoughts that a kiss was just what the doctor ordered.

      A blonde female nurse shouts over her shoulder with urgency and command. “I need 25 megs of diltiazem—STAT—” she orders through the hallway.

      Diltiazem? Like hell, you will!

      My throat transforms into the mighty roar akin to a Papa Bear protecting his young. “NO—STOP IT—he’s renal compromised—” my words become vanquished, quickly evolving into a fine rage. “Cosa c'è che non va in voi dannati le persone?”

      According to her hospital badge—Cynthia Transmeier—shoots me an atrocious look. Goddamn, Dante. You’re so fucking peeved you’ve resorted to spilling Italian dressing all over a ranch terrain.

      Clearing the muck in my throat, I suppose a translation would be more effective. “What is wrong with you goddamn people?” I ask, shaking my mano a borsa.

      Something within me says these fucking redneck Americans don’t like the Ragu of life Orson so eloquently described earlier today. Or yesterday now, given it’s way past midnight.

      Cynthia’s zealous reply is sharp as a tack. “You really ought to leave the decisions up to us healthcare professionals,” she says, her words sniping the inner Daddy in me. “Sit down.”

      I don’t think you know who I am. She really hasn’t a clue that I have basic medical training as a firefighter. However, my doubt is sustained that any of these people actually can see beyond their overlord— Sir Orange Blabbers-a-lot. Another thing she’s wildly underestimating of me is my propensity to care for my piccolo orso.

      Shaking my head, I step closer to get up in her grill. “With all due respect, ma’am,” I thunder, garnering quite a reaction from her squinting eyes. “I won’t let you put more poison back in my boy’s veins!”

      A matter of a few moments zooms past us when I hear Dr. Dale Wright’s grizzly voice entering the room. “It is okay, Mr. Delatore,” he speaks calmly, holding out his open palm. “Cynthia, I want a 1 milligram bolus of propranolol—repeat after two minutes if necessary.”

      Nurse Ratched swallows hard, appearing to dislike the bitter taste of crow. “Very well then, Doctor,” she hisses, sneering in my direction.

      Meanwhile, Dr. Wright approaches Orson’s bedside. A bitter wave of nausea flounders inside my gut, just seeing the boy already ushered over the ledge of consciousness to a state of slumber. And his escalating pulse needs immediate intervention.

      Dr. Wright glances over the various machines, monitoring his status while intermittently looking into his watch. Quickly after she marched off in a huff, Cynthia Transmeier—in all her infinite contempt—returns with the drug Dr. Wright ordered.

      Thanks to Dr. Wright’s quick thinking, the cadence of Orson’s heart monitor returns to a steady two-step, down from the rapid Gangnam-style tempo causing me so much distress. He motions for me to follow him out to the hallway.

      “Your boy is going to be one sick little bear for a few days,” he says with a mild grunt. “I hope you are not traveling for Thanksgiving,” he adds.

      I nod. “As a matter of fact, yes,” I affirm. “We’re supposed to be down in Alabama right about now.”

      He winces, darting his eyes to the side. “Are you from San Francisco?”

      Again, nodding. “Mmm, indeed I am.”

      The shiny doctor glances back over my shoulder, appearing to study someone approaching from my backside. “I would not suggest any more air travel,” he expresses, retrieving a business card from his wallet. “Orson is not in the kind of shape where he could tolerate all the extra stress right now,” he adds. “Macon and I must be getting back to Lake Bruin—but I want you to call day or night if I can help these jackwads listen to reason.”

      Glancing down into the business card leaves me feeling like I may have slightly underestimated everyone here in Colorado. It’s a simple comfort knowing somebody cares, regardless of their profession or sworn oaths.

      PORTER MEMORIAL HOSPITAL - LAKE BRUIN, COLORADO

      DR. DALE WRIGHT, MD

      EMERGENCY DEPARTMENT, CHIEF

      It seems Orson’s condition has improved now that the contemptuous nurse and her accomplices have left his bedside. It can be assumed that they were able to maintain his pulse at a steady and reassuring rate. As I walk back into the room, I notice that his gentle breaths coincide with the rise and fall of his tummy. This is the little bear I want to see—one that is recovering both physically and mentally.

      Leaning forward, I can smell the scent of mild hospital soap. An element that resembled fresh strawberries a few minutes ago has now disappeared completely, leaving behind a foul smell, similar to an extinguished candle that contaminates its surroundings with hours of floral or citrus fragrance. My fingers gently comb through his locks, currently taking on the appearance of a wrung-out washcloth.

      “Sleep sweetly,” I whisper low. “Babbo will be here when you wake.”
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        * * *

      

      Soft hues of a blissful sunrise playfully tease the edges of the room, seeping through the slight crack in the drawn shade. Orson’s rhythmic choo-choo train sounds fill the air as he enjoys another much-needed nap, providing an ideal stillness to the morning. Settled into a recliner by the window, I mindlessly scroll through social media. The blue glow of the screen contrasts with the break of day.

      Much like any good Babbo, I sneak a peek at my boy for the hundredth time. It’s as if I’m his biological, checking to see if he’s still breathing. This has been the entire tone of my feelings and fears as of late. Taking care of another person is harder than I ever imagined. And if I might boast, Max should be ever so lucky he’s a fairly independent, fat, and sassy cat.

      Suddenly, a pop-up notification from Facebook disrupts the stillness. Someone liked an old post of mine—a relic from 2010 celebrating Christmas with family down in Mobile. As my eyes focus on the screen, her name stands out like an unexpected guest had she and I never crossed paths within this realm. Ivy Stroup, the ex-fiancée, a chapter I thought was sealed in the dusty archives of my past. Clearing the cobwebs causes my heart to tremor. And for a solitary moment, my unadulterated rage has returned.

      As for the list of people who appreciated this holiday memory, it fades quickly. Much like her sudden reappearance in my digital sphere. It’s an irrevocable acknowledgment that leaves behind a trail of emotions I’m still sorting through. She doesn’t deserve a minute of your concern, Dante.

      Orson chokes himself awake, immediately encouraging me to glance up in his direction. At this poignant moment, I’m able to close the door on my past to welcome a fresher take on what it truly means to become enlivened by ignited passion.

      “Good morning, mio dolcezzo,” I smile under the weight of my suspended doubt that he’s comfortable. “Did little bear have a nice nap?”

      He limply rustles around the bed.

      “Baby—” I drone, clicking my tongue. “What can I get you?”

      His gaze is painted with a certain friction, seemingly battling the demons of a difficult slumber. “Just some water,” he whispers, his voice afflicted by a dry throat.

      Back home, an LGBTQ-focused institution would have a miniature fridge stocked with bottled water. Though here, in the birthplace of conservatism, I’m surprised there’s even a private fucking toilet in this shit shack.

      “I’ll be right back,” I assure him, pointing my index finger amidst the squall of nippy air conditioning.

      It takes me all of a minute to round the corner of Orson’s hospital room to the nurses' station. When I approach the desk, each ‘medical professional’ is seen huddled together, sharing laughs while passing around a People Magazine. Can they not be bothered to do their goddamned jobs? My boy is sick, for Christ’s sake.

      An intentional rustle at the back of my throat catches their attention, standing here walloping my fingers against a greasy countertop. “Can my boy—” the words don’t come out right. “Can Orson have a bottle of water sent to his room?”

      When the blonde female turns her head, I’m quick to realize it’s Cynthia goddamn Transmeier. Her serpentine gaze defies every moral fiber deep within my body. “I don’t know,” she sneers. “Can he?”

      Yep, that’s gonna do it.

      The annoyance in my reply could stand to threaten even ‘President Shrimp Hands’ and his ability to respond with a shred of certitude. Meanwhile, I flash my Italiano indignation in the short distance between good and evil.

      “I’ve had about enough of you, Cindy Lou Who,” I bite back, my vision narrowing to the finest degree. “Now get off your lazy ass and tend to these sick and injured patients you’re being paid to serve,” I thunder, my palm crashing against the counter. “What is it with you fucking people?”

      That got their attention. In no time, my vexing response sends each nonchalant nurse behind this five-foot barrier to scatter like splintered Pyrex. As I return to the room, accosted by one more hair-raising wisp of refrigerated air, the boy is seen hunched over his lap, influenced by nausea.

      “Mio dolcezzo—” I chirp, skittering across the tundra to his bedside.

      My head dances from one shoulder to the other, scanning for something—anything—to catch the brewing storm. Yet, I come up short. It’s as if these self-proclaimed hallowed halls of healing saw his mental health conditions and stripped it bare of any and every object that could potentially become a makeshift weapon.

      In this moment of immaterial clarity, I find myself enraptured by the gravity of Orson Hart’s existence. The frigid plain around us is an unforgiving arctic abyss, amplifying the urgency of my actions. With a single, deliberate motion, I peel my shirt away, revealing skin that bristles with resolve.

      Orson’s reaction is a cocktail of emotions—surprise, awe, and perhaps even a hint of unspoken vulnerability. But he’s not in a position to decline my basic offering. No, not when the stakes are this high. Not when affection and needs intertwine like the threads of fate.

      I’d swim the fucking Pacific seas to buy him a kidney. Or if it came down to it, I’d ascend the tallest mountain to fetch him the last tissue remaining on Earth. Somehow, a cotton t-shirt loses its intrinsic value when those we love require quick thinking.

      “It’s okay, baby,” I assure him softly. “It’ll keep your blankets from getting so dirty.”

      He gulps a hard swallow of air, looking relieved. “No⁠—”

      Cynthia returns to his room, wielding a cup of water. Which does not satisfy me in the least.

      God only knows how clean the water is in a place like this? For all I know, the whole population density of Grand Junction, Colorado could be affected on a wide scale like those in Flint. Or heaven forfend Hinkley, California.

      Shaking my head, I press my palm up into the air. “No,” my single word sends her feet to a halt. “I happen to remember expressly asking for a bottle of water,” I add. “Anything to maintain my confidence that this place can’t poison Orson again.”

      Cynthia clears her throat. Meanwhile, I cut the silence with another snarl.

      “Never mind,” I grunt, trying to hold back more disdain, but it’s thwarted by the slight movement of her arm. “Must I do everything myself?”

      She rolls her eyes. “There’re emesis basins in the cabinet over there,” she says, pointing towards a cluster of charcoal-painted cupboards.

      As if I’m supposed to inherently know the whereabouts of every supply in a place that couldn’t be any more foreign to us.

      Cynthia emphatically pops her neck to the side as she shuffles a few paces behind me. And after addressing Orson’s pleas for some nausea medication, she promptly leaves.

      “How does a light breakfast sound, mio dolcezzo?”

      I can imagine he doesn’t feel much like eating. However, I could never live with myself if I didn’t insist he do his best to eat. Fishing the shirt back over my head, my concerns are addressed by his willingness to try.

      “I’d like to try a bagel if that’s okay,” he inquires under the veil of despair. “And some apple juice?”

      A short breath leaves my nostrils. “Consider it done, piccolo orso,” I reply, patting his blanket-covered leg. “I’ll have to see how much potassium is in the apple juice, though,” my uncertainty cloaked by a grin.
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        * * *

      

      My phone buzzes with electronic precision on my walk downstairs. It’s Miguel, who is assumed to be calling to check on our trooper. Yet, I can’t entertain his whimsical plea to cheer me up, as I’m sure is another reason he’s calling.

      At the current moment, however, I find Orson’s yearning for nourishment leading me in circles. Frankly, surmising the meaning of life—or perhaps a Jackson Pollock painting—would be an elementary triumph. However, as I approach a small cluster of steps, my ears begin perking at the sound of thrashing aluminum bins and metallic utensils. This must be it.

      Now that I’ve located the cafeteria, a paltry dining establishment for relatives of Grand Junction’s sick and injured, I ring Miguel back. Thoughts of what he and Carlos must be doing at this early hour back home swim through the mazes of my contemplation. Then, after the fourth ring, Miguel answers with an exhaustion-riddled enthusiasm. For as long as I’ve known him, he’s never spoken at a normal decibel.

      “Morning, good sir,” he yells through the device. “How are you and Orson this morning?”

      I sigh. “It’s been a long night, man,” I reply, scrubbing my forehead with my free hand. “Would you believe me if I said I’m getting too old to keep exercising all of our resilience training?”

      He laughs. “Not at all⁠—”

      Besides a few text messages in the early morning hours, we haven’t really spoken. And what we have exchanged in the group text, has mostly been a laundry list of grievances about how today’s healthcare system is nearing the cusp of corruption.

      Judging by the deafening noise on his end, Miguel can be heard climbing into his truck to start First Watch with Carlos. “Ya know if you decided to retire—” his speech pauses, followed by the sound of him turning over the ignition. “You could always run for public office and demand the changes you wanna see in that part of society—or whatever.”

      Cradling the device with my shoulder, I find myself following an elderly physician’s lead on his hunt for food in line, all the while holding down the conversation. Hearing Miguel’s haughty road rage isn’t a surprise either, as I reach for a walnut muffin to eat while Orson does.

      “Hmmm,” I mumble. “Would’ve never thought of that⁠—”

      Miguel interjects me. “Oh, never mind, that was a stupid idea.”

      I counter his objection. “No, no,” my groaning evolves into frustration, watching the muffin tumble to the white tiles below. “That’s not an idea without merit.”

      As I attempt to navigate the discord of St. Vincent’s poorly signed corridors, Orson’s breakfast tray in my arms, the weight of Miguel’s quasi-joking suggestion lingers in my thoughts. The notion of stepping into any sort of political arena has never crossed my mind. Yet, as I scrape the ravines in my tired memory, the prospect seems to take form.

      A fireman turned public servant. That sounds like a plot from a quirky TV show. How could I, Captain Dante Delatore of the San Francisco Fire Department, possibly contribute to positive changes in a collapsing American healthcare system? Such a thought tugs at my sense of duty, echoing the same commitment I've dedicated to my firefighting career.

      However, the next election has already begun its launch—a mere eleven months away. This whirlwind of scrutiny surrounds the idea of running for public office or, dare I entertain it, Governor. Could I truly make a difference and redirect the focus from profit margins to genuine patient care?

      If anything, I find it agreeable that this hospital and the negligent practitioners back at Tranquil Peaks serve as an obvious reminder of the complexities and inadequacies America faces with health institutions. Orson could’ve fucking died. A sense of responsibility descends within me, and now I find myself delighting in the possibility of a new chapter. Future pages where my efforts extend beyond the boundaries of firefighting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          ORSON

        

      

    

    
      Propped up in the hospital recliner, I chew another bite of the salad being served to me for lunch. Its crisp romaine lettuce and the richness of the cheese tease at my tastebuds. It’s a far cry from the bland and unappetizing meals often served in institutional settings. What I’d really like right about now is more of Dante’s terrific cooking, and a home-cooked meal would hit the spot over anything this hospital could hope to serve.

      Big Jim, the nurse who seems to be the only friendly face in this place, went out of his way to finagle a stainless steel fork for me. Though seemingly small, it’s a simple gesture that restores a semblance of dignity in a hospital room stripped bare due to prejudiced assumptions about my mental health history.

      As I chew, I can’t help but appreciate the difference between a stainless steel fork and the flimsy plastic utensils that I’ve become accustomed to. This is an insignificant gesture, sure. But in this unforgiving environment, it stands out as a testament to Jim’s human connection. My back protests against the hospital recliner, but at least I’m spared the indignity of plastic silverware.

      With my salad in hand, I settle back into the recliner, trying with all my might to think through the pain. The Macy’s Thanksgiving Day parade flickers on the TV while I chew more. The parade is a temporary distraction from the stark reality of a hospital room. Resourceful as ever, Big Jim managed to borrow a rolling media cart from the pediatrics wing, treating me as any other patient here—compromised mental health or not.

      Dante said he’d be right back. Yet that was a few hours ago. I’m sure he isn’t planning on ditching me here in a place like Western Colorado. Though I’m sure if given the opportunity, anyone else would choose to leave damaged goods in a place like this, several hundred miles away from home.

      Speaking of, as I observe the colorful floats, a notification pops up on my phone, signaling a Facebook message from Lucas Sharpe back in San Francisco. We’ve been casually chatting for the past couple of hours. Only now, Lucas drops a bombshell. After having been discharged yesterday, he has nowhere to go. A surge of empathy tugs at my heartstrings while sipping on some water.

      Then, a sudden realization strikes me as I contemplate the possibility of subletting my apartment to him. Dante has generously offered me a place to stay in Noe Valley—and it’s less a choice than it is a command. As he put things the other day when I was discharged, “I’m signing a contract to buy a new vehicle.” Only I’m not a valuable automobile—I hardly have a pot to piss in.

      What’s taking him so long?

      I’ve been waiting for Dante to return for an hour now. Yet he’s still nowhere to be seen. As I glance at the time on my phone, I can't help but feel a sense of frustration and impatience. I wonder what could be taking him so long. Did he run into some sort of trouble? Or is he simply caught up in traffic?

      I feel like a chicken egg in an incubator, just lying here and waiting for something to happen. It’s a strange feeling, being completely powerless and at the mercy of circumstances beyond my control. For how long will I have to be chained to a fucking bed?

      Sitting here, getting lost in deep thought, Lucas chimes in with a series of question marks somewhat impatiently.

      
        
          
            
              
        LUCAS: So do you have any idea where I could go?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I honestly would do just about anything—and it’s not that I don’t have SOME money. Because I do.

      

      

      

      

      

      As time has passed, I’ve noticed that my ability to cope with high-pressure situations has diminished. Whenever I find myself in a life-threatening situation, all other concerns seem to fade away in comparison. It's as if the weight of the world is bearing down on me, and I’m unable to think clearly or make rational decisions. So, if somebody approached me right now to ask if I had a hundred bucks or if I wanted to join them in a tank of alligators, I’d probably oblige.

      Clearing my throat, I hammer a quick reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lucas, I have a place in the Castro District that I could sublet to you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Probably, I mean. I’d have to check with Mr. Woo. He’s my landlord. If you have money as you say you do, I can’t in good conscience let anyone roaming the Bay Area without a safe place to lay their head.

      

      

      

      

      

      No sooner do I click my screen off when Dante is seen—and heard—kicking the door open with his foot. As for what he’s hauling inside with a crooked smile, I have absolutely no idea. It does, however, put a welcome smile on my face all the same. Yet it seems my sense of smell hasn’t gone by the wayside. Based on the scents wafting about the room from a handful of aluminum catering containers, this would be some type of fare for a makeshift Thanksgiving feast.

      As Dante unloads the trays on a counter by the bed, his enthusiasm returns. The zeal in his eyes is evident, twinkling with unadulterated passion. “How’re you doing, piccolo orso?” He asks, leaning forward to exchange a kiss. “There are just a few more things I have to grab downstairs.”

      Sighing is futile when he showers me with so much affection and personal attention I question ever deserving. “I’m okay, Babbo,” I reply. “That smells amazing whatever it is.”

      He dances back to the door. “There’s no way we’re missing out on our first Thanksgiving,” he smiles.

      As soon as I open my mouth to speak, he rushes out the door to gather more chaos downstairs. Meanwhile, my phone is buzzing non-stop with multiple notifications. Lucas’ response reminds me that I need to send a message to Mr. Woo, asking if he would be willing to let me sublet my place. Come to think of it, Mr. Woo is in the dark that I tried checking out of this life altogether.

      The other message, like a whisper from my past, catches me by total surprise. It’s a lengthy love note from Presley Collins, my old friend from Sugar Ditch.

      
        
          
            
              
        PRESLEY: Orson, I am so, so sorry to hear what happened!! This man named Dante reached out to me. He only briefly told me what happened. Definitely not anything specific. Are you okay?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        What can I do? Anything at all… just name it!

      

      

      

      

      

      An immediate torrent of emotion scours every cubic inch of my body, disabling me from sending her my reply. What do I say? “Yeah, I got so down on myself that I thought swallowing a month's supply of heart medication would whisk me into the world ever after?”

      Moments turn into minutes as I sit here trying to formulate a reply. Yet, it’s at this crossroads of cognitive dysfunction where written communication could never suffice what I need to say. Not wasting another second, my thumb cascades up to the ‘call’ button.

      Not even a full ring completes before Presley answers. “Orson, my God,” she gasps. “Do I need to hop on a plane to San Francisco?” She asks, hushing her rambunctious toddler in the process. “I can have Stephen take care of Louise while I’m away.”

      Hesitantly, I reply. “Yes—please do⁠—”

      My desperation can probably be heard through a froggy throat and anguish. It hurts me to admit defeat to the one person I devoted most of my life to protecting. When it comes down to it, heroes are superhuman for a reason. Pain is finite and fleeting—I’ll leave gallantry to the likes of Babbo. He’s the real hero.

      Presley clicks her tongue in succession, followed by an inquisition mightier than a cumulonimbus cloud. “Can I ask what happened?”

      As I sit upright, hiding behind the tiny microphone and dark screen, I realize that it has been over a year since I last spoke to her. We exchange awkward silence, and it feels like the passage of time has created a deeper divide between us. However, I try not to jump to conclusions as I may be misreading the situation. Surely, she’s not as shallow as I fear her to have become.

      Presley speaks to break the escalated tension at the precise moment Dante is heard bursting through my hospital room door, grunting up a storm. “Who’s that, Orson?” She asks.

      The thought occurs to me that she probably didn’t spend much time talking with Dante. Also, judging by the fact that he cares so deeply about my well-being, I reserve all doubt he’s kept her abreast of our blossoming relationship. But that kiss though.

      “That’s Dante,” I choke, signaling him to tilt his head. “The guy you probably spoke to on the phone⁠—”

      Presley disagrees. “I didn’t speak to him on the phone. I received a letter just yesterday.”

      For the sake of keeping things lighthearted, I choose not to go into any great detail about my suicide attempt. All she needs to know is the basics, and most importantly, I’m okay now.

      “Honestly, Chicken,” I reply, clearing my stupid fucking dry throat. “I won’t get very detailed or anything—it boils down to a series of mental health slips, and I overdosed on a medication.”

      Telling my old best friend even a cliff-notes version leaves me feeling uneasy. The one person who has never stopped loving me—in the absence of Mom or Chris—surely doesn’t take this news in stride. And I can only imagine it’s going to weigh down on her heart until we are allowed to reunite.

      She goes on to express her deepest condolences for the torrential year I’ve endured. Then, as if reading my mind, Presley’s brazen tone swims through the line.

      “I’m coming to San Francisco tomorrow, Orangie,” she insists with certitude. “I won’t accept anything less.”

      A deep sigh exits my nostrils. “That would be lovely, but⁠—”

      I can feel the daggers impaling me from a thousand miles away. “But what, Orson? You almost fucking died.”

      Clicking my tongue, I set my gaze on Dante, setting up a table on the opposite end of my hospital room. Then cut her words short.

      “I’m not even currently in California,” I admit. “I have no idea when we’ll get back home at this time.”

      A wave of relief washes over me as I hang up from our call, soothing the turmoil that has been churning within me for weeks. The hope of having her visit fills me with a sense of comfort and reassurance, knowing that I’ll have someone from my past by my side. Even if only for a short while. The thought of her presence in San Francisco amidst the bustling city streets and towering skyscrapers brings a sense of familiarity and warmth that I’ve been sorely missing.

      Despite my initial apprehension about Dante reaching out to Presley, I can’t deny the gratitude I feel towards him for bringing her back into my life. Though unexpected, his gesture comes from a place of genuine concern and kindness, and I realize that I couldn’t fault him for wanting to ease my loneliness.

      Reconnecting with someone pleasant from my old life in Sugar Ditch fills me with bittersweet nostalgia, reminding me of simpler times and cherished memories that now feel like they dissipated in a fierce midwestern wind. With Presley’s impending visit on the horizon, I feel a glimmer of hope stirring within me, a flicker of light amidst the darkness that has clouded my heart for far too long.
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        * * *

      

      Sitting in the private shower of my hospital room leaves me feeling vulnerable to the constraints of this dynamic with Dante. I love him. I can tell that the attraction is brewing. Yet, he insisted on allowing Big Jim to refrain from bathing me today.

      In the burly nurse’s absence, Dante’s determined to bathe me while I laze around a plastic shower chair. There seems to be a certain inherent quality between a ‘Daddy’ and his ‘boy’ that I can’t quite put a finger on. I can’t necessarily say that I’m averse to such royal treatment.

      As Babbo raises a detachable hose up and over my head, soaking each fiber of my being with warm water and gentle soap, all I can think about is the feast that lies beyond this bathroom door. According to him, he received the go-ahead on a small Thanksgiving dinner to share between the two of us inside my quaint and frigid cell of healing.

      “Is mio dolcezzo taken by those smells in the other room?” He asks, furling both eyebrows. “I reckon it’s about time you ate a decent meal—within reason of course.”

      I let a rush of air cleanse my lungs as the water trickles down my nakedness. “I don’t suppose there’s a Coke in the cards for me today, is there?”

      His vision narrows as he leans over my head in the fashion of a sloth. “Can we make a compromise, baby?”

      “Sure,” I nod, desperate for something more than just the Voss water he’s been purchasing for me. “What’s your offer?”

      Dante finishes scrubbing my backside with a light washcloth as he clears his throat. “How about a 7-UP that’s watered down by half?”

      If this were some contract negotiation back at MediNex Pharmacy, I’d probably be more prudent with a counteroffer. Yet, at this moment of recovering muscle rigidity—requiring assistance to get clean—I’m in no position to argue.

      Nodding again, I sigh deeply. “Sure, that works,” I surrender. “While I am not in any way complaining about that expensive water you’ve been buying, I’ve never had such a bland palate in the history of my life.”

      If facial expressions could speak, something tells me he’s about to shower me with some unanticipated affection. And sure enough, a moment later, his hand travels the length of my bare torso with a gentle murmur.

      “That’s Babbo’s good boy,” he praises. “Let’s get piccolo orso out of the woods before he drinks another sip of Coca-Cola⁠—”

      Showertime concludes as Dante helps me rise from the shower chair. He dries me from top to bottom while I lean up against the small sink and countertop. The tacit approval on his distinct features screams of staunch support, as in I must be the prettiest boy he’s ever laid eyes on. As for his hand, the slight callouses on the pads of his fingers graze my sac ever so slightly.

      Just when I thought that little bear was stuck in permanent hibernation, it seemed to emerge from the cave for what could be the first time in over six months. My spine tingles with a shudder, meanwhile allowing a gentle moan to fall from my lips.

      “Ohhhh—” I wince. “I’m sorry.”

      Dante lowers to the tile, his unrelenting gaze locked with mine. A degree of expectation paints his visage, a seemingly lost canvas by the likes of Van Gogh or Mattise.

      Clicking his tongue with a shaken head, he breaks the bed of tension between us. “No, no—it’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” he clarifies, wrapping his grip around with moderate friction.

      Oh my fucking God, that feels so damn good.

      My body trembles akin to the sensation of vibrating tectonic plates. “Mmmmm don’t stop then, Babbo—” I drone while my eyes roll straight back.

      He grunts. “Does mio dolcezzo enjoy this, huh?”

      I nod. “Ohhh yes—don’t stop.”

      The ferocity of his stroking intensifies with each new goosebump that surfaces from my vulnerable tapestry. As if Babbo jerking me off didn’t make me want to spill a tiny stream of precum, his silk tongue and wet lips would evanesce me into a lifetime of oblivion. His mouth is enough to make a boy forget about all of his problems.

      “Oohhhhh my Goddd—” I shudder, hearing Dante’s throat gurgling fervently.

      Finally coming up for air, his squinted gaze meets my tacit approval. Those eyes are far from becoming the extinguishing device he’s used to. Not when they, veritable gemstones laced with the purest sugarcane Coca-Cola from Mexico, are so beyond the precipice of logic and reason. Much like grease to a flame, the intent in Dante’s stare escalates my deepest, longing desire.

      As luck would have it, Babbo’s mighty tongue freezes at the slightest sound of somebody knocking on my main hospital room door. “Cazzo—” he grunts, appearing annoyed.

      His mouth parts from my trickling wet cock as he rises to both feet. He wipes the corners of his fervent paintbrush, stained by a discernable hue of aggravation. In one smooth motion, Dante leans forward to plant a short, sweet kiss on my lips. Pointing an index finger in the air, he prances out of the bathroom, leaving me held steadfastly to the hope for a continuation of this spicy telenovela.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          DANTE

        

      

    

    
      Stirring from my brief nap, the cozy warmth of Orson’s hospital bed envelopes me, a makeshift refuge from the bitter chill of St. Vincent’s. Thanksgiving—a day usually fraught with familial tensions and political debates—has taken on a new significance this year. The idea of proposing to him has been lingering in my mind, weaving its way through my thoughts with each passing moment.

      Sneaking out this morning helped me in more ways than one, provided that I was able to convince the owner of Mesa Jewelers to open long enough so I could buy a ring. A circle ensconced in the most shimmery gold I’ve probably ever seen. Even fucking Ivy didn’t receive such a pristine beauty as this. Only then, after buying the ring, did I jaunt down the street to a busy grocery store for a small feast we could share here in this cold, imprisoning environment.

      As I gaze at Orson, still caught in the remnants of sleep, a surge of affection washes over me. It offers a comforting semblance for my resolve to take this next step in our relationship. Some people may think this is way too soon to pop the question. Yet I don’t feel the same. Mamma could be in her final days. As for my little piccolo orso, he needs better medical care than he’s currently receiving—and my insurance far surpasses that of Medi-Cal government coverage. One more reason I need to be governor is that patients on government assistance need to be treated with the same dignity as privately insured citizens.

      Orson’s forest-like eyes flutter open, and as our stares meet, a soft smile graces his lips. The unspoken exchange instantly melts away any lingering doubts or anxieties that once held me captive. I can’t help but return his smile with one of my own as my heart swells with adoration and anticipation. If I don’t get to fuck him tonight before proposing, my cock may just burst into an enigmatic display.

      “Hey baby,” I whisper. “Did you have a nice nap?”

      He nods, then a yawn. “Mmmm hmmm.”

      With a tender caress, I run my fingers down the curve of his temple. Today, amidst the hospital beeps and the distant echoes of Thanksgiving festivities, I’m more certain than ever that Orson is the one I want to spend the rest of my life with.

      He stifles another yawn. “All that food was delicious,” he affirms, raising both eyebrows. “But there’s something to be said about a tryptophan-induced coma.”

      Nodding, I lean my head back into his chest. “You’re so cute when you sleep, mio dolcezzo,” I say, hushed, my fingers tracing his abdominal features from under the blanket. “You make these sweet little choo-choo sounds.”

      Orson looks surprised as if he’s never heard that comparison before. “I do?” He asks, his nose shriveling. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

      “It’s cute, baby,” I reply assuringly, unable to refrain from chuckling. “Even Maxwell hardly lets out a purr when he’s sleeping—so I find it soothing.”

      This moment seems perfect to dive in for another kiss. As the flow of refrigerated air swallows us in an arctic bliss, Orson shudders at the sensation of my palm cupping his balls. The little dears—clementines as they were—swell to the size of full-grown oranges with the slightest squeeze. I’m beginning to think they’re ripe for the taking.

      He shivers in ecstasy while letting a deep moan fall from his tender, beautiful lips. “Oh my God, Babbo,” he drones, a tear falling from his cusp. “I can’t wait to get back home.”

      If he’s referring to waiting for a good fucking, then he doesn’t need to wait until we return to California. I’m ready whenever he is, quite frankly.

      “Tsk tsk,” my tongue clicks with repetition, positioning my mouth over his. “Who said anything about needing to get back home?”

      We’re a thousand miles away from home. Captain Dante Delatore isn’t capable of waiting another night to extinguish this blaze that’s raging between us. Fuck. Another hour without feeling what his little starfish feels like around my swollen cock is fifty-nine minutes too long. Urges aside, I’m cognizant that I need to take it slow in the name of love and health.

      Seductively, my vision narrows as I rest my index finger against Orson’s quaking, curved ridges. “Shhhhh—” I murmur, peeking over my shoulder to ensure the door’s completely shut. “I asked Big Jim to give us lots of privacy tonight.”

      My boy’s dulcet tone couldn’t be any more timid. “But what if someone walks in—what if my heart rate jumps and somebody rushes in to investigate why?”

      Without wasting another moment, I raise his left middle finger. Glancing at the pulse oximeter, then shooting a perspicacious look into Orson’s zeal, I reply with every intention of sounding sexy.

      “We’ll just have to be smarter than the average bear—” I offer a wink, swiftly removing the hardware from his digit.

      Not even a second later, my left middle finger is now the keeper of the keys to Orson’s heart monitor. For all the nurses down the hallway are concerned, he never took off the pulse oximeter. As for the vulnerable state in which I’ve just put my partner’s vitality, my basic paramedic training will prove useful as I monitor for signs of hypertension and tachycardia. His reaction is a cocktail of worry and intrigue.

      He stammers. “Isn’t that⁠—”

      “Shhhh, piccolo orso,” I mutter low. “I have a higher endurance, and I doubt that’ll even blip past ninety.”

      Shortly after removing Orson’s shirt, a pristine black cloth bearing the face of Macon Wright from the emergently diverted plane on Monday, my fingers move farther south. The trepidation in his gaze screams of a pent-up urge to climax in my mouth. Soon enough, little bear. Soon enough.

      His exposed package pulses with fervor as I scan the room to find something I can tie gently around his sac. A good boy holds his load until Daddy lets him cum. Finally, as keen as the Mayflower approaching The Americas, my McGyver skills determined the straps from a face mask would serve as well as a shoelace. Yet, at this precise moment, I’m quick to realize that I’m now tethered to the machinery intended to keep Orson Hart’s beating lifeforce closely guarded.

      “Looks like we have a problem,” I wince, glancing back at him. “Babbo needs to give this back for—for only a moment longer—” I stammer, returning the device back to his finger for a brief time.

      Carefully, I dance across the dimly lit oasis flourishing in Baltic vehemence. Like a figure skater gliding over ice, my precisely flailed wrist nips at the acrylic dispenser box of masks and gloves. Before long, this impromptu choreography leads me back to the balmy present of my wildest dreams.

      Orson’s lashes furrow with curiosity. “What’s that for?” He asks.

      Meanwhile, the monitor shrieks at a slightly faster rate than it did moments ago. In one fell swoop, I remove the pulse-ox from his finger. Only after ensuring it’s securely encompassing mine do I clear my throat to clear up the confusion.

      “My little bear must not have ever had his honeypot fettered shut before the lid burst open?” I ask with a tilted head. “It’s the best feeling in the world.”

      His stare constricts as a snake slithering in the wild. “People do that?”

      A chuckle falls from my lips. “Non sei proprio così innocente e puro?” I ask, flashing my mano a borsa. “Aren’t you just so innocent and pure?” I clarify, realizing he isn’t fluent in Italiano.

      Orson lets out a sigh. “Nothing surprises me anymore,” he replies, nonplussed. “But sure—I’m willing to try that if you like it—sure.”

      Letting out a grunt, I yank one of the strings from the clean piece of fabric. “That’s a good boy, Orson,” I praise him, glancing down at his cock to see it teeming with excitement. “You just let Babbo show his piccolo orso what a good time feels like.”

      It takes all of a moment to loosely tie the strap around his dick and balls, then make another loop around his thickening cock to keep it nicely harnessed. Meanwhile, I take a glance at his expression, already fully aroused with an unspoken adoration. He moans in delight as I pump it with as much friction as a gale-force wind nipping at a car windshield on the 405. Already, a tiny jut of precum finds its way past my makeshift cock ring. Of course, Dante. It’s definitely not tight enough to keep the wells of his ardor at bay.

      “Oh, Daddy,” he groans, his thighs trembling under the weight of my caressing palm.

      A grunt tickles the back of my throat. “Are you okay, mio dolcezzo?”

      Since I need to be mindful of his pulse, I can’t get too rough on him. Alternatively, I can’t let our first time go without a good rush of dopamine either. The delicate dance between safety and pleasure will be a fine wire to traverse.

      “Yes,” he nods, biting his bottom lip.

      Another mischievous grin peppers my face. “Good,” I reply, hovering above his head to steal another ounce of sugar from his sweet orifice.

      His saliva still tastes of strawberries and cream. It’s almost as if Big Jim has been feeding him these potassium and magnesium-rich fruits behind my back. Despite the burly nurse knowing better, of course. But the flavor pouring off his tongue as it slides against mine would be enough to summon a million honeybees to take refuge in the epicenter of a sugary spring.

      The hospital corridor seems hushed enough that I doubt anyone will walk in on us. I’d be the worst Babbo on the planet if I were to skate back across the arctic tundra to lock the door, yet the false sense of security I’m getting from a quiet hospital sets me uneasy. Just fuckin’ go already, Dante. What are you waiting for?

      Never parting, our lips stay affixed to one another while my palm finds its way back down between his thighs. They quake in place at the slightest graze of my fingertips. Meanwhile, my tongue travels down the length of Orson’s torso. He moans feverishly as if he’s never received this kind of attention. This begs the question—is he a virgin?

      The accumulated sweat all over this bare canvas of his could be compared to the artistic brilliance of André Breton. And I waste no time reaching his clean asshole. If the opposite end takes the flavor of sweet red, fleshy fruit, then this tight hole must taste of a ripe watermelon. Or a peach. What was that Nicolas Cage quote?

      My palm continues stroking Orson’s dick, giving it an occasional shine with fresh spit. Meanwhile, the dive into his southern region is like embarking on an inexplicable journey without so much as a map.

      He sighs. “Oh my fucking God—Dante—uuhhhnnnng⁠—”

      My tongue seems to be equipped with an innate sense of direction, and judging by the moans intensifying from piccolo orso, he’s probably about to cry a river of white rain soon enough. In that case, I’d best ensure he’s whisked to cloud nine as gently and safely as possible.

      “Are you okay, my little bear?” I ask, glancing up into his glossy coke-glass-tinted gaze. “I can stop for a while if you need me to.”

      I can’t proceed with certainty unless I take action. Checking his pulse would only be prudent to ensure that his internal ability to feel an elevated heart rate is not being clouded by the rush of adrenaline coursing through his body at the speed of sound. This is the only way to put my inhibitions at ease. Shit. What a stupid first time for our relationship!

      A sense of relief washes over Orson as I step around to his other side, paying mind to keep the pulse-ox dongle within a limited range. The slight throb at his carotid heckles at the mazes in my mind. Just several nights ago, there was hardly anything at all indicating signs of life. Now, thanks to Dr. Dale Wright of Lake Bruin, Colorado, I’m afforded this opportunity to ensure Orson’s best interests are met.

      Releasing a deep exhale from my nostrils, I take stock of his seemingly annoyed look. “Baby, it feels like your heart rate is around one hundred—maybe we should slow it down?” I suggest, smoothing the back of my hand across his forehead. “We have all night, mio dolcezzo.”

      The sullen change that is evolving in his mood is evident. Is this one of his bipolar-type mood shifts? Did I do something wrong? Oh my God, Dante. You hurt him, didn’t you?

      Orson allows a long-winded breath down into his lungs. “Well fuck—” he blurts, chiding the ceiling tiles. “I guess so—apparently—” he adds, swallowing a hard gulp of air.

      As soon as he turns his gloomy face towards me, my eyes wander back down to his cock. Only moments ago, it jovially bounced around with excitement. But now, in the stillness of his frigid dismay, it hangs there lifelessly like a limp mackerel in a white-leather harness.

      You’ve done fucked something up, Dante. This doesn’t feel right.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          ORSON

        

      

    

    
      The mall is bustling with holiday shoppers. Sitting across from Patrick at the food court, I take a moment to savor the familiar flavors of my salad. It’s more than a subtle reminder of Dante’s unwavering concern for my health. Mine and Patrick’s conversation drifts to the weather—a mundane subject but one that holds a certain novelty for him as he experiences only his fourth Christmas in America. So he says snow was as common as rain. Here in California, however, the absence of snow feels almost surreal, a testament to the stark differences between two worlds oceans apart.

      As I delve into my salad, the crunch of lettuce and the tang of dressing momentarily distract me from the cumbersome thoughts swirling in my mind. It’s hard to believe that just weeks ago, on the night of Thanksgiving in Colorado, Dante proposed to me.

      Glancing down into the sheen of gold around my finger, I’m reminded of fleeting thoughts that race with questions and uncertainties. Yet, beneath it all lies a sense of excitement tinged with nervous anticipation. The prospect of marrying Captain Dante Delatore fills me with a profound sense of joy. However, it’s also very much a reminder of the many changes and challenges that lie ahead.

      With each bite, I find myself drifting further into contemplation, my thoughts consumed by the whirlwind of emotions that accompany the elements of engagement. But amidst the chaos, there’s a glimmer of hope—a sense of newfound purpose and belonging that I’ve never experienced before.

      “Are you okay, mate?” Patrick asks, lightly tapping the table.

      I nod with a shaken head—that one movie line from Cher admonishing my silent reverie. “Oh yeah—mmmm hmmmm.”

      He’s the poor schmuck who’s unexpectedly become a part of this journey. On New Year’s Eve, no less. I can’t help but feel grateful for the unexpected twists and turns that life has thrown my way. As for my pal, Mr. Allen of Westminster, I must insist on staying mindful of his mental health. If this short-notice wedding proves tricky for him, I’ll do everything I need to by myself.

      Patrick snaps his fingers. “Blimey—” he blurts. “You’re a bit sidetracked today.”

      He’s not wrong. My gut is a Titanic-sized vessel of anxiety and to-do lists. Having never imagined I would be married in a million years, this horseshit of planning is far more difficult than they play it out in Hollywood. In the cacophony of my peripheral vision, I can make out Patrick’s silhouetted features dancing toward the cluster of trash bins. And in a flash, it resembles the swift one-man show Dante performed only a couple of weeks ago at St. Vincent’s in Western Colorado.

      I’d only just finished eating the best turkey dinner in several years when Dante settled me back into bed. After turning out the football game, only switched on for a semblance of background noise, he shifted himself tightly between my then achy body and the hospital bed railing. Within no time, the both of us found ourselves drifting off into a dense fog by way of turkey-time.

      When I awoke, Dante’s devilish charm and enigmatic air lit the spark inside my soul—something that had never happened to me ever before. Inexperienced, I figured I’d pretend to fake it until I made it as a comprehensible virgin on planet Earth. He insisted on temporary custody of the pulse thing so nurses wouldn’t grow suspicious. One strap from a surgical mask and a seemingly choreographed ice-skating performance later, and Babbo had me well on my way into the next dimension of adulthood.

      Sex. It really is the most unique experience anyone will ever have. Sure, I’d been jerked off to completion by many guys. I’ve even swallowed my fair share of cock. But when it came down to surrendering my eternal dignity to another man, I held onto the firm value that would be saved for the right man.

      My thighs trembled, enveloping Dante’s strong hand grazing against my cock. And that little bastard spent a decent five minutes whomping from one side of my abdomen to the other. Then, the inevitable happened. Up until that point, I’d only heard of the erectile dysfunction side effects of antipsychotics. Based on my body’s free-flowing pipeline to dopamine—by way of Requip—I thought just maybe I’d claim victory over that particular brand of bastardly hell. My once thrashing dick went limp, inflicting me with the most intense blue-balled contrarian horseshit I’ve ever felt.

      The room, a timeless arctic oasis, grew still as a bridge of failed expectations filled the unmatched canal of doubt between him and me. His aspect, freckled with fraught, closed in on my deeper suspicion that I would be robbed of my first potential orgasm in over a year.

      “Cazzo—mio angelo—are you okay, baby?” He asked, riddled with worry.

      At that moment, I didn’t know how I could possibly tell him that I wouldn’t be spilling in rampant supply of cum that night. It seemed like a major let-down, given how the escalating turn of events heralded our first fuck. My first time, God damn it. I figured I’d take one for the team and choose not to disclose my inner embarrassment, saving the disappointment for another time. Especially since Dante removed his shirt a few nights prior, a most selfless and pure act of bravery to catch my vomit so it wouldn’t stain the blankets.

      “Yes, Babbo,” I replied, allowing the frigid chill to ensconce my airways. “I’m just fine—keep going—I want you to fuck me, Daddy Dante.”

      He let out a deep exhale while his head oscillated from one shoulder to the other. “No, no—” he replied affirmatively with his Italiano ardor of pinch fingers. “I’ve gone and hurt you, baby—tonight isn’t that night.”

      Patrick’s jubilance breaks my trance, seemingly affixed to the flickering neon sign of a Chinese place in the food court. “Tuxedos wait for no man, I reckon.”

      Smiling is futile at this particular moment, having just remembered my vanquished orgasmic virgin surrender. “Right then,” I reply, standing from the table. “I still can’t believe I’m getting married in less than a fucking month, Pattytrick.”
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        * * *

      

      Back on Market Street, we’re in Patrick’s Toyota Prius on the way to the Castro District for my place. Since it’s been a couple of weeks since Lucas moved in, my stomach is a cacophony of nerves to see how he’s settling in. Also, just to find solace in the fact that he hasn’t actually burnt it to a crisp. All the staff at Tranquil Peaks imparted some decree, an unfathomable and seemingly archaic law, that fraternization beyond the security gates was strictly forbidden.

      Fuck them if they think I’m following that. After going through a difficult and emotionally exhausting experience, fleeing from a minefield of emotional disruption and crappy food, I can say that I’ve made a new friend. Maybe two, if Lucas forgives me for my past oversight in Sugar Ditch. And since I’ve talked a lot about myself the previous two weeks, I think it’s time to check in on Patrick Allen’s well-being for a change.

      Contending with a froggy throat, I cover my neck as he turns south. “So, how have you been doing, my friend?” I ask, wincing at the prospect that he’s probably sick of being asked such a thing.

      Simply put, a parent shouldn’t ever have to bury their children. It’s an esoteric custom to expect a father—whose toddler has succumbed to the mighty realm from where I’ve barely skirted the ledge—to react in any manner other than morose. Even witnessing the scythe of a reaper more times than I care to admit has always left me vulnerable to an emotive spigot when someone asked it of me.

      “How do you think I’m doing, mate?” He chides me—and I deserved that. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to just snap at you, Orson.”

      I click my tongue. “No, it’s okay. I always hated when people asked me how I was doing after my mom or Chris passed away.”

      Patrick sighs, evidence of his thwarted mental fortitude. “Lisa’s divorcing me⁠—”

      “What the fuck?” My shock couldn’t be any more obvious. “Why is she filing for divorce—” I stammer. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

      His head wavers with a sullen air. “I did, though, kiddo,” he drones, stealing a glance at me as he turns onto 18th Street. “I shouldn’t have taken the motorway that afternoon.”

      Somehow, the consequences of how his poor baby passed away have become muddled in the labyrinth of my mind. For a while there, I thought she died of cancer. How would that ever be considered his fault?

      I point up to the windshield so he knows which part of 18th Street my daisy-yellow townhouse is. “Wait, though, I thought you said she died from cancer?”

      Patrick clears away a frog in his throat, possibly by the mere mention of her shortened life. “I did say that in our emotional prison, mostly because of my embarrassment to admit the truth,” he says, a tear gliding down his cheek. “But we were on the way home from chemo during rush hour—” his words falter as he attempts to clear away the emotional barrier of confronting his past. “When that sodding wanker pulverized the whole bloody passenger side of my Beemer.”

      Many questions ruminate around my brain, all the while tottering down the sloped terrain of my sidewalk. As I ascend the steps, I can hear a deep thud pouring from the cracks of my front door. Is he listening to my records? Patrick offers a shrug as I glance down at him on the second wrung of the porch.

      “Well, it’s not like this isn’t my home,” I affirm, returning the shrug.

      Entering my townhouse with Patrick in tow, the cacophony of a blaring radio assaults our ears, echoing through the walls. It’s surely even disturbing the peace of my neighbors. As we press further, a sense of unease grips me tightly. Where the fuck is Lucas? His absence only adds to the disquiet, leaving me anxious for answers.

      Shutting off the blaring record player, I’m met with another unsettling sound—the incessant beeping of my microwave. Stepping closer to open the microwave door, I find a cheap TV dinner emitting an aroma filled with synthetic chemicals. My frustration mounts as I ponder the potential health risks associated with such processed fare. It’s clear that Lucas’s well-being is at stake here, and I feel compelled to intervene for his sake. If I can’t have a goddamned Coke without Babbo up my ass about the renal implications, I’m not letting a friend trash his body, either. With determination burning in my chest, I resolve to locate him.

      Down the hallway, rushing water can be heard from the bathroom. “Oh, he’s taking a shower,” I surmise, shouting into the living room towards Patrick.

      He nods while scratching his chin. “All of our banter about Taylor Swift inside Tranquil Peaks makes bloody sense now,” he chuckles. “Judging by this shrine, you’re quite the fan.”

      That reminds me that I should probably pack some of my valuable belongings in boxes if I don’t plan on moving back anytime soon. Maybe that’s why the staff at Tranquil Peaks kept warning us not to interact with each other beyond the safety bubble. People could probably lie through their teeth if given a chance. Who knows, maybe Patrick is some shady character trying to lure me into some sinister scheme.

      Despite the sound of the running shower being quite loud, even from a distance of five yards, Lucas is nowhere to be seen. I peek into the spare bedroom to look around for any signs of life, but all I can see on the first pass is a neatly stacked pile of clothes on my old desk.

      “Patrick—” I call out over my shoulder. “He’s not even here.”

      I can hear Patrick shutting off the shower as I traipse around on my hunt for clues. Based on the tidiness of my spare bedroom, at least he believes in keeping a neat environment. Even I can’t admit to any sense of decorum in the throes of my disparity. Yet the question remains, where the fuck is he?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          DANTE

        

      

    

    
      Seated at my desk, surrounded by the loud banter of Station No. 51, the glow of my computer screen sends me down the path of a brewing migraine. As I examine a list of department evaluations, my gaze lingers a moment longer on Miguel’s name, emblazoned in bold letters.

      Ramirez, Miguel Anthony

      DOB 04/05/1981

      His immediate stats stir a pang of unease within me. Even though I’ve seen this coming—anticipated it even—the reality of confronting his flighty tendencies still gives me pause. There’s no question that I cherish Miguel’s friendship. The caveat, his penchant for marching to the beat of his own drum, poses a serious challenge in our line of work, where cohesion is pivotal.

      As I contemplate the future, the prospect of gubernatorial aspirations looms large. Underscored by Orson’s recent struggles, the need for healthcare reform weighs heavily on my conscience. And perhaps it’s time to hang my helmet, as there’s a plethora of responsibilities extending beyond the realm of firefighting. Things which in and of themselves encompass the broader welfare of our community. And with the resources left to Isabella and me, financial concerns haven’t kept me chained to a desk or the rig for several years. The thought of walking away, of pursuing this new path, holds more allure each new day.

      Footsteps can be heard descending the metal stairwell around the corner, followed by the incessant throat clearing that can belong to only one man—Carlos.

      “Hey, you engaged, sexy son of a bitch,” he whistles in a catcall. “Got something for ya.”

      He and Miguel are over the moon that I’m finally writing my happy ever after. When I turn my head to study the expression on his face, I’m caught off guard when he slams two rectangular tickets down to the surface of my heavy-duty aluminum desk.

      “What’s this?” I ask, swiping them off the desk to take a closer look.

      “Stevie has swine flu—or the fuckin’ plague—something—” he stammers, rolling his eyes. “I think she’s just allergic to art if you ask my opinion.”

      A chuckle falls from my lips as I raise an eyebrow. “Which I didn’t, but⁠—”

      He proceeds to tell me that he has tickets for an art show, and the venue has recently opened a secret speakeasy. According to rumors, a wealthy heir to the Fairchild Hotel empire is running the place. I agree to offer Orson the chance to go tonight and then change the subject.

      “By the way,” I clear my throat. “What happened to that waitress from Smashburger?”

      The animation on Carlos’ visage transforms into disgust. “Toe fungus,” he grimaces, shivering with both shoulders.

      My reaction doesn’t deviate from his. “Ewwwwww.”

      “Ewwwwww is right,” he affirms, rolling his eyes. “And so many chains—totally weird.”

      Moments later, he hobbles away from my desk after wishing me the best of luck with these stupid fucking evals. Just a few more, and I can get home to my precious angelo. Yet, as fate would have it, all I’ve been able to think about is my proposal to Orson.

      Lost in thought, I find my stare drawn to the sunset outside. The hues flourish of a cherished memory from Western Colorado two weeks ago. A significant event when I proposed to Orson. A single, effervescent moment when our lives changed forever. The thoughts wash over me with warmth and longing. Even as I send a brief message to check in on him, the memory of that night dithers, a beacon of hope amidst the pandemonium of my thoughts.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey, mio dolcezzo. Are you okay? It’s been a few hours since I’ve heard from you. I’ll be home as soon as I can. Kelley from next door should be dropping by with a pot of homemade chicken soup, some frosted sugar cookies, and a special surprise for you in a few minutes.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Oh, and Carlos gave me two tickets to an art show and nightclub opening for this weekend. Apparently, his date has swine flu, and they aren’t going. Feeling up to that?

      

      

      

      

      

      As I gaze back out the window of our humble fire station, the memory of that pivotal moment floods my mind with a mixture of emotions.

      My reaction to seeing Orson’s once erect, animated cock turn frail and seemingly lifeless pierced every nerve I had. I just knew I’d done something wrong, and he was hurt. Based on his reaction, my fears rose to the surface with an air of dominance—asserting that my Daddy instincts get to the root of his issue.

      “Baby, what’s wrong?” I asked, stroking his forehead. “Did Babbo hurt his little bear?”

      Orson’s visage was a picture of dejection. His face took the dismal appearance that could make a flower wilt. And even though he didn't utter a word, the message was crystal clear. I fucking hurt the kid.

      “Oh mio dolcezzo,” I droned, patting his damp hair. “What can I do to make it—I didn’t mean to hurt you—” I stammered.

      He let out a dry cough. “No, no, Babbo,” he replied. “You didn’t do anything—not at all⁠—”

      “Oh good—” I interrupted him, relief cutting through the tension. “Then what’s wrong—do I need to call out for Big Jim?”

      Orson clicked his tongue. “No, it’s a side effect of the medication, more than likely.”

      The more I thought about the prospect that whatever medication was causing him to catch a raging boner—then diminish within moments—it seemed to bring clarity through the muck and mire of my deepest dread. That elation, relief knowing Orson was going to be okay, made my intended outcome of the night even easier to achieve.

      Standing by Orson’s bedside in the hospital, I was acutely aware of the fragility of life. And the uncertainty plunged from the roof of my heart like those anvils in a Looney Tunes episode. As I knelt beside him, holding his hand, the urgency of ensuring Orson had access to better healthcare warmed me. It wasn’t just about our future together. It was about ensuring Orson’s well-being and his ability to navigate the complexities of his health with dignity and security.

      As I pondered the logistics—practicalities of expediting the process—another thought raced through my conscious. The image of my dear Mamma, her eyes brimming with pride and joy as she watched her son exchange vows with the man he loved, danced within my curiosity. Oh, how I longed to see her smile and witness her delight, knowing that she could finally rest easy under the guise that her son had found happiness once and for all.

      But there was more to my plans than just personal aspirations. As I envisioned Orson standing by my side, his staunch approval and love bolstering my resolve, I couldn’t help but entertain the notion of him being coined the First Husband of California. Something minuscule yet a significant gesture would serve as a testament to the progress we could make together. Also, not just as a couple but as advocates for change. As I pondered Orson’s face lighting up with the prospect of writing the book he had mentioned, I felt a surge of determination coursing through my veins. Together, we could turn our dreams into reality—one step at a time.

      I held my index finger between me and the boy of my dreams with a harried expression. “Hang tight,” I said, feeling my dick flop between both thighs on the short path to my pants draped over the recliner.

      Retrieving the wooden heart-shaped box from a pocket, I hurried back to Orson’s bedside. His gaze narrowed suspiciously, almost as if he’d surmised what fuckery I had up my sleeve. Before he could speak a single word, I knelt back down to the frigid tile. And as my fingers tugged the box open, my piccolo orso’s face lit with surprise. The words cloaked my throat as if I’d just swallowed a tablespoon of molasses. Yet I endured the emotive storm nonetheless.

      “Orson Raziel Hart—” I hummed. “This may be the quickest thing anyone’s ever sprung upon you, but I promise I have the best intentions here—” my words faltered, requiring more air. “Would you do Babbo the distinct pleasure of becoming Mr. Orson Delatore?”

      The room could’ve plummeted to a subantarctic degree, yet the devotion in Orson’s glossy stare would’ve kept me warm for days. His head wavered slightly, ushering a sense of confusion in the deep recesses of my hope.

      There’s no way he’s saying no, Dante. He needs me. And I need him.

      Seconds evolved into minutes—feeling more like a fleeting year of tides crashing against the shores of my anticipation. Precisely, I’ve asked too soon? No sooner did I start forming a grimace when Orson’s response made a one-eighty.

      “Yes, Babbo,” he replied, tears streaming down his face in an instant. “I would marry you tonight if it were even a remote possibility.”

      Alarms from an incoming page whirr throughout the entirety of Station No. 51, shaking me from the haze. Meanwhile, my fingers continue clacking into the keyboard. Since this isn’t my shift, I’m not personally obligated to answer. However, when the emergency dispatcher lists off the address for a second time, my ears are quick to perk up at the mention of Clipper Street.

      The fuck? Is he okay?

      No time is wasted scooping the phone back into my grasp, dialing Orson rather than texting, hoping against all fucking hope that he answers. And after four unbearably long rings, he does.

      “Hi,” he answers cheerfully. “Are you okay?”

      It’s safe to say if he’s happy, I should have no reason to worry. Yet, in a normal situation, whoever is on the other end of the line probably wouldn’t have a form of schizophrenia. This kid’s gonna give me a goddamned ulcer before we even prance down the aisle.

      “I could ask the same about you,” I reply quickly. “You are okay, aren’t you?”

      Orson agrees. “Mmmm hmmm,” he says, seeming rather enthused. “That lady next door brought by the chicken soup and my plant from the apartment—” he adds with a gracious tone. “I thought it was beyond saving.”

      Clicking my tongue, I change my previously panicked demeanor. “Don’t you know me by now?” I jeer playfully. “I’m a first responder, bud,” I add, rapping my knuckles against the desk. “Saving people—and things—is what I do.”

      “But I thought you kill even artificial plants,” he digs, reminding me of the one shortcoming. “Or was that just a bunch of bullshit like I thought?”

      “Nope, not a lie,” I affirm, my head wavering from one shoulder to the other. “My black thumb directs all botanical emergencies to Kelley Craftman, who cares for our rooftop garden.”

      Our call wraps soon after, allowing me to pay mind to one more evaluation before I must hit the road back to Noe Valley in time to change, help Orson change into something, and rush him back to the Castro District for this impromptu Friday night plan. Miguel’s eval can wait until next week. The enticing thought of leaving my desk tonight—never to return again—proves just how exhausted I’m getting from the tedium of firefighting.

      Not even halfway through Lieutenant Baker’s evaluation and my phone light causes a stir within the confines of my deep focus. It’s from Isabella.

      
        
          
            
              
        ISABELLA: So, Teddy, next door, is gonna bring me and Mamma to California for the wedding in his new RV. Oh, and she’s anxious to meet Orson. Hasn’t been able to shut up about it since Black Friday.

      

      

      

      

      

      Seeing my darling sister’s message about Mamma’s approval before even meeting the kid has me on cloud nine. Maybe even ten if the plan goes off without a hitch. I can imagine it was a no-brainer. Having the ability to transport her and a large liquid oxygen tank across the country versus shoving her into a flying sardine can riddled with germs and bacteria. God forbid that one make an emergency landing for something related to her health.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          ORSON

        

      

    

    
      Ambient light casts a surreal glow upon a myriad of masterpieces adorning a series of walls and support columns of artwork. The full moon hangs high in the sky outside, bequeathing us its silver beams through a far window in the corner. Each canvas comes alive under such gentle illumination, revealing many entangled layers of emotion and zeal. Much like a ghostly presence, my vulnerable flesh feels ravaged by the hard work and focus of every artist showcased tonight.

      The air is heavy with an intoxicating scent of aged wood, and it mingles with the faint aroma of bourbon that’s been steeped in oak barrels for decades on end. Art exhibitioners and their cat-like footsteps echo against the polished marble floors, creating a symphony of movement that dances harmoniously with the anticipation in my heart. We’re supposed to be going to some speakeasy after this, and I’m not sure I am emotionally capable of being around tons of people.

      Some styling of OneRepublic plays overhead, like a siren’s call, drawing me deeper into the heart of the gallery, where I am caught in a vise by its evocative embrace. Dante wanders down an aisle of the gallery with my hand in his, stopping at a modern painting of a purple eggplant next to a stack of napkins and a pack of fifties-style cigarettes. His gaze locks with mine, and for a single moment, I can read his thoughts like a nickel show with subtitles. He must be horny since my fucking pecker failed us back in Colorado.

      “What about this one, baby?” He motions to a framed print a few paces to his right. “It’s an orange chicken.”

      His grin is clearly aimed at Presley and me. I’ve been calling her ‘Chicken’ for almost as long as she’s coined me ‘Orangie.’ Growing up, she had a slight speech impediment that took her several years of speech therapy to correct.

      I reply with a nod. “Isn’t that interesting?”

      As Dante suggests buying something for me, my phone buzzes, interrupting the moment. It’s a message from Lucas on Facebook Messenger. Earlier today, I had reached out to him out of curiosity, as Patrick and I had noticed the shower running and the radio blaring, yet Lucas was nowhere to be found inside my apartment.

      
        
          
            
              
        LUCAS: Yeah, everything’s good. I just ended up going to the corner store a block away.

      

      

      

      

      

      His nonchalance is staggering. This is borderline negligent behavior out of somebody subletting the place under my name. Should anything happen to the place while he’s only subletting, I’m responsible for damages to Mr. Woo. My response should instill a sense of urgency that he does better.

      
        
          
            
              
        Dude, you left the water running while planning to leave the premises? Do you know how graceful Mr. Woo has been all this time for me? And to allow you to sublet? Fucking do better, man!

      

      

      

      

      

      Surely, that will engrain a little more responsibility that he treats my place with the respect it deserves. I’m starting to get the feeling that I shouldn’t have let him inside my place altogether. Guess it goes to prove that story as old as time itself—a good deed doesn’t go unpunished.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A rush of anticipation floods my senses as Dante, and I finally locate the classified entrance to the speakeasy, hidden within the coil of alleyways near the art gallery. The air is thick with the scent of aged bourbon, vodka, and cigar smoke. This would explain the scotch or bourbon smell inside the art exhibit.

      The distant strains of jazz music filter through hushed conversations. Despite my initial apprehension about dealing with a crowd, an inviting glow of soft candlelight spills from tabletops. They emit a warm, welcoming ambiance that soothes my once-frayed nerves, combined with a symphony of glasses clinking that overcomes me like a comforting embrace. For the first time in what feels like an eternity, I allow myself to fully immerse in the sensory delights of the speakeasy, embracing the newfound sense of adventure and possibility that serves as a sentinel to a night out with my fiance.

      I notice a certain glint in Dante’s eyes. “Looks like we’re massively underdressed,” he says, pointing my gaze around the room.

      And he’s right. Everyone surrounding us is dressed in 1920s fashion, featuring flapper girls in short dresses and headbands and flamboyantly dressed gay men in fedoras and suspenders. Which is a certain brand of peculiar given we live in the ‘Gay Mecca.’ But it’s worth pointing out that everyone seems to be having a great time.

      Nodding, I join him at the bar among a row of velvet-upholstered barstools. “Not lightly attended either,” I add. “But this place offers more comfort than a subantarctic hospital room, right?”

      Dante’s gaze narrows. “Don’t even joke about that,” he hisses playfully. “We need to keep you out of the goddamned hospitals.”

      We remain seated here at the bar, further discussing his plans to run for public office. Governor, to be more precise. Yet, the other news he’s about to drop seems to catch me in the feels.

      He passes a tall glass of ice-cold Coke in my direction with a bow of his head. “You may have one pop—” he affirms.

      The solemnity in his tone is cloaked by a finite smattering of allowance, raising the hairs on the nape of my neck. Robert is a narcissistic fucking asshole who never had a problem telling me what I could and couldn’t do. What sets Dante apart from him is the fact that he is a loving, compassionate, genuinely good human. If I’m not mistaken—a hero exemplified—is how he’d put it so eloquently.

      Dante’s future plans, the news I’ve been waiting for him to impart, finally arrives. “I’m not going back to work,” he claims, raising his Coke to clink against mine. “Cheers, mio dolcezzo.”

      He’s not what? What does he mean?

      Taking my first sip of Coke in weeks hits my system as I’ve just mainlined a crushed Klonopin. Which I’d never admit to him. I’ve actually done it, by the way. The familiar burst of sweetness cascades from one tastebud to another, ushering a wave of maudlin delight through each cell of my brain. Its complex carbonation tickles the back of my throat, serving another refreshing sensation that varies with the warm, cozy atmosphere in which we find ourselves in a temporary surrender.

      Meanwhile, as gratitude sends goosebumps all down my arms, I realize just how fortunate I am to be enjoying this simple pleasure in the company of my fiance. That word—three syllables to define the union of one person to another—may never get old to say.

      Only after taking a pause from my inimitable state of bliss do I ask for clarification. “What do you mean—you’re taking another week off or something?”

      Dante’s head wavers. “No, baby,” he says. “As of half past seven tonight, I’ve officially served my final duty as Fire Captain of Station No. 51.”

      Babbo telling me that he’s decided to retire sends a shiver of excitement down my spine. The flickering candlelight around us only adds to my heightened senses, and I find myself overcome with anticipation—maybe even a deep well of desire. The fact that someone has quit their noble profession in my honor is a powerful and emotional feeling. And frankly, I can’t help but feel like dancing with him to celebrate this occasion.

      After another large sip of Coke, I hop off the stool with an expectant look. “May your piccolo orso have this dance?” I ask, extending my arm.

      His feverish approval is the fuel to my flame, leaping out from the bar as he slicks his hair back. Goddamn. He’s a total sex God when I show signs of enthusiasm.

      “I thought you’d never ask, baby,” he replies. “But let’s not overdo it—” he pauses, smoothing his palm over my flank. “God only knows how much trouble we’ve caused these little blood filters of yours with one more Coke.”

      The swanky melody of a Fergie mashup, reminiscent of a bygone era of glamour and sophistication, envelops us as we find our spot amidst the pulsating energy of the speakeasy. With each electrifying beat, I feel the music coursing through my veins, igniting more than just passion that compels me to move freely. Pressed close to Dante, I sway to the cadence, losing myself in the intoxicating blend of music and desire.

      As the music crescendos, I feel Dante's presence behind me, his firm frame pressing against mine in perfect unison. A thrill courses through me as I surrender to the moment, allowing myself to be guided by the enthralling appeal of Fergie’s vocal gifts. His touch sends shivers down my spine, teasing me with the promise of passion that’s yet to come. With a playful grin, he traces a path along my jawline, igniting a fierce longing within me that burns brighter with each passing moment.

      “Somebody’s in a good mood,” he winks, fervorously ushering in another wave of passion to my cock.

      Speaking of, my lonely dick has seemingly found its luster as of just recently. I can only fathom it has everything to do with being on lower dosages of antipsychotics that once duked it out in a territorial squabble for prime real estate in my brain. That fucking lithium is a vicious bitch, and this is precisely why Dante feels compelled to run for California Governor. I almost died a second time. Yet completely and irrevocably not on my terms. Rather, by the hands of a stupid psych doctor pushing large quantities of poison through my body with sinister precision.

      An hour passes us by, having just danced the night away. Sweat pours from every place imaginable, in like fashion of the bartender slinging hooch. We find a seat back in the row of barstools while Dante waits for our Uber.

      I raise my hand, signaling the bartender to approach our end of the counter. “Can I get another Coke, please?”

      My request is immediately denied by Dante, the official guardian of order against unhealthy dietary choices. “No, mister,” he hisses, holding up his palm to the bartender. “He will have a cold glass of water, please.”

      Guess it was still worth a shot. I can’t complain, honestly. My kidneys have been hurting the past couple of days. Since he’s been back to work, nobody is home to stay on top of my frail memory to drink water despite his abundantly stocked pantry that looks as if he’s keeping Swire Coca-Cola in business by an insane ratio of Dasani bottles to actual sustenance.

      Rolling my eyes, I tug on his balmy arm. “You’re right, and did I say ‘thank you’ for that painting of the orange chicken?”

      As we step outside into the cool night air, leaving the vibrant energy of a new speakeasy behind us, I feel a sense of contentment settling over me like an impassioned kiss from an angel. The music lingers for a while, mingling with the memories of our shared moments on the dance floor. In no time at all, Dante politely escorts me into the backseat of an Uber while the familiar strains of a Taylor Swift song fill the air. Each lyric stirs a mix of emotions as the car absconds from the bustling streets of the Castro District.

      The haunting melody of “Look What You Made Me Do” serves as a heart-rending reminder of the challenges I’ve faced and the battles I’ve fought to reclaim my sense of self-worth. But as Dante pulls me into his lap, enveloping me in his deep affection, all the pain and resentment melt away. All that’s left for me to savor is an overwhelming sense of love and gratitude that I feel for him. At this moment, as our lips meet in a symphony of oblivion, I know that no matter what the future may hold, we’ll overcome anything together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

          DANTE

        

      

    

    
      Crossing the threshold of our home, the musical stylings of Miss Swift are still alive in my memory. They mingle with the comforting warmth of Orson’s presence beside me while a soft glow from the porch light illuminates our path up the stairs. Inside, Max is found sprawled across the entryway, unashamedly grooming himself with a raised hind leg. His lack of regard for personal space serves as a tacit welcome home from our night’s excursion.

      As Orson kicks off his shoes, I take a moment to savor the familiar scent of our newly decided shared space. The blend of his fruity cologne and dance-induced sweat is getting me harder than a Mesozoic ridge. As he stacks his kicks on a rack behind the sectional, I can’t help but feel the affection I have for him. From the way he moves to the way he’s been smiling tonight, it all fills me with a sense of contentment that I never knew was possible. Is this his spry affect before he was consumed by corporate greed?

      “Come on, Max,” I hiss, garnering his attention. “Do that somewhere else—stupid gatto.”

      Quickly, I shuffle into the kitchen, grabbing a bottle of water for each of us. Remaining mindful of Orson’s recent indulgences is paramount, and his health is always at the forefront of my mind. As my boy settles onto the couch, I can’t resist the urge to join him. Eager would be putting my fantasies mildly, at the least.

      “Here, baby,” I call out, insisting he drinks a whole bottle of Dasani. “Drink up—there’s more where that came from.”

      He lovingly rolls his eyes. “Oh, I know,” he replies. “I’ve already seen the pantry, and I don’t know how it’s possible to have more bottled water than instant rice.”

      Orson reaches for one of Kelley’s homemade sugar cookies, sending a sharp twinge of concern throughout my Daddy complex. The sugary temptation beckons, but I know all too well the toll it could take on his body. Gently, I intercept his hand, offering a reassuring smile as I guide the cookies out of reach. Instead, I lean in, pressing a soft kiss to his lips. Let’s hope my sugar can serve as a better—healthier—distraction. Perhaps far more satisfying.

      Swallowed by the warmth of our connection, all my worries melt away. They’re replaced by the simple joy of being together, of sharing these precious moments in each other’s arms.

      A grunt forms at the back of my throat, paying attention to the rancorous thudding in my pants. “Mmmmmm,” I hum. “Wasn’t that more satisfying?”

      The twinkle in his gaze escorts my heart over the ledge. “Yes, Babbo,” he replies calmly. “Your kiss is capable of bridging a dark night to an illusive promise of abundant light.”

      Orson’s gaze narrows to a finer degree, meanwhile sliding his right hand between my thighs with unspoken zeal. My cock grows in size, pushing far between the groin pouch of my underwear.

      “Oh baby,” I moan. “Is mio dolcezzo hungry for more of Babbo’s sweet goodness?”

      He moans with a simple nod of his head. “Mmmmm hmmmm, Babbo is about to get the royal treatment,” he insists, teasing my bulge with his fingertips. “I’m a kid lost in a candy shop, enraptured by the ever-growing allure of sweet temptation.”

      Goddamn. He’s a poet?

      Our lips adjoin for another feverish moment, exchanging the sugary bliss of one another’s salivary potential. Then, a spectral of time passes us by when I taste the returning flavor of freshly sliced strawberries with more than a generous dollop of heavy cream. Goddamn. I’ll never stop craving his tongue. Seemingly taking a hint, I can see Max flashing a somewhat disturbed stare on his way past the sofa towards the hallway. Yeah, there you go. It doesn’t feel very comfortable, does it, Max?

      Surely, the damp spot between my underwear and raging boner is only the first jut of precum of this scintillating December night. If his renewed spirits are any indication of vitality, tonight may be far from over. That is, despite the glow of our Bay Area moon dancing across the rooftop as each rewarding moment persists.

      Lost in the sounds of our lips parting and then affixing to each other, Orson’s hand strokes grow fiercer as the cadence of my cock’s enthusiasm races faster. The trepidation in his stare is wildly evident, almost too endearing. Based on the conversations that stretched between Western Colorado and the precipice of San Francisco, this will be the night he officially loses his virginity. I couldn’t have set the scene any better myself. And the fact that this isn’t taking place in a subantarctic clinical environment is shocking.

      “It’s okay, mio dolcezzo,” I nod, egging him on to finish the job. “Lower Babbo’s underwear like a good boy.”

      As any obedient little bear would, Orson follows my simple—yet gentle—command. His fingers slide underneath the elastic of my grey underwear with ease, feeling quite the puddle of anticipation from a moment ago. Another moment later, he slides off the sofa, and his gaze never budges even once. Well, at least until his soft caress evolves into a delicate twirl around the base of my cock.

      His eyes grow wider than melons. “Babbo’s dick looks thick and juicy,” he moans, cupping my balls with a tenacious grip. “I wanna feel it inside me so bad, Babbo,” he adds, thrahsing my erection into his open palm.

      With each pang of flesh against flesh, the brewing storm inside me rages on. “Oh my fucking God, little boy,” I moan, pushing my head back with appreciation. “This is one lollipop that will always be free of charge.”

      Orson’s visage is alight with passion, glancing up into my stare as his tongue tickles the base of my sac. “It’s not like I don’t know the owner of this candy store.”

      His head bobs deeper in a similar fashion to a fishing lure. And with another moment, the head of my cock finds its way close to the back of his throat. Another wave of zeal rushes forward, followed by a moderate choking sound coming from the virgin darling down below. As much as the Daddy in me wants him to come up for air, a deeper part of me wants his warm mouth to never cease.

      “Mmmmmm uhhhhh,” I gasp, feeling like I’m already about to blow a load.

      Since it’s been a hot minute between me and another man as sexy as Orson Hart, arriving on time won’t nearly be the issue somebody would assume for a man of my age. His centrifugal motions don’t let up, pushing me so far beyond the limits of receiving oral. It’s time he gets fucked. And soon.

      “Shhhhh, baby,” I hush him, meanwhile rising from the couch. “Take one more taste of Babbo’s dick—” I insist, grappling my hands around his head.

      Orson allows my strength to pull him in as far and deep as my cock can get. In fact, the pleasure pains of sucking cock can be heard as it crosses the barrier between his limited experience and uncharted territory. Another moment has my pent-up excitement on the verge of exploding, so I fall back into the sofa cushions to allow for some momentary reprieve.

      “Get on my lap,” I grunt, watching the good little bear oblige.

      Once straddled over my lap, Orson moans in utter delight when my pulsating wonder finds itself up inside his inviting cavity. What was only a mere moan has evolved into magnificent ecstasy. The thrust of my hardened dick feels nice being surrounded by the young flesh of a virgin. Simply put, there’s no greater feeling. Besides that first rush of creamy goodness after abstaining for ninety-two days.

      His eyes drown with unspoken bliss, biting his bottom, quaking lip. “Oh, Babbo—” he shouts. “Your thick cock sure knows where to go.”

      A snicker falls from my quivering lips. “I’m older, baby, and I have more insurance.”

      Orson giggles enthusiastically in such a heightened state of arousal. “What?” He asks. “Don’t fucking stop, Babbo.”

      The coverage of my policy has spanned several decades of trial and error. And many people—men and women alike.

      “You’re a good little boy, Orson,” I praise him. “Just—another—minnnnute—” I stammer breathily.

      As I glance away from his fervorous gaze, I’m quick to notice the boy has already started the process of blowing a fierce load. His thighs tremble under my palms, firmly keeping him stable over my cock. And in an adulating moment like no other, I slide one hand around his excitable dick dancing to the same tune as Sandra Bullock in “The Proposal.”

      “Come on, baby,” I huff loud. “Come on, cum for Babbo⁠—”

      My commands aren’t necessary. Yet I’m sure they provide him more stimulation to keep the rain gutters flowing over in an abundance of arduous passion.

      “Yes, Babbo,” he whines, tears propelling down his cheeks. “Am I being a good boy?” He cries more. “Your cock feels sooo gooooood.”

      A torrential spill of cum splashes into my shirt, laced with even more sweat than from dancing. The thing about December in San Francisco is we can have cold snaps, or we can have humidity. But never the twain shall meet. Only a moment passes after Orson’s climactic show of approval, giving my own river of seed the green light to spill. Good Daddies let their boys cum first.

      My sensations heighten in no time at all, feeling the rush of warmth injected up into Orson’s tender cavern. And as emphatically as possible, he drones on in a relentless haze as if he’s never felt anything quite like it. Perhaps he hasn’t.

      I wrap my arms around his backside while rising from the couch. If the angle didn’t make it physically impossible, I’d keep my hot cock inside him on the whole path to the upstairs shower. Safety first, right?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty- Six

          

          ORSON

        

      

    

    
      I can’t seem to shake the overwhelming sense of dread as Dante and I sit patiently in Dr. Dawson’s nephrology office. Each passing moment feels like an eternity, taking me back to the shoddy concept of time back at Tranquil Peaks. The ticking of the clock echoes an anxious rhythm in my heart, and a weight of lifetime uncertainty presses down on me. Will the doctor have answers? Or will his words only serve to confirm my worst fears?

      Stealing a glance at Dante beside me, I see that his support offers a fleeting moment of solace amidst the turmoil. He’s caught up in the intricacies of digital communication since it’s been three weeks that he’s resigned as a public servant of the first responder kind.

      But even his reassuring presence doesn’t quiet the storm raging within. Not when the memories of past mistakes—scars of battles fought and lost—claw at the edges of my consciousness. The fucking bastards threaten to consume me whole as we remain glued to our chairs. And in this moment of vulnerability, I can’t help but wonder if this is the price I must pay for my stupid decisions in October.

      Dante’s arm snakes in between my backside and the leather-backed chair. “Are you okay, mio dolcezzo?”

      I nod, though I’m sure he’d want me to be honest. I’m trying to abstain from showing my discomforts so frequently. Not since that night a couple of weeks ago when my virginity finally went into that good night.

      “Yeah,” I affirm. “Just thinking about some food when we get out of here.”

      He goes on to list the many options we have nearby. And quite honestly, nothing sounds appetizing. This should be a sentinel to upcoming medical dread because I’m always fucking hungry. And those cookies from Kelley next door. Now I could go for a few of those!

      “Actually, Babbo,” I clear my throat. “I would like more of those sugar cookies—you fucking ate them all.”

      He didn’t, really. I found them at the bottom of the trash can underneath a pile of strategically placed garbage. And the only reason I’m sure of this is because I was explicitly trying to hide an empty Coke bottle. He’s clueless, but I’m addicted. There are worse things, right?

      No sooner do I lean forward to return his tender affection when Dr. Dawson is heard shuffling through the reception area of his office. “Sorry about the wait, fellas,” he offers, extending his hand. “How’s our little trooper doing today?” He asks, finding a comfortable position in his chair opposite us.

      Wincing, my conscience tells me to be honest. Though, it’s possible I can take care of this by drinking way more water. No more Coke. Just water and cranberry juice from here on out.

      “Perfectly well, Doc,” I affirm, having worked on my poker face since November. “When can we get out of here?” I ask, my palm colliding against his desk to keep up the charade. “I’m super hungry.”

      Dr. Dawson’s visage is riddled with inquisition, lightly spackled by a hint of disappointment. He smacks his lips together while scratching a well-groomed stubble.

      Dante’s gaze narrows, matching Dr. Dawson’s to a fine degree. “I gather this isn’t going to be terrific news,” he blurts. “What’s wrong?”

      I already know, Babbo. It’s bad.

      I must admit that I haven’t been completely honest with him about my health this month. Though, I’ve been taking my medications as prescribed and trying to eat as healthy as possible. With just a few indulgences like the occasional snack-sized bag of Cheetos and a couple of bottles of Coca-Cola, of course. Lately, he’s been busy with his gubernatorial campaign, which has given me some freedom. However, I fear that these decisions may have far more lasting consequences than I care to implore.

      The doctor glances in my direction. “Orson, your creatinine levels from yesterday are 4.4, and your GFR isn’t getting any better,” he pauses, staring blankly. “Worse, actually.”

      Dante frowns with a grumble. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

      No sooner does the doctor respond when Dante receives a call on his secondary phone—the recently added device for handling campaign business. He leaps from his chair, quickly excusing himself out into the reception area.

      Meanwhile, Dr. Dawson’s explanation endures. “Welllll—” his consonant stalls, leading me to believe this is every bit as bad as it already sounds. “Orson, you need to start dialysis, and sooner rather than later.”

      His words, like razors into my flesh, slowly and progressively become unintelligible. Something to the detriment of being in dire straits—if dialysis doesn’t rejuvenate my kidneys—I’ll need a new one. My vision finds itself at a crossroads of comprehension and distraction, getting lost deep within a tunneling, unfathomable void. Fuck. It seems my past transgressions are still haunting me. And here I’ve just fucked the pooch by sneaking junk food behind Dante’s back. If he only knew how bad of a boy I’ve been, he’d be so upset.

      “Do you understand what I’m telling you?” Dr. Dawson asks, snapping his fingers in the short distance between his unflappable demeanor and my fright. “Orson?”

      My world is about to shatter as the doctor’s words lunge forward, an acrobatic plea for urgent medical intervention. The verdict’s in—dialysis. Immediate and non-negotiable. My throat constricts, a bitter gulp of reality. And as the room blurs into obscurity, I’m swallowed by the gravity of it all.

      Pain seeps through every pore, grappling with the truth. Its stark, unvarnished talons wrap around my dark reverie, slowly and painfully constricting my ability to breathe. The weight of existence rests on this crag. My life—a fragile thread—now tethered to the measured hum of machines.

      There’s no room for equivocation in this unfamiliar crossroads. On October 14th, I wanted to die. Today is December—whatever the fuck day it is—and my plea to cling to the monkey bars of life seems futile and moot. This is one set of playground equipment Presley cannot traverse. A raging storm of embers and ash that Dante and the likes of his friends cannot contend. When it comes to depicting raw human emotion, no other lexicon does it justice like this.

      Babbo’s muffled voice is heard on the other end of Dr. Dawson’s office door, his silhouette magnified behind a thick pane of frosted plexiglass. A chirp from his personal iPhone dances between these four walls as he wraps his call to come back inside.

      My attention is diverted from Dr. Dawson’s negative horse-swallow as I become curious as to who is texting Dante. I read a text message from a Los Angeles-based number and am left feeling overwhelmed and stunned. The words in all caps are particularly striking, causing me to feel angry, and my grip tightens in response.

      
        
          
            
              
        YOUR SON NEEDS A KIDNEY, DANTE. CALL ME BACK.
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        * * *

      

      The weight of my recent nephrology revelation bears on me like a suffocating blanket as we navigate our familiar streets in Noe Valley to get home. My mind, a battlefield of emotional turmoil, stirs with a torrent of questions. Each to come is more agonizing than the last. A son? How could Dante keep such a monumental secret from me?

      This betrayal cuts deep, slicing through a fragile facade of trust we’ve painstakingly built. How long has he known? And why didn't he share this part of himself with me? All the hurt and confusion threaten to engulf me entirely, drowning out the world seen through a shroud of tears outside the truck’s windows. And as the truth sinks in, anger simmers beneath the surface, waiting to unleash my deeper emotional tempest.

      My palm collides against the faux leather center console separating us. “A SON?” I shout, allowing my blood to roil. “YOU HAVE A FUCKING KID THAT I DIDN’T KNOW ABOUT?”

      Dante’s expression is a cocktail of bewilderment and part guilt. “Orson, baby,” he tries shushing me. “What are you talking about?”

      The vehemence painting my response couldn’t be any more obvious. “Don’t fucking shush me—” my words falter, attempting to catch my breath. “Tell me now, Dante,” I add, tilting my head. “Is this a child you share with John or someone else—” these goddamn breaths seem fast and loose.

      His head shakes while displaying an air of confusion, momentarily taking his eyes off the road. “Who is this son you’re asking about?”

      My seatbelt locks in place as I attempt to lurch forward, grabbing for his personal phone. Since my arm is about three goddamn inches too short, these efforts have been thwarted entirely. However, Dante reaches down to his cup holder so he can assist me in helping him bring about some apparent mental clarity.

      I jerk the phone from his grasp with a loud hiss, immediately retrieving his text messages. At the top of every conversation—including the shared banter between his best friends—remains the stark reality that stands to alter the entire course of our relationship.

      “THIS—DANTE—” I shove the phone as far up in his direction as I can. “I’m waiting for a fucking answer, God damn it.”

      The relentless march of time grinds forward, each slower than the previous. All of the buildings in Noe Valley, once mere structures, now transform into fossilized sentinels with shadows stretching across the pavement. Their advance is deliberate. About as calculated as a snail’s crawl, defying the irrevocable essence of momentum. As with my life, too, inches along.

      This existence seems like a lumbering truck on a desolate highway, trundling forward with its tires spinning in the mud of monotony, leaving behind a trail of mundane moments. The grand crescendos, the heart-pounding climaxes—they remain shifty, assumably slipping through my fingers like sand.

      And then there are my kidneys, silent timekeepers laboring dutifully, filtering existence itself. But what if they falter? What if they stall entirely and cease their steady duet? Will I finally become the wary traveler crossing the bridge—not one of stone—but a bridge of souls to reunite with Mom in the great beyond?

      Dante glares at me from the driver’s side, attempting to soothe me with his palm. It’s as if he knows something I don’t. Perhaps he’s been keeping things from me this whole time. I can’t necessarily say sneaking chips and sodas behind his back would be on quite the same level of duplicitousness as lying by omission. It’s a paltry crime to the likes of deceit. And if given the opportunity, people lie whenever they possibly can.

      My body shivers with rage, exemplifying a tantrum of epic proportions at the slightest touch of his weathered hand. I’m simply not in the mood to be coddled. As a matter of fact, I’m pretty sure I’ll be packing my shit tonight to move back into my Castro District apartment. Coexisting with a dodgy fellow from back at Arndale High School would be easier to swallow than living with a fucking liar. At least, this is something he can use to his advantage as a politician. Maybe.

      I shake my head with deep indignation. “Don’t fucking touch me,” I bite harshly.

      For a brief moment, I contemplate if I should poke the bear and allow my curdling blood to burst over the edge of my stockpot, otherwise known as a fleshy shell. Maybe not for much longer.

      Dante doesn’t respond to my infuriating blaze. This is one fire he’s simply ill-equipped to navigate. If he’s smart and knows what’s good for him, he’ll let me stew while packing my bags. Hell hath no fury like a Hart boy scorned.

      Finally, we pull up curbside to the house on Clipper Street before Dante places the truck in park. Not a second later, I leap down from the passenger seat and haul ass towards the front steps, taking the aesthetic of a dry, cracked riverbed. That is just precisely how I feel—desiccated and bereft of everything I’ve held true for the last month or so.

      My footfalls abruptly halt before Dante catches up with me. The air thickens with anticipation as I stand at the bluffs of my illusive hope, gazing into the abysmal mirage of death scouring about each square foot of the alley. Perhaps, just perhaps, this moment holds the key. Maybe, when the final grain of sand falls, I’ll step onto that tenuous bridge, hand in hand with memories—and journey onward.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

          DANTE

        

      

    

    
      Clipper Street takes on a whole new appearance when a person is battling the throngs of anxiety and guilt. My truck, tension as thick as jerky, becomes charged with an intensity I never anticipated. At least not to this degree, that is. Orson’s outburst reverberates through the cabin, each word a painful reminder of my failure to share the truth with him. After all, I can’t blame him for his reaction. Especially since I’ve kept significant parts of my past hidden from him.

      The caveat in my favor—not that a person of his current acuity could see reason—is that his well-being has always hung in the balance between my desire to share personal intricacies with him and keeping him safe.

      As I navigate the streets, my mind races with a whirlwind of emotions. The notion of bringing a son into the world, coupled with the news of Orson’s deteriorating kidneys, leaves me reeling with confusion and disbelief. How could I not have known about this child? And the timing is beyond all comprehension. Ivy’s sudden reappearance in my life, connected with the unexpected news of a son in need of a kidney transplant, feels much like a cruel twist of fate. Shifting my gaze onto Orson, I can identify half of his expression mirroring my own bewilderment, and I’m behind the wheel, left shell-shocked.

      There’s probably nothing I can say right now that’ll make him understand why I haven’t told him as of yet. All that I can do is try soothing him with my palm as we wrap our minor jaunt from Parnassus Heights. Yet the boy quakes under my soft touch, a silent and minute plea for his forgiveness. However, as home looms on me from around the corner, my conscience continues smiting me with fury because we should’ve had this conversation back in Western Colorado.

      In an unanticipated performance, piquing my hopes and deepest curiosities, Orson’s boyish desperation rings through. “Don’t fucking touch me,” he chides me, his head incessantly wavering from shoulder to shoulder.

      That wasn’t quite the reaction I was hoping for, piccolo orso. I just want to have the opportunity to explain this all to you. Please just hold on a little while longer so we can safely discuss this at home. Babbo would crumble with devastation if you felt any tinge of pain beyond what you already are.

      No sooner can I switch gears into park when Orson leaps from his passenger door, nearly planting his face into the sloped concrete in the process. A gale of wind advances to my lungs as I remove the keys. Staring into my rearview mirror, the dulcet tone of an egregious and smarmy demon drowns both of my ears. It sings sweet nothings, admonishing me for my lapse in consideration. If you truly cared about your boy, you’d have told him you were bisexual with an ex-fiance months ago.

      Approaching the front steps, I notice Orson struggling to catch his breath with a mighty glare. I’m uncertain whether I should offer him my help and take him inside or simply stand here idle as a fucking cypress tree while he regains composure. If I knew that my gesture would alleviate his distress, I’d carry him inside without hesitation. However, at the moment, I struggle to control my own emotions in an attempt to refrain from making a scene.
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        * * *

      

      Orson storms across the living room, straining his arms high up in the air. “What possibly went through that fucking brain of yours to think it would not be important to tell me about your ex-fiance?”

      His temperament is fierce, thrashing items around in a rage. Maxwell bounces from one end of the room to another, trying to seek refuge from leather-bound books hurling toward the walls.

      “Orson baby—” I blurt, surrendering my palms. “Please stop to take a breath—you’re gonna have a cardiac episode,” I plead further.

      He hisses in my direction, storming back through the hallway towards his room. Or the room I initially set him up with last month, that is. No time is wasted following him, begging for him to pause and listen to reason. Yet he stops mid-step and turns around, feigning contempt.

      “I’m going back home, and I definitely do not want you following me there—” he claims, sending the weight of a million daggers to my heart. “You’d better cancel the venue—because I will not be showing up in Big Bear Lake on Saturday.”

      His words feel as if they’ve been fashioned by molten iron, striking me deep into the depths of my heart. Orson’s newfound staunch opposition to our engagement now threatens to tear apart the fragile fabric of our love. But then he does the unthinkable, flashing his youthful hand with a grip around my token of ardor. He winces under the veil of indignation, tearing the gold ring off his fingers as they do on camera in Hollywood.

      The crescendo, a collision of worlds, ushers in a metallic clang of destiny against the unforgiving confines of my heat register. He stomps off towards the guest bedroom in a huff. Meanwhile, I follow after pleading for him to stop and listen to me.

      “Orson, stop it,” I drone, flailing my arms. “Can we please talk about this now?”

      He ignores me at first, lowering his stacked luggage from the closet. Given his slender frame and the ferocity of his pull, they topple over him like dominos crashing to the earth below. I extend an arm, my symbolic olive branch, to help him up off the floor. However, he takes the stubborn approach that Cera does in “The Land Before Time,” turning up his nose with a gristly air.

      “You wanna fuckin’ talk—NOW?” He bellows, tossing a shirt on the bed. “What the fuck happened to talking about this two fucking months ago?”

      Ouch. I think you need to let him simmer, Dante.

      A rustle forms at the back of my throat. “Okay, mio dolcezzo,” I resign. “I’ll give you your space.”

      If steam could be seen leaving a person’s ears, I’d be taking cover. “Fuck—thank you—God damn it!”

      My heart sinks on the trail out towards the kitchen. This is all my fault, and I know it. I just wished he could be perceptive about why I sort of didn’t tell him. There are no words—nor excuses—to explain my regret. I must eat this sandwich of crow as thoughtfully as possible. As I cross over the threshold between a heated purgatory and the icy middle-earth of my kitchen, I notice some garbage on the kitchen island needing to be thrown away.

      The trouble is, this isn’t any ordinary trash that I’d usually find lying around my home. And unless fucking Max suddenly sprouted wings or the ability to purchase junk food such as a lunch-sized bag of Lays barbecue potato chips, and Twix bar, there’s only one other living individual in this house capable. And it’s most definitely not mine.

      As I lift the lid of my waste bin, I quickly see that the garbage has been purposely pushed down, something I’m not in the habit of doing. It makes me cringe to think of all the germs—nasty! I start to shift a crunched milk carton and several dirty paper towels when I notice a red product label shining under the ample glow of my stove light. Further investigation reveals that it’s a Coca-Cola bottle. Not just one, but three! Fottuto orsetto!

      Now disgruntled, I yank the fucking pop bottles from the trash can. And I haul them in my angry embrace back to the guest bedroom where Orson is seen still packing his suitcases. The bottles and junk food packaging cascade to the floor below, causing an inimitable thunderous clatter as the plastic tumbles around the hardwood. Curious, Max joins me at the doorway, wagging his tail into my legs.

      My irritation is evident, flashing the signature mano a borsa. “You sciocco il figlio!!”

      Perhaps I shouldn’t feel so bad calling him ‘stupid’ in Italian. Yet my conscience still stings regardless. It’s a temporary side effect of my blood-curdling fury, and I didn’t truly intend to say such a shallow term. Especially given his family background.

      Orson rolls his eyes, seemingly beyond his boiling point. And again, I can’t fault him for that. Babbo fucked up here.

      “You actually think sneaking a little fucking soda and a few chips is at all the fuckin’ same as not telling me that you have a fucking ex-fiance—with a fuckin’ son, no less?”

      Without skipping a beat, my reply is calm. Yet assertive, pushing out my palm. “Whoa, kiddo,” I say. “First of all, I didn’t tell you about Ivy because she only popped back up in my world last month when you were struggling to hold onto the threads of life for a second time—” I pause emphatically, tilting my head. “And second, we haven’t contacted each other for decades—and we didn’t ever have unprotected sex.”

      His response cuts deep. “I guess the fact that you’re bisexual didn’t seem important, either,” he wallows, hoisting his suitcases by each hip. “Get out of the fuckin’ way,” he thunders as our shoulders brush against each other.

      Meanwhile, as Orson breaks through the barrier, keeping my soul intact, he turns his head over one shoulder. “That was directed at Max, by the way,” he sneers. “Since apparently I’m not worthy of good communication, you deserve none of mine in return.”

      Desperate, I follow him on his path to the front door. “Piccolo orso,” I plead. “At least let me take you to the apartment—PLEASE.”

      Paying no mind in my direction, Orson extends his turned-up palm in my direction. “No—thank you—” he squalls, cut short by a crackled voice. “You’ve done quite enough tonight.”

      The weight of his departure settles heavily on my shoulders as the air thickens, causing me an abundance of difficulty gasping for a fresh breath. With each step he takes towards the sloped terrain, it feels as though a piece of my heart is being torn away. In the deafening silence, they leave behind a hollow ache that resonates deep. My stark realization that our wedding may be off fills me with a profound sense of loss and regret. Yet amidst the turmoil, my primary concern remains Orson’s well-being.

      Frantically searching the hallway for the engagement ring, my mind races with a myriad of emotions. Then, the sound of an object scuffing against the fine grain of hardwood in my office summons me. Seeing Max playing with Orson’s ring serves as a poignant reminder of the fragile nature of our relationship. As I scoop the ring off the floor, my memory flashes back to the consequential events of today.

      Orson’s leg shivered with fury in the passenger seat of my truck, appearing to spit fire at a moment’s notice. “Don’t fucking touch me.” Then, in another squint. Orson stood motionless, staring into the furrows of my existence, eyes sharp as knives, slicing a hundred incisions into my desperate flesh. And a moment later, he ripped the ring clean off his bony finger. Hearing the wallop of 14k Gold bounce from the heat register to the wall to the hardwood floor caused my heart to freeze in place. “You’d better cancel the venue—because I will not be showing up in Big Bear Lake on Saturday.”

      It’s at this moment, a burdensome vale, where the significance of a canceled wedding fades into the background. Definitely overshadowed by the overwhelming sense of failure that consumes me. Despite my best intentions, I couldn’t protect Orson from the pain and disappointment that now clouds his sight, leaving me with feelings of inadequacy and utter helplessness. A solitary tear sweeps my cheek as I grasp the ring tightly in my palm, mirroring the immense guilt that now heckles from within. Maybe I should stick to caring for a highly self-sufficient Maine coon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

          ORSON

        

      

    

    
      This Uber inches closer to my apartment as my gaze sets off to the west, lazing over the statuesque sight of The Golden Gate Bridge. My part of 18th Street feels like the only home I’ve known for the last several years, echoing the distance that has grown between Dante and me within less than four hours. I’m plagued by the betrayal of it all. The clout of his omissions leaves me feeling ever so vulnerable in their mighty spell. Did our relationship move too quickly, blinding us to the truth lurking beneath the surface?

      Stepping out onto the sidewalk, I unload my luggage with trembling hands. The cold concrete beneath my feet serves as a bitter sting of the isolation that now envelops my essence. My life force consumed by lust—and love—becomes cognizant of the words my mother spoke to me in that haunting dream. Her sentiments echo in my mind, haunting me if the validity of such a lucid dream were fact or fiction. Silently heckling of the uncertainties that lie ahead.

      Ascending the front porch, dread gnaws at my insides. The last time I submitted myself to the expectation of seeing Lucas in my environment, he’d left with the shower still running and music blaring. What will come at the end of this short footpath, separating failed expectations and a tangible fear?

      However, the sight that greets me is more of a punch to the gut. Worse than I ever imagined. The once-cozy swaddle of my home has now been transformed into a scene of chaos and disarray. My overturned sofa and scattered debris are realistic manifestations of the turmoil that rages within me. And there’s an unshakable, putrid stench emanating from the kitchen. Such a disgusting scent only adds to the consequences of my despair, assaulting me and leaving me seething through my teeth. Amid this wreckage, I feel a surge of raw emotion bubbling to the surface and heartbreak threatening to consume me whole. Where the fuck is he now?

      With a primal scream of anguish, I unleash the torrent of emotions that have been building within me, each wall of my carefully constructed facade crumbling in the face of overwhelming melancholy. This, I realize with a bitter sense of irony, is my own personal hell. Just as my sight catches a reflection from somebody’s passing car out on the street, I notice a bottle of liquor in the bay window that once housed the plant that Dante’s neighbor lady revived with green precision. I shuffle towards the hooch to taste the remnants; a prism of light dances from the glass ridge.

      The oaky elixir transports me, a willing passenger, to a moonlit night several weeks past. Dante and I embarked on an artistic escapade—a clandestine rendezvous at the intersection of creativity and secrecy. In that art exhibit, smelling an oaky blend of bourbon matches the taste of this to a fine degree.

      At this moment, I stand, scanning the emotional landscape of my apartment that Lucas has left for me to discover. Not a goddamned thing in here is worth saving. Present company included. If Dr. Dawson estimates dialysis may potentially be a shot in the dark, rendering my expiration date as if printed with a finite number on a milk carton, there’s nothing to lose finishing the last couple gulps of bourbon.

      These final sips advance smoother than the previous one, leaving a fiery sensation at the back of my throat. Passion and fury converge, a composition sketched in whispers and oak, leaving me to hurl the empty Four Roses bottle across the room. With vigor, the glass vessel glides over Lucas’ handiwork, colliding with the slab of drywall where only one picture frame remains.

      My photograph, a crestfallen mirage amidst my internal plight, sways to and fro with ease. It stings the memories of a happier childhood with Chris and Benjamin, surrounded by our mom’s loving embrace. Then, a matter of seconds later, the frame plummets to its final demise, ushering in the reminder that I have only one living person in the world to try instilling a sense of reason and reliability. Benjamin.

      There’s simply no turning back and no hope for a return to the life I once knew. My suitcases stand as silent witnesses to my resolve, urging me to break free from the suffocating grip of this emotional purgatory.

      As I reach for the doorknob, a surge of determination courses through me, driving me forward despite the uncertainty of where my personal health is headed. These suitcases, containing the sum of my existence, hold the key to my final liberation. They promise a fresh start away from the pain and heartache that have consumed me for far too long. MediNex, Mr. Woo, Dante, our shifty and ill-thought relationship—every fucking thing.
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        * * *

      

      The last time I stood inside this terminal at San Francisco Airport, my body shivered with anticipation. Essentially, it was a mixture of nerves stirred with an imaginary paint stick, blending my fears and anxieties of being around several people at once with the physical detriments of being poisoned by a negligent psych doctor. Now, as I stand here amidst the constant bustle of travelers, this feels much the same. Sans drug interactions.

      My kidneys, those filterers of life, pang with each beat of my inexorably broken heart. And as I grasp the credit card Dante had printed with my authorized use, a medley of revenge and disdain gushes through me. He can lie to me, but it’s gonna come at a major fucking cost.

      A swarthy, petite man behind the ticket counter buoyantly calls me up to purchase a boarding pass. Both luggage pieces by my pained flanks, I advance with trepidation laced with a discernable grit.

      Jason smiles, flashing the whitest teeth I’ve probably ever seen. “Where would you like to go this evening, Sir?” He asks, fingers at the ready.

      Clearing my throat, I calmly set my suitcases down by my feet. “L-A-X and the next flight you have departing,” I affirm, tapping my MasterCard against the marble countertop. “Cost isn’t even an issue,” I add with a staunchly shaken head.

      He nods. “Very well, Sir,” he replies. “First class, then?”

      I shrug. “Sure—” my words seem almost too impetuous. “Let ‘er rip, Jason.”

      This airline employee must take me for some poorly guided schmuck. Yet I could care less. It seems in the height of my disparity, I’m willing to do just about anything to get the fuck out of dodge. I hope I can convince Benjamin that he’s my only hope for survival.

      Clacking at his keyboard in the usual manner, Jason’s prudent stare glances back into my despondent aspect. “That’ll be $492, and I’ll also need some form of government-issued identification.”

      No time is wasted obliging his request, though my identification fumbles from my harried grasp as the credit card slides freely across the partition, separating stability and an abysmal state of disorder. Assuming Dante hasn’t rashly canceled my card, that is. Of course, it’s at this defining moment, waiting for the card to be authorized, that I wonder what happened between him and John. Or he and Ivy, for that matter. That fucking kid taking MY kidney?

      Jason nods while clearing his throat before reaching into a bin to retrieve a paper sleeve for my boarding pass. He returns my ID and the MasterCard, which thankfully has been approved. I’m not certain what I’d have done had the damn payment been declined. Kill myself anyway? Jump off The Golden Gate Bridge after one final hoorah with some Jack and Coke?

      Moments later, I find myself bouncing a knee while waiting ten minutes for my priority boarding call. If I had shown up even ten minutes later, I’d be waiting another half-hour for the following flight to Los Angeles. Since I finally have a free minute to spare, I unlock my phone screen to see a battery with less than a sliver of charge remaining, in addition to four missed calls, eight unread texts from Dante, and three messages from Presley.

      
        
          
            
              
        DANTE: Please call me, mio dolcezzo. I’m sorry!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Can’t we work this out?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Come on, baby. Please fucking answer my call!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’ve tried giving you some time to breathe. Though, now would be the time to give me a call back.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Orson?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Are you at the fucking airport?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Stay there, baby. I don’t think you’re in the right frame of mind to be making any hasty decisions.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Call me back, Orson. Please don’t do this. You don’t have to stay with me if that’s what you want, but you need to stay near the Bay Area for your own well-being.

      

      

      

      

      

      Seeing his despair doesn’t sting one iota for me. Perhaps he needs to finally feel what it’s like to love somebody so much and then that person up and hitch a ride out of Graceland the minute things go awry. As for the other missed texts from Presley, I thumb over to our conversation for another quick glance. Hurry the fuck up, people. I have places to go and people to see.

      
        
          
            
              
        PRESLEY: Orangie, Dante called me.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Stop to take a deep breath. Don’t get on that plane. You’re not thinking clearly!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Please, Orson. Call me! Please don’t do this. He loves you.

      

      

      

      

      

      No, I’m not sure he does. Apparently, he seems taken by the fact that he has some mystery son despite claiming he and Ivy never had unprotected sex. Though, people are fucking liars, Orson. If today is any indication of the human equation, people are unpredictable, reliable only when it’s convenient for them, and flaky, disgusting wastes of human excrement.

      In a matter of moments, my priority boarding call summons me to the attendant’s podium. I flash her my boarding pass in exchange for a smile and warm sentiments to have a good flight. Though I’m not in the mood to smile, nor am I hopeful that the flight will be anything short of panic-ridden and tumultuous. Much like half my life.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The flight attendant promptly approaches with a tray of drinks, and I can’t help but feel a spasm of guilt for indulging in yet another vice. But as the glass of Jack Daniels and Coca-Cola is placed before me, the amber liquid beckons, luring me farther from the edge of making healthy choices. It offers a temporary solace from the storm of emotions raging within. And with a shaky hand, I lift the cup to my lips. Damn. The cool condensation trickles down my fingers as if tears of remorse.

      The first sip blazes, searing my throat with a bitter reminder of the betrayal I feel from Dante. My familiar taste of whiskey and cola mingles with the bitterness of resentment, each a harsh reality all on its own. Yet, as the alcohol courses through my veins, I feel a fleeting sense of numbness, literally whisking me off into a relentless cacophony of doubts and fears. At this moment, I am both the victim and the perpetrator. And I’m seeking refuge in the embrace of intoxication while grappling with the consequences of my own actions.

      For a brief moment, my curiosity settles on the damages made to my apartment. How will Lucas come up with that kind of cash to pay Mr. Woo, let alone me, for my damaged furniture and treasured belongings? Then another sip of poison later, I drift back to the detriments of this shitty day. Did I blow things out of proportion? Am I ruining my chances to reverse the damage destruction within my heart?

      Thoughts turn into feelings, and feelings turn into thirst. With another twinge of rage, I’m so far from a semblance of normalcy. I can’t fathom my existence will ever measure up to anything remotely subpar after suffering the ramifications of my own mortality.

      The flight attendant traipses back up the aisle with another smile. I guess I can’t fault others for being chipper. It’s their fucking job, after all.

      “Can I get you something, sweetie?” She asks, reaching for my glass.

      Annoyed, I pull it back away from her. “Theressh still a few dropsy wopsies in thurrsss.”

      Her gaze narrows to a fine degree. “Honey, I’m gonna have to bring you only water or coffee for the rest of the beverage service—and we’ll be landing at L-A-X in a matter of minutes anyway.”

      A warm gale of air leaves my nostrils. “Fine—fruuckin’ takesss itt,” I bite back, shoving the plastic cup back into her grubby paws. “I’m not thirrrsshty anymorruh.”

      Apparently, getting intoxicated on an airplane and shouting obscenities to the flight crew earns a person a fast pass to the proverbial eagle-eyed babysitter. Having landed minutes ago, the air marshal, Roger, drags me down the beltway in quite the public show. People gawk at us as we pass by them into the terminal, where two other TSA guards are waiting for us. Fuck a duck. I’m still a human being, for Christ’s sake.

      Travelers swarming the airport offer their unforgiving stares as if I’m about to be detained for bringing something nefarious onto the plane. Yet, the only weapon I’ve ever believed in is my tongue and shitty fucking mouth when I’m quite rightly pissed off.

      One of the burly guards, who appears to be ex-military, takes hold of my arm while Roger hands my carry-on luggage to the other guard. Donald informs me that they will retrieve my other suitcase from the carousel, but I need to wait outside because I am officially on the ‘no-fly list’ for a period of six months. And my insurmountable debt has risen by another five large as a result of it. Unfortunately, when I reach for my phone in my pocket to hail an Uber, I realize that the battery has been depleted entirely. FUCK!

      Hailing a taxi was all I had available at my fingertips, based on the fact my phone battery is drier than the fucking Mojave. The driver, somebody giving off major Joe Pesci vibes, is about to turn onto south Hoover Street in the southern regions of Los Angeles. These streets are every bit a haunting refrain from the likes of what I’m used to in San Francisco, putting off a drab appeal even in the early twilight hours. What lurks in the shadows is a mystery all on its own.

      Walter pulls up to my destination on the adjoining street, in front of a small, single-family home painted in a darker shade of green. And the bars that encase each window panel send a bitter chill down my spine. Should I ask to go to the bus station and enjoy one final bucket list destination, visiting the penultimate Forks, Washington, before I punch the clock on my life altogether? God damn it, haven’t I earned at least that much?

      I proceed to the front door with caution, fearing that perhaps my physical safety isn’t the only thing I should be concerned about. Based on the hypodermic needles scattered around, this driveway has become a minefield of danger. Yet, if my kidneys are about to dry up, surely catching some transmissible disease would simply require more time to consume me. No matter how much of a dick Benjamin can be, I refuse to believe he’d choose to live in such an ideal place for an M. Night Shyamalan film.

      My back throngs with pain as I come to a pause on the stoop, lowering the handles of both rolling suitcases before a generous stretch. Three knocks in succession become the enchanting melody that challenges neighboring dogs to engage in a barking match,  a ghastly crescendo matching the drum of my heart.

      A person on the other end of this paltry threshold, the sentinel to my final remaining fate, meticulously pulls the door open with circumspection. However, the voice doesn’t match that of a male voice. Certainly not my brother’s, that’s for damn sure. Perhaps his girlfriend?

      “Is Benjamin home?” I ask under the veil of timidity. “Can you tell him Orson is here?”

      The porch light flickers on, casting a glow deep into the pits of my despair. As I inhale a deep breath, the older female couldn’t appear any more unprepossessing. Or even Benajmin’s type, for that matter.

      “Who?” She squints. “I just moved in here a few months ago.”

      This realization hits me in the epicenter of my misery, knocking the wind clear out of my lungs and leaving me gasping for air. Benjamin, my last hope of redemption, is nowhere to be found. The echoes of that craggy woman’s words reverberate in my mind, mocking me with the cruel truth of my own naiveté. I’ve been chasing shadows, clinging to the faint glimmer of hope that my brother would be my salvation, only to have the rug pulled out from under me in the cruelest of betrayals.

      With nowhere left to turn and the burden of Dante’s lies too heavy to bear, I find myself collapsing onto the unforgiving embrace of a park bench. The cold, damp wood beneath me serves as a cruel reminder of the harsh reality I now face. Tears mingle with the torrent of raindrops that begin falling into place, washing away the facade of strength I’ve been clinging to.

      It’s at this moment of utter despair that I feel the bone-shattering thrust of defeat offers an unforgiving grip, much like a suffocating blanket. It saturates every fiber of my being with an irremediable sense of hopelessness. I’m adrift in a final sea of despair, lost and alone in a world that has abandoned me once and for all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          DANTE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NEW YEAR’S EVE, 2018

      

      

      

      Sitting down to breakfast, I’m caught by a bitter gust of wind entering a small diner each time the front door sweeps open. Inside, we’re greeted with ample morning light tickling the raised goosebumps scattering my weathered, worn-down flesh. Meanwhile, the aroma of freshly brewed coffee mingles with the scent of sizzling bacon, creating an atmosphere of comfort and familiarity that belies the tension crackling in the air.

      Flanked by my sister Bella and Mamma, I remain locked in place with a menu in my grasp. After an entire year, we’re so blessed to still have her with us—and lively as ever. Despite the cozy surroundings, there’s an icy chill settling in my bones that has nothing to do with the restaurant.

      But as I glance up at the waiter, a fleeting image of Orson dances before my eyes, his presence hovering in the air as an apparition. It’s as if time stands still, and I’m transported back to that horrible fucking night when our worlds collided in a storm of anger and regret. The memory looms, casting aspersions on my soul at our breakfast table, serving as a haunting reminder of my chasmic wounds.

      It had been hours of being stuck in worried contemplation, tracking Air Tags systematically placed in Orson’s suitcases. After a horrible experience of lost luggage with the airlines the previous year, keeping track of personal belongings have become old hat for me. Then when he failed to reply after giving him the space he needed to take a breath of fresh air without me inches away, my Daddy instincts kicked into high-gear.

      Having arranged to pick up his friend from back in Sugar Ditch, discovering his location change to San Francisco’s bustling airport sent me into an unavoidable panic. The fear that Orson was not in a healthy frame of mind, heckled at the ravines inside my own brain. For all I knew, a light switch could’ve flicked on and he’d decided to rush across the country in protest of my deep love and protection—never to see or hear from him again.

      After an hour of dodging travelers inside each corner of the airport, Presley’s arrival became the sentinel to my luck nearing total depletion. The only thing left to usher the final stake into my conscious, checking the Air Tags for an updated location, uncovered one final resolution. It took us all of ten minutes to research which area the Air Tags last pinged in order to determine which flight my piccolo orso boarded in his heightened level of acuity.

      Los Angeles Airport became the next destination on my scavenger hunt, yet it didn’t serve me any immediate favors. The next flight headed to L-A-X wasn’t until nearly an hour after he’d left, sending my nerves into an unfathomable assembly.

      The minute Presley and I touched ground in SoCal, she hailed an Uber while I scraped the virtual panorama of GPS to locate which intricate groove Orson’s luggage would surface next. As my gaze shifted from the phone to Presley’s curiosity, one word flew off my tongue as a pool of hot butter.

      “Benjamin!”

      After a few minutes, the dot indicating Orson’s whereabouts stayed impressively steady. This allowed me to suspect that the impromptu visit with his brother would turn out to be my saving grace, rather than an excuse to sick the underbelly of an Italian mafia on Benjamin.

      Sure enough, as our Uber approached the epicenter of Florence, the blue perimeter of Orson’s Air Tag locations narrowed down with precision. In fact, the direction my phone took us was no longer streetside. Rather, a small and sketchy park smack dab in the middle of a seedy neighborhood, where hopes surely go to die a gruesome and bitter end. This was not going to define my baby’s outcome. I simply wouldn’t entertain the notion.

      Presley joined my side on the final steps to hopefully locate Orson. Yet, as I nearly faltered over a large crack in the cement sidewalk, she spotted two suitcases under completely dimmed lamplight.

      “Orson’s not here, Dante,” she exclaimed. “Where the heck is he?”

      That was the moment when fear sank into my gut as a heavy boulder inching off a steep crag. Something happened to the boy I committed to protecting, and nothing was going to bring him back to me ever again. Without the attainable reality of advanced technology cluing me into Orson’s footpath, the crux of my soul dried to the texture of a cracked riverbed. My veins simply yearned to cease pumping altogether.

      Both hands at my dimples, I called out into the horror-rending ghetto of southern Los Angeles. “ORSON—” my fright evident, swallowing whatever amount of saliva I could. “ORRRRSON!”

      Presley and I diverged, each tracing the trail of disparity to find him. I slipped beneath a canopy of gnarled tree branches, my curses aimed at the blackness above for nearly blinding me with a sharpened twig. Despite my desperate calls, the only echoes in the vicinity were a cacophony of agitated canines and the plaintive whine of neglected playground equipment swaying in the wind.

      The world seemed to hold its breath as if waiting for revelation or redemption. At that moment, I realized that our pursuit was not merely about locating Orson. It was a quest for meaning, a search for the glassy threads that wove our lives together. And so, with determination etched into my bones, I pressed forward, guided by the enigmatic whispers of fate. The breeze whispered secrets, and I fruitfully listened while holding onto the hope I wouldn’t find the boy in a heap of his own detriment.

      My flightless courage was thwarted without result. “ORRRRRSSOOONNNNNN—” I whined. “BABY, PLEASE LET ME FIND YOU⁠—”

      I stopped mid-step as a wave of dread crept into my essence, succumbing to the bitter truths I feared most. No sooner did I plummet to my knees in a show of defeat when I heard a faint squelch off in the distance.

      The voice, a plea for help, answered back. “Dante?”

      Relieved as a leprechaun reuniting with his treasure, I trampled over the damp terrain to rescue Orson from his plight. As his dark silhouette slowly came into view, so did the strings on my heart begin to tug with joy. Warmth. Safety. Duty. And honor. ‘Terror did not win tonight,’ I thought silently, wrapping my arms around the youngest boy I’ve ever loved.

      “Oh my fucking God, Orson Raziel Hart,” I gasped, rubbing his backside with all my brawn. “Will you ever forgive me, baby?” I cried endlessly.

      Though dim, I could make out his gloomy, glossed-over stare from the sheen of a flickering park light. “I’m so scared, Babbo,” he droned, shivering under the weight of my ethos. “Can we re-write history?”

      I clicked my tongue as a spark of passion emblazoned my chest. “It’s never too late, mio dolcezzo,” I affirmed, swiftly combing his clammy mane. “Sometimes all we need is a rescue.”

      Across the table, Mamma’s riotous cough shakes me from the dense haze I’ve been entranced in, followed by the awe-inspiring sight of my little trooper and his best friend entering the diner. My heart races with butterflies, tiny harbingers of all the joy that awaits us this afternoon. I, Governor Dante Delatore of California, get to marry my soulmate, the apple of my fucking eye, Orson Raziel Hart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

          ORSON

        

      

    

    
      Standing in front of a mirror in our RV, I begin tracing the faint outlines of scars that tell the story of my journey. I’m filled with profound gratitude for the life I've been given, which I couldn’t have honestly said fourteen months ago. As time grew from the tumultuous trials, I underwent a life-saving kidney transplant. A nominal gift from Dante that restored my physical health and delivered him into the spotlight of political controversy.

      Despite the whispers of skeptics and the accusations of his Republican opponent, I see only the depth of his love and the resilience of our bond. Indeed, this ‘stolen election’ nonsense will be the only codswallop of its kind—surpassing the escalated political charade of that bastard in 2016. Personal opinion, of course.

      Now, as a gentle cough leaves my lungs, I can move on with the day I’ve been waiting for most of my life. Marrying the man who has stood by my side through every trial and triumph, I can’t help but marvel at the grandiosity of it all. Once dark and despondent, my life has become an oasis of possibilities.

      Dante’s grit in seeing healthcare reform in my honor has lit the fuse of my creativity. Once we start our honeymoon in New York, I’ll sit down with the editing team at Seven Liberties Publishing. This is my newfound joy. I have the distinct pleasure of drafting the contractual details surrounding my fictional narrative, which weaves together a raw picture of the realities that people like myself must battle as we traverse the emotional terrain of Schizophrenia.

      A knock on the RV door means Presley must have woken in her camper, and now she’s about to round me up like a herd of sheep. Since I was still tired when Dante rose from a restful dream, he went down to the town diner to have breakfast with his mother and sister.

      “Orson,” Presley calls out. “Are you awake, Orangie?”

      I let a deep breath leave my lungs. “Yep, just changing into some clothes, and I’ll be out in a minute.”

      My glimpse into the future endures while I continue slipping into a clean shirt and pants. While in New York, I will meet with Julian Torres, a literary icon whose work has touched the lives of millions. I’m humbled by the opportunity to learn from him. But above all, I'm grateful for the love and companionship of Dante, whose unwavering support has been the cornerstone of my recovery and the foundation upon which our future together is built.

      There’s no doubt that today, as we exchange vows and begin our journey as husband and husband, I am filled with a sense of extreme joy and gratitude for the life we’re crafting together. I only wished Mom could be here today. Crossing that threshold as a married, physically healthy boy in her tear-laden eyes would’ve been majestic in its purest form. My head wavers, pushing away the depressing thought pattern. I can only hold onto the dream from a year ago when she approved Dante Giovanni Delatore, a firefighter-turned-political badass.
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        * * *

      

      Such an awe-inspiring sun dips below the horizon, spackling the sky in hues of raspberry and gold, where I stand beside Dante, feeling the weight of his hand in mine. The gentle lapping of the lake against the shore provides a soothing backdrop to the intimate gathering we’ve chosen to share our vows with. It’s a moment of quiet serenity, surrounded by the love and support of our closest friends and family. Then there’s Presley’s warm smile, Miguel’s lighthearted facial expression, and Carlos’ reassuring presence. Each of them offers a sense of comfort, reminding me that I’m not alone in this moment of significance.

      Our neighbor Kelley’s thoughtful craftsmanship is evident in the warm, cozy rompers she’s created for Dante and me. Each stitch is a testament to her talent and dedication. Babbo’s caffeinated wink ignites a spark of gratitude within me, and it’s at this precise minute, that I can’t help but marvel at the love and care he’s exercised for every detail of this day. The faux bear fur feels soft against my skin, a concrete feeling of the warmth and comfort of home.

      As the breeze carries the scent of pine trees and the distant sound of laughter, I can’t shake the feeling that we are being watched over by loved ones who are no longer with us. It’s as though my Mom and Christopher are whispering their blessings from the heavens above. Their presence is felt in every gentle gust of wind. And now, surrounded by the beauty of nature and the love of those dear to us, I feel a sense of peace and contentment settle gently underneath my tender flesh. Today marks the beginning of a new reality. One filled with love, joy, and the promise of a lifetime together with the man I never imagined I’d be privileged enough to love.

      Kelley’s husband, Steve, clears his throat in a proud show of discernment. “Friends and family, we’re gathered here today to celebrate the union of two glorious men in the warm and healing embrace of marriage⁠—”

      He could go on for days, but the anticipation in my heart beats to the cadence of Taylor Swift’s song, “Ours,” which will be boastfully playing at our small reception to follow.

      Now would be the time to speak my vows, carefully woven sentiments in the fabric of my and Dante’s love. “Dante—Babbo—” I contend with the frog in my throat, catching a glimpse at the heroic doctor who saved my life last year. “I haven’t prepared some lengthy speech that takes us into dusk because there’s a whole blaze of profound adjectives to describe how you make me feel—” a breath follows shortly.

      I slip a white gold band over his rugged finger with zeal. “You have ignited a whole new path for my life, which seems impossible and a dream all on its own, yet the inferno endures regardless—” another gale of frigid air into my lungs. “Turns out, all I needed was a rescue.”

      A tear rolls down Dante’s cheek as he prepares to deliver his words of passion. “Orson—piccolo orso—” he begins, glancing at his mother. “From the moment I met you, I knew there was something special about you,” he adds with a pause.

      Dante gently glides a matching ring over my finger, alight with his usual diplomacy. “Your strength and resilience in the face of adversity have inspired me in ways I never thought possible, and I promise to stand by your side through every challenge and triumph, supporting you with unwavering love and understanding.”

      Steve concludes the ceremony, followed by our booked entertainment, my second favorite part of tonight. As the final notes of Macon Wright’s melody fade into the night, I become enraptured by the warmth of Dante’s embrace, our hearts beating in perfect rhythm. With a soft smile, he brushes a strand of hair from my face as his touch emblazons a spark of hunger that burns brighter than any flame. At this moment, our first kiss as husband and husband becomes an enigmatic abyss, sealed with the sweet taste of love. More straightforwardly put, it’s a moment of pure magic. Did the universe itself conspire to bring us together?

      Surrounded by the love and support of everyone here, we dance beneath the starlit sky, our souls intertwined in a sonata of joy and laughter. Each bite of Kelley’s homemade sugar cookies is a sweet journey to the past, enlivening my imagination of the tender celebration we’ll have tonight.

      My gaze shifts from the star-cloaked reflection bouncing over the water to Dante’s fervent stare. There aren’t enough ways to express my gratitude for the heroic firefighter who has stood by my side through thick and thin, lighting up my world with his unwavering courage and inexorable love. Together, we have overcome the odds and found our happily ever after. As it turns out, I only needed a rescue to defy the odds.

      

      
        
        ‘La Fine’
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INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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